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			There can be no scholar without the heroic mind. The preamble of thought, the transition through which it passes from the unconscious to the conscious, is action. Only so much do I know, as I have lived. Instantly we know whose words are loaded with life, and whose not.

			The world,—this shadow of the soul, or other me—lies wide around. Its attractions are the keys which unlock my thoughts and make me acquainted with myself. I run eagerly into this resounding tumult.

			—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The American Scholar,” 1837
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			PROLOGUE

			IT HAPPENED LONG ago, when I was only a child. Back then, the outskirts of Boston were still farmland, and in the summer I spent the long days out of doors with friends, coming home only when the sun set. We escaped the heat by swimming in Boon’s Stream, which had a quick current and a deep pool.

			On one especially warm day in the summer of 1799, July 16, all my friends had arrived at the stream before me. I could hear them shouting as I ran toward the bank, and when they saw me standing at the edge of the best diving spot, they called to urge me on. “Jump, Lizzie, jump!” I stripped down to my linen underclothes. Then I took a running start and jumped. I had no way of knowing that when I landed, it would be in a different world.

			I found myself suspended over the pool. With my knees curled up and my arms wrapped around them, I hung there, looking at the water and at the bank near it, unable to move. It was like trying to wake while inside a dream. You want to wake, want to move, but you can’t; your eyes remain closed, your limbs remain stubbornly still. Only your mind is moving, saying, “Get up, get up!” It was just like that, except the dream that would not let go was the world around me.

			Everything had gone quiet. I could not even hear my heart beating. Yet I knew that time was passing, and it was passing too quickly. My friends remained motionless while the water around them rushed past in swirling currents at a frightening speed. And then I saw something happening on the banks of the stream.

			The grass began growing before my eyes. It grew steadily, until it reached the height that it normally reached in late summer. Then it began to wilt and brown. The leaves on the trees by the banks of the stream turned yellow and orange and red; before long, they had faded and fluttered to the ground. The light around me shone dully gray, as if stuck between day and night. As the leaves began to fall, the light grew dimmer. The field turned a silvery brown as far as I could see and in the next moment transformed itself into a wide, snow-covered expanse. The stream below me slowed and then froze. The snow rose and fell in waves, as it would through the passage of a long winter, and then it began to recede, pulling away from the naked branches and the soil, leaving muddy earth behind it. The ice on the stream broke into pieces and the water once again rushed through it. Beyond the banks of the stream, the ground turned a pale green, as new shoots sprang up through the soil, and the trees appeared to grow a verdant lace at their edges. Before too long, the leaves took on their darker summer hue and the grass grew higher. It passed in an instant, but I felt as though I had lived an entire year apart from the world while the world moved on.

			Suddenly, I dropped. I landed in Boon’s Stream and heard, once again, all the sounds of the world around me. The stream gurgled and splashed, and my friends and I looked at one another in shock. We had all seen the same thing, and we had no idea what had happened.

			In the days and weeks and months that followed, the people of Boston began to discover the incredible consequences of that moment, even if we could not begin to understand it. The ships from England and France ceased to arrive. When the first sailors who set out from Boston after the change returned, dazed and terrified, they brought back confounding stories of ancient ports and plagues. Traders who headed north described a barren land covered with snow, where all signs of human existence had vanished and incredible beasts known only in myth had suddenly appeared. Travelers who ventured south gave reports so varied—cities of towering glass, and horse raids, and unknown creatures—that no two were the same.

			It became apparent that in one terrible moment the various parts of the world had come apart. They were unfastened from time. Spinning freely in different directions, each piece of the world had been flung into a different Age. When the moment passed, the pieces lay scattered, as close to each other in space as they had always been, but hopelessly separated by time. No one knew how old the world truly was, or which Age had caused the catastrophe. The world as we knew it had been broken, and a new world had taken its place.

			We called it the Great Disruption.

			—Elizabeth Elli to her grandson Shadrack, 1860
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			Closing an Age

			1891, June 14: 7-Hour 51

			New Occident began its experiment with elected representation full of hope and optimism. But it was soon tainted by corruption and violence, and it became clear that the system had failed. In 1823, a wealthy representative from Boston suggested a radical plan. He proposed that a single parliament govern New Occident and that any person who wished to voice an opinion before it should pay admittance. The plan was hailed—by those who could afford it—as the most democratizing initiative since the Revolution. They had laid the groundwork for the contemporary practice of selling parliament-time by the second.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			THE DAY NEW OCCIDENT closed its borders, the hottest day of the year, was also the day Sophia Tims changed her life forever by losing track of time.

			She had begun the day by keeping a close eye on the hour. In the Boston State House, the grand golden clock with its twenty hours hung ponderously over the speaker’s dais. By the time the clock struck eight, the State House was full to capacity. Arranged in a horseshoe around the dais sat the members of parliament: the eighty-eight men and two women rich enough to procure their positions. Facing them sat the visitors who had paid for time to address parliament, and farther back were the members of the public who could afford ground-floor seating. In the cheap seats on the upper balcony, Sophia was surrounded by men and women who had crammed themselves onto the benches. The sun poured in through the tall State House windows, shining off the gilt of the curved balcony rails.

			“Brutal, isn’t it?” the woman beside Sophia sighed, fanning herself with her periwinkle bonnet. There were beads of sweat on her upper lip, and her poplin dress was wilted and damp. “I would bet it is five degrees cooler on the ground floor.”

			Sophia smiled at her nervously, shuffling her boots against the wooden floorboards. “My uncle is down there. He’s going to speak.”

			“Is he now? Where?” The woman put her pudgy hand on the rail and peered down.

			Sophia pointed out the brown-haired man who sat, straight-backed, his arms folded across his chest. He wore a linen suit and balanced a slim leather book on his knee. His dark eyes calmly assessed the crowded hall. His friend Miles Countryman, the wealthy explorer, sat next to him, red from the heat, his shock of white hair limp with sweat. Miles wiped a handkerchief brusquely across his face. “He’s right there—in the front row of speakers.”

			“Where?” the woman asked, squinting. “Ah, look—the famous Shadrack Elli is here, I see.”

			Sophia smiled proudly. “That’s him. Shadrack is my uncle.”

			The woman looked at her in surprise, forgetting for a moment to fan herself. “Imagine that! The niece of the great cartologer.” She was clearly impressed. “Tell me your name, dear.”

			“Sophia.”

			“Then tell me, Sophia, how it is that your famous uncle can’t afford a better seat for you. Did he spend all his money on his time?”

			“Oh, Shadrack can’t afford time in parliament,” Sophia said matter-of-factly. “Miles paid for it—four minutes and thirteen seconds.”

			As Sophia spoke, the proceedings began. The two timekeepers on either side of the dais, stopwatches in their white-gloved hands, called for the first speaker, a Mr. Rupert Middles. A heavyset man with an elaborate mustache made his way forward. He straightened his mustard-colored cravat, smoothed his mustache with fat fingers, and cleared his throat. Sophia’s eyes widened as the timekeeper on the left set the clock to twenty-seven minutes. “Look at that!” the plump woman whispered. “It must have cost him a fortune!”

			Sophia nodded. Her stomach tensed as Rupert Middles opened his mouth and his twenty-seven minutes commenced. “I am honored to appear before parliament today,” he began thunderously, “this fourteenth of June of the year eighteen ninety-one, to propose a plan for the betterment of our beloved New Occident.” He took a deep breath. “The pirates in the United Indies, the hordes of raiders from the Baldlands, the gradual encroachment of our territories from north, west, and south—how long will New Occident go on ignoring the realities of our altered world, while the edges of our territory are eaten away by the greedy mouths of foreigners?” There were boos and cheers from the crowd, but Middles hardly paused. “In the last year alone, fourteen towns in New Akan were overrun by raiders from the Baldlands, paying for none of the privileges that come with living in New Occident but enjoying them all to the full. During the same period, pirates seized thirty-six commercial ships with cargo from the United Indies. I need not remind you that only last week, the Gusty Nor’easter, a proud Boston vessel carrying thousands of dollars in payment and merchandise, was seized by the notorious Bluebird, a despicable pirate who,” he added, his face red with exertion, “docks not a mile away in Boston harbor!” Growls of angry encouragement surged from the crowd. Middles took a rapid breath and went on. “I am a tolerant man, like the people of Boston.” There were faint cheers. “And I am an industrious man, like the people of Boston.” The cheers grew louder. “And I am loath to see my tolerance and my industry made a mockery by the greed and cunning of outsiders!” Clapping and cheering erupted from the crowd.

			“I am here to propose a detailed plan, which I call the ‘Patriot Plan,’ and which I am certain will be approved, as it represents the interests of all those who, like me, believe in upholding our tolerance and our industry.” He braced himself against the dais. “Effective immediately, the borders must be closed.” He paused for the piercing cheers. “Citizens of New Occident may travel freely—if they have the proper documentation—to other Ages. Foreigners living in New Occident who do not have citizenship will have several weeks to return to their Ages of origin, and those remaining will be forcibly deported on July fourth of this year, the day on which we celebrate the founding of this great nation.” More enthusiastic cries erupted, and a flurry of audience members stood to clap enthusiastically, continuing even as Middles charged ahead.

			Sophia felt her stomach sinking as Rupert Middles detailed the penalties for foreigners who remained in New Occident without documents and the citizens who attempted to travel out of the country without permission. He spoke so quickly that she could see a line of foam gathering at the edge of his mustache and his forehead shining with sweat. Gesticulating wildly, without bothering to wipe his brow, he spat across the dais as he enumerated the points of his plan and the crowd around him cheered.

			Sophia had heard it all before, of course. Living as she did with the most famous cartologer in Boston, she had met all the great explorers who passed through his study and heard the much-detested arguments championed by those who sought to bring the Age of Exploration to an end. But this did not make the vitriol of Rupert Middles any less appalling or his scheme any less terrible. As Sophia listened to the remaining minutes of the speech, she thought with growing anxiety of what the closing of the borders would mean: New Occident would lose its ties to the other Ages, beloved friends and neighbors would be forced to leave, but she, Sophia, would feel the loss even more acutely. They won’t have the right documents. They won’t get in and I will lose them forever, she thought, her heart pounding.

			The woman sitting beside Sophia fanned herself and shook her head in disapproval. When the twenty-seven minutes finally ran out and the timekeeper rang a loud bell, Middles staggered to his seat—sweating and panting—to wild applause that filled Sophia with dread. She could not imagine how Shadrack stood a chance of swaying his audience with only four minutes.

			“Dreadful spitter,” Sophia’s companion put in with distaste.

			“Mr. Augustus Wharton,” the first timekeeper called loudly, while his colleague turned the clock to fifteen minutes. The cheering and clapping subsided as a tall, white-haired man with a hooked nose strode confidently forward. He had no notes. He clasped the edges of the dais with long white fingers. “You may begin,” the timekeeper said.

			“I appear before this assembly,” Mr. Wharton began, in a deceptively low tone, “to commend the proposal put forth by Mr. Rupert Middles and persuade the ninety members of this parliament that we should not only put it in place, but we should carry it further,” he shouted, his voice rising to a crescendo. The audience on the parliament floor clapped ecstatically. Sophia watched, agonized, as Shadrack’s expression grew hard and furious.

			“Yes, we must close our borders, and yes, we must enact a swift deportation of foreigners who leech this great nation of its strength without giving it anything in return, but we must also close our borders to prevent the citizens of New Occident from leaving it and undermining our very foundations. I ask you: why should anyone wish to travel to other Ages, which we know to be inferior? Does not the true patriot stay home, where he belongs? I have no doubt that our great explorers, of whom we are so proud, have only the best intentions in traveling to distant lands, pursuing that esoteric knowledge which is unfortunately too lofty for many of us to comprehend.” He spoke with condescension as he inclined his head toward Shadrack and Miles.

			To Sophia’s horror, Miles jumped to his feet. The crowd jeered as Shadrack rose quickly, placing a hand on his friend’s arm and easing him back into his seat. Miles sat, fuming, while Wharton went on without acknowledging the interruption. “But surely these explorers are on occasion naive,” he continued, to loud calls of agreement, “or perhaps we should say idealistic, when they do not realize that the very knowledge they so prize becomes the twisted tool of foreign powers bent on this great nation’s destruction!” This was met with roars of approval. “Need I remind you of the great explorer Winston Hedges, whose knowledge of the Gulf Coast was ruthlessly exploited by pirates in the siege of New Orleans.” Loud boos indicated that the memory was, indeed, still fresh. “And it may not be lost on anyone,” he sneered, “that the masterful creations of a certain cartologer gracing us with his presence today make perfect research materials for any pirate, raider, or tyrannical ruler with an eye toward invasion.”

			The audience, taken aback by this direct attack, clapped somewhat reluctantly. Shadrack sat silently, his eyes furious but his face calm and grim. Sophia swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, dear,” the woman murmured. “That was very much uncalled for.”

			“In sum,” Wharton went on, “I wish to add an amendment that will put into effect a complete closure of the borders not only for foreigners but for citizens as well. Middles has the Patriot Plan, which will protect us from foreigners. I say good—but not good enough. I therefore propose here, in addition, a measure to protect us from ourselves. The Protection Amendment: Stay home, stay safe!” The cheers that met this were few but enthusiastic. “I propose that foreign relations be restricted and trade with specified Ages be facilitated, respectively, as follows.” Sophia hardly heard the remainder. She was watching Shadrack, wishing desperately that she could be sitting beside him rather than gazing down from the upper balcony, and she was thinking about what would happen if Wharton’s plan passed and the Age of Exploration came to an end.

			Shadrack had warned her already that this might happen. He had done so again the night before, as he practiced his speech for the fifteenth time, standing at the kitchen table while Sophia made sandwiches. She had found it impossible to imagine that anyone would hold such a close-minded view. And yet it seemed, from the response of the people around her, that it was all too possible.

			“Does no one want the borders to remain open?” Sophia whispered at one point.

			“Of course they do, my dear,” her benchmate said placidly. “Most of us do. But we’re not the ones with the money to talk in Parliament, are we? Don’t you notice that all the people who clap for the likes of them are on the ground floor—in the pricey seats?”

			Sophia nodded forlornly.

			Finally, the bell rang and Wharton triumphantly left the stage.

			The timekeeper called, “Mr. Shadrack Elli.” There was a smattering of polite clapping as Shadrack strode to the dais. While the clock was being set to four minutes and thirteen seconds, he glanced up at the balcony and met Sophia’s eye. He smiled, tapping the pocket of his jacket. Sophia smiled back.

			“What does that mean?” her companion asked excitedly. “A secret sign?”

			“I wrote him a note for good luck.”

			The note was really a drawing, one of the many Shadrack and Sophia left for one another in unexpected places: an ongoing correspondence in images. It showed Clockwork Cora, the heroine they had invented together, standing triumphantly before a cowed Parliament. Clockwork Cora had a clock for a torso, a head full of curls, and rather spindly arms and legs. Fortunately, Shadrack was more dignified. With his dark hair swept back and his strong chin held high, he looked self-assured and ready. “You may begin,” the timekeeper said.

			“I am here today,” Shadrack began quietly, “not as a cartologer or an explorer, but as an inhabitant of our New World.” He paused, waiting two precious seconds so that his audience would listen carefully. “There is a great poet,” he said softly, “whom we are fortunate to know through his writing. An English poet, born in the sixteenth century, before the Disruption, whose verses every schoolchild learns, whose words have illuminated thousands of minds. But because he was born in the sixteenth century, and to the best of our knowledge England now resides in the Twelfth Age, he has not yet been born. Indeed, as the Fates would have it, he may never be born at all. If he is not, then his surviving books will be all the more precious, and it will fall to us—to us—to pass on his words and make certain they do not disappear from this world.

			“This great poet,” he paused, looking out onto his audience, which had fallen silent, “wrote:

			No man is an island, entire of itself; Every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less. . . . Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind.

			“I need not persuade you of his words. We have learned them to be true. We have seen, after the Great Disruption, the great impoverishment of our world as pieces fell away, washed into the seas of time—the Spanish Empire fragmented, the Northern Territories lost to prehistory, the whole of Europe plunged into a remote century, and many more pieces of our world lost to unknown Ages. It was not so long ago—fewer than one hundred years; we remember that loss still.

			“My father’s mother Elizabeth Elli—Lizzie, to those who knew her well—lived through the Great Disruption, and she saw that loss firsthand. Yet it was she who inspired me to become a cartologer by telling me the story of that fateful day and reminding me, every time, to think not of what we had lost but what we might gain. It took us years—decades—to realize that this broken world could be mended. That we could reach remote Ages, and overcome the tremendous barriers of time, and be the richer for it. We have perfected our technologies by borrowing from the learning of other Ages. We have discovered new ways of understanding time. We have profited—profited greatly—by our trade and communication with nearby Ages. And we have given.

			“My good friend Arthur Whims at the Atlas Press,” he said, holding up a slim leather-bound volume, “has reprinted the writings of John Donne, so that his words can be known to others beyond our Age. And this learning across the Ages is not at an end—much of the New World is still unknown to us. Imagine what treasure, be it financial”—he looked keenly at the members of parliament—“scientific, or literary, lies beyond the borders of our Age. Do you truly wish to wash that treasure away into the sea? Would you wish our own wisdom to fall out of this world, imprisoned within our borders? This cannot be, my friends—my fellow Bostonians. We are indeed tolerant, and we are industrious, as Mr. Middles claims, and we are a part of the main. We are not an island. We must not behave like one.”

			The clock ran out of time just as Shadrack stepped away from the dais, and the timekeeper, caught up by the stirring words, somewhat belatedly rang his bell into the still silence of the State House. Sophia jumped to her feet, clapping loudly. The sound seemed to rouse the audience around her, which broke into applause as Shadrack returned to his seat. Miles pounded him heartily on the back. The other speakers sat stone-faced, but the cheers from the balcony made it clear that Shadrack had been heard.

			“That was a good speech, wasn’t it?” Sophia asked.

			“Marvelous,” the woman replied, clapping. “And by so handsome a speaker, my dear,” she added somewhat immaterially. “Simply stupendous. I only hope it’s enough. Four minutes isn’t very much time, and time weighs more than gold.”

			“I know,” Sophia said, looking down at Shadrack, entirely unaware of the heat as the members of parliament withdrew to their chamber to make a decision. She checked her watch, tucked it back into her pocket, and prepared herself to wait.

			—9-Hour 27: Parliament in Chambers—

			THE HALL WAS stuffy with the smell of damp wool and peanuts, which the audience members bought from the vendors outside. Some people went out to get fresh air but quickly returned. No one wanted to be away when the members of parliament returned and rendered their decision. There were three options: they could take no action at all, or recommend one of the plans for review, or adopt one of them for implementation.

			Sophia looked at the clock over the dais and realized that it was ten-hour—midday. As she checked to see if Shadrack had returned, she saw the members of parliament filing into the hall. “They’re coming back,” she said to her benchmate. Several minutes of rushed scurrying ensued as people tried to find their seats, and then a hush descended over the audience.

			The head of parliament walked to the dais, carrying a single sheet of paper. Sophia’s stomach seemed to knot of its own accord. If they had voted for no action—as Shadrack recommended—they would not need a sheet of paper to say so.

			The man cleared his throat. “The members of parliament,” he began slowly, emphasizing that he, for one, did not pay for his time, “have voted on the proposed measures. By a vote of fifty-one to thirty-nine we have approved for immediate implementation”—he coughed—“the Patriot Plan proposed by Mr. Rupert Middles—”

			The rest of his words were lost in an uproar. Sophia sat, dazed, trying to comprehend what had happened. She pulled her satchel strap over her shoulder, then stood and peered over the balcony railing, anxious to find Shadrack, but he had been swallowed by the crowd. The audience behind her was expressing its collective disappointment by means of missiles—a crust of bread, a worn shoe, a half-eaten apple, and a rainstorm of peanut shells—hurled down at the members of parliament. Sophia felt herself being pressed up against the lip of the balcony as the enraged crowd pushed forward, and for a terrible moment she clung to the wooden ledge to avoid being pushed over it.

			“Down to chambers, down to chambers!” a timekeeper cried in a piercing tone. Sophia caught a glimpse of the members of parliament hurrying past him.

			“You’ll not get away so easily, cowards!” a man behind her shouted. “Follow them!” To her relief, the crowd suddenly pulled back and began clambering over the benches for the exits. Sophia looked around for the woman who had sat beside her, but she was gone.

			She stood for a moment in the thinning crowd, her heart still pounding, wondering what to do. Shadrack had said he would meet her in the balcony, but now he would surely find it impossible. I promised to wait, Sophia said to herself firmly. She tried to steady her hands and ignore the shouts from below, which seemed to grow more violent by the second. A minute passed, and then another; Sophia kept her eye on her watch so that she would not lose track of time. Suddenly she heard a distant murmur that became clearer as more people chanted in unison: “Smoke them out, smoke them out, smoke them out!” Sophia ran to the stairs.

			On the ground floor, a group of men was battering the doors of the parliament chambers with the overturned dais. “Smoke them out!” a woman shrieked, feverishly piling chairs as if preparing for a bonfire. Sophia ran to the front doors, where seemingly the entire audience had congregated, choking off the entrance. “Smoke them out, smoke them out, smoke them out!” She hugged the satchel tightly against her chest and elbowed her way through.

			“You bigot!” a woman in front of her suddenly shouted, flailing her fists wildly at an older man in a gray suit. Sophia realized with shock that it was Augustus Wharton. As he swung out with his silver-tipped cane, two men with the unmistakable tattoos of the Indies threw themselves against him, one of them wrenching the cane from his hand and the other pulling his arms back behind him. The woman, her blue eyes fierce, her blonde hair clinging to her face, spat at Wharton. Suddenly she crumpled into a pile of her own skirts, revealing a police officer behind her with his club still raised. The officer reached for Wharton protectively, and the two tattooed men melted away.

			There was a shout followed by a cascade of screams. Sophia smelled it before seeing it: fire. The crowd parted, and she saw a torch being hurled toward the open doors of the State House. Screams burst out as the torch landed. She pushed her way into the crowd, trying vainly to catch a glimpse of Shadrack as she inched down the steps. The smell of smoke was sharp in her nostrils.

			As she neared the bottom, she heard a shrill voice cry out, “Filthy pirate!” An unshaven man with more than a few missing teeth suddenly toppled against her, knocking Sophia to the ground. He rose angrily and threw himself back against his assailant. Sophia pushed herself up from hands and knees unsteadily; seeing a clear path down to the street, she hurried down the remaining steps, her knees trembling. There was a trolley stop right by the corner of the State House, and as Sophia ran toward it a car was just arriving. Without stopping to check its destination, she jumped aboard.
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			The Wharf Trolley

			1891, June 14: 10-Hour #

			To the north lay a prehistoric abyss; to the west and south lay a chaos of jumbled Ages. Most painfully, the temporal chasm between the former United States of America and Europe became undeniably clear in the first few years after the Disruption. The Papal States and the Closed Empire had descended into shadow. It thereby fell to the eastern seaboard on the western edge of the Atlantic to maintain the glorious tradition of the West. The United States became known as New Occident.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			SOPHIA TOOK A deep breath as the trolley pulled away from the State House to circle Boston Common. She pinned her trembling hands between her knees, but her scraped palms felt hot and began to sting. She could still hear the crowd, and all around her on the trolley the agitated passengers were discussing parliament’s shocking decision.

			“It won’t stand,” a portly man with a gleaming pocket watch said, shaking his head. He stamped his patent-leather boot indignantly. “So many in Boston are foreigners; it’s entirely impractical. The city will not stand for it.”

			“But only some of them have papers and watches,” objected a young woman beside him. “Not every foreigner does.” Her nervous hands crumpled the lap of her flowered skirt. 

			“Is it true that deportations will begin on July fourth?” an older woman asked, her voice quavering.

			Sophia turned away and watched the passing city streets. The great clocks of New Occident with their twenty hours stood on every street corner. They perched on the lampposts; they loomed from every building facade; they gazed over the city from countless monuments. Ponderous bell towers dominated the skyline, and at the city center the chiming could be deafening.

			And every New Occident citizen carried a watch that mirrored the movement of these great monuments: a pocket watch inscribed with the moment of its wearer’s birth, bearing constant witness to a life unfolding. Sophia often held the smooth metal disc of her lifewatch, taking comfort from its dependable ticking, just as she took pleasure in the reassuring chime and ring of every public clock. Now it seemed that these clocks, which had always been her anchor, were counting down to a disastrous end: July 4, a mere three weeks away. The borders would close and then, without the papers they needed to return, the two people she most wanted to see in the world might be stranded forever.

			Sophia could hardly remember her father, Bronson Tims, or her mother, Wilhelmina Elli. They had vanished on an expedition when she was barely three years old. She had one precious memory of them, which she had worn out to a thin, faded, insubstantial thing: they walked on either side of her, each holding one of her hands. Their laughing faces looked down from a distance with great tenderness. “Fly, Sophia, fly!” they called out in unison, and suddenly she was lifted from the ground. She felt her own laugh welling up, joining her mother’s trill and her father’s deep chuckle. That was all.

			Wilhelmina—Minna, for short—and Bronson had been first-class explorers. Before their daughter was born, they had traveled south to the Baldlands, north to the Prehistoric Snows, and even as far east as the Closed Empires; and afterwards they planned to travel with Sophia—once she was old enough. But an urgent message from a fellow explorer, deep in the Papal States, had forced them to leave sooner than expected, and they had struggled terribly with the problem of whether to take their daughter or not.

			It was Shadrack who had persuaded his sister Minna and her husband to leave Sophia with him. The message they had received suggested unpredictable dangers for which even he could not prepare them. If Shadrack Elli, Doctor of History and Master Cartologer, could not ensure that the route would be a safe one, surely it posed too many risks for a child of only three years. Who better to understand the potential of those risks? Who better to leave her with than her beloved uncle Shadrack? They had finally departed, anxious but determined, for what they hoped would be only a brief journey.

			But they had not returned. As the years passed, the likelihood of their reappearing alive diminished. Shadrack knew it; Sophia sensed it. But she refused to fully believe it. And now the anxiety Sophia felt at the thought of the borders’ closing had, in fact, little to do with the grand ambitions of exploration described in Shadrack’s speech. It had everything to do with her parents. They had left Boston in a far more lenient age, when traveling without papers was commonplace, even wise, in order to avoid theft or damage on a dangerous voyage. Bronson’s and Minna’s paper were safely stowed in a little bureau in their bedroom. If New Occident closed itself off to the world, how would they get back in? Lost in somber speculation, Sophia closed her eyes, her head resting against the seat.

			With a start she realized that the air around her had grown dark and oddly cold. Her eyes snapped open. Is it night already? she thought, panic rising in her chest. She reached for her watch, looked around quickly, and realized the trolley had stopped in a tunnel. Far behind them she could see the bright entryway. So it was still daytime. But when she squinted at the watch, she discovered that it was already fourteen-hour. Sophia gasped. “Four hours!” she exclaimed out loud. “I can’t believe it!”

			She hurried to the front of the trolley and saw the conductor standing on the tracks a few meters ahead of the car. There was a sharp metallic clang, and then the man lumbered back toward her.

			“Still here, are you?” the conductor asked amiably. “You must like this loop to sit through it twenty-three times. That, or you like my driving.” He was heavyset, and despite the cool air in the tunnel, sweat poured off his forehead and chin. Smiling, he wiped his face with a red handkerchief as he sat down.

			“I lost track of the time,” Sophia said anxiously. “Completely.”

			“Ah, no matter,” he replied with a sigh. “On such a bad day—the sooner it ends the better.” He released the brake and the trolley began to roll slowly forward.

			“Are you going back into the city now?”

			He shook his head. “I’m heading out to the yard. You’ll have to get off at the wharf and look for a trolley heading back through downtown.”

			Sophia had not been to this part of Boston in years. “Is it the same stop?”

			“I’ll point you to it,” he assured her. They picked up speed as they made a sudden sharp turn to the left. Then they emerged from the tunnel, the light dazzling Sophia’s eyes. The trolley stopped once again almost immediately, and the conductor shouted, “Wharf trolley. Final stop. No passengers.” A waiting crowd looked impatiently at the tunnel for the next trolley to emerge. “Walk about fifty paces that way,” he said to Sophia, pointing past the crowd. “There’s another stop there that says ‘inbound.’ You can’t miss it.”

			— 14-Hour 03: At the Wharf—

			NEWS OF THE borders’ closure had already reached Boston harbor. People rushed this way and that through a confusion of carts, improvised market stands, and piles of crates, shouting orders, hurriedly unloading cargo, and making hasty arrangements for unexpected journeys. Two men were arguing over a broken crate full of lobsters; claws reached feebly through the cracked wooden slats. Seagulls cried out from every corner, dipping lazily, snapping at the stray pieces of fish and bread. The smell of the harbor—brine, tar, and the faint, enduring scent of something spoiling—wafted by on waves of hot air.

			Sophia tried to get out of the way and found herself repeatedly pushed aside. As she struggled to find the trolley stop, she gave in to that familiar sense of defeat that always came with losing track of time. Their housekeeper, Mrs. Clay, would be worried sick. And Shadrack—he might still be looking for her at the State House and fear the worst when she failed to appear. As she stumbled along, Sophia suppressed the tears of frustration that threatened to spill over.

			It was a frustration she felt all too frequently. Sophia, to her infinite mortification, had no internal clock. A minute could feel as long as an hour or a day. In the space of a second she might experience a whole month, and a whole month could pass in what felt to her like a second. As a young child, she had fallen daily into difficulties as a consequence. Someone would ask her a question, and Sophia would think for a moment and suddenly find that everyone had been laughing at her for a full five minutes. Once she had waited for six hours on the steps of the Public Library for a friend who never arrived. And it seemed to her that it was always time for bed.

			She had learned to compensate for her missing internal clock, and now that she was thirteen she rarely lost track of time during conversations. She observed the people around her to know when it was time to eat or finish school or go to bed. And she had become accustomed to keeping a tight hold on her watch, which she checked constantly. In the drawing notebook that was always in her satchel she kept careful records of her days: maps of past and future that helped guide her through the vast abyss of unmeasured time.

			But having no sense of time still troubled her in other ways. Sophia took great pride in her competence: her ability to navigate Boston and even places farther afield, as she grew older and traveled with Shadrack; her carefully disciplined work at school, which made her popular with teachers, if not always with classmates; her capacity to order and make sense of the world, so that all of Shadrack’s friends commented that she was wise beyond her years. These mattered deeply to her, and yet they could not compensate for the flaw that made her seem, in her own eyes, as flighty and absentminded as someone who had none of these abilities.

			Being from a family famous for its sense of time and direction made it all the more painful. Her parents reputedly had inner compasses and clocks worthy of great explorers. Shadrack could tell the time down to the second without looking at his watch, and no amount of encouragement on his part could persuade Sophia to forget the piece of herself she felt was missing. Their joint creation, Clockwork Cora, made light of a problem that Sophia only pretended to take lightly.

			She never spoke of it to her uncle, but she had a dreadful suspicion of how she had come to lose her sense of time. She pictured herself as a very young child, waiting for her parents at a dusty window. The little Sophia’s clock had ticked on and on, patiently and then worriedly and finally desperately, counting the seconds as her mother and father failed to come back. And then, when it became clear that the waiting was futile, the little clock had simply broken, leaving her without parents and without any sense of time at all.

			However much Shadrack loved his niece, he could not spend every second of every day with her, and the steady stream of graduate students whom he hired to assist with the combined tasks of cartology and child care were prone to the same distractions he was. While her uncle and his assistants pored over maps, the three-year-old Sophia had spent plenty of time alone and had, in fact, sometimes waited for her parents with hands and face pressed up against a window. In her memory—in her imagination—those moments contained long hours of endless waiting. The sun rose and set, and people passed the window in a constant stream, but still she waited expectantly. On occasion, the figure of her imagination blurred, and it seemed that not a near-infant but an older child—one who had waited for many years—stood at the window. And in fact her uncle sometimes found the grown Sophia sitting at her window, lost in thought, her pointed chin tucked into her hand and her brown eyes focused on something far out of sight.

			Now she stood on the busy wharf, wiping her eyes angrily and trying hard to compose herself. Then, amidst all the shouts and the bustle, she spotted about a dozen people standing in line. With a monumental effort, she drew her thoughts away from the four hours she had lost. That must be the line for the inbound trolley, she thought. As she approached, she heard, over all the other noise, the sound of a man shouting through a megaphone. She tapped the shoulder of the woman ahead of her. “Excuse me, is this the line for the inbound trolley?”

			The young woman shook her bonneted head excitedly. She was clutching a flyer, which she pushed into Sophia’s hand. “No such thing. They’ve brought creatures from the other Ages,” she said breathlessly. “We’re going in to see them while we still can!” Her laced glove pointed to a sign that stood only a few feet away.
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			Beside the sign stood the man who was shouting into the megaphone. He was small and sported a small, pointy beard and a tall hat that made his head look tiny. He flourished a silver-topped cane. “Wild men, monsters, creatures that defy your imagination!” he cried, his cheeks red with heat and exertion. He spoke with the accent of the western Baldlands; it made all his vowels sound bow-legged. “Discovered by the intrepid Simon Ehrlach and displayed here for the entertainment and instruction of visitors!” He pointed to a heavy velvet curtain that covered the entryway to the warehouse behind him. A woman even smaller than he was sat to his left, deftly counting money and dispensing and stamping tickets, her small forehead creased with concentration, before ushering each visitor into the curtained warehouse.

			“Every man or beast in a continuous exhibition of all the fascinating variety of the Ages!” the little man continued, showering his audience with energetic bursts of spit. “Each enacting constantly the bizarre and indeed mesmerizing habits of its Age, so that the visitor will hardly believe that he stands still in time!” With the tip of his cane, he tapped a large cage that stood to his right. “The wild boy from the Baldlands, in his fierce warrior dress. And inside there are even fiercer creatures from the Baldlands. Centaurs and mermen and children with tails. See them while you still have the chance!”

			Sophia stared in fascination at the cage, all other thoughts forgotten. There stood a boy who seemed only a little older than herself, dressed from head to toe in feathers. She could tell at once that he belonged to a different Age. His hair was twisted up around colored plumes that appeared to spring from his skull, and his limbs were covered with multicolored down. A skirt of trailing feathers hung at his waist, while an empty quiver dangled from his shoulder. His costume might once have been impressive, but most of the feathers were broken or crushed. To Sophia he looked like a beautiful bird, trapped in midair and dragged down to earth.

			But it was not his beauty that captured her attention. It was his expression. He was imprisoned in a cage, and he was made a spectacle to everyone around him. And yet, for all that, he surveyed the crowd as if they and not he were the spectacle. A faint smile tugged at the edges of his mouth. Gazing calmly at them, he made the cage seem like a pedestal; he was serene, unshakable, magnificent. Sophia could not take her eyes off him. She had lost track of time once again, but in a way that seemed entirely new.

			“I assure you, ladies and gentlemen,” the little man went on, “that you will even see battles enacted among these fierce creatures in Ehrlach’s Circus of the Ages. And after today’s decision in parliament, your days to view the wonders of the other Ages are numbered! Seize the opportunity now before it’s too late!” At this he reached with his cane through the bars of the cage and gave the boy dressed in feathers a careless jab.

			The boy looked at the cane and grabbed it easily, as if picking up a stray feather. Then he pushed it back toward the circus master, disinterested, and resumed watching the crowd. As the man continued to advertise Ehrlach’s marvels, Sophia realized that the boy was looking directly at her. He raised his hands and placed them on the bars. It seemed to Sophia that he could see her thoughts and that he was about to speak to her. She knew she was blushing, but she could not look away. She could not move; she did not want to move.

			“Hey, hey,” she heard someone say. The young woman ahead of her in line was shaking her shoulder. “Didn’t you want the city trolley, sweetheart? There it is—better run for it.”

			Sophia tore her eyes away from the boy. Sure enough, a trolley was approaching. If she hurried she would catch it. She looked back once more at the boy, who was still watching her thoughtfully. Then she ran.
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			Shadrack Elli, Cartologer

				
				1891, June 14

			And who (in time) knowes whither we may vent

			The treasure of our tongue? to what strange shores

			This gaine of our best glorie shal be sent,

			T’inrich unknowing Nations with our stores?

			What worlds in th’yet unformed Occident

			May come refin’d with th’accents that are ours?

			—Samuel Daniel, Musophilus, 1599

			

			SOPHIA LIVED WITH Shadrack at 34 East Ending Street in the South End of Boston, in the solid brick house her great-grandparents had built. White shutters, an abundance of ivy, and an iron owl perched discreetly over the entryway made it similar to the other brick houses adjoining it on the quiet street. But no other house had the small oval sign, pine-green in color, that hung on the red door, announcing: 
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			In reality, the sign had little use, because anyone who sought out Shadrack knew exactly where to find him; furthermore, they knew that the mere title “cartologer” did not begin to describe his occupation. He was as much historian, geographer, and explorer as he was cartologer. Apart from being a professor at the university, he was a private consultant to explorers and government officials. Anyone who needed expert knowledge of the history and geography of the New World found their way to Shadrack’s door.

			They came to see Shadrack simply because he was the best. In a time when most of the world was uncharted and no single person knew more than a few Ages, he was the most knowledgeable. Though he was young for a master cartologer, no one could match Shadrack for breadth of knowledge and skill. He had mastered the history of every known continent, he could read the maps of every civilization known to New Occident, and, most importantly, he could draw brilliant maps himself. The great cartologer who had trained him was said to have wept with wonder when Shadrack Elli presented his first complete map of the New World. He had precision and artistic ability on his side, but any draughtsman had that; it was his bottomless knowledge that made Shadrack so extraordinary.

			Having grown up surrounded by her uncle’s work, Sophia sometimes had difficulty seeing it as exceptional. She thought of mapmaking as a noble, learned, and rather messy profession. The house on East Ending Street was papered from top to bottom with maps. Maps of contemporary, ancient, or imaginary worlds covered every inch of wall space. Books and pens and compasses and rulers and more maps, lying flat or rolled up like scrolls, littered every flat surface. The parlor and the study fairly overflowed with equipment, and even the kitchen had begun to shrink from the edges inward as the countertops and cabinets became receptacles for maps. Sophia moved like a tiny island of tidiness through the house, straightening books, rolling maps, gathering pens, all in the effort to stem the cartologic tide around her. The only two relatively orderly places were her room, which had a few select maps and books, and the third-floor apartment of their housekeeper, Mrs. Clay.

			Mrs. Sissal Clay had arrived years earlier, when Sophia was only eight, and after a long consultation with Shadrack had simply moved in to the uninhabited third floor. Shadrack had always frowned upon the custom of keeping servants, believing such arrangements perpetuated a system in which the children of the servant class withdrew early from their schooling. Even when he was entrusted with the care of his three-year-old niece, he refused to hire a nanny, relying instead upon the paid assistance of his graduate students—who, he reasoned, were not abandoning their education to perform domestic duties.

			Immense love is almost always enough to sustain a child. But it does not always provide the logistical and practical necessities, including a steady supply of clean clothes and an understanding that toddlers can become bored with certain aspects of adult life, such as two-hour university lectures on the glaciation of the Eerie Sea.

			Shadrack’s well-meaning but mostly unsuitable assistants had no more command of these necessities than he did, and they were fleeting presences in Sophia’s life: brilliant, inventive, memorable, and usually rather incompetent as caretakers. One had built her a magnificent boat out of lacquered paper that she sailed on the Charles River to the everlasting envy of all the neighborhood children. Another had attempted to teach her Latin and had mostly succeeded, so that she could converse quite fluently in that tongue about farmers, sheep, and aqueducts by the time she was seven. All in all they were very lovable, but few understood the usefulness of mealtimes and bedtimes. Sophia had learned early on to see them as friendly companions rather than reliable guardians, and she did what any reasonable person would do: she learned to take care of herself.

			Then Mrs. Clay arrived. For reasons he did not explain, Shadrack broke his own rule. Mrs. Clay became the housekeeper at 34 East Ending Street. Had Mrs. Clay been a different sort of woman, Sophia’s life might have changed dramatically at this point. Mrs. Clay was a widow, and she had been the housekeeper at the academy of cartology where Shadrack had studied for two years in Nochtland, the Baldlands’ capital. The house might have flourished under her guiding hand, so that Shadrack’s high-spirited chaos and unbounded affection would have found some complementary order and good sense. But Sophia soon realized, young as she was, that their housekeeper needed more taking care of than she herself did.

			A moody, silent woman with sad eyes and a wide face, Mrs. Clay moved through the rooms of 34 East Ending as she did through the streets of Boston: quietly, almost fearfully, as if the only thing she was looking for was a proper place to hide. She was one part melancholy kindness, two parts mysterious unease; Sophia both liked her and felt that she did not really know her. Over time, Sophia simply accepted Mrs. Clay’s presence and went on relying more and more on herself, becoming the independent and peculiarly practical person that she was.

			— 15-Hour 19—

			WHEN SOPHIA FINALLY returned home, she found a red-eyed Mrs. Clay and a harried-looking Shadrack at the kitchen table. They both rose to their feet the moment Sophia walked in. Shadrack rushed to embrace her. “Sophia! Finally!”

			It was such a comfort to find herself back home, crushed up against the familiar scrape of Shadrack’s chin and the familiar smell of Shadrack’s pine soap, that she held on tightly for a while before speaking. “I’m sorry,” she finally whispered, pulling away. “I lost track of time.”

			Mrs. Clay placed her hand on Sophia’s shoulder, murmuring a fervent thanks to the Fates, and Shadrack shook his head with an affectionate smile that still bore traces of his concern. He tucked her hair behind her ears and held her face in his hands. “I was just about to go back to the State House—for the third time—to look for you,” he said. “I thought you were going to wait for me on the balcony.”

			“I did, but I didn’t know how long to wait, and then they started shouting about a fire . . .”

			“I know,” Shadrack said grimly.

			“When I finally got away I took the wrong trolley. And then I lost track of time. I ended up at the wharf,” she concluded with embarrassment.

			“It’s all right,” Shadrack said, taking her hand and pulling her over to the kitchen table. “I was worried, but it’s all right. I know the fault is not yours.” He let out a deep sigh as he sat down.

			“What happened to you?” Sophia asked.

			“I made my way over to the balcony stairs with Miles, and then he started a fistfight with some hothead in a bow tie. By the time I separated them, the balconies were empty.” Shadrack shook his head. “What a day. Mrs. Clay has of course heard the news—the whole of Boston has by now, I’m sure.”

			“But at least you are home safely, Sophia.” Mrs. Clay said. She spoke with the clipped accent of the southern Baldlands, and her manner of dress had never lost its foreign eccentricities. She always tucked a stray flower or clover stem or even an autumn leaf into her buttonhole; today, she wore a wilted violet in her hair. Her face was still blotchy and red, and Sophia understood that the tears had nothing to do with her absence: Mrs. Clay had no lifewatch and no papers.

			“Thank you. I’m sorry to have caused you so much worry,” Sophia said, sitting down beside them at the table. “Did Miles leave as planned?”

			“Yes,” Shadrack said, rumpling his hair tiredly. “His ship left at twelve-hour. He hardly expected the day to be so momentous, and now he was more eager to leave than ever.”

			“He is coming back, isn’t he?”

			“Let us hope so, Soph. For now, the plan is to close the borders and deport people from other Ages unless they have papers. The so-called ‘Patriot Plan,’” he said dryly, “is generous enough to permit free travel for citizens of New Occident.”

			“So we could still travel in and out?” She glanced apologetically at Mrs. Clay. “I mean, anyone with papers can travel in and out?”

			Shadrack nodded. “Yes. For now. What you may not have heard over the commotion,” he went on, “is that they plan to reconsider Wharton’s Protection Amendment at the end of August. They may very well implement it.”

			“And close the border for all of us? No one could go in or out?”

			“It would be sheer stupidity, of course, but that has hardly stopped parliament before.”

			“I just don’t understand why this is happening now,” Mrs. Clay protested, her voice dangerously wobbly.

			“Fear, pure and simple,” Shadrack said.

			“But my impression has always been—and I know I am still a relative newcomer here—but I had always thought that people in New Occident—in Boston, at least—were rather . . . intrigued,” she said carefully, “by the other Ages. They treat foreigners with curiosity, not hostility.”

			“I know,” Sophia agreed. “It makes no sense; people love to see the other Ages. At the wharf, there was this circus with creatures from the other parts of the world. And there was a man selling tickets who had a boy covered with feathers in a cage, and the boy was his prisoner, but he was so calm he hardly seemed to care, even though everyone was staring at him.” She found, despite her rush of words, that there was no way she could explain just how remarkable the boy was, or why he had left such an impression upon her.

			“Yes,” Shadrack said, eyeing her thoughtfully. He ran his hand through his hair and frowned. “I think the majority of the people here are intrigued—fascinated, even—by the other Ages. For some that means exploration, for others that means befriending foreigners, for still others it means observing them in cages.” His smile had no mirth. “But many others are afraid—not just afraid of people from other Ages who are different, but afraid, however illogically, for their own safety.”

			“You mean piracy and raiding,” Mrs. Clay said.

			“I do. No one is denying,” Shadrack said, “that the conflicts with the other Ages are real. The pirates in the United Indies are a costly distraction, and it is true that raiding parties from the Baldlands are continually tormenting populations at the edges of New Occident—even more so in the Indian Territories. But,” he continued sadly, “it goes the other way, too. Ships sail from Seminole every day under our flag and then, once they’re out on the sea, they lower ours and raise a pirate flag. And raiding parties from New Occident go into the Baldlands as often as they come out of them.” He paused. “That is why the boy you saw on the wharf, Soph, was a captive.”

			“You mean he was kidnapped in the Baldlands?”

			“Most likely. They would probably claim that they found him in New Occident and that he somehow broke the law, but most certainly he was taken in a raid, and the circus bought him from the raiders as the newest addition to their show.” His voice was bitter.

			“That’s despicable.” Sophia was thinking of how calm the boy had seemed and of how he had stepped up to the bars, as if about to speak to her.

			“It is.” The Elli side of the family, Shadrack and Minna, were all from Boston. But the Timses came from many different places, and Sophia’s great-grandparents had been slaves; after the rebellion, they helped to found the new state of New Akan in 1810. Their son, Sophia’s grandfather, had moved to Boston to attend the university. “Sophia’s great-grandfather was only seventeen when slavery ended,” Shadrack explained to Mrs. Clay. Then he turned to Sophia. “It must have shaken you to see a boy behind bars like that.”

			“This is what I don’t understand,” the housekeeper said. “Surely people in New Occident see that almost everyone here was once from somewhere else—everyone has a foreigner in their past.”

			“Yes, but what we have seen today,” Shadrack replied, “is what happens when fear overwhelms reason. The decision is illogical. It makes no sense to deport some of our finest laborers, merchants, and tradespeople, not to mention mothers, fathers, and friends. They will live to regret it.”

			The three sat silently for a while, gazing, each with their own preoccupations, at the empty kitchen table. Sophia sat with her head resting on Shadrack’s shoulder. He stirred a moment later, as if something had just occurred to him. “Mrs. Clay, I apologize. You came in an hour ago quite distressed, and I was full of my own concern for Sophia. We should discuss how we will get papers for you, since there is no time to acquire them through the proper channels.” Shadrack shook his head. “Naturalization can take months—sometimes years. We will have to find other means.”

			She looked at him gratefully. “Thank you, Mr. Elli. You are very kind. But it is late, and neither you nor Sophia have eaten. We can speak another time—I do not wish to impose.” She rose tentatively to her feet and patted the bun at the nape of her neck, tucking stray hairs into place.

			“Nonsense,” Shadrack said, gently putting Sophia aside. “You’re right, we haven’t eaten. And neither have you.” He looked at his watch. “I will get in touch with Carlton. Tonight, if possible.” Carlton Hopish, fellow cartologer and Shadrack’s friend from the university, worked for the Ministry of Relations with Foreign Ages and owed Shadrack more favors than either of them could count. Thanks to his friendship with the most knowledgeable cartologer in New Occident, Carlton always seemed to be the most informed member of government; and Shadrack, in turn, always managed to be conveniently apprised of classified government information. “As a beginning step, I’ll write him a note tonight about getting expedited papers for you—may as well try the legal route first. Will you stay to have dinner with us? No one should have to bear such ill news as we heard today alone. Please,” he added, when he saw Mrs. Clay hesitate.

			“Very well. Thank you for your kindness.”

			“Soph, can you wait to eat a little while longer while I write to Carlton and discuss things with Mrs. Clay?” Shadrack asked with an apologetic look.

			“Yes, of course. I should write to Dorothy, anyhow.”

			“A good idea.” As Shadrack and Mrs. Clay retreated to his study, Sophia made her way upstairs.

			— 16-Hour 27: Upstairs at East Ending—

			SOPHIA SIGHED AS she climbed the stairs. She passed the room that had belonged to her parents, which had remained almost untouched for so many years, and she tapped the door lightly as she did every time she walked by it. When she was very small she would often take refuge there, curling up with the comfort of her parents’ belongings all around her. A portrait of her parents drawn by Shadrack sat on the nightstand, and when she was small Sophia had believed it had magical properties. It seemed an ordinary drawing, made with passable skill, since Shadrack was more draughtsman than portrait artist. In the first years after their disappearance, Sophia often picked it up and traced her finger along the inked lines, and somehow she could hear her parents’ laughter and sense their presence—as if they were truly in the room beside her. But over time, she visited the room less and less; it came to remind her more of their absence then of their presence. It recalled to her all the times she had gone in and, as always, found the room empty.

			There were enough reminders of them elsewhere: the silver star earrings that she always wore, which they had given her on her first birthday; the colorful ribbons her mother often used as bookmarks; her father’s pipe, still sitting next to Shadrack’s in the study downstairs. These small objects made tiny anchors all around her, reminding her quietly that Minna and Bronson had, indeed, once existed.

			Sophia’s bedroom had fewer of these anchors. It was filled instead with the objects that made up her life: a potted magnolia that grew in miniature; a watercolor of Salem given to her by an artist friend of Shadrack’s; a wardrobe with carefully ordered clothes; a desk with carefully ordered papers; and a bookshelf with carefully ordered books—school books on the bottom shelf and her own on the top shelf. The popular novels of Briony Maverill, the poetry of Prudence Lovelace, and works by Emily Dickinson and Ralph Waldo Emerson all accompanied the picture books that she still cherished and sometimes read.

			Sophia unpacked her satchel, taking out her drawing notebook and her pencils. As she did, she found a stray piece of paper, folded in half, and she smiled, knowing already that it would be a drawing Shadrack had somehow sneaked into her satchel that morning. She opened it and laughed at the little sketch of Clockwork Cora, sleeping soundly through a boring speech at parliament, her tiny feet propped up on someone’s lap. Unfortunately, Sophia thought, putting the folded paper in a tin box, today it had been anything but boring.

			Before sitting down at her desk, she opened the window above her bed to let the air in. She leaned on the sill to look out over the city. From her second-story window, she could see mostly rooftops. She had a narrow view of East Ending Street, where at that moment a boy was slowly pedaling along the cobblestones on a Goodyear. The sun was finally beginning to set, and though the air was no cooler, a breeze had started up.

			After unlacing her boots and placing them neatly under her bed, she sat at her desk. She began by writing a letter to her friend Dorothy, who had moved away at the end of the school year. Dorothy’s father had an important position in the trade industry, and he had taken a job in New York that inconveniently deprived Sophia of her best—and in many ways her only—friend. Dorothy’s easy good humor had a way of tempering Sophia’s seriousness, and with her gone, the days of summer vacation had so far been very long and rather lonely. Dorothy had written of her loneliness, too, in the noisy bustle of New York City, so much less civilized than Boston.

			But now they both had more pressing concerns. Dorothy’s father had been born in the United Indies, and it seemed doubtful they would be able to stay in New Occident. Sophia wrote to express her worry and to say how hard Shadrack had fought to prevent the measure that might now send all of Dorothy’s family into exile.

			With a sigh, Sophia folded the letter, placed it in an envelope, and took out her drawing book. She always drew at the end of the day; it allowed her to record the hours that would otherwise, all too easily, slip away unnoticed. As images and words those hours became real, tangible, visible.

			Years earlier, she had taken a trip with Shadrack to Vermont, and, as they were happening, the days seem to evaporate before her eyes until they lasted no more than minutes.

			Upon their return home, Shadrack had given her a notebook with calendar pages as a way of helping her keep track of time. “Memory is a tricky thing, Sophia,” he had said to her. “It doesn’t just recall the past, it makes the past. If you remember our trip as a few minutes, it will be a few minutes. If you make it something else, it will be something else.” Sophia had found this idea strange, but the more she used the notebook, the more she realized that Shadrack was right. Since Sophia thought most clearly through pictures, she had placed images in the calendar squares to make careful records of her explorations through the year, whether they required leaving Boston or sitting quietly in her room. And incredibly, time became ordered, reliable, constant.

			Now she had no need for calendar pages; she had her own method for reining in those slippery hours, minutes, and seconds. She had even devised her own manner of binding the paper, so that her notebook unfolded like an accordion and she was able to see the continuous passage of time in a clear, notched line like a ruler along one side of the page. At the margin she dutifully marked the time and recorded the happenings of the day. She filled the center of the page with the day’s images, thoughts, and quotes from people and books. Often she dipped backward or forward to amend how things had happened or speculate how they might happen.

			Perhaps due to Shadrack’s influence or perhaps due to her own natural inclinations, she had realized that her sketches and recordings were actually maps: maps to guide her through the shapeless time that would otherwise stretch boundlessly into her past and future. Straight lines formed the borders of her observations, and dashed lines linked the borders to memories and wishes. Her thoughts connected to them with hatched lines, marking her mental travels, so that Sophia always knew not only what had happened when, but what she had been thinking at the time.

			Using a soft pencil and the tips of her fingers, she began drawing June fourteenth. She found herself sketching the absurd, detestable mustache of Rupert Middles and quickly drew a firm line around him, boxing him off in disgust. Not that, she said to herself, trying to put the whole dreadful morning out of her mind. She began again. Soon she realized she was drawing the boy from the circus. It was difficult to capture the expression on his face that had so impressed her: his dark, intent gaze; his careless smile. “He was almost laughing,” she murmured. She glanced down at her notebook. That’s not what he looked like, she thought.

			She turned the page to start over and then slowly began turning pages in the opposite direction, back to a drawing she had made on the last day of school.

			A woman of middle age with laugh lines and short, wavy hair gazed fondly out at Sophia; a tall man with an impish smile and a bit of a stoop stood protectively behind her. Sophia had drawn her parents many times. She tried to imagine them as they would be now, older and a little heavier; over time the drawings had grown more detailed and vivid. But I will never really draw them if I never see them again, she thought. She closed her notebook and put it in the drawer with a sigh of frustration.

			Sophia realized as she did so that the room had grown dark. She picked up her watch: it was almost eighteen-hour. Shadrack has been talking to her for so long, she thought. As she descended the steps, she could hear his voice—steady, reassuring—coming from the study. But when she reached the open doorway she stopped abruptly, seeing that Mrs. Clay was weeping openly.

			“I can’t go back, Mr. Elli,” she said, with a note of terror in her voice.

			“I know, Mrs. Clay. I know. I only say this because I want you to be aware of how difficult it may be. Carlton will hopefully get us the papers, but the government-issued lifewatch is difficult to procure. That’s all—”

			“I can still hear the Lachrima. I can still hear its cries ringing in my ears. I would rather remain here illegally than go back. I can’t.”

			Sophia took an awkward step forward. “I am sorry to interrupt—”

			“And I am sorry we’ve kept you waiting, Soph. We’ll be in the kitchen momentarily,” said Shadrack, with a look that was apologetic but firm. Mrs. Clay wiped her nose with her handkerchief and did not look up.

			Sophia walked down the hallway, the question in her mind—What is a Lachrima?—unasked.
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			Through the Library Door

			1891, June 15: 7-Hour 38

			This is New Occident’s Great Age of Exploration. Travelers head as far as their vessels, mounts, and feet will carry them. But exploration is dangerous work. Many explorers never return, and most of the world remains unknown. Even those places that can be explored prove terribly distant for all but the most elite traveler. Postal routes are fragmentary or nonexistent. Trade routes are painstakingly cultivated, only to crumble. To be connected to the world is a constant, difficult labor.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			SOPHIA ALWAYS TOLD Shadrack everything; usually he knew what she was thinking without having to ask. And Shadrack told Sophia everything. At some point, he had realized that this oddly grown-up child had the maturity and capabilities of someone far older. He had known graduate students less able to keep their lives in order. And so he even shared the complexities of his work with his niece, making her far more knowledgeable about cartology than any other thirteen-year-old in Boston. They did not keep secrets from each other. Or so Sophia thought.

			The next morning, Sophia found Shadrack in his study, writing furiously. The mahogany desk and the ink blotter shook from the pressure of his urgent scribbling. When she came in, he pushed himself back from the table and gave her a tired smile.

			“Is Mrs. Clay still here?” Sophia asked.

			“She went upstairs around one-hour.”

			“You haven’t slept much.”

			“No,” Shadrack replied shortly. “Apparently everything that could go wrong has. You may as well read it yourself—you’ll see the news eventually.” He handed Sophia a newspaper that was lying, partially disassembled, on his desk.

			The principal story was, of course, the closure of the borders and the adoption of Rupert Middles’s Patriot Plan. But the rest of the headlines took Sophia’s breath away:

			FIRE AT STATE HOUSE TAKES THREE LIVES

			PARLIAMENT MEMBER MURDERED

			LEAVING STATE HOUSE

			MINISTER OF FOREIGN RELATIONS

			SUFFERS “ACCIDENT”

			Sophia gasped. “Carlton!” she cried.

			[image: ]

			MINISTER of Relations with Foreign   Ages Doctor Carlton Hopish was discovered this morning in his house on Beacon Hill, suffering from what appears to have been a grievous stroke to his nervous system. He was found by his charlady, Samantha Peddlefor, who described her employer’s condition when she came upon him as “horrifying.”

			Dr. Hopish has seemingly lost critical brain function. Doctors at Boston City Hospital say that it is too early to determine whether Dr. Hopish will be able to speak, let alone return to his duties as minister, any time soon.

			Considering Dr. Hopish’s crucial role in implementing the newly passed Patriot Plan, the connection with parliament’s decision at the State House cannot be overlooked. Indeed, certain of Dr. Hopish’s colleagues in the ministry, as well as several respected members of parliament, readily assume that the injury was no accident. “I have no doubt,” said Mr. Gordon Broadgirdle, MP, “that Hopish has fallen victim to the unrestrained violence of foreigners bent on the vengeful extinction of our nation’s leaders.”
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			“How terrible!” she exclaimed.

			“It is,” Shadrack replied, running a hand through his hair. “As if Carlton’s tragedy were not bad enough, all of this will only lead to greater support for the Patriot Plan. They are of course blaming foreigners for all three incidents.” He shook his head. “What a disastrous twenty hours.”

			They were both silent for a moment. “We will be all right, won’t we?” Sophia asked quietly.

			Shadrack sighed and held out his hand. Sophia took it. Despite her uncle’s look of exhaustion, his expression was reassuring. “We will be all right,” he said. “But there will be changes.”

			“What kind of changes?”

			“I won’t lie to you, Soph. This is a difficult time, and it will remain that way even after the immediate furor subsides. I am most worried about the end of August. As I said yesterday, I would not be surprised if the borders were closed entirely by the ridiculous Protection Amendment—even to us.”

			“If”—she swallowed hard—“if they did that, then we couldn’t leave.”

			“No,” Shadrack agreed.

			“And . . . the people from New Occident who are in another age now?”

			“I see your point,” he said after a moment.

			“Their papers are here. If they want to come home now, they won’t be able to get in. And, after August, we wouldn’t even be able to go out to—to meet them?” She looked down, avoiding Shadrack’s gaze.

			He stood and put his arm around her shoulders. “You’ve always held out hope, Soph.”

			“It is foolish, I know,” she muttered.

			Shadrack tightened his grasp. “It is not in the least foolish,” he said forcefully. “To hold out hope, to be willing to expect the impossible—these are courageous things. You have wonderful resilience.”

			“I guess.”

			“All you need, Sophia,” he went on, “is something to do. You lack the way to apply your exceptional patience, your persistence.”

			“I don’t know what I can possibly do about it.”

			“Yes, Soph, but I know,” he said, stepping back and releasing her. “I meant to wait a few more years, but we can’t. The time has arrived.” He looked her in the eye. “Sophia, you have to make me a promise.”

			“Okay,” she said, surprised.

			“Only a handful of people in this Age know what I am about to tell you.” Sophia looked at him expectantly. “I won’t ask you never to speak of it, because I know you will use your judgment and speak of it only when you must. But,” he said, looking down at the floor, “you must promise me something else. You must promise me that you won’t . . . You won’t decide—you won’t even consider,” he corrected himself, “going in search of them without me.” He met her eyes, his expression earnest. “Can you promise me that?”

			Sophia pondered in silence for several seconds, feeling confused, alarmed, and hopeful all at once. “I promise,” she whispered.

			“Good.” He smiled a little sadly. “I hope the long wait will have served its purpose in teaching you caution.” He walked to one of the bookshelves and removed a thick leather-bound volume. Reaching behind it, he seemed to turn something. Then the entire bookshelf, which reached from floor to ceiling, swung slowly outward. A wide doorway with a set of steps leading downward stood revealed.

			Sophia gaped for a moment, too astonished to speak. Shadrack reached into the open passageway and turned on a series of flame-lamps. He smiled at her expression. “Well? Don’t you want to see the map room?”

			“This has been here all the time?”

			“It has. It’s where I do my most important work.”

			“I thought when you closed the door you were working in your study.”

			“Sometimes. I am usually downstairs. Follow me.” He led her down the steps, which turned twice before opening onto a basement Sophia had never known existed.

			The room was fully as large as the entire first floor of the house. Electric flame-lamps dotted the walls and tables. In many ways, it seemed a grander, more orderly version of the library upstairs. Here, too, bookshelves covered the walls and a pair of sturdy wooden tables showed signs of frequent use. The room smelled of old paper, flame-lamp, and polished wood. A thick carpet that muffled Sophia’s footsteps covered the floor, and on one side of the room a sofa and two armchairs formed a small sitting area. But in other respects there was a sharp contrast. A long glass display case such as one would see in a museum glinted under the lights by the rear wall, filled with all kinds of strange objects. Nearby was a set of four enormous oak bureaus, each with dozens of shallow drawers. And then there was the most striking difference of all: the room was tidy and well kept. Nothing was out of place.

			Sophia stood rooted to the spot, staring around her. She was still having trouble believing that such a room existed. “How long has this been here?” she finally asked, in an awed voice. “And why is it so clean?”

			Shadrack laughed. “Let me tell you a little family history—some history that you don’t know. My father—your grandfather—was, as you know, the curator of the museum at the university. And as a curator, he was also an explorer.”

			Sophia nodded; this much she knew.

			“So Father spent a great deal of time not only curating the museum but also exploring the different Ages and purchasing pieces for it.” Again, this was not news. “Well, during his explorations, it was only natural that Father should also acquire things for himself. He was an avid collector, after all. And on his travels to the various Ages, he met people who gave him gifts. The pieces he had purchased for the museum went to the museum, and the pieces that were given to him or purchased for himself were kept here. Father made this space into his own private museum.”

			“But why was it secret?” she asked.

			“It wasn’t—not always. At first, he simply wanted a place that was cool and out of the light in order to keep his treasures safe. But then, as word of his private collection got around, Father began getting visitors from all over New Occident—people who wanted to buy his pieces. Needless to say, he wasn’t interested. As the attention of other collectors and dealers grew more and more insistent, Father decided he would just cause all of it to disappear. He made it known that he had donated his entire private collection to the museum, and then he built the bookcases to conceal the entrance. It took some time, but after a while the collectors stopped pestering him.”

			“And everyone forgot the collection existed?”

			“Almost everyone. When I started studying cartology,” Shadrack went on, “Father suggested I keep my more valuable maps and cartologic instruments here. He had a list of rules that I agreed to observe”—he grimaced—“such as keeping everything tidy. I agreed, and over time I had more maps and tools that needed to be kept hidden. Eventually, after Father passed away, I remade it into a map room, and I’ve kept it that way ever since. And of course it’s still secret, because of the work I do here. Most of it is so sensitive that it must be completely concealed—even from those who live under my own roof,” he added apologetically.

			“Who else knows about it?”

			Something like pain flashed across his face unexpectedly as his dark eyes drew inward, but he recovered himself almost immediately. “Very few living souls know about the map room. My students and colleagues at the university have no idea. Nor does Mrs. Clay. Miles knows. And your parents knew, of course. We spent many hours here together, planning their expeditions.”

			Her parents had once sat in those very chairs with Shadrack! She could imagine them huddled over the table, poring over maps from all the different Ages and talking animatedly about routes, and supplies, and strange foreign customs.

			“We did make a mess of this room before every trip,” Shadrack said, smiling. “Here”—he led her to a large, worn map pinned to the wall above the armchairs—“is where we would always begin.” It was a map of the world, dotted with pins of different colors. “After they left when you were small,” Shadrack said quietly, “I kept track of where they’d gone. This was their planned route.” He pointed to a series of blue pins that stretched out across the Atlantic and through the Papal States into the Middle Roads. Sophia had heard why her parents had left many times, but the journey took on a different aspect when accompanied by a map. “The message from our friend Casavetti seemed to suggest he had fallen prisoner while discovering an unknown Age here, in the Papal States.” He pointed to a blue pin. “Somehow, though Casavetti knew the region like the back of his hand, he had stumbled upon something new—and clearly dangerous. They planned to arrive, rescue Casavetti, and return.

			“But I do not believe they ever arrived at their destination. The green pins show the places where I heard they had been.” They were scattered all over the world—the Northern Snows, the Baldlands, the Russias, even Australia. “For years, explorers I knew would bring me news. Very few claimed to have seen them firsthand, but they’d heard a rumor here, a suspicion there. I collected every scrap of information and tried to track their route—make some sense of it. As you can see, there’s no sense at all.” He gestured at the map. “Then I stopped hearing about them.”

			They stood in silence for a moment, gazing at the smattering of pinheads. “But you see, Sophia—I did not give up hope either. I wouldn’t have dreamed of heading off without you to find them, and taking you with me then was out of the question. While you were little, I learned everything I could about where they had been seen. And I waited. I waited for you to reach an age when I could tell what I knew. An age when it would be possible for us to go in search of them—together.”

			Sophia took in the far-flung destinations marked by green pins, overwhelmed. “Go in search of them?” she repeated.

			“I would have waited another few years, had I been able to,” Shadrack went on. “But that is no longer possible. You and I need to start making our plans now, so that we can leave in case the borders close for everyone—we have only weeks left. We can’t take the map room with us, so we have to take it all up here.” He tapped his temple with his forefinger.

			Sophia’s eyes traveled over the room and settled on the hopeful, determined face of her uncle. She smiled at him elatedly. “How do I start?”

			Shadrack smiled back, something like pride in his eyes. “I knew you were ready, Soph.” He reached out and placed his large hand gently on her head. “At first, you will have to rely on some of your extraordinary patience, because the first few steps to becoming a cartologer and explorer go slowly.”

			“I can do it,” she said eagerly. “I can be patient.”

			Shadrack laughed. “Then we’ll commence the first lesson. Before that, a brief tour of the map room.” He strode to the wooden tables. “Here’s where I do the mapmaking.” As she walked past them, Sophia noticed that one table had a worn, leather surface, covered with small nicks and scratches. “And these shelves are full of books that are either too valuable or too risky to have upstairs.” He indicated a few that were unusual shapes and sizes and then gestured at one of the large wooden bureaus. “I’ll show you these later. First—here, in the case, are some really beautiful things. Treasures from the other Ages. Your parents found some of them for me.”

			Shadrack pointed to a tall metal cylinder studded with tiny gems. “A map reader from Patagonia,” he said proudly. Beside it was something that looked like an ordinary seashell, but somehow made her think of warm sunlight and the murmur of underwater voices. “A Finding Shell from the South Seas. And this,” he said, indicating a flat, waxy object covered with bright pictures, “is a forest map from the Papal States.” As Sophia looked at it, she envisioned it on a lectern in a room filled with incense smoke and faint candlelight. There were many other mysterious objects.

			“So these are all actually maps?”

			“That’s the thing, Soph,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “We think of maps as drawings on paper—some lines, some words, some symbols. Right?” Sophia nodded. “But in reality, maps come in all shapes and sizes—and in the other Ages, they are nothing like ours. My theory,” Shadrack continued, “is that your parents went astray because they could not read the maps of the Age they were in. They knew a little bit, but they counted on their paper maps to guide them through everything.” He winced. “I counted on their paper maps to guide them. If my theory is correct, there are places you simply cannot navigate without local maps, and that takes an entirely different kind of knowledge. More than skill—it takes a mental adjustment to read and make maps unlike those drawn on paper.”

			Sophia looked at him in wonder. “Do you mean that you make them? You make those other maps?”

			“That,” he replied, “is what the map room is for. In New Occident we mainly draw maps on paper. But maps can be cast in almost anything—stone, wood, earth, sand, metal, cloth, leather, glass—even made on a piece of soap or a broad leaf. Every mapmaker has specialties, depending on where they are and what Age they belong to. And some people, like me, have tried to learn the cartology of other Ages.”

			“But not my parents.” Sophia’s voice was small.

			“They knew the rudiments of other cartologic forms. But not enough, I suspect. They may have found themselves somewhere far from the Age of paper maps, with only a sand map before them. What then?” He shook his head. “That won’t happen again. You and I will be masters of every manner of map when we go in search of them.”

			“What other forms do you know?” she asked breathlessly.

			Shadrack led her to the large wooden bureaus. “Apart from paper, upon which every cartologer of our Age depends, I’ve learned mapmaking with four of the essential materials: metal, glass, cloth, and clay.” As he spoke, he opened one of the drawers in the nearest bureau and removed a thin rectangle of shining metal, which he held up by the edges. It was no larger than a sheet of paper. In the corner was stamped, “Boston, February 1831.” Beside that was a tiny symbol: a mountain range stacked upon a ruler. The rest of the metal sheet seemed completely blank.

			“Let’s leave this out for a moment,” Shadrack said, placing it on the leather-topped table. He opened a drawer in the next bureau and took out a sheet of glass of about the same size. It, too, was entirely blank except for the place and date, “Boston, February 1831,” and the mountain symbol etched into the corner.

			“But they are blank,” Sophia said.

			“Just a little patience!” he said, opening drawers in the third and fourth bureaus. From these he withdrew a thin clay tablet and a rectangle of linen, engraved and embroidered, respectively, with the same information as the other two. He placed them side by side on the table and looked at the array in satisfaction. “There we are. Four maps of the same timeplace.”

			Sophia frowned. “Timeplace?”

			“The meeting of a particular place and time.”

			“These are maps? They don’t even have anything on them. They’re just blank rectangles.”

			Shadrack went to one of the bookcases and ran his hand along the spines of the books. When he found the volume he was looking for, he took it off the shelf and thumbed through its pages. “Here!” he said. He laid the open book on the table. “This is what you’re imagining, am I right?”

			Sophia saw that the book was open to a map labeled “City of Boston.” The familiar shape of the city, with its neighborhoods and waterways and principal roads and rail lines lay before her. “Yes,” she said. “That’s a map.”

			“Now, what would you say if I told you that each of these ‘blank rectangles,’ as you call them, has more information—a hundred times more information—than this paper map? They not only map the place, they map the time of Boston in February of 1831.”

			Sophia furrowed her brow. “Do you mean like how I map things in my sketchbook?”

			“Yes, very much like your clever way of recording time through drawings and words. Although in these maps, you won’t see pictures and words; you’ll see animate impressions of what was happening then and there. It will feel as though you are actually there.”

			She let out a breath of astonishment. “How?”

			He smiled. “I can promise you that, with practice, you will not only be able to read every map in those cabinets; you will even be able to make your own.” He pulled out a chair. “Have a seat,” he said. “And give it a try.”

			Sophia sat down eagerly and looked expectantly at the four rectangles lying before her.

			“What do you think the first step is?”

			She looked up at him in astonishment. “You mean you’re not going to tell me?”

			He smiled. “That would defeat the entire purpose. As I said, it’s not skill that’s required—it’s the ability to think about things differently. If I tell you, you will simply memorize the method. If you have to discover it for yourself, you will understand how to apply the principle you learn. When we are out in another Age, confronted by a map neither of us understands, we’ll need as much inventive thinking as both of us can muster. Memorizing won’t help.”

			“But I have no idea how this works!”

			“Perhaps not at first,” Shadrack said. “But you have imagination, and it will come to you. I’ll give you a starting point. And this is at the heart of lesson one—a lesson about paper.” He sat down in a chair beside her. “Paper maps are valued all across the Ages for good reason. They’re durable, they’re unchanging, and they’re accessible to anyone who picks them up. That has its uses. But other kinds of maps, while harder to read and in many cases more fragile, are also more dynamic and better at keeping secrets. Those qualities go hand in hand. A paper map is always there, but other maps—well, they sleep most of the time. Something you do has to wake them up so they can be read.”

			Sophia shook her head, utterly perplexed.

			“Trust me, this will be useful,” Shadrack said, getting up. He walked toward the stairs. “Now I have to go finish the letters I was writing on behalf of Mrs. Clay so that they go out with the morning post, and I want to enquire about Carlton. I’ll be back soon to check on your progress,” he said warmly.

			After he had gone, Sophia took a deep breath and looked at the objects spread out before her on the table. She ignored the book and concentrated on the four blank rectangles, all with the mysterious words, “Boston, February 1831,” in the bottom righthand corner. What did Shadrack mean about “waking up” the maps? And that the maps showed the time as well as the place? How was such a thing possible? She tentatively picked up the metal sheet. It felt cool to the touch and surprisingly light, and she saw herself faintly reflected in the ochre metal. But no matter how much she stared, nothing on its surface changed.

			She put it down and picked up the clay tablet. She turned it over; it was just as blank on the back. The glass sheet was more opaque than she had realized at first. She gazed down onto its milky surface and watched her blurry reflection grow larger. Finally, she picked up the piece of linen by the corners and held it up before her face. “What’s inside you, little handkerchief?” she murmured. “Why won’t you say anything? Wake up, wake up.” Nothing happened. She let out a sharp sigh of frustration. The piece of linen fluttered briefly, and as it settled once again something remarkable happened.

			The surface started to change. Slowly, lines began to draw themselves across it. Sophia stared, wide-eyed, as the edges filled with scrollwork and a map appeared in the center of the cloth.
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			Learning to Read

			1891, June 15: 9-Hour 22

			It took decades, after the Disruption, for cartology to assert itself as the most important form of scholarship in New Occident. But as it absorbed the field of history and became essential to the country’s efforts at exploration, cartology became the single most important area of scholarly work. What always remained a specialized—even marginal—focus within the broader field, however, was the study of how the other Ages practiced cartology.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of Cartology


			SOPHIA DROPPED THE linen on the table and ran to the base of the stairs. “Shadrack, come look!” she shouted. “Something happened!”

			“All right,” he called down to her. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

			She rushed back to the table to make sure the image was still there; it was. The fine, colored lines on the map looked as though they’d been drawn in ink. On the right-hand side, the legend consisted of two pale blue clocks: the first was numbered from one to twenty-eight, the second was an ordinary twenty-hour clock. A detailed web of brown and green filled the center of the linen, creating the familiar shape of the city of Boston. The borders, drawn in gold, repeated an inscrutable pattern of scrollwork and mysterious symbols.

			“So how did you discover it?” Shadrack asked, sitting down next to her. He had brought a glass of water, which he set down at a good distance from the maps.

			“I’m not sure. I think I breathed on it.”

			He smiled, stroking his chin. “All right, good enough. We often discover things by accident. The cloth maps respond to air. A breeze, a gale, a breath—it’s all the same. The reason they respond to air is because they’re weather maps. You can draw anything on a cloth map, but what they show most clearly are weather patterns. This one shows the weather for Boston in February of 1831.”

			“But it looks just like an ordinary map. Are those lines the weather?”

			“You can’t read it because you haven’t specified a day and time yet.” He pointed to the clocks in the legend.

			The clocks had no hands. “These are hours and days?” Sophia asked.

			“That’s right. Choose one.”

			“How?”

			“Well, the traditional way is to use your fingers. But you can use all kinds of things—beads, pins, things like that. I like these.” He went to the closest bureau and removed a small, leather-bound box. Inside it were ordinary pebbles—all of them smooth and smaller than a fingernail.

			“Oh, I see!” Sophia said excitedly. She placed a pebble on the day-clock’s 8 and another on the hour-clock’s 9. Nothing happened.

			“Nine in the morning on February 8, 1831,” Shadrack murmured. He took a sip of his water.

			Sophia squinted at the map. “I still don’t see anything.”

			Shadrack looked at her keenly. “Before you look at the weather for February eighth, let me tell you about an important difference between these maps and the maps you’re used to. These are memory maps. They are not just one cartologer’s impression of this place and time. They hold the collected memories of real people. They’re histories. Some maps hold the memories of one person, others hold the memories of many. This map, for example, holds the memories of hundreds of people who were living in Boston in February of 1831.”

			“How does it do that?” Sophia breathed.

			“That is what you will learn when you start making maps yourself. I can tell you it requires a great deal of research. The important thing to know now is this: when you read the map, it will be like having memories—you’ll experience the memories of the people who were there.”

			Sophia’s eyes opened wide. “I want to try it.”

			Shadrack leaned over the map, carefully keeping his arms on the table. “Try pointing out Boston Common to me. Can you find it on the map?”

			“That’s easy,” Sophia scoffed. She reached out and placed her finger on the five-sided common, drawn in green at the right of the map. And suddenly, as her finger touched the cloth, she had a vivid memory—a memory that seemed her own. She saw the common in the early morning light, with clouds passing overhead. The landscape around her was blurry and dim, but she could recall vividly the cold bite of the wind and the damp in the air. Sophia felt herself shivering, the memory was so clear. She gasped and pulled her finger away from the map. The sensation faded. “Incredible,” she said. “It is so real. As if I am remembering it.”

			Shadrack sat back with a look of gratification. “Yes. That is how it should be. That’s what these maps do.”

			“But whose memories are they? Did you put them there?”

			“Well, no—and yes. I learned about all the memories I could for this time and place. The map can only contain what the mapmaker finds. It’s not an all-seeing eye. The memories come from living people—people who were alive when I made the map—and from written memories.”

			“I don’t understand how they are there.”

			Shadrack paused. “Do you recall the drawing in your parents’ room? The one of Minna and Bronson on the day they were married?”

			Sophia looked at him. “I didn’t know it was drawn the day they were married.”

			“It was. You may have noticed that the drawing is unlike others. More alive, perhaps.”

			“I had noticed,” she said slowly. “But I thought it was my imagination. When I was younger, I would remember them so clearly whenever I looked at it.”

			“Whenever you touched it,” Shadrack corrected. “I used some of the techniques that I use for mapmaking in that drawing. It is not the same, of course—a static portrait is far less powerful than a map. But it is the same principle.”

			Sophia shook her head in wonder. “But I still don’t understand how the memories are in the drawing. How did you make this?”

			“Imagine that when I made this map I traveled around to all the people I knew who remembered this moment, and I asked them to put their memories of it in a box. Then I went home and dove into all the hundreds of memories and used my knowledge about winds and temperature and humidity and sunlight and sorted out all the memories into their correct place and time.”

			“You actually used a box?”

			“No, the ‘box’ is this cloth itself. Just as you read the map now by touch, it was written by touch. All of the memories were placed there by people who came into contact with this cloth, but then it was my task to give them order and meaning. The cartologer transforms the material into a legible, comprehensible document.” He smiled. “It will make more sense when we actually practice it someday. For now, concentrate on reading.”

			“I’m going to read another time.” Sophia moved the pebbles to the 12 on the day-clock and the 20 on the hour-clock. Then she gingerly put her fingertip on Boston Common and immediately recalled something that she had never lived through: standing in Boston Common in the middle of the night while the snowflakes swirled down around her. The sky was silver with clouds, and the air around her tasted cold. The snow moved across the common in gentle currents, as if shaped by an invisible breath. “It’s just wonderful,” Sophia said drawing her finger away. “I can’t believe it.”

			Shadrack spoke with just the slightest hint of pride. “It’s not a bad map, if I say so myself. Took quite a while to pin down the last few days of the month. Very few people remembered the weather.” He considered the other maps on the table. “So what about these? Any luck?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Let’s look at them then, shall we?” Shadrack collected the pebbles, lifted the linen cloth, and gently turned it over. When he turned it right side up, it was once again blank, save for the inscriptions in the corner. “What about the clay tablet?”

			She picked it up dubiously. She tried blowing on it, but nothing happened. “I don’t know,” she said, frowning.

			“Your breath caused the linen to change,” Shadrack said. “It was the key to the map—it created a movement, an impetus, a catalyst that unlocked it. What do you think would do that to clay—to a piece of earth?”

			Sophia sat silently for a minute, thinking hard. Suddenly something occurred to her. “I know!”

			Shadrack raised his eyebrows. “What are you thinking?”

			“Hand me your water.”

			He edged it along the table and she dipped her finger into the cool liquid. Then she held it over the clay tablet and let a single drop fall. Immediately the surface of the clay began to change, and an intricately painted map appeared on the surface.

			“I guessed it!”

			“Well done. Earth responds to water. So try a date and time.”

			At the far left of the tablet was a legend like the one on the cloth map. Sophia placed pebbles on the day-clock’s 15 and the hour-clock’s 10: midday on February the fifteenth. Then she examined the map. The spidery lines on the clay wove their way tightly around the city center and then trailed off as they worked their way outward.

			“Clay maps are topographical,” Shadrack said. “They show the earth: hills, fields, forests, rivers, and so on. I think for this one it might be a little disorienting to look at the city center. Try an outlying region, out here.” Shadrack indicated the western part of Boston, where there was a green expanse of land and almost no lines.

			Sophia held her breath with anticipation and touched the map. She was flooded with a memory of rolling hills. In the distance she saw a small pond and farther on an orchard of bare trees. She lifted her finger, pulling herself away from the memories. “What happens if I move?”

			“Go ahead—try it.”

			She carefully edged her finger upward on the map; it was like moving through a cascade of memories. She remembered pine forests and the thick needled carpet that lay underfoot; she remembered a long avenue lined with bare maples; she remembered the edge of a stream that was entirely frozen, dry leaves clumped in bundles at its edges. “It’s beautiful,” Sophia said quietly. “So many places—and so detailed.”

			“The clay maps are usually less work-intensive,” Shadrack said. “In this case, the terrain didn’t change much over the course of the month, so I was able to spend more time working through the details of the landscape.”

			“I want to see the others!” Sophia removed the pebbles and then gently turned the clay map face down. She picked up the metal map. “I think I need some matches. Am I right?” She looked at Shadrack inquiringly.

			Without speaking, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a box.

			Sophia struck one and held it over the metal map. The small orange glow spread from the spot below the match outward, across the coppery surface. As she dropped the match into the glass of water, a clear, silver-lined map appeared in the center of the sheet. It seemed etched, rather than painted, and the lines shone like mercury against the copper surface. Sophia admired the map for only a few seconds before eagerly placing pebbles on the clocks.

			“For this one I’d recommend something more precise,” Shadrack said, rising from the table. He went to the bureau where he’d retrieved the pebbles and returned holding a long quill. “Should be sharp enough. The maps that contain more detail can sometimes be difficult to see with your fingertip. Try catching a smaller surface with the tip of the quill.”

			“Can I go back to the common?” she asked hesitantly.

			“By all means—try it.”

			She placed the quill on one corner of Boston Common and at once recalled standing at the intersection of Charles Street and Beacon Street, between the common and the Public Garden. The landscape around her looked blurry, but the brick houses along Beacon Street stood out sharply. There were fewer buildings in the city center. She had a clear memory of looking up the road and seeing the Park Street Church and then the State House at the top of the hill. She drew the quill along Beacon Street, heading west. The roads unfurled before her, and buildings sprang up as if emerging from a mist. She passed the mansions in the city center, the high churches, and smaller brick row houses, all the way to the small farms at Boston’s outskirts. She had a sudden, vivid memory of standing before a red tavern with a low, wooden door. Sophia drew back the quill. “It’s beautiful. Just beautiful. I can’t believe you made this!”

			“Can you find East Ending Street?”

			Sophia moved the quill tentatively, hovering over the South End. “There it is!” she suddenly exclaimed. “That’s East Ending Street!” She placed the quill on the map. In the memory that flooded her mind, some of the houses she knew were missing and some were unrecognizable, with newly laid bricks and oddly colored doors. But then something stirred in her mind, and she realized she was looking directly at a familiar house—her house. It was almost unchanged—sturdy and dignified, with its white-shuttered windows, its ponderous owl, and its bright red door. Only Shadrack’s oval sign and the creeping ivy along the brick walls were missing. “It’s our house!” she exclaimed.

			Shadrack chuckled.

			Sophia lingered over the memory a moment longer and then touched different areas of the map, locating her school and her favorite place by the river. After several minutes of eager exploring, she put the quill down. “So if the cloth map is the weather,” she said slowly, “and the clay map is the ground, and the metal map is the buildings—”

			“Construction,” Shadrack clarified. “That includes roads, railways, bridges, and so on. Everything manmade.”

			“Everything manmade,” Sophia repeated. “That’s all there is. What does the glass map show?”

			Shadrack raised his eyebrows. “You tell me. What is missing from the memories?”

			Sophia stared blankly at the sheet of glass. She picked it up and examined it closely, but all she could see was her cloudy reflection. Suddenly something occurred to her, but the thought was so marvelous that she couldn’t quite believe it. “Not . . . people?”

			“Try it and see.”

			“But I have no ideas about how to wake it up.”

			“You’re right—this one is the toughest. And it’s a little difficult to come up with, in this particular room.” He stood. “Normally, you would have a window with daylight, and you would keep the glass covered. Bring it over to the table lamp.”

			“Oh—light!” Sophia exclaimed. She carried the glass sheet carefully to where her uncle was standing beside the two armchairs. She held the pane under the bright lamp, and immediately the spidery white lines of a finely etched map spread across the surface of the glass like fragile threads of frost on a winter windowpane.

			Shadrack took it from her and held it up. “The glass map recalls human action—human history. It can be disturbing the first time you see one. It is strange to remember people you don’t know, saying things you’ve never heard. You must keep a clear distinction in your mind between the memories that are yours and the memories that come from the map. But you’ll learn to do that with time. This map I know for sure has nothing too alarming in it. You can savor all of its memories without concern.” He carried the glass back to the main table and gently placed it face up. Then he slid pebbles onto both of the 10s on the two clocks at the left-hand side of the map. “Try the quill,” he said encouragingly.

			Sophia wrinkled her brow. She felt strangely reluctant to plunge into the memories that she knew were stored before her.

			“Go ahead,” Shadrack said. “How about here, near the market?”

			She held the quill over Quincy Market and set it down. She felt a sudden rush and a powerful wave of recollection. People were talking all around her, laughing and shouting and gossiping in low voices. A woman standing next to her carefully counted her money. A boy walked past with a crate full of flowers, and she had a sudden memory of their powerful, hothouse smell. She could remember seeing the clouds of warm breath in the cold air and the sleepy face of a potato farmer who had driven his cart into the city from far away. It all seemed incredibly vivid—as if she had lived through it herself. The space around them remained blurry. It was as though she had erased all the buildings and streets and the very ground beneath her feet. Beyond the people, her memory was dim.

			Sophia lifted the quill and blinked a few times. “It’s odd. As though I can remember people, but nothing else. It feels like I could be anywhere.”

			“I know—it’s strange to see ourselves without the world around us, isn’t it?” Shadrack gently moved the glass pane aside. “I’ll show you what makes it better—what makes them all worthwhile, really.” He picked up the cloth, gently blew against, it and placed it face up on the table. With the tip of his finger he drew water onto the clay tablet and placed it on top of the cloth, their corners perfectly aligned. Then he added the metal sheet, with its map still intact. And finally he set the glass pane, with its pebbles on the 10s, on the top of the pile. “Have a go,” he said.

			Sophia took the quill and hesitantly stared down through the glass. She could see the silver traces of the metal map lying beneath it. Then she took a deep breath and placed the quill at the corner of Beacon and Charles.

			All of it—a whole world from February of 1831—came back to her clearly. In Boston Common people were hurrying down the walkways, stamping their feet against the cold. The bare trees nodded gently in the chilly breeze, rattling a little against the gray sky. A small group of skaters whirled over the frozen pond. Along the streets people rushed with their baskets full of purchases or rode past on their Goodyears, the rubber wheels spinning soundlessly. And in all the windows of the houses people moved through their endless routines of eating and talking and working and sleeping.

			It was like plunging into another world, but the world was her own. She knew the memories did not belong to her, and yet they were there—so vivid, so lucid that they seemed to be entirely hers. Sophia lifted the quill with a sigh. “My memories are never that clear,” she said. “They are always so patchy. But these are so perfect.”

			“We are all like that,” Shadrack agreed. “That’s why it helps to make the maps in layers. We cannot all remember everything at once. In fact, it’s surprising how little detail people actually remember. But if you add together what everyone remembers about each piece, it comes together.”

			Sophia said what had been on her mind since she had first discovered the purpose of the glass map. “Do you think—is there any way . . . Could it be that Mother and Father might have left memories this way, stored in a map somewhere?”

			Shadrack ran his hand through his hair. “Perhaps,” he said slowly. “They did not know how to make memory maps when they left Boston. But they might have learned.”

			“Or someone else might have made a map that shows them in it.”

			“It’s a very good thought, Sophia. Even a glimpse could be invaluable. You’ll see what I mean if you take a look at East Ending, now that the maps are layered.”

			Sophia placed the tip of the quill on the map. She remembered a gray sky and a cold, damp breeze. The street was quiet. A few candles shone weakly in the windows, despite the fact that it was midday; the dark sky made them necessary. The bright red door she knew so well was closed. She could see someone through the upstairs window—a boy. He was reading intently at a desk, his chin in his hand. The memory suddenly grew sharper, as if a veil had been lifted from her eyes, and the boy looked up from his reading. He peered straight out at her—at Sophia—and smiled. Sophia gasped and pulled the quill away. “He looked at me.” She turned to Shadrack. “The boy in the window. Who was he?”

			“You saw him!” Shadrack said, taking the quill. He placed it on East Ending and smiled as the memory came to his mind. “You know who he is—think about it.”

			“Is it Grandfather?”

			“Yes—it’s my father; your grandfather.”

			“But why did he smile at me?”

			“Because that is your great-grandmother’s memory—Grandmother Lizzie. She was there to see your grandfather smile at her through the window.” Shadrack put the quill down a bit wistfully. “Nice one, isn’t it?”

			Sophia felt a wave of awe: she was seeing the world through the eyes of her great-grandmother, a woman she had never even met. But some part of her felt uneasy, as if she had trespassed on another person’s private thoughts. “It’s a lovely memory,” she said slowly. “But it’s not mine. Is it really all right to—to take it like that?”

			Shadrack’s face was thoughtful. “It’s a valuable question, Sophia. It has to do with what I was mentioning before—knowing where your memory stops and the memory of another begins. It may help to know that no one loses their memories in making the map. People share them. But that raises another problem: everyone’s memory is imperfect. I tried to learn everything possible about this month in Boston. I put together as many memories as I could find. And I combined them with what I knew—the kinds of clothes people wore, the buildings, the ships, all that. But you must know that memory maps—maps of all kinds, really—are inexact. They are only the best possible approximation. Think of them like books of history: the author will try to be as accurate as possible, but often he or she is relying on slim pieces of evidence, and there is as much art and interpretation as there is factual content. The best maps will show the cartologer’s hand at work rather than conceal it, making plain the interpretive work and suggesting, even, other possible interpretations.”

			“Does that mean that people could create maps that distort what really happened? Maps that are made up?”

			“They could indeed,” Shadrack said gravely. “It is a serious crime to do so. But all honest mapmakers swear an oath to tell only the truth, and you must look for the mark of that oath when you examine a memory map. Look here,” he said, pointing out the small symbol of the mountains atop a ruler that appeared beside the date on each map. “This is the Insignia Rule. It is required on those maps whose truth can only be vouched for by their maker. But even a truthful mapmaker may be inaccurate. For example,” he confessed, “there are some streets on this map that no one remembers at two or three in the morning on some day or another. Who is to say that something did not happen that I failed to record? In that way, my map, too, might be a distortion.”

			“But it is still incredible. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

			Shadrack shook his head. “My maps are still those of a novice. There are maps that make mine look like mere scribbles. You’ll see some of them, soon enough. I have read memory maps so real one forgets oneself in them. Some so large they fill an entire room. Truly, the maps created by the masters are astonishing.”

			Sophia bounced in her chair with excitement. “I want to read them all.”

			Shadrack laughed. “Someday you will. But there’s much yet to learn, and we must work quickly. Come, let me show you how to navigate seconds.”
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			A Trail of Feathers

			1891, June 15 to 21

			The lenient laws of New Occident have long allowed foreigners to enjoy the benefits of residency without requiring their formal application for citizenship. Only foreigners wishing to vote, run for office, or form a corporation have been required to apply. As of July 4, these laws will change. Full naturalization will be necessary for all foreigners. If you are a foreigner and you wish to work or reside in New Occident, you must apply through the attached form for documentation and a foreigner’s lifewatch. All those without documentation and watches will be deported on July 4.

			—From Application for Citizenship Pursuant to the Patriot Plan


			FOR THE REMAINDER of the day Sophia studied the maps of Boston in February 1831, and Shadrack taught her the intricacies of the four map forms. She learned how to use different quills in order to see more or less detail; she learned how to close in on a particular minute or second; and she began to grow more accustomed to the flood of memories that weren’t hers.

			The glass map still made her uneasy; remembering people she had never met left her feeling disoriented, as if she had woken up in someone else’s skin. But she began to find ways of distinguishing between her memories and those she experienced while map-reading: the memories from the maps were far clearer and more vivid than her own. At least one aspect came so naturally that she had nothing to learn: the fact that days, minutes, and hours unfolded at different paces; the sense that time could be short or long, depending on how one chose to read. More than anything, Sophia loved this quality of the memory maps. Though they revealed unknown places, their manner of compressing and expanding time made her feel entirely at home.

			In the days that followed, Shadrack began his ambitious plan to teach Sophia about the cartology of the other Ages. She learned that these maps needed particular care; they had to be cleaned and stored carefully to ensure their safety. Mapmaking, Shadrack explained, was a science and an art practiced in every Age, all over the world. The dynamic memory maps had probably been invented in either the Baldlands or the Middle Roads. No one knew for certain, but he believed their invention would only have been possible in one of those regions where the various Ages had been so jumbled that past, present, and future were interwoven.

			Shadrack had learned to make memory maps at the academy in Nochtland. The mapmaker’s guild was powerful there. The production and circulation of maps was carefully regulated; every Nochtland-created map had to bear the insignia that guaranteed its truthfulness—the tiny mountain range atop a ruler.

			His collection of memory maps opened Sophia’s eyes even further to the wonders of cartology beyond New Occident. She saw parts of the world she had never imagined she would see. The maps varied in scale: some recalled only a few rooms, others an entire city; some contained memories from only a minute or an hour; others held the memories of a whole year. One map captured twenty-four hours in the Alhambra, in Granada. Another showed the passage of a year in the capitol of the Russias. And another recalled the crucial four months of rebellion that led to the creation of New Akan. It occurred to Sophia, as she studied the maps, that space and skill were the only constraints. On the third day of her studies she turned to Shadrack. “Shadrack, do you think there could be a memory map of the entire world?”

			His face had an odd expression. “It would be unimaginably difficult to make such a map,” he finally said. “Though there are stories of something called the carta mayor, a hidden map that traces the memories of the whole world from the beginning of time to the present.”

			“That would be incredible.”

			For a moment, Shadrack’s face tensed. “Explorers have spent entire lifetimes pursuing the carta mayor. Some have lost themselves searching.”

			“So it exists?”

			“It almost certainly does not exist,” he said quickly. “I have always argued that it is a Nihilismian myth—one that serves their purposes well but has no basis in fact.”

			“How is it Nihilismian?” Though there was a large following of Nihilismians in Boston, Sophia knew little about them beyond what she had learned in school.

			Nihilismianism was one of the many religious sects that had sprouted in the wake of the Great Disruption. Many people still followed the old religions of the West, but a growing number believed in the Fates, whose temples depicted over the entryway the three goddesses, each holding the globe on a string. Others practiced Occidental Numism, or Onism, which held that all material and immaterial things were a form of currency to be bought and sold, exchanged and bartered with the higher powers. Sophia had seen an Onist’s account book once, when Dorothy—always more intrepid—had stolen a look at the private Book of Deeds and Debts that one of their teachers kept on his desk. It was filled with precise and, to Sophia, terrible calculations. One in particular often occurred to her when her mind wandered: “Twenty-one minutes of daydreaming about last year’s trip to the seaside with A, to be paid for with twenty-one minutes of housework.” It was said that the Onist lifestyle was wonderfully productive, but Sophia found the prospect dreadful.

			And there were Nihilismians who believed that the true world had been derailed by the Great Disruption and replaced by a false one. It was unsettling to think that a world no longer in existence was thought by some to be more real than their own.

			“The Nihilismians are sure that the carta mayor would show the true course of the world—not this one,” Shadrack said now. “But I fail to see how such a thing is even possible.”

			Sophia squinted pensively, considering.

			“It is a dangerous myth to believe in,” he concluded, with an air of finality.

			Every so often during her studies, Sophia would wander over to the wall map, where the blue and green pins marked the voyage her parents never took and the places where they’d appeared. Shadrack told her everything he could. An explorer from Vermont believed he had traded food with them somewhere deep in the Prehistoric Snows. An explorer from Philadelphia had spoken to a street vendor in the Papal States who had sold salt to a pair of young adventurers in Western clothing. A cartologer from the university had spoken to a sailor who might have boarded a ship with them in the United Indies. All of the encounters were brief and vague and inconclusive. Shadrack had noted every one.

			Sophia felt a terrible impatience when she contemplated the eventual purpose of her studies. Part of her wanted to leave at once, tracing the path of the green pins wherever they led. She had to remind herself that gaining the right store of knowledge for the journey posed a more significant and important challenge than any she might face later. Every moment of learning was essential. “Step by step,” Shadrack encouraged her, gesturing towards the wall map. “We have little enough time as it is, Soph. In truth, I wish we could work more slowly.”

			While Sophia learned to work with the maps, Shadrack shuttled back and forth between the map room and his ground-floor study. He had managed to secure forged papers and a lifewatch for Mrs. Clay, but this task had been only the first of many. Desperate friends from every corner of New Occident began arriving at 34 East Ending Street with requests for maps and route-guides to other Ages. Explorers were leaving the states in droves, panicked by parliament’s decision. Shadrack barely had time to answer Sophia’s questions.

			For her part, she became so engrossed in her studies that she hardly noticed how many days had passed, let alone hours and minutes. Her fascination with map-reading was genuine and all-absorbing; moreover, there were no competing distractions. Yes, it was summer, a time when ordinary schoolchildren spent all day swimming and wasting time and wandering with friends. But with Dorothy gone to New York, there was no one to knock on the door and drag her out into the sunshine.

			At the end of the week, Shadrack descended into the map room after a long meeting with an explorer who was leaving for the Russias, and he looked with some concern at his niece, hunched over the leather-topped table. With her dark blonde hair messier than usual, her face pale from lack of sleep, and her light summer clothes uncharacteristically rumpled, she looked more like an overworked office clerk than a child.

			Sophia was entirely unaware of Shadrack’s scrutiny; she was wrestling with a puzzle that she’d stumbled across while comparing two maps. From the shape and configuration of the islands rendered up them, she could tell that the maps  depicted the exact same location. But one was labeled United Indies and the other Terra Incognita, and they seemed to show two different Ages.

			The former held the sound of bells at midday in a quiet stone courtyard; a pair of nuns walked past Sophia in the memory, talking quietly to one another, and the smell of the sea was in the air. The latter showed a cold, stony landscape with no signs of life. The only clue to their difference lay in the fact that the Terra Incognita map had been made more recently: ten years after the United Indies map.

			How is this possible? Sophia wondered. How could the place have changed so much so soon? She was studying Terra Incognita, scouring the map for signs of what had happened to so alter it, when Shadrack’s voice yanked her out of the memory.

			“Sophia!”

			“Yes?” She looked up, startled.

			“You’re getting pale from living in this basement. I know we have a lot to do, but you mustn’t entomb yourself here. Your limbs will turn to jelly.”

			“I don’t care,” Sophia said absently. “Shadrack, did anything happen recently at the eastern edge of the United Indies? I can’t figure this out. These two maps show the same place, but one of them shows a convent and the one from ten years after shows . . . well, nothing.”

			“I determined that the map was mislabeled,” Shadrack said peremptorily. “We can look at it later; right now, you need to escape this room for a little while. It will clear your head.”

			“I don’t think it’s mislabeled. It’s the same spot, but different. And it occurred to me—do you still have the letter Casavetti sent? I think—”

			“Sophia!” Shadrack walked over and pulled back her chair. “Your enthusiasm does you credit. But it will not serve our purposes if you can’t carry a heavy pack or walk ten paces without collapsing. We’ll make a deal. Six days of being an indoor cartologer and one day of being an outdoor explorer.”

			Sophia grumbled. “It’s too hot outside anyway.”

			“How would you know? You haven’t even been outside! I’ll tell you what. I have hardly left the house myself, what with all the incoming traffic. When we do leave on our voyage, we’ll be utterly unprepared. Let me give you a list so you can begin gathering our supplies.”

			The prospect of buying supplies made the journey seem suddenly quite real; her pulse quickened. “That’s a good idea.”

			Shadrack chuckled. “I’m glad you approve. All right, I think your best bet will be Harding’s Supply out on the wharf. You were near there the other day.”

			“I know where it is.”

			“So I have an old pack that will do fine, but you need one. Don’t get one that’s too big—have them size it for you before you buy it. The other thing we need is a hard roll-tube for paper maps. Mine have all fallen apart, I haven’t used them in so long. Get two. And look for a weather-proof case for your lifewatch.” He thought for a moment. “That’s enough for now. Put it on my credit at the store; I have an account. Sound good?”

			“Pack, roll-tubes, watch-case,” Sophia repeated. “Sounds good.” She climbed the steps to the study, noticing as she walked through the house that the rooms had grown messier and messier during the days she had spent in the map room. Mrs. Clay did her best, but she was really no match for Shadrack’s explosive fits of energy. Sophia reached her room and sat down to change her shoes. As she did so, her eye lighted on her sketchbook, and a thought made her rise slowly and turn back the pages to June 14, the day before she’d first gone into the map room—the day she’d gone to parliament. She found herself looking at the drawing she’d made of the caged boy from the circus. Who knows what will happen to him, she thought. She stared at the bars she had drawn. Maybe he’s still there. I might see him again. The prospect gave her a brief flutter, but it was accompanied by a sobering thought. I wonder if he’s ever let out of that horrible cage. I can’t believe he might have to eat and sleep in it and everything. A sudden idea flickered through her mind. He doesn’t belong in that cage, she said to herself, her thoughts soaring. He shouldn’t spend another minute in that cage.

			With a rising sense of excitement, she finished lacing her boots and ran downstairs. Seeing that it was almost lunchtime, she hastily wrapped a piece of buttered bread in a napkin and tucked it into the apron pocket of her dress. “Bye, Shad,” she shouted before heading out the door.

			— June 21, 11-Hour 57: Leaving to Buy Supplies—

			THE HEAT HAD let up somewhat, dropping into the low nineties. During any other summer, such temperatures would have driven every resident of the city to Cape Cod, but with parliament’s deadline hanging over New Occident, Boston bristled with uneasy activity. The accusations against foreigners published in the newspaper had grown more frequent and bitter and had resulted in an unending stream of protests.

			As Sophia rode the trolley downtown, she noticed knots of people walking in the direction of the State House. As they passed the building, her eyes widened; it was surrounded by police officers, and hundreds of people were shouting and carrying signs. Shadrack had told her that the police were patrolling around the clock, checking the identity papers of everyone they passed. Anyone without papers found themselves abruptly shuttled to the nearest point of exit from New Occident.

			The trolley stopped briefly on the far side of the common, at some distance from the State House, and then veered off, careening into the tunnel that connected to the wharf. Sophia felt nervous at the thought of once again seeing the boy in feathers. Maybe I should get the supplies first, she thought. But I don’t want to be carrying the supplies if I try to open the cage. I should go to the circus first.

			The trolley emerged from the tunnel and the conductor called the Wharf stop. Sophia stepped off, edgy with excitement, and looked for the warehouse where she’d seen the circus.

			The chaos at the wharf made the protest near the State House pale in comparison. Crowds of people—determined explorers, anxious tradespeople, and exiled foreigners—wove along the cobblestone street and toward the waiting ships. Police officers walked tensely among them, truncheons drawn, checking papers and shepherding people into lines. Every manner of vessel filled the waters beyond the wharf and waited to board passengers, seeking to profit from the sudden exodus. Sophia turned away in dismay as she heard a ship’s captain haggling with an explorer over an outrageous fee for passage to the Closed Empire.

			Catching sight of a faded warehouse nearby, Sophia pushed past the crowd and hurried toward it. Sure enough, there was the sign for Ehrlach’s Circus of the Ages. But something had changed. There was no line for admittance, and the warehouse door was closed. There was no trace of the little man, the ticket vendor, or the boy in the cage.

			For a moment she stood hesitantly, watching people pass. Then she approached the door and gave it an experimental push. It seemed to be barred by something on the other side. She pushed a little harder and the door gave way.

			“Oh, no,” she said out loud. The cavernous warehouse stood completely empty. A pile of hay, a few broken pieces of a set, and some netting lay scattered on the dirt floor. Sophia stood and stared. She recalled once again the boy in feathers—his air of careless grace, the easy way he shoved aside the circus master’s cane. Now he was gone. She imagined him traveling to some unknown place, imprisoned forever in his horrible cage, until his lofty expression faded and his eyes lost their animation.

			Sophia left the empty warehouse, closing the door behind her. “Excuse me,” she said to an old man carrying a heavy traveling case. “Has the circus gone already?”

			“It has, miss,” he said, taking a moment to rest. “They packed up only this morning.”

			“I thought they would stay until July fourth.”

			“They could have, sure, but Ehrlach wanted to spend the last weeks in New York. Seems to think there’ll be more business there without the parliament protests to distract them.”

			“I see. Thank you,” Sophia said. “Bad luck, I suppose.”

			“Bad luck it is—for all of us,” the old man replied, shouldering the case again. “I’m sorry, miss.”

			Sophia stood, staring at the sign and trying to shake off her disappointment. I should have thought of it sooner, she said to herself. I didn’t realize how many days had passed. The familiar sense of frustration washed over her, but she had to admit that in this case her broken internal clock wasn’t entirely to blame. She’d been thoughtless in a wholly ordinary way. For an entire week she had forgotten about the boy, and now the chance to help him was gone.

			With an abrupt glance at her watch, she realized that she had lost more than an hour and reminded herself sternly of her assigned task. She turned and looked for Harding’s Supply with a renewed sense of purpose. It was nearby, its double doors opened wide to allow for the steady stream of customers purchasing last-minute equipment for long overseas journeys. Having lost so much time already, Sophia hurried through the aisles, inspecting waterproof rucksacks, snowshoes, collapsible hats, silk sheets that folded away into a pocket-sized pouch, canteens, and field glasses. She left the store with a small russet-brown pack, two weatherproof roll-tubes for paper maps, and an oiled leather case for her watch.

			— 15-Hour 09: Arriving Home—

			IT WAS PAST fifteen-hour when Sophia headed home. The summer sun was still high in the sky, and as she turned onto East Ending Street it occurred to her that she might yet have time to finish solving the puzzle she’d begun that morning. Surely Shadrack wouldn’t mind, now that she had dutifully spent the afternoon out of doors.

			Sophia neared the house and was surprised to see the side door wide open. When she reached the steps, something odd caught her eye: a long green feather. She picked it up and examined it. “Very strange,” she murmured. As soon as she had reached the entryway, she could see that something was very wrong.

			The house was a disaster. Something intent on destruction had swept through it. Food and broken dishes lay strewn across the kitchen floor. The rugs in the hallway were twisted and shoved together, while remains of burnt papers and maps littered the stove. Almost all the framed maps that normally hung in every room had been knocked down, leaving the papered walls bare. Even some of the floorboards had been torn up. And lying before her near the entryway was a long red feather. She stood for a moment, her panic mounting, and then she dropped the green feather, threw aside the new pack that hung from her shoulder, and ran toward the study.

			“Shadrack!” she shouted. “Shadrack!”

			He was not there. Maps lay scattered everywhere, many of them torn. The books had been pulled from the shelves and lay on the ground in haphazard piles. With horror, Sophia saw the door to the map room standing open.

			“Shadrack?” she called, her voice unsteady, from the top of the stairs. There was no answer. She descended slowly, the wooden treads creaking beneath her feet. When she reached the bottom she stood dazed at the chaos before her.

			The glass cases had been shattered, their contents gone. The bureaus lay open, their drawers bare. Here, too, the books had been pulled from the shelves and thrown to the floor. The cabinets that held paper maps stood empty. Sophia took in the destruction, too stunned to call out again. Everything, every single thing in the map room, had been destroyed or stolen. A broken glass map crunched beneath her boot and she looked down blankly at the shards. There was a long, jagged scar across the leather-topped table. She touched it gingerly, as if to make certain that it was real. Then she raised her head and her eye fell on the wall map above the armchairs: the map of her parents’ voyage. It had been torn in half, ripped clear through from one end to the other.

			Sophia stared numbly at the pins that lay scattered around her on the chairs and carpet, a single thought running through her mind: Where is he? Where is Shadrack? Where is he? Then she heard a sound at the other end of the room, and for a moment she was unable to run or scream or even move. Heart pounding in her chest, she forced herself to turn slowly in the direction of the stairs. She saw nothing. It had been only a soft shuffle, but she had heard it, and now she was certain: it had come from the heavy wardrobe below the staircase.

			She tiptoed across the carpet, avoiding the glass and picking up the broken leg of a chair. She held it before her with both hands. When she reached the steps, she stopped to listen and heard nothing but the rush of blood in her ears. She reached the wardrobe and paused, standing in front of it silently. Then she reached for the brass handle and in one smooth movement swung open the door.

			Feathers, she thought, as the thing that burst from the wardrobe knocked her down flat. She lay there, stunned, staring up at the ceiling, and suddenly a face appeared above hers. The face seemed to have feathers sprouting from it in every direction.

			Looking down at Sophia was the boy from Ehrlach’s Circus of the Ages.
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			Between Pages

			1891, June 21, 15-Hour 52

			Consider that we do not even know for certain whether the Great Disruption was caused by mankind and, if so, which Age of mankind caused it. Too many Ages remain unknown, entirely uncharted and beyond communication. Of the Ages we do know, all were thrust into a common confusion and chaos in the first years after the Disruption. All suffered disorientation, or sudden isolation, or unending cycles of violence. What Age would willingly bring this upon itself?

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World


			“HEY,” THE BOY said. “Are you okay?”

			Sophia blinked.

			“I’m sorry I knocked you over,” he said. “Are you okay? Say something.”

			She raised herself on her elbow. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’m all right.” She stared at the boy sitting next to her on the carpet. “You were in the wardrobe,” she said.

			“I was hiding. Where were you?”

			“I just got here. I was out.” Now that the worst was over, the fear began to move in. She felt a cold tremor. The boy reached out a hand to help her, and she recoiled sharply.

			“Hey, it’s okay. I won’t hurt you.” He spoke softly, with the truncated words and low twang of the northwest Baldlands. “I didn’t do this.”

			Sophia got to her feet. “What happened? Where’s Shadrack?”

			The boy looked at her with an odd expression. “Is he your father?”

			She shook her head. Her jaw trembled so violently that her teeth had begun to chatter. “He’s my uncle. Where is he?” She glanced quickly across the room. “I have to look upstairs.”

			“No, wait.” The boy held up a hand to stop her. “Don’t. He’s not there,” he said quietly.

			“Where is he?”

			“I don’t know—I don’t know where he is now.”

			“But you saw him?”

			He nodded slowly. “Yeah, I saw him.” He was studying her, trying to decide what to say. “Do you live here? With Shadrack Elli?”

			It was strange to hear her uncle’s name on the boy’s tongue. Sophia nodded impatiently. “Yes. Yes, I live here. I told you—he’s my uncle. Please, just tell me what happened!”

			The boy paused a moment. “Sorry to have to tell you this. Your uncle is gone.”

			Sophia felt as though all the air had been squeezed out of her. The words were a shock, but they also struck her as terribly familiar. Some part of her, she realized, always expected those she most loved to vanish.

			“I came here looking for him. When I got here, the door was open. I could hear all kinds of noise inside, but I didn’t know what was going on.” He paused. “I waited in the bushes outside. After about half an hour, some men took your uncle out of the house.” The boy seemed to gauge Sophia’s response before continuing. “There were five of them. They put him and some boxes into a coach, and then they left. After they were gone, I went in, and when I heard you upstairs, I hid. I thought they had come back.” He looked away. “I’m sorry.”

			“Who were they—what kind of men were they?”

			“I don’t know. I mean, they were ordinary. Thugs, I guess.” He frowned. “A few of them had some”—he paused, drawing a finger across his face—“scars.”

			Sophia swallowed hard. “Was he all right?” she asked with an effort. “Was he hurt?”

			“He was fine,” the boy said firmly. “He was struggling with them—and he was talking back. He was angry, but he wasn’t hurt.”

			Sophia felt her throat tensing, and she realized she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from crying. She turned away. “I need to be alone for a while,” she whispered.

			“I’m really sorry,” the boy said. “I, uh . . .” he hesitated. “I’ll just be upstairs.”

			Sophia heard him on the steps, and then the door closed, and then she stopped thinking of him altogether. All her thoughts turned to Shadrack and the fact that he was gone. She sank to the ground. Her sobs came in deep, painful gasps that finally gave way to tears.

			None of it made any sense. How could Shadrack be gone—just like that? In the morning, she’d been sitting next to him in this very room, reading a map, and now the room was ruined and Shadrack was gone and she was alone—totally alone. She cried until her head ached, and then when her head hurt too much she sat listlessly on the carpet. Her head throbbed and she needed water and she felt empty, terribly empty.

			If I hadn’t lost track of time, she thought. If I hadn’t lost track of time at the wharf, I would have been back earlier. I would be wherever he is now. And neither one of us would be alone.

			Only a few minutes had passed, but time expanded around her, filled with a seemingly infinite sense of loss. He could be anywhere. He could be hurt, she realized, the thought pounding away at her head insistently.

			She heard a sound from the library upstairs and brought herself painfully back to the present. Wiping her eyes, she took a deep breath and got to her feet. She couldn’t look around, couldn’t bear to see the beautiful map room in its ruined state, so she kept her eyes on the ground and made her way slowly up the stairs. When she reached the library, she closed the map room door behind her.

			The boy was crouched on the floor, rummaging through maps on the carpet. He looked up at her and stopped what he was doing. “Hey,” he asked again. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes. Thank you.”

			He nodded, then followed her gaze to the strewn papers around him. “I was just looking for a map. Maybe a map of New Occident. Does he have one? I mean, with all these maps lying around . . .”

			“Yes,” Sophia said. Her mind moved very slowly. “I can find you one. But I can’t—not right now.”

			“No,” he agreed. He stood and tried vainly to arrange some of the broken feathers strung around his waist. He and Sophia stared silently at one another for several seconds. “I’m Theo,” the boy finally said.

			“Sophia,” she replied.

			“Sophia, I should have explained that I came to find your uncle so that he could help me. I heard about him at the wharf—the famous cartologer in Boston. I thought he might help me get home. I’m not from here.”

			“I know,” she said softly. “You’re a wild boy from the Baldlands.”

			Theo paused in surprise and then one side of his mouth lifted in a smile. “Yes—I wasn’t sure you’d remember.”

			“Dressed like that? You’re very memorable.”

			“I guess that’s true.” Theo laughed. He glanced down at himself and then looked at her. “I ran away this morning. When the circus set out.”

			“You ran away.”

			“Yes.”

			Sophia couldn’t think of what to say next. Her mind wasn’t working properly—she couldn’t think why it mattered that he had run away.

			“Sophia,” Theo said. “You have to figure out what you want to do, and so do I. Could I—It’d be really nice if I could change out of this.”

			She blinked. “You mean that’s not how you normally dress?”

			Theo paused. “Of course not,” he finally said. “This was what that idiot Ehrlach put on me for the show.”

			“Oh.”

			“I could really use some soap,” Theo said. “And maybe some paint thinner. These are stuck on with honey and glue—they’re murder to wash off. And some clothes?”

			“Of course.” Having to think about things like paint thinner and soap was a relief. She could tidy the house and put things in order. The paint thinner was in the washroom next to the kitchen; there were clean rags there, on the rag heap. She moved through the wrecked rooms, through the shattered china, torn paper, and broken furniture. It was as if she had been dropped in a stranger’s house. Oddly enough, this thought made it easier to bear. “You can use Shadrack’s bathroom,” she said, climbing the stairs. Theo followed her, leaving his telltale feathers everywhere.

			Surprisingly, the second floor seemed untouched. The men must have found what they were looking for or believed there was nothing of value in the bedrooms. “I think there are some clothes of my uncle’s you can wear,” she said. “They might be a little big.”

			“Anything you’ve got I’d appreciate,” Theo said. “So long as I don’t have to wear the feathers.”

			Sophia looked through Shadrack’s wardrobe and found a small shirt and some pants and a belt. The shoes would all be too big. She pointed out the bathroom and gave Theo the paint thinner and the clothes. He said, “Thanks,” and then paused. “Hey, I—you’re not going anywhere, right?” Sophia looked at him blankly. “I was wondering—I’m going to need a place to stay. Just one night.”

			Sophia realized what he was asking. “You can stay.”

			“Thanks. I owe you.” He snapped his fingers with a practiced air, ending in a gesture like a pointed gun. “It would be good to get that map, too, if that’s okay. Tomorrow I’ll get out of your hair.”

			The door shut, and after a moment Sophia heard the sound of running water.

			Standing in Shadrack’s bedroom, which looked so normal, she was once again overcome. The leather armchair, the books on the end table beside it, and the piles of maps—it was as if her uncle had only left the room for a moment and was about to return. The blue rug was worn in a path from the door to the mahogany secretary, which, for once, stood unlocked and open. Sophia moved toward it, feeling a faint flutter in her stomach. Shadrack never left his desk open.

			A splatter of ink on the blotter and the open journal left no doubt in her mind: Shadrack had been surprised while sitting here, writing. Seeing her name on the page, she read the last entry anxiously.

			I struggle with how much to tell Sophia. She must understand the dangers, but there is a fine line between useful comprehension and needless alarm. While she left to buy supplies, I visited Carlton in the hospital, and I was shocked by his condition. The article did not mention the horrible mutilation of his limbs and face. I can only assume they mean to withhold this for purposes of the police inquiry. He does not recognize me; he recognizes no one. I doubt if he has preserved any cognitive faculties. He is like a helpless child. He makes inarticulate sounds, occasionally, and seems to feel pain when his injuries are dressed, but he has no other awareness of the world around him. It seems to me impossible that this could be the result of some ordinary assault. . . . Rather, I begin to suspect that someone

			The entry ended there. Horrified by the image of Carlton Hopish ruined, Sophia drew back. What had Shadrack suspected? Could he have seen something at the hospital that had placed him in danger? There was no message for her in those pages, as she had hoped—only an ominous riddle that left her even more frightened. She felt the tears welling up in her eyes and took several deep breaths to stop them.

			Shadrack’s armchair, where he always read for an hour or two before going to bed, still bore the impression of where he had sat the night before. Sophia stumbled over and dropped down into it. It smelled of cedar and pine and paper; Shadrack’s smell. What if she had seen him reading in his armchair for the last time? She could already imagine how the room would look in a year, or five, or ten. It would look just like her parents’ bedroom down the hall: the walls would discolor in strange patterns; the books would warp from one humid summer after another; the clothes and shoes would seem to shrivel and age. She had been trying to hold the thought at bay, but now that she pictured Shadrack’s room slipping into abandonment, she could not avoid it. Again, the moments expanded, and Sophia imagined a long future without him, without her parents—entirely alone. The thought made her curl up in the chair, and she wrapped her arms around her knees.

			Sophia felt something sharp against her side. She ignored it. But the more she ignored it the more it jabbed into her ribs, until finally she sat up and shoved the pillow aside. To her surprise, it felt hard. She lifted the pillow. Propped behind it was one of her old drawing notebooks.

			What is my old notebook doing in Shadrack’s armchair? she wondered dully, picking it up. The notebook felt heavy. She untied the two leather laces that held its covers closed, and the book fell open to what looked like a note. She recognized Shadrack’s handwriting at once, even though the message was brief. It read:

			Sophia—go to Veressa. Take my atlas. Love, SE

			Beneath it was a glass map.

			Sophia stared at the map and the note in wonder. Shadrack had left her a message after all! And he had found the perfect place for it. Between the heavy pages of her drawing notebook, the thin pane of glass lay well protected. Sophia ran her fingers tenderly over her uncle’s writing. The message sounded urgent, but not despairing or afraid. Shadrack hadn’t told her to hide or run away. Sophia felt something—not relief, but determination—course through her. She remembered what Shadrack had said before under very different circumstances: “All you need, Sophia, is something to do.”

			And now she did have something to do: she had to take Shadrack’s atlas and find Veressa, wherever that was. And perhaps when she found Veressa, she would find Shadrack!

			Sophia jumped to her feet. First, she decided, she had to read the glass map. The fading sunlight from the window had no effect. She hurriedly lit the flame-lamps and held the map up to one. Once again, nothing happened. The glass had no inscription as to its time or place, and it was completely transparent. Could this simply be a plain piece of glass? she wondered. No, impossible. Why would Shadrack leave her a sheet of glass unless it was a map? She examined it carefully, holding it close to the light. Sure enough, in the bottom left corner was the etched mapmaker’s sign: a mountain range atop a ruler. But the map would not wake. She bit her lip and carefully placed the glass back between the pages of the notebook. It would have to wait. She had to find Shadrack’s atlas.

			— 17-Hour 45: Searching for the Atlas—

			NOTEBOOK IN HAND, Sophia rushed back down to the library. She took a deep breath, placed the book on the sofa, and dropped to her knees. Shadrack’s atlas could not be hard to find; it was tall and wide and would stand out from the other volumes. She rummaged through the piles impatiently, searching for the burgundy-colored binding. Then she realized it would be easier if she simply reshelved them.

			She began placing the books back on the shelf closest to her. Slowly, the familiar white and slate-blue pattern of the carpet began to emerge. She filled four shelves without spotting the atlas. The books had fallen every which way, and some had torn pages. Sophia tried to be careful while moving quickly. She was filling a fifth shelf when she heard footsteps and looked up to see Theo standing in the doorway.

			Sophia hardly recognized him. Without all the feathers, he looked like an ordinary person. He had brown hair that was a little long—just below his ears—and a small dimple in his chin. Wearing Shadrack’s clothes, he looked older. Sophia had thought he was about fourteen, but now she wondered whether he wasn’t fifteen or sixteen. He even held himself in an older way, with one hand—deeply scarred, as if from years of injuries—resting on the doorframe. But even without the feathers, he was still unlike anyone she had ever met in New Occident.

			The boys her age at school were nice or harmless or erratically cruel, depending on their temperaments. None was very interesting. And the older boys, some of whom she had come to know through theater and field sports, seemed to have the same qualities in advanced form: more decidedly nice, harmless, or cruel. Theo seemed none of these. He had the air of calm authority she remembered from the circus. Sophia felt herself blushing when she realized she had no idea how long she had been staring at him.

			His brown eyes met hers in amusement. “Are you cleaning?”

			Sophia blushed a deeper shade of red. “No, I’m not cleaning. I’m looking for something and this is the easiest way.” She quickly rose. “You have to see what I found.”

			Sophia had not yet learned, in her thirteen years, that it is not unusual for strangers in extreme circumstances to find themselves sharing a sudden familiarity. The shock of a shared threat makes the stranger an ally. Then the stranger does not seem strange at all: he, too, is a person in danger attempting to survive. And if the stranger who is no longer a stranger happens to be someone likable, someone who has seemed appealing and intriguing from the very beginning, then he will fit all the more readily into place, almost as if he was always meant to be there.

			Having no internal clock exaggerated this effect for Sophia; a brief moment with someone could feel much longer. Theo was a stranger who was no longer a stranger: an intriguing and unexpected ally. If someone had asked her at that very moment whether she had reason to trust Theo, she would have had difficulty answering. The question did not occur to her. She liked him, and so she wanted to trust him.

			Sophia opened the notebook to show him the glass map and the message. “It is a—”

			“Map,” Theo said, picking it up carefully with his scarred right hand. “I figured.” He held it up to the light, just as Sophia had, while she looked on in surprise.

			“How did you know?”

			He carefully replaced it, seemingly not hearing her question; then he frowned thoughtfully over the message. “Is this supposed to be the map to Veressa?”

			“I thought it might be. Or Veressa might be in the atlas.”

			“You’ve never heard of it before?”

			“No. Have you?”

			Theo shook his head. He glanced around the room. “What’s the atlas look like?”

			“Large—about this tall—and fat, and dark red.”

			“All right, let’s hunt it down.” He smiled. “And then, when we find it, maybe you can get me a map of New Occident.”

			He crouched by the closest pile and began shelving books alongside her. They were almost halfway done when Sophia dove toward a pile a few feet away, exclaiming, “There it is!” She hadn’t recognized the book because it lay open, pages facing upward.

			“This is it,” she said excitedly. “This is Shadrack’s atlas.” She flipped through it quickly. “It’s fine—all in one piece.” Then she showed Theo the cover, which read, in gold script, An Annotated and Descriptive Atlas of the New World, Including the Prehistoric Ages and the Unknown Lands, by Shadrack Elli.

			“You mean it’s his,” Theo said, clearly impressed. “He wrote it.”

			“Oh, yes—it is the best one. The others haven’t half the information.” Sophia opened the atlas quickly to the index. “Veressa,” she murmured. She ran her finger along the V column, but Veressa wasn’t there. “How strange. Every place in the atlas is listed here.”

			“You’re looking at cities and towns,” Theo said, pointing to the page header. “Maybe it’s a lake or a desert or a forest or something else.”

			“Maybe,” Sophia murmured. She was going through the index again when a sudden noise made her heart jump. Someone was rattling the side door of the house, the door that Sophia had closed behind her. She and Theo stared at each other, and for a few seconds neither of them spoke; they waited. Then they heard the sound of the door opening.
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			The Exile

			1891, June 21, 18-Hour 07

			New Occident’s northern border with the uninhabited Prehistoric Snows—also called the Northern Snows—remained an unprotected and undefined area. The western and southern borders, however, increasingly became contested zones between the people of the Baldlands and New Occident and its Indian Territories. Though determining an actual border would have been impossible, this did not prevent the inhabitants of the borderlands from going to extreme lengths to defend the boundaries where they imagined them to be.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			SOPHIA DOVE UNDER Shadrack’s heavy oak desk, dragging Theo with her. From the library there was no view of the side door, but as soon as whoever had entered the house came along the passageway they would be visible through the doorway. As it turned out, she didn’t have to wait that long.

			“Fates protect us!” a woman’s voice cried out. “Mr. Elli! Sophia?”

			“It’s our housekeeper,” Sophia told Theo as she scrambled out from under the desk. “I’m in the library, Mrs. Clay,” she called out. “In here.”

			Mrs. Clay rushed into the library and stopped in the doorway, her eyes wide with fear. “What has happened here? Where is Mr. Elli?”

			Sophia saw reflected in Mrs. Clay’s horrified expression the full scope of the destruction around her.

			“We don’t know,” Theo replied when Sophia failed to answer. “He’s not here.”

			Mrs. Clay turned to Theo, pausing as she took in his unexpected presence. “What do you mean? Who are you?”

			“He was taken a few hours ago,” Theo said. He gestured at the destruction. “By force.” Mrs. Clay stared at him uncomprehendingly. “Theodore Constantine Thackary,” he added. “Theo for short.”

			“Who? Who took him by force?”

			“Some men. I couldn’t really see them very well. They had a coach. The coach . . .”

			Sophia turned to him. “What is it?”

			“I just remembered that the coach had something painted on the side—an hourglass.”

			“That’s something to go on, I guess,” she said, disappointed.

			Mrs. Clay, seeming strangely relieved by the mention of several men and a coach, reached out for Sophia and embraced her. Her frantic terror seemed to have subsided. “I am so sorry, Sophia. So, so sorry. What can I do to help?”

			“Well, Shadrack left me a note.”

			“A note!” exclaimed Mrs. Clay. “Surely that’s a good sign. What did it say?”

			“He said to take his atlas and go to Veressa.” Sophia looked down at the book cradled in her arms. “We were just trying to find it when we heard you come in.”

			Mrs. Clay had an odd expression. “What? You’re sure? He said Veressa?”

			“Yes.”

			“Show me,” she asked hoarsely.

			Sophia put down the atlas and quickly retrieved the note from her drawing notebook. “It says ‘Go to Veressa.’” She looked at Mrs. Clay hopefully. “Do you know where that is? Do you think he might be there?”

			Mrs. Clay took a deep breath and seemed to collect herself. “Sophia, this is so unexpected. I—I think there are some things I should tell you,” she said. She looked around. “Is the whole house this way?”

			“No, they didn’t go upstairs.”

			“Let’s go to my rooms, then, and get away from this terrible wreck. We will have something to eat, and I can tell you what I know. It might help.”

			Sophia felt suddenly exhausted. She realized that the last thing she had eaten was the slice of bread on the way to Harding’s Supply. She was probably still trembling, in part, from hunger.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Clay.” It gave her a pang to leave the library in such disorder, but she knew there was nothing else to be done now. She carefully tied her notebook closed and held it tightly along with Shadrack’s atlas.

			The housekeeper’s third-floor apartment always made a striking contrast with the rest of the house; today, it did even more. The rooms were tidy and prettily arranged, with as much light as could be permitted through the open windows. A pale blue sofa dotted with white blossoms, a collection of empty birdcages, and a fragile white coffee table were the principal furnishings of her sitting room. Potted plants, many in bloom, dotted every surface: violets and palms and dozens of ferns. The air was thick with the smell of sun-warmed soil.

			What always struck Sophia most was the sound—a light but constant tinkling, as if from hundreds of tiny bells. From every inch of the ceiling hung delicate sculptures: webs of thread strung with crystal, ceramic, and metal. The small globes, bells, mirrors, cylinders, and myriad other shapes turned slowly, colliding gently against one another and emitting a quiet chiming that filled the air. The sculptures almost gave the impression of living things, as if a flock of drowsy butterflies had come to rest in the rafters. Theo craned his neck to stare, fascinated. “I don’t like the silence,” the housekeeper explained to him. “I hope the noise doesn’t bother you.” She motioned toward the sitting room. “Why don’t you rest? I’ll just see about some coffee.”

			Sophia perched herself on one of the chairs and tried not to think about what was waiting downstairs. The chimes soon began to have the soothing effect that was, no doubt, their intended purpose. She and Theo watched the sculptures turn slowly overhead as Mrs. Clay opened cupboards and set the kettle on the stove. “I’m sorry Shadrack won’t be able to help you,” Sophia finally said to Theo.

			Theo shrugged. “That’s how it goes.”

			“Is Ehrlach going to send someone after you?”

			“No. He has no time,” Theo said with a half-smile. “He would have before, but now all he wants is to get in one last show in New York. The only good thing about the borders closing is that Ehrlach is out of business. Can’t really run a circus when every act in your show is illegal, can you? Although I guess,” he added, his smile fading, “he’ll just take the show somewhere else. People like the circus everywhere.”

			Mrs. Clay came in with a tray, which she set on the low wooden coffee table. She’d brought cups and plates, butter and jam, and a loaf of brown bread with raisins. “I’ll be right back,” she said. When she returned with the coffee pot, she poured them each a cup and then sat back. She traced her temples with her fingertips and patted the bun at the nape of her neck, composing herself. Theo and Sophia ate hungrily. Sophia covered her brown bread with butter and jam and took big bites. As she sipped the warm coffee from its blue porcelain cup, she began to feel better.

			“I’m afraid what I have to tell you is unpleasant,” Mrs. Clay began, focused on something neither of them could see at the bottom of her cup. “These are very painful memories for me. But Shadrack has told you to find Veressa, and I should explain to you why I can’t ever return to the Baldlands.”

			Theo leaned forward. “You’re from the Baldlands?”

			Mrs. Clay met his eyes. “Yes.”

			“So am I.”

			“I thought you might be. So I’m sure, once you hear my story, you’ll understand the difficulty I’m in. But to Sophia it is all new, and it will take some explaining. People here sometimes have trouble believing what it’s like outside—in the other Ages.”

			Sophia drew her legs up underneath her on the velvet chair. Mrs. Clay’s voice, high-pitched and fluttery, echoed the quiet tinkling of the chimes overhead. “I don’t know how much your uncle has told you,” Mrs. Clay began, “about when we knew each other in the Baldlands.”

			“He told me about the academy. That he studied there—for a couple of years, a long time ago. And that you worked there. Not much else.”

			“That is correct. Many years ago, he was a student at the Royal Cartological Academy in Nochtland—the capital of the Baldlands and the largest city of the Triple Eras. You’ve never been to the Baldlands, Sophia, so it’s very hard to explain what it’s like, but I’m sure you’ve read about it and heard about it from your uncle.”

			Sophia nodded.

			“It has many regions, and each region contains many former Ages. Nochtland, where I am from, is a beautiful place—sometimes I miss it so much. I miss the gardens. And how, when it rains, it really rains. And the pace, so much slower and calmer.” She sighed. “But it’s also a terrible place. It’s a place where anything can happen and everything can change.” She shook her head, as if to clear her mind. “Let me tell you the story from the beginning.

			“I first met Shadrack more than fifteen years ago. He was a young man in his twenties when he arrived at the academy of cartology in Nochtland. I was the housekeeper. It is a grand old stone building near the center of the city, with lovely courtyards and covered walkways. I had a staff of ten, and I ran everything—the cooking, the cleaning, the laundry. The academy had perhaps fifty students and teachers at any given time. I think it’s fair to say that I was good at my job.” Mrs. Clay smiled wistfully. Sophia smiled back, but in truth she had difficulty imagining the timid and rather scattered Mrs. Clay overseeing even one employee, let alone ten.

			“I’d already been there several years when Shadrack arrived,” Mrs. Clay went on. “From the first moment we saw him, we knew he would do well. You see, having students from New Occident is very unusual. The professors, of course, come from almost all over the globe; but the students tend to be from the Baldlands. We were not certain students from New Occident even knew of our existence. Shadrack had somehow learned of the academy and was determined to go there despite—you’ll excuse me—the backwardness of his home age.

			“During the two years he spent in Nochtland, he grew particularly close to one of the other students in his class, a young woman from the Baldlands—a very gifted cartologer. After the first year, when their degrees were conferred and they began their apprenticeships, they became inseparable. We all were sure they would get married and leave together, heading either north to New Occident or south to her family in Xela.

			“But they didn’t. Shadrack finished his apprenticeship before she did, and their friendship seemed to cool. No one knew what had happened. And then, instead of waiting a month for her to finish her apprenticeship, Shadrack simply said his good-byes and left. It seemed to me that a part of her had left along with Shadrack. I liked her very much, and I worried about her.” Mrs. Clay paused. “Her name was Veressa.”

			Sophia sat up straight. “What? Veressa is a person?”

			Mrs. Clay nodded. “She was at one point your uncle’s closest friend.”

			“But he’s never mentioned her,” Sophia protested.

			“Well, as I said, the two of them evidently had a falling out just before Shadrack left. For all I know, they never spoke again. I wouldn’t be surprised if Shadrack hasn’t mentioned her because the recollection is painful.”

			Sophia shook her head. “He never told me any of this.”

			“I’m sure he has good reasons,” Mrs. Clay said quietly. “You and Shadrack are as close as two people can be.” She furrowed her brow. “Let me tell you the rest.” She poured herself more coffee and took several sips. She seemed to be gathering her thoughts—and her strength.

			—19-Hour #: Mrs. Clay Tells of the Lachrima—

			“AFTER SHADRACK LEFT,” Mrs. Clay began, “Veressa was slow to complete her apprenticeship. She was not well during that time; she seemed only a shadow of her former self. I think she must have loved your uncle very much. When she graduated, she came by my room to say good-bye, but I wasn’t there. She left me a box of sugared flowers.” Mrs. Clay smiled. “Even when she was unhappy, she was always very kind. Well . . . I never saw her again. I heard her name now and then from the professors, but Nochtland is a big city and you can live within its walls a lifetime without ever seeing most of its inhabitants.

			“Then we had some quiet years. The students came and went, and the professors continued their teaching and their research. I was very happy. Then, about seven years ago, my troubles began.” Mrs. Clay stared into her coffee cup and sighed. “No matter how much you’ve read, Sophia, there are things you don’t know about the Baldlands. There are,” she paused, “creatures there that don’t exist here. Oh, I know they make a fuss about the raiders at the borders and people with wings or tails or whatever else. But those are, after all, still people. There are other creatures that few have seen and that no one understands. It was my misfortune to meet one.

			“I remember that I first heard it on a beautiful Sunday in October. Most of the students spent Sunday resting in the gardens or visiting attractions in the city. I had hung all the bed linens to dry on the back patio, and because the sun was so pleasant I sat at the edge of the courtyard, watching the white sheets flutter in the breeze. My staff took Sunday afternoon off, so I knew I was alone. In those days I wasn’t afraid of the silence, the way I am now—on the contrary. I sat there for nearly half an hour, simply soaking in the sun and the silence. And then I heard it. At first I thought it might be coming from the street, but it sounded much too close. It was the quiet, unmistakable sound of someone weeping.

			“I sat up, concerned. The sound was quiet but piercing; a stab of grief pulled me to my feet. My thought was that one of my staff had holed up on the back patio to have a cry. I went to look, and as a sheet fluttered in the wind I saw someone hurrying away. Perplexed, I tried to follow, but the person was gone.

			“The sound of weeping continued from one of the rooms—I did not know which—and as it did all the sadness of those muffled cries pierced me, so that tears spilled down my cheeks. Suddenly, I was grieving, too. I took all of the bed linens, which had dried, off the laundry lines, and then stood in the middle of the empty patio, trying to control my tears and pinpoint where the sound came from. That’s how two of the girls who worked in the kitchen found me—standing there, crying. As soon as they approached me, the weeping stopped and the sense of despair I had felt lifted. ‘Did you hear that?’ I asked them. They shook their heads, shocked at my appearance. ‘Hear what?’ they asked.

			“The next day, I heard it again—the moment I awoke—and the horrible sensation of grief returned. Before even getting dressed, I knocked on the doors of the rooms to my right and left. No one was weeping; no one could tell me where the sound I heard came from. Still, I believed that there had to be someone who was hiding, sneaking into corners to cry in private. And over the next few days, the weeping grew more constant. I began to hear it everywhere, all the time, even when others were present. And then they began to hear it, too.

			“Wherever I went, the sound of weeping followed, and the sadness began to wear on me; though I knew it had no rational cause, as long as the weeping was audible my grief was uncontrollable. The sound was heartbreaking. At times, the thing I heard wept quietly, bitterly. At other times, it moaned and sobbed. And still other times it nearly screamed, as if subjected to some terrible violence. I had no choice, then, but to accept the truth: I was being followed by a Lachrima.”

			Theo made a noise of surprise. “A real Lachrima?”

			Sophia remembered what she had heard Mrs. Clay saying to Shadrack, on the day parliament had closed the borders, and she asked the question she had been unable to ask then. “What’s a Lachrima?’

			“I’ve never seen one,” Theo said. “They’re supposed to be horrible.”

			The housekeeper nodded sadly. “They are. No one knows what the Lachrima are or where they come from. Some believe they are spirits. Others believe they are creatures from a terrible future Age. There are so many stories about them that it’s hard to know which are true. All I know is what I heard—and saw.”

			“You saw it?” Theo asked breathlessly.

			“For several weeks, the professors at the academy put up with it very kindly, insisting that the presence of the Lachrima was no fault of mine. But the truth is that everyone—not just me—found it unbearable. Imagine what it is like to hear the sound of weeping all the time—even when you are trying to sleep. Imagine feeling that burden of inexplicable, inconsolable grief. For the sake of the others, I shut myself up in my room, thinking that, if I simply waited, the Lachrima would tire of following me and go on its way.

			“One night that week, I finally saw it. The exhaustion of several days without sleep caught up with me, and I fell finally into a heavy slumber. I woke in the middle of the night to a terrible sound—horrible cries, like those made by a frightened animal. I sat up with a start, my heart pounding. And then I saw it. The Lachrima was huddled by my bed.”

			“What did it look like?” Theo asked eagerly.

			“Very much as I’d heard it described, only far more frightening than I’d imagined. It was tall and slender, dressed in thin white robes that trailed down to the floor. Its hair was dark and very long, and its face was buried in its hands. Its whole appearance was worn, as if it had lived for years in some dirty corner and was only now emerging. And then, as it continued to weep, the Lachrima lowered its hands from its face.

			“I could never have imagined anything so horrible. I saw that its face—its face wasn’t there. The Lachrima had only smooth white skin: skin that showed clearly the shape of its eye sockets and mouth and jaw; skin that looked as if someone had smoothed away all its features.

			“For a moment I was too terrified to do anything. And then I bolted from my bed and ran. Though I fled to the other side of the house, I could still hear its distant wails. When I returned to my room at dawn it was empty, but the sound was still in my ears, and I knew, then, that I had to leave. That very morning I packed my belongings and told the director of the academy. He didn’t try to stop me.

			“Part of me had, perhaps, hoped that if I left the academy the Lachrima would remain behind. But of course this didn’t happen. For months I tried to outrun it, staying first in Nochtland and then in the smaller towns outside it. Everywhere I went the Lachrima followed, bringing me and everyone near me nothing but terror and despair. After many months of attempting to elude it, I finally made my way north to the border. I no longer cared where I went or what I did, as long as the sound of weeping stopped. The grief wore so heavily upon me that I could not remember what it felt like to live without it. In those days I had yet to discover my faith in the Fates, for the people of the Baldlands follow other religions. But now that I know and believe in those fickle, kind, cruel, and mysterious powers, I believe they were setting me on a deliberate path. They had woven a terrible net around me and were insistently drawing me forward.

			“On a day in November, more than a year after the Lachrima first appeared, I found myself in the northern Baldlands, near the border of New Akan. A family of traders was leaving the state, and they took pity on me and took me with them. We entered New Occident at night, and I remember that I fell asleep in the open wagon, listening to the quiet, incessant weeping and watching the stars above me. Then I fell asleep.

			“When I awoke, it was midmorning and the young mother sitting next to me in the wagon was quieting her crying baby. The baby began sucking its fingers and a complete silence fell upon us. I could hear the steady clomp of the horses’ hooves and the creaking of the wagon wheels and the satisfied noises of the drowsy baby. The weeping of the Lachrima had stopped.

			“I knew only one person in New Occident—your uncle, Sophia—and I went about trying to find him. Fortunately, he had made quite a name for himself, and it wasn’t difficult to learn that he lived in Boston. I took the train, and when I arrived I asked Shadrack to help me. He was kinder than I ever could have expected—as you know, Sophia. You have both been very kind to me. With time, I discovered that though the Lachrima was gone, it had left me changed. Now I cannot bear to be in silence. And I find that I can no longer concentrate as I used to.” Mrs. Clay shook her head. “My mind isn’t what it was. Still, living with the memory of the Lachrima is better than living with the Lachrima itself. You see now, don’t you, why I can never go back?”
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			Departure

			— 1891, June 22, 0-Hour 54—

			Citizens of New Occident who wish to travel beyond its borders must now carry the identity papers and lifewatch issued at birth, along with an official birth certificate. The serial number engraved on the lifewatch must correspond to the identity number found on the birth certificate. Certified copies by a clerk of court are acceptable in cases where originals have been destroyed.

			—Parliamentary decree, June 14, 1891


			THEO HAD TO satisfy his curiosity about the appearance of the Lachrima, and Sophia had to learn as much as she could about Veressa. Mrs. Clay told them what she knew, and it was very late when they finally exhausted their questions. She persuaded them to stay the night in her sitting room, in case anyone came to the house, saying that they would all decide what to do in the morning.

			The tinkling sound of the chimes above Sophia’s head and the anxious thoughts coursing through her brain prevented her from sleeping. The image of Shadrack being led out of the house returned to her, followed by a vision of a faceless creature, wild with grief. Sophia opened her eyes to dispel the image. She could see in the dim light that Theo, bedded down on the carpet, wasn’t sleeping either.

			“Poor Mrs. Clay,” Sophia whispered. “I had no idea she had such a terrible story in her past.”

			“I wish I’d seen the Lachrima,” Theo whispered back.

			“Why would you wish that? Look what it did to Mrs. Clay!”

			“I’ve heard that if you get close enough you can see through their skin, and that they actually have faces underneath. But hardly anyone gets the chance. If you ask me, the risk is absolutely worth it.”

			“I suppose. But if I have to go the Baldlands, I would rather not see or even hear one.”

			She could feel Theo’s attention sharpening. “So you’re going to the Baldlands?”

			“I have to. Shadrack said to find Veressa, and that’s probably where she is. I think I have to go to Nochtland and ask at the academy.”

			Theo lay silently in the darkness for a several seconds. “Tell you what,” he said eventually. “Seeing as I don’t have papers, it’d be a lot easier for me to get back to the Baldlands if I traveled with you. If you see me to the border, I’ll help you get from there to Nochtland.”

			Sophia knew she could not ask Mrs. Clay to accompany her. Miles and the other explorers Shadrack counted as friends were gone, quick to leave after news of the borders’ closing. Traveling by train to New Orleans, the closest point to Nochtland, would be easy, but traveling into the Baldlands by herself would be a significant challenge. Sophia knew she could do it; she had confidence in herself as an explorer. She also knew that she could use help. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks,” she added, after a moment.

			“No problem. Only fair—you help me, I’ll help you.” She heard him turn over and settle himself for sleep.

			Sophia closed her eyes, somewhat relieved now that she had a way forward, a way to follow Shadrack’s instructions. But she did not sleep. Her mind turned gratefully from the disturbing images of Shadrack and the Lachrima to train schedules and other preparations. She began listing the items that she would need to pack.

			Her thoughts were interrupted by a sound beyond that of the chimes. She lay with her eyes closed as Theo rose from his pallet and left the room. Sophia thought nothing of it until she heard, with surprise, that he was opening the door to the downstairs apartments. Her eyes flew open. She lay motionlessly for a moment longer, listening as he walked down the steps, and then she got to her feet.

			She could hear Theo downstairs. He had stopped on the second floor. Sophia could see the pale yellow light of the flame-lamps stretching over the floorboards of the hallway. She frowned, a sense of unease spreading through her. What is he doing? she wondered. Very quietly, she began descending the steps to the second floor.

			By letting her sense of time relax, Sophia could move so slowly that she made almost no sound. Several minutes later, she stood in the doorway of Shadrack’s bedroom, watching as Theo opened and closed the drawers of her uncle’s wardrobe. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

			Theo jumped. Then he saw Sophia in the doorway, he shook his head, chuckling. “You’re good at that. How’d you walk down so quiet?”

			“What are you doing in Shadrack’s room?”

			“Don’t get upset,” Theo said placatingly. “I just had an idea.”

			“What idea?” Sophia asked. For a moment she thought he might have remembered a clue, a sign: something that would lead them to Shadrack.

			“I was thinking that, you know, likely your uncle didn’t have time to take his papers and lifewatch.”

			The next moments expanded in her mind to encompass a much longer sense of betrayal. “You were going to take them?” she whispered. “You were going to steal Shadrack’s papers?”

			“No!” Theo protested. “No, I wasn’t going to . . . steal them.”

			“Then what?”

			“I just thought it would make the trip easier if I had them—you know, if I borrowed them.”

			“You were going to take Shadrack’s papers and leave on your own,” Sophia said, her tone hardening.

			Theo rolled his eyes. “I was not. I was going to use the papers so it would be easier along the way and then give them back to you when we got to the Baldlands.”

			“That doesn’t make any sense. Why would you need to travel with me anyway if you had papers? Stolen papers,” she added bitterly.

			“Because I already said I would,” Theo replied, suddenly angry as well. “I said I would go with you—we agreed.”

			“Then you could have just waited until the morning and asked. Don’t you think I know where Shadrack keeps his papers?” Sophia’s voice was trembling.

			“Fine, if you don’t want to believe me,” Theo shot back. “So what if I was going off on my own? What’s that to you?”

			“I—”

			“Your uncle can get new papers any time.” Theo took a deep breath. “I’m used to looking after myself, and that means worrying about myself first. You think I worried what would happen to Ehrlach without his caged pet? No. Where I come from you can’t think about other people first. It’s every man for himself.”

			“I see,” Sophia said, stung. “So I’m just like Ehrlach then—Shadrack is just like Ehrlach. Every man for himself. Is that what you were thinking when you saw them taking Shadrack away?”

			Theo paced angrily. “Yes. That’s exactly what I was thinking. One kid in feathers and five armed men. Not exactly good odds. I could have run into that mess, and right now I’d be wherever your uncle is. That would have been no help to either of us. Or I could have done what I did: watch what happened, stick around to tell you about it, and be here to help you get into the Baldlands.”

			“Why should you help me? You don’t even care what happened to Shadrack! You just want his papers.” Sophia clenched her fists to steady herself.

			Theo gave a sharp sigh of frustration. “Look, you’ve got the wrong idea. Yes—I’d rather do things on my own. That’s how I’ve always been, and I’m not going to apologize for it. But I keep my word. We agreed to help each other, and I’m going to stick to that. You can think what you like; I wasn’t going to take your uncle’s papers. I was just thinking about what would make getting to Nochtland easier.”

			Sophia stared at Theo—his brown eyes, narrowed to wary slits, his hands clenched—and she realized that she had no idea who he was. The sense of sudden familiarity, that she could trust him, that he could be a friend, evaporated. “You should go on your own,” she said out loud, her cheeks burning. “I’ll be fine.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Right now it only makes sense for us to help each other. Come on, think about it,” Theo said in an appeasing tone. “Do you have any idea how to get to Nochtland from the border?”

			Sophia was silent. She felt a surge of panic at the thought. “Fine,” she said quietly.

			“Good,” Theo said. “Our agreement stands, then.” He smiled, every trace of anger suddenly gone from his face.

			Sophia took in his easy smile with indignation, giving him only a grimace in return. “Shadrack keeps his papers in a leather wallet in his vest,” she said softly. “And his lifewatch is on a chain clipped to his pocket. I’m sure he has them both.” Without waiting for a reply, she turned, her hair whisking across her shoulder, and stalked up to Mrs. Clay’s sitting room.

			Soon Theo joined her there, stretching out on the carpet beside the sofa. Sophia was still angry; she could feel the blood pounding in her temples. And she was anxious; she knew she had no better alternative, but the thought of relying on Theo, who now seemed so unpredictable and unknown, filled her with apprehension. She tried to calm herself by staring overhead at the slow rotation of the chimes. They reflected the pale light from the window, casting small glimmers on the wall and ceiling. After several minutes had passed, she heard Theo’s heavy breathing and knew that he was asleep. She cast a sharp glance in his direction. Every man for himself, Sophia thought bitterly. What kind of philosophy is that? Not the kind of philosophy that makes you want to rescue someone in a cage, that’s for sure. I wish I’d never even thought of helping him.

			— 8-Hour 35: Waking at Mrs. Clay’s—

			SOPHIA AWOKE WHEN the sun was already high. She checked her watch; it was past eight. Theo still lay fast asleep on the carpet, his face turned toward the wall. Sophia smelled eggs and coffee. In the kitchen, she found Mrs. Clay standing at the stove, quietly humming. With her hair in its usual tidy bun and her dress protected by an embroidered white apron, she seemed calm and well refreshed.

			“Good morning, Mrs. Clay,” Sophia said.

			“Good morning!” the housekeeper replied, turning to her. “Come have some breakfast. I’m feeling optimistic, Sophia.” She brought a pan of scrambled eggs from the stove and scooped a large portion onto Sophia’s plate. “I feel confident that the Fates will be assisting you.”

			“Do you think so?” Sophia asked anxiously, taking a seat. Shadrack thought the Fates were a tolerable convention, at best, and a dangerous delusion, at worst. Sophia wanted to follow Shadrack’s example and scoff at such fancies, but part of her worried that the unjust removal of her parents rather verified the existence of those three cruel, arbitrary powers who spun sorrow and misfortune and death as easily as others spun cloth. The more Mrs. Clay had talked about them over the years, the more Sophia became convinced that the Fates were real, and they fashioned all the happenings of the world, weaving them into a pattern only the three of them could comprehend.

			“I have taken the liberty,” Mrs. Clay went on, pouring Sophia a cup of coffee, “of speaking with the Fates on your behalf.” She retrieved her sewing basket from the sideboard. “They really are the most difficult creatures.” She shook her head. “Totally heartless. They refused to say anything at all about Shadrack. But they seemed encouraging about your reaching Veressa. They were most insistent that I give you this.” She handed Sophia a spool of silver thread. “Who knows what they intend you to do with it,” she sighed. “They are fickle, at best—cruel at worst. But I have found that it is generally wise to do as they say when they make such specific recommendations.”

			“Thank you,” Sophia said with sincere gratitude. She tucked the spool into her pocket. “Perhaps they will help me along the way.”

			“Perhaps so. It’s the least I can do, dear, since I can’t go with you. Good morning, Theo,” she added.

			Sophia turned to see a sleepy-looking Theo in the kitchen doorway. She turned back to her plate with annoyance.

			“Good morning,” Theo replied.

			“I hope you slept well.”

			“Very well. The carpet was extremely comfortable. Were you discussing travel plans?” he asked, sitting down at the table.

			“We hadn’t begun. Would you like some eggs?” Mrs. Clay asked, going to the stove.

			“I’d love some, Mrs. Clay,” Theo said in his most courteous tone. Sophia stared into her cup. “We talked it over last night,” he went on comfortably, “and we’ve agreed to travel as far as Nochtland together. Right, Sophia?” He smiled at her.

			Sophia looked at him unsmilingly. “That’s what we agreed.”

			“I could travel as far as the border with you,” Mrs. Clay said uncertainly, handing Theo a full plate.

			“That’s kind of you, Mrs. Clay,” Sophia told her, “but the trip to New Orleans will be easy. We’ll probably just have to change trains once.” She did not add that it was the next part of the journey that worried her: where she was most needed, Mrs. Clay could not help. Maybe we’ll get to the border and Theo will just vanish, she thought.

			“They will check for papers on the train,” Mrs. Clay said. “I’ve heard that they’re putting foreigners on separate cars.”

			“Yes, but I’ll have my papers, and they won’t bother Theo if he’s with me,” Sophia said flatly. “It isn’t July fourth yet.”

			“Theo, do you need to get word to anyone? The trip to Nochtland will delay you by several weeks.”

			“My family’s not expecting me back for a while,” he replied easily.

			“And you’ll take care of Sophia once you reach the Baldlands?”

			“Of course. I’ve traveled that route dozens of times—no problem.”

			“It seems a terribly long way for you both to go alone,” Mrs. Clay said. She patted her bun and sighed. “If only I knew someone who lived near the border.”

			“The greatest help,” Sophia said, “would be to stay here in case Shadrack returns. Otherwise we’ll have no way of knowing.”

			“Thanks to him I now have papers and a lifewatch, so I can stay without concern. If something should happen in the next twenty hours, I will send letters by express post to the first major station on your route.” 

			With a train schedule from Shadrack’s study spread out across the kitchen table, they decided to take the train south through New Occident, all the way to Charleston, South Carolina, and then connect to a train heading west into New Akan. The journey would take several days. The train line ran only as far as New Orleans, and they would have to cross from New Occident into the Baldlands either on horse or on foot.

			Sophia looked apprehensively at the blank expanse that bordered New Akan to the west and south. She folded the map slowly. “We should pack,” she said. “Maybe we can catch the midday train to Charleston.”

			—9-Hour 03: Leaving for Charleston—

			SOPHIA RETRIEVED HER new pack from where she had left it by the front door. She had never imagined it would be put to use so soon. Pulling a small leather trunk out of the wardrobe in her bedroom, she began stowing her clothes, soap, a hairbrush, and a pair of blankets. Though her everyday boots were comfortable enough, she decided to take the laced leather shoes that she used during the school year for athletic competitions. If nothing else went as planned, at least she would be able to run as fast as her feet could carry her. Theo watched from the doorway. “You can borrow any shirts of Shadrack’s that fit,” she said, without looking up. “And his socks are in the bottom drawer of the wardrobe. But you probably remember seeing them there yourself.”

			“Very kind of you,” Theo said with a smile, acknowledging the barb. “So you’re still mad?”

			“I am fine,” Sophia said, pushing down on the blankets so that they fit.

			“All right, if you say so. I’ll be back in a bit—I have to get some shoes.”

			Sophia closed her trunk and opened her pack. Sewn from durable, waterproof canvas, it had multiple pockets inside and out. She tucked her pencils, erasers, and a ruler into the pockets. She took a spare pillowcase from her wardrobe, wrapped the glass map in it and put it inside her current drawing notebook alongside Shadrack’s note. The book and atlas fit nicely. Steeling herself, she went once more to Shadrack’s room and opened the bureau drawer where he kept their currency. After folding the bills into a small leather purse beside her identity papers and her lifewatch, she closed the bureau. She tidied the drawers that Theo had left open and straightened the bed. Then, with one last look around the room, she slung the pack’s straps over her shoulders and headed downstairs to find maps for their trip to Nochtland.

			When Theo returned, he was wearing a pair of handsome brown boots that looked worn but well cared for. He seemed very pleased with himself. “Where’d you get those?” Sophia asked suspiciously.

			“Nice, aren’t they? I went around the block until I found a cobbler, and then I just went in and told him that I’d paid for and left a pair of size ten boots there months earlier and had lost the slip. He searched around in the back room and came back with these. He said he’d been on the verge of throwing them away!”

			“Well, I hope someone doesn’t stop you on the street and ask for them back,” she said tersely. She carefully rolled the maps that lay before her on the table and placed them in the new roll-tube. “I have plenty of maps for the rail journey, and I found a map of Nochtland, but there’s nothing with enough detail for the border and nothing for the whole piece of the Baldlands between the border and Nochtland.”

			“I told you—I know that part,” Theo said. “No need for a map.”

			They heard steps on the stairs. “I’ve packed you some food,” said Mrs. Clay as she entered, handing Theo a basket that appeared full to the brim. “I’m sorry I can’t do more.” Her eyes grew teary. “I’m sorry, Sophia dear, for all of this.” She cleared her throat. “Are you packed?”

			“We’re ready to go,” Sophia said.

			Mrs. Clay embraced her warmly. “Do be careful, dear. Don’t worry about me or the house—we’ll be fine. Just take care. I have your schedule, and I’ll be here to tell Shadrack what happened should he return.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Clay.”

			The housekeeper shook hands with Theo. “You must take care of each other,” she said. “And may the Fates look after you well.” 
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			The White Chapel

			1891, June 21: Shadrack Missing (Day 1)

			Most people believe that The Chronicles of the Great Disruption were written by a charlatan, a false prophet: a man who called himself Amitto and who, in the early days after the Disruption, decided to take advantage of the widespread fear and panic. They contain little detail and little substance: vague words of war and death and miracles. But in some circles the Chronicles have acquired credibility, and Amitto’s followers, particularly those of the Nihilismian sect, claim that the Chronicles hold not only the true history of the Great Disruption but also true prophecies.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World


			ON A HIGH hill surrounded by pines at the northern edge of New Occident stood a sprawling stone mansion bleached white by the sun. The mansion’s windows sparkled in the bright light, and the silver weathervanes on its peaked gables gleamed. A dirt road with a single rail track wove through the pines and up the hill, circling at the entrance. There was no movement along the track. A few crows flapped lazily up through the pines toward a stone cross on the mansion’s highest peak. At one end of the mansion, connected by a narrow archway, stood a chapel. The crows wheeled and cawed and then came to rest on its stone cross. As they claimed their perch, the entire scene became one of perfect stillness—even peace. The pine trees, the streaming sunlight, the pale mansion, all formed a serene landscape. But inside the chapel there was no stillness. In the cavernous vault, a purposeful movement was gathering momentum.

			Shadrack sat alone, his hands tied behind his back, his ankles bound to the legs of the chair. He was staring up at the ceiling, his head resting against the cool stone wall behind him. The floor had long since been cleared of its pews, so that the chapel appeared more a workroom than a place of worship. Shelves weighed down by thousands of books lined its walls, and the numerous long tables were covered with piles of paper and open books and ink bottles. At the front of the chapel, where the altar would have been, stood a huge, black furnace. The furnace was, at the moment, unlit. It stood quietly in the company of its bellows and tongs and a pair of charred leather gloves. From the tools and materials scattered around it, the furnace appeared to have a single purpose: making glass.

			Shadrack watched the furnace’s creations circling silently through the chapel vault far above him: hundreds of large glass globes in a gliding constellation, controlled by a single mechanism that rose up from the center of the floor. The metal gears connecting them—not unlike those of a clock, to Shadrack’s inexpert eye—must have been well-oiled, because they emitted no sound. He watched the globes’ smooth, endless rotations. He had been staring for hours.

			The globes’ surfaces were not still. Each seemed to shiver with a perpetual motion that appeared almost lifelike. The light streaming through the stained-glass windows reflected off them onto the stone walls and ceiling. They were too high up for Shadrack to see clearly, but this delicate trembling only added to their beauty. As they dipped closer, the globes seemed at times to reveal subtle shapes or expressions. Shadrack felt certain that if he watched for long enough, the pattern they traced would become clear.

			He was also trying with all his might to stay awake. He had not slept since leaving the house on East Ending Street. In part, he had been trying to work out who had taken him captive. The men who had seized him were Nihilismians. It was evident from the amulets that hung from their necks: small or large, metal or wood or carved stone, they all bore the distinctive open-hand symbol. But they were unlike any other followers of Amitto that Shadrack had ever known, and he speculated that they belonged to some obscure, militant sect; for apart from the amulets, they all carried iron grappling hooks. Shadrack could tell by the way they used their weapons in the rooms of his house that they were practiced. Most disturbingly, the silent men all bore the same unusual scars: lines that stretched from the corners of their mouths, across their cheeks, to the tops of their ears. They were gruesome, unchanging, artificial grins, etched onto unsmiling faces.

			Once Shadrack had persuaded them that they had found what they were looking for, they had ended their assault on the house and retreated into unresponsive silence. The ride out of Boston in the coach had been a long one, and he had tried—with only partial success—to map the route. It had been difficult once they blindfolded him and placed him in a railway car, but his inner compass told him that they had traveled north several hours, and from the occasional gust of cold wind he suspected that they were no more than an hour or two south of the Prehistoric Snows.

			All the anger he had felt when they first captured him had slowly faded during the day-long journey. It had changed to a sharp-edged attentiveness. The night air, as they emerged from the railcar, had felt cool but still summery. He had smelled pine and moss. The scarred Nihilismians had brought him directly from the railway car to the chapel, tied him to a chair, and removed his blindfold. Then they had disappeared. The slow movement of the globes had soothed the remaining sting of his anger, and now he felt only an intense curiosity as to his circumstances and surroundings. His captivity had become another exploration.

			As he stared at the globes, he suddenly heard a door open somewhere near the altar. He turned to look. Two of the men entered the chapel, followed by a woman wearing a cream-colored dress with tightly buttoned sleeves. A blond linen veil hid her features entirely. As she approached with a quick, easy step, Shadrack tried to make out what he could from her bearing without being able to see her face.

			The woman stopped a few feet away from him. “I have found you at the end of a long search, Shadrack Elli. But not the Tracing Glass that I sought—where is it?”

			The moment Shadrack heard the woman speak, the meaning of her words became indistinct. Her voice was beautiful—and familiar: low, gentle, and even, with a slight accent that he could not place. Though her words betrayed no emotion, their sound threw him into a tempest of inchoate memories. He had heard her voice before; he knew this woman. And she must know him, too; why else hide her face behind the blond veil? But despite the rushing sense of familiarity, he could not remember who she was. Shadrack roused himself, trying to shake off the feeling that had taken hold. He told himself to concentrate and to give nothing away in his reply. “I’m sorry. I gave your men what they asked me for. I don’t know what glass you mean.”

			“You do, Shadrack,” the woman said softly. She took a step closer. “You and I are on the same side. Tell me where it is, and I promise I will put everything right.”

			For a moment, Shadrack believed her. He had to make a monumental effort to hear the meaning of her words and not just their sound. “If you and I are on the same side,” he said, “then there is no reason why I should be tied to this chair. In fact,” he added, “there is no reason why your Nihilismian thugs should have dragged me from my house in the first place.” As he spoke, he found the effect of the woman’s voice fading. “Why not let me go, and I promise I’ll put everything right.”

			The woman shook her head; her veil quivered. “Before I do anything else, I really must insist that you tell me where it is.” She rested her gloved hand lightly on his shoulder. “You fooled my Sandmen, but you won’t fool me. Where is the Tracing Glass?” she whispered.

			Shadrack stared as hard as he could through the veil, but even this close it revealed nothing. “I have dozens of glass maps. Or at least I did, before your ‘Sandmen’ broke most of them. Perhaps you should look through the pieces—the glass you want is probably there.”

			The woman let out a small sigh and stepped away. “I thought it might be this way, Shadrack. Still, I am glad to have you here.” The woman’s tone was calm and only slightly troubled, as if she were discussing a trifling concern with a friend rather than issuing threats to a bound man. She indicated the swirling glass globes above her. “You may be the greatest known cartologer in New Occident—perhaps in the world,” she said. “But you will forgive me for saying that I believe I am the greatest unknown cartologer.” She gazed up at the globes and spoke to them, rather than to Shadrack. “I would have benefited from your company before now. Years and years of work,” she said quietly. “Trial and error—mostly error.” She once again looked at her captive. “Do you know how difficult it is to create a spherical glass map? The glass-blowing technique alone took me ages to perfect, and working with a sphere adds a whole new dimension—if you will—to the mapmaking. Still,” she said softly, “the effort was well worth it. Don’t you think?”

			“I’d really have to read them for myself to determine their quality.”

			The woman turned abruptly. “Yes—why not? I’ve wanted nothing more for quite some time.” She signaled to the two men, who were standing some distance away. “That desk,” she said, pointing. Without untying Shadrack, the two men snagged the chair with their grappling hooks and dragged it to a heavy desk that stood several feet away. It held a glass globe on a metal stand.

			The woman untied his hands. “Go ahead—please. Look closely.”

			Shadrack rubbed his wrists and, after a keen glance at his captor, turned his attention to the globe. It was slightly opaque—cloudy—and about the size of a human head. The metal base was intricately wrought—copper, it seemed—and the glass was perfectly smooth. It shimmered with the uneasy movement Shadrack had observed. For several moments he stared at it uncomprehendingly, and then he realized that the play of motion within the globe was created by grains of sand. They moved with some unseen power, circling gently through a kind of dance. They showered down, grazed the bottom of the globe, and arced upward again. Suddenly the sand fell into a pattern, and Shadrack saw an unmistakably human face gazing out at him.

			He recoiled. “This is not a map of the world. It’s a map of a human mind.”

			The woman inclined her veiled head toward him, as if conceding a point. “You are very close.”

			Shadrack had not yet touched the globe. Now, with some trepidation, he placed his fingertips gently on the smooth surface. The memories that surged into his mind were more powerful than any he’d ever experienced. He was assailed by the smell of honeysuckle and he heard the ring of laughter in his ears; he had been tossed into a honeysuckle bush, and he felt the crush of leaves under his hands as he tried to free himself. He recalled getting up and running over a damp lawn and then tripping, falling headlong into the grass. He felt the wet blades against his cheek and the smell of soil in his nose. The memories were those of a child.

			Shadrack pulled his fingertips away with a gasp and gazed again at the cloudy globe. He shook his head. “It’s remarkable.” His voice was frankly admiring. “I’ve never experienced such powerful smells, sights, sounds. I confess to being curious: how have you mapped such vivid memories?”

			The woman leaned forward and touched her gloved fingertip to the globe. “You must know from having made memory maps yourself that no matter how much you try, people always hold something back. The memory is still theirs, after all. As the cartologer you only gather a dim echo.”

			Shadrack shrugged. “Better a dim memory than none at all. All maps are like that. They only express an outline, a guide, to a far richer world.”

			“Yes, but I do not want outlines. I want the memories themselves.”

			Again, he stared intently at the blond veil. “That would be impossible. Besides,” he added, with a note of admonishment, “one has one’s own memories.”

			The woman didn’t speak. Then she reached out and gently touched the globe again with a gloved finger. She lingered a moment, then pulled away and spoke, ignoring Shadrack’s last words. “It is not impossible. I have accomplished it.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The memories are so vivid because they are complete. They are captured whole in those grains of sand.” She spoke as if describing something of great beauty.

			Shadrack looked at the globe with consternation. “And what of the person they belonged to? The boy—or man—who had these memories?”

			“The memories are no longer his.”

			“You stole them?” The woman shrugged, as if she found the word clumsy but apt. “I don’t believe you,” Shadrack said. He faced the veil in silence. “How did you do it?” he finally asked.

			The woman let out a quick sigh of satisfaction. “I knew you would be interested. I will show you the process sometime. For now, I can tell you that it involves submerging the subject in sand and then using that sand to make a globe. It is a beautiful method. But the results—even more beautiful. You see, the globe you are looking at is not the map. This”—she indicated the constellation of globes circling overhead—“is the map. This is the map that led me to you.”

			“Then you will have to read it for me,” Shadrack said acidly, “because I see no map in that collection of stolen memories.”

			“Do you not?” the woman asked, sounding faintly surprised. “Look more closely. See how they move—gliding, drifting away, suddenly drawing near. All those memories are connected. Someone passing someone else in the street. One person catching a glimpse of another through a window. Someone finds a lost book here, someone gives it away there. Someone discovers an old crate full of glass panes, and another person sells them in a market. Someone buys one of the panes and makes a cabinet of it. Someone steals the cabinet. Does this sound familiar? It may have occurred before your time. There is a story—a history—circling over your head, and the map it draws has led me to you. I have taken many memories to find the Tracing Glass, and you with it.”

			Shadrack found it difficult to speak. “Then you have wasted your time.”

			“No,” she said quietly. “I have learned much. Far more than I expected. You see—people’s memories are richer than they know. They ignore memories that seem unimportant, but to the careful reader they spring out, full of meaning.” She lifted the glass globe and turned it lightly, then replaced it before Shadrack on the desk. “This last one was the key. Read it again.”

			After a moment’s hesitation, Shadrack pressed his fingertips to the globe. Immediately he recalled a study filled with towering piles of books. The musty smell of paper closed in around him, and a dim light shone through the window. At once he knew to whom the room—and the memories—belonged. He gasped in dismay.

			As if to dispel any remaining doubt, the memory lingered over an engraved sign on the open door:

			CARLTON HOPISH

			Cartologer
Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages

			A face that seemed simultaneously familiar and oddly distorted appeared suddenly beside the sign. It was his own face.

			He wanted to pull away from the globe and the horror it implied, but he could not. He remembered this conversation, now, through the eyes of his friend Carlton, greeting Shadrack Elli and inviting him to sit. Shadrack grimaced; he knew where it was headed, and he suddenly understood with panicked clarity why the veiled woman had abducted him.

			“Solebury is leaving next month,” Carlton said. “At first he was unwilling to say, but in the end I got it out of him.” He leaned forward and slapped Shadrack’s knee triumphantly. “He believes he has finally found a definitive indication of the carta mayor’s location.”

			Shadrack frowned. “He is chasing an illusion,” he said gruffly.

			“Don’t give me that,” Carlton protested. “You, of all people. One of the few who can read and write water maps.”

			“It is nothing but a fantasy.”

			“A fantasy? How can you say that? I thought you would want to go with him,” Carlton said with an injured air. “It’s not like you to pass up a chance for a great discovery—a chance to find the living map of the world, the map containing every moment, past, present, and future, a map that would show when the Disruption occurred—”

			“There is nothing to discover.”

			Carlton remained silent, studying the guarded, reluctant face before him. “You would be a great help. Particularly,” he added slyly, “if it’s true that you have the Polyglot Tracing Glass.”

			Shadrack gave him a piercing look. “Where did you hear that?”

			“It’s true, then!” Carlton exclaimed. “I would give anything to see it.”

			“I have it.” Shadrack turned away. “And there is no pleasure to be had from reading it, believe me.”

			Carlton’s voice dropped to a whisper. “But you could use it to find the carta mayor. It would be a great service to your country, Shadrack.”

			“I said no! I will not discuss it further.”

			“Come, Shadrack, don’t be angry with me,” Carlton said, in a conciliatory tone. “I had no idea you felt so strongly about it.”

			Shadrack yanked his fingers from the globe as though it had stung him. The image of Carlton in his hospital bed, helpless and witless, a mere vacant shell, flooded his mind. “What have you done to him? Are you responsible for leaving him—ruined?”

			“I treasure his memories,” the woman said, with what sounded like a smile. “And I always will. They led me to you.”

			“You destroyed him for nothing.” Shadrack’s voice was hard with fury. “If you are seeking the carta mayor, you are wasting your time.”

			“Why are you so vehement in your denial?” Her veil shook slightly. “I wonder. Could it be that you do believe it exists? Could it be that the very mention of it touches a sore spot, an old injury that has never quite healed? To think,” she said lightly, “that such knowledge might be just on the other side of this fragile wall of skin and bone.” She pressed her fingers against Shadrack’s forehead.

			“You are wasting your time,” Shadrack repeated angrily, shaking her off. And he realized, with shock, that the woman before him could easily leave him as she had left Carlton: empty, helpless, hopelessly damaged. Shadrack made an effort to control his anger.

			“Are you familiar with the last section of The Chronicles of the Great Disruption?” she asked.

			As Shadrack stared at the desk before him, looking anywhere but at the globe, his eye lighted on a pair of scissors. “I am familiar with it, of course, but the Chronicles of Amitto are undoubtedly apocryphal. I consider them a work of manipulative fiction.” He rested his arm lightly over the scissors as he spoke.

			“Oh no!” she whispered. “They are real. Everything in the Chronicles has come to pass, or will come to pass. Recall the lines toward the end—December twenty-seventh: ‘Consider that our time upon the earth is as a living map: a map drawn in water, ever mingling, ever changing, ever flowing.’”

			“I recall it,” Shadrack said carefully, easing the scissors into his sleeve. “But it means nothing. It is empty poetry, like the rest of the Chronicles.”

			She strode around the desk so that she stood across from Shadrack. “What would you say if I told you that I have proof—in the globes overhead—that the carta mayor is real: the living map of the world drawn in water exists. What is more, a skilled mapmaker could not only read it,” she paused, “but alter it: alter the world by altering the map.”

			“No one has so much as seen the carta mayor,” Shadrack said tersely, “so it seems rather presumptuous to begin speculating about its properties.”

			“You are not listening.” She leaned toward him. “I have proof. The carta mayor is real. It is not just a map of the world that was and the world that is. It shows all possible worlds. And if a cartologer such as you were to modify the carta mayor, he could change the present. He could even change the past—reinvent the past. Rewrite history. Do you understand me? The whole world can be redrawn. The Great Disruption can be undone.”

			“It cannot be undone. Every cartologer, scientist, cosmographer will tell you the same thing: there can only be another disruption. The world is what it is now—its course has been set. To change the Ages would mean disrupting the world once again—the costs are unknown, unimaginable. The only manner of making the world whole now is through exploration, communication, alliances, trade. On principle, I object to the kind of change you describe. But my objection is of no matter; the task you have set yourself is impossible.” His voice was hard. “You are fooling yourself if you believe otherwise.”

			“You are fooling yourself,” she replied, her voice dismissive. “Your faint curiosity in the other Ages. A sea voyage here, a trek across the mountains there. What do you hope to accomplish with such trivial exploration? What is exploration compared with the hope of synchrony, harmony? The hope of restoring the true world?”

			“It can’t be done. Believe me, I have worked with water maps. I take it you have not, otherwise I wouldn’t be here. It can’t be done.”

			The woman’s veil trembled. “But you have not yet seen the carta mayor. It will be different.”

			Shadrack shook his head and hunched farther over the desk. As he did so, he dropped his right hand and felt with the scissors for the rope binding his ankle. The woman was still on the other side of the desk. The two scarred Nihilismians stood by the cold furnace, their grappling hooks hanging by their sides. He glanced quickly toward the other end of the chapel and saw a set of double doors that doubtlessly opened out onto the grounds. Then he leaned in close to the glass globe as if examining it. “Your work is impressive, and I admire your cartologic sensibilities—sincerely. But I can’t help you; and even if I could, I wouldn’t.”

			He had cut through the ropes binding his right ankle, and he leaned forward even farther to reach his other ankle under the desk. “I can’t help you because I don’t believe in the Chronicles or the carta mayor. And I won’t help you because I have no desire to see the Great Disruption repeated in my lifetime. I want no part of it. My only consolation is that the task you have set yourself is impossible to achieve.” Shadrack cut the ropes on his left ankle and quickly slipped the scissors back inside his sleeve and straightened in the chair.

			“Ah!” the woman said, circling to Shadrack’s side of the desk. “Then shall we put your beliefs to the test? If you truly believe the carta mayor does not exist, tell me where the Tracing Glass is. You can prove to me that the Chronicles are nothing but empty poetry.” Shadrack sat in silence, his face expressionless. “I believe if the glass map is not here, there is only one place it can be. With your niece. Sophia.”

			“I tell you—all my glass maps were broken on the floor of my workroom.”

			The woman placed her gloved hand on Shadrack’s arm—the same arm that concealed the scissors in its sleeve. “I have not told you my name,” she said softly. “You may call me Blanca. Like the white of an unmarked page—of a blank map. Or of white sand. Or of fair, unblemished skin.”

			Shadrack looked at her but said nothing. He glanced at the two Sandmen; they appeared lost in thought, considering the globes overhead.

			“Sophia has the map, doesn’t she?” Blanca asked. “And all I need is something to persuade her to give it up.”

			Shadrack suddenly pushed back his chair, flinging off Blanca’s arm. The scissors flew into the air and soared in an arc, shattering one of the globes. A shower of glass shards and sand rained down over them, but he had already begun running toward the far end of the chapel, racing for the broad doors at the rear. He heard the footsteps of the men behind him and the furious cry from Blanca at the sight of the broken globe.

			The broad double doors ahead of Shadrack suddenly flew open and four Sandmen stepped into the chapel. Shadrack ducked to the left and ran toward one of the windows: he could climb onto one of the desks and leap, hopefully with enough strength to break through the stained glass. Then he felt a sudden, painful snag against his leg.

			He was pinned to the floor, his chest crushed painfully against the stone, and in a moment they were all upon him. He tasted blood in his mouth as the men hauled him to his feet, wrenching his arms behind his back. The grappling hook had ripped his pant leg, leaving two long welts all the way down his thigh. Only chance had prevented the hook’s prongs from tearing deep into his muscle.

			The Sandmen dragged him, struggling, across the chapel floor and back to the chair by the desk. “Bind his left arm tightly,” Blanca said quietly. “Hold his right arm but leave it free.” Shadrack’s shoulders ached as his chest was pinned back and his left hand tied. “And put the bonnet on him. Just the ribbon—I need his eyes open.”

			The man standing before him held a small block of wood the size of a bar of soap threaded through with a thin piece of wire. Shadrack clenched his teeth and tucked his chin against his chest. The man standing behind him yanked his head back and hit his windpipe, just hard enough so that Shadrack was forced to cough. Before he could close his mouth, he felt the wooden block between his teeth and the thin wires against his cheeks. Then they were wound together tightly behind his head.

			The wire began biting into the corners of his mouth. He knew now how the Nihilismians earned their scars.

			“If you don’t fight it, the wire won’t cut you,” Blanca said sweetly. “You are going to write a letter for me.” She set paper and pen before him and leaned in. “Now.”

			Shadrack took the pen unsteadily. Blanca had drawn back, but not soon enough; he had seen the face beneath her veil.

		

	
		
			11

			On the Tracks

			1891, June 22: 11-Hour 36

			The rail lines had begun as a government-sponsored venture, but private investors soon began to make their fortune laying tracks across New Occident. The idea of a national railway was abandoned, and by mid-century two or three private companies owned every inch of track and every train car. The millionaires of the rail lines became the most powerful individuals in New Occident.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			THOUGH SOPHIA HAD traveled every summer with Shadrack, she had never been farther south than New York nor farther west than the Berkshires, and poring over maps of train routes had not prepared her for the thrill of riding an electric train over long distances.

			She felt light-headed as they sped out of Boston on the Seaboard Limited. She and Theo had a compartment for the entire journey to New Orleans; it had a long leather seat and two bunk beds that folded out of the wall, each with starched white sheets. Theo curled up on the top bunk and slept contentedly. Sophia wished she could sleep as well, but she could not even sit still, and she paced from door to window in the tiny wood-paneled compartment, willing herself to lose track of time. Her hand closed around the spool of silver thread in her skirt pocket and she gripped it hard, as if doing so would call the Fates to her side and make the train go faster. To distract herself, she began reviewing the list of things she had brought, consulting the train schedule, and calculating how long it would take to travel from the border to Nochtland.

			As they neared Providence, Rhode Island, she opened the window to look out onto the platform. The city spread out before her like a maze of brickwork dotted here and there with white steeples. Like a dark ribbon, the Blackstone Canal wove its way through the brick buildings. Dusty green trees bordered it on either side and surrounded the nearby train station, providing the only shade on the crowded wooden platform. The air smelled of sawdust and canal water. Police officers and station agents scrutinized tickets and identity papers, herding people into different compartments. Foreign families traveling together, lone exiles weighed down by overstuffed baggage and expressions of despondency—they all waited at the platforms alongside ordinary travelers who looked on curiously, sympathetically, or sometimes indifferently. The scene in Providence was repeated an hour later in the lush green flatlands of Kingston, where cows clustered in the occasional shade; everywhere the sense of disquiet was the same. The train left southern Rhode Island and coursed on into Connecticut.

			The windows of the railcar were wide open to let in the breeze, and Sophia leaned out to cool off. As the train made its way down the coast, she smelled the salt air and stared out at the small white sails skimming the ocean’s surface. It seemed to her that time had slowed to an unbearable pace. Sophia sighed. I have to make the time pass more quickly, she thought desperately, or this will feel eternal. She put aside all thought of East Ending Street, which she was leaving behind, and of Theo, with whom she had hardly exchanged a word since boarding, and she concentrated on the horizon.

			As she watched, the landscape changed. The tracks drew away from the coast and headed inland. Slender maples grew close to the rails, and she could smell the dusty scent of leaves that had stood all day in the sun. The train slowed as it approached the final stop in Connecticut, and Sophia watched the trees thin to reveal a low platform and a small station. Only a handful of people stood waiting. Her worries returned as she saw the travelers’ anxious faces. What would happen if Shadrack somehow returned home after she had ventured into the Baldlands, where Mrs. Clay would be unable to reach her? She felt a gnawing in her stomach. There was nothing she could do now; if Shadrack returned to Boston, he would have to follow her south.

			As Sophia fretted, she noticed two men speaking to the conductor by the station house. She could see only their backs, but it was clear that the conductor was afraid. He had pressed himself uncomfortably against the wall and was leaning as far away from them as his caved chest and the bricks would allow. As he listened, he fiddled with his bristly mustache, then adjusted his hat nervously. Suddenly, one of the men turned, surveying the platform, and his companion did the same. Sophia gasped. They were ordinary men, wearing nondescript clothing. But they had long, crescent-shaped scars across their cheeks. “Theo,” she called. “Come look at these two men.” As she spoke, the conductor blew the whistle.

			Theo, who had apparently been awake for some time, climbed down from his bunk and joined her at the window, but the men were gone. Sophia exhaled with frustration. “They must have boarded the train. There were two men with scars.” She traced from the corner of her mouth to her ear. “And you said the ones who came to East Ending had scars.”

			Theo sat next to her. “Well, if they’re on the train, we’ll probably see them. Unless they get off in New York. It’s probably just a coincidence. No shortage of scars in the world.”

			“Yes, that’s true,” she said, not entirely convinced.

			She took out her notebook and tried to distract herself by drawing, but this routine, which usually soothed her, made her more anxious: the book was full of Shadrack. The ordinary moments of their shared life—late-night meals after Shadrack’s long days, trips to the Boston museums, discussions about their new purchases from the Atlas Book Shop, scraps of paper with Shadrack’s rendering of Clockwork Cora—seemed heavy with the weight of things lost and irrecoverable. Quoted passages from his writings were scattered everywhere, speaking in a calm and reassuring voice about the way the world was and should be.

			Instead, she took out the atlas and began absently thumbing through its pages. Sophia had, of course, read most of it many times before, but the atlas seemed to take on new meaning when she thought of it as a guide to places she might actually visit. The long entry on New York described its wharf and parks and the large, indoor marketplaces. The illustrations captured very little of the rumbling coaches and horses and the smell of fish that Sophia remembered.

			She turned to the entry on the Baldlands. They were called the Baldlands, she knew, because of how they were described to the early explorers who ventured south and west from New Occident. “Tierras baldías,” the inhabitants of those places would say, meaning “fallow lands” or “unfarmed lands” in Spanish. But instead of translating the term completely, explorers translated only half, settling for “the baldlands.”

			There were three major cities within the Baldlands: Nochtland; the coastal city of Veracruz; and Xela, farther south. Historians posited that all three had emerged from the Disruption as admixtures of three principal Ages: the seventeenth century, as it was known in the old manner of reckoning; an era one thousand years prior to it; and an era one thousand years after it. Small pockets of other Ages existed as well, but the theory of the three eras was well established, and the cities were described collectively as the “Triple Eras.” The people of the Triple Eras followed an old religion that understood time as cyclical; the cycles of time were carried like wrapped bundles on the backs of the gods, who trudged tirelessly with their burdens. They were accommodating gods, accepting sacrifice and tribute and granting indulgences where they could.

			Beyond the Triple Eras, the Baldlands were far less cohesive. The man who had proclaimed the Baldlands an empire, Emperor Leopoldo Canuto, had cared little for conquest and exploration. Instead, in the early years after the Disruption, he had set about establishing a magnificent court at the heart of Nochtland, sparing no expense in transforming the chaotic city into a sprawling metropolis of splendors. His son, Emperor Julian, had followed in his footsteps, living in isolation with his courtiers and rarely leaving the city boundaries. During their rules, the remainder of the Baldlands had contentedly remained ungoverned. The collision of disparate Ages had unfolded in thousands of different ways, creating in some places peaceful havens and in others lawless expanses. These last had given the Baldlands their reputation for wildness, and it was true that roving bands of marauders had become powerful and greedy, owning entire towns as a farmer would own acres.

			Julian’s son Sebastian was the opposite of his father. Wholly uninterested in exploration for its own sake, he was undoubtedly a conqueror. When his young wife died, leaving him alone with a daughter, he made it his mission to bring the entire empire of the Baldlands into his fold. For the past twenty years, he had sent his soldiers into every corner of the Baldlands, attempting to weed out those who had for so long ignored the rule of law. But Sebastian had found it more difficult than he had expected. He would stamp out one band of raiders only to have another spring up in its place. Meanwhile his daughter, Justa, remained behind, ruling in his stead. The entry in Shadrack’s atlas indicated that the royal family in Nochtland bore the “Mark of the Vine” and not the “Mark of Iron,” terms Sophia had never heard before.

			“Have you ever seen Princess Justa?” she asked Theo now.

			He looked at her with an expression of amusement. “Never. Not many people have.”

			“What does it mean that she has the ‘Mark of the Vine’?”

			Theo turned to look out the window. “It’s just a thing they say about family lineage.”

			“Like a family crest?”

			“Sort of.”

			“It says in the atlas that there are more gardens than buildings in Nochtland,” Sophia said. “Are there?”

			Theo shrugged. “Sounds possible.”

			“You have been to Nochtland, haven’t you?” she asked somewhat acidly.

			“Of course I’ve been there. I’ve just never lived there.”

			“So if you’re not from Nochtland, where are you from?”

			“I’m from the Northern Baldlands.” He folded his hands together. “But I’ve been all over.”

			Sophia looked at him intently. “What about your parents? Are they in the northern Baldlands?” She paused. “Don’t you think they’re worried about you?”

			“I’m getting hungry.” Theo said abruptly, opening the basket Mrs. Clay had prepared. “Do you want anything?”

			Sophia narrowed her eyes. He was ill at ease, which made her more determined to find out why. “Isn’t anyone worried you ended up kidnapped in a circus, or does no one know?”

			Theo looked like he wanted very much to say, “None of your business,” but instead he asked, “Is that the man you saw on the platform?”

			Sophia turned in her seat. Standing in the corridor and clearly visible through the window of their compartment was a man with two long scars running from each corner of his mouth. “That’s him,” she whispered.

			He was arguing with a portly man of similar height who stood in his way in the corridor. As Sophia and Theo watched, the argument grew louder, and they could hear it through the compartment’s thin door. “I reserved my room weeks ago,” the portly man protested, “and I don’t give a fig what the conductor promised you. The compartment is mine.”

			The scarred man’s level response was inaudible.

			“I certainly will not wait in New York for another train. The very idea! Do you think I don’t know the value of money? I paid a great deal for that compartment.”

			The scarred man gave a short, quiet response.

			For a moment his antagonist stared at him with growing indignation as his face grew red. “When we get to New York City, sir,” he said slowly, “I will summon the first police officer I see and report you. You are a danger to the other passengers on this train.” He turned on his heel and stormed off. The scarred man stared after him for a moment. Then he shot a malevolent glance into their compartment, making Sophia recoil against her seat, and walked away.

			She sat for a moment in silence. “Definitely him. Was he one of the men from the house?”

			Theo shook his head. “I don’t think so. Similar kind of scars. But his face is different.”

			Perhaps it really is only a coincidence, she thought, but she could not entirely convince herself.

			A few hours later, the train stopped in New York City. At first, it seemed only a busier version of the other stations. Police officers corralled the waiting passengers and herded them toward the trains; vendors with rolling carts squeezed between them. The platform was littered with loose sheets of newspaper. A tall clock with a broken second hand hung between two parallel rails. And then Sophia caught her breath. “Theo. Come and look.”

			They watched in dismay as the man they’d seen arguing for his compartment was steered from the train by two men with scarred faces. Sophia gasped as they walked by. “Is that . . .” Her voice trailed off. She had seen the sharp glint of metal near the man’s ribs, and there was a look of suppressed terror on his face.

			“They’ve got something on him. A blade or a revolver,” Theo said softly. He whistled. “They really wanted that compartment.”

			Sophia watched in horror as the two led the man directly past a knot of police officers who were guiding passengers onto the train. One of the officers gave them a brief nod. “Did you see that? The police officer let them go by!”

			Theo shook his head. “Guess what they say about the police here is true.”

			“What should we do? Should we tell someone?”

			“No way,” Theo said emphatically. “If the police wouldn’t help that guy, who would? Hey, just be glad they’re off the train.”

			Sophia wrapped her arms around herself. “I am.”

			—15-Hour 49: On the Train Heading South—

			THE SEABOARD LIMITED left New York City near sixteen-hour. As night fell, Sophia finally unpacked a sandwich from the basket, forcing herself to swallow the bread and cheese. The porter came by to ensure they had bedding, and Theo climbed up into his bunk, asking Sophia for some of the maps to study. She eventually opened her own bunk and tried to read the atlas, but she could not get the terrified man on the platform out of her mind. Then her thoughts drifted to Shadrack, and her sense of anxiety grew even sharper. The ways of finding him had seemed fragile and uncertain in the daytime; at night, they seemed downright impossible. As she tried to read, she found she could not; her inner mind was trained on imagined horrors. Finally, with a sigh, she closed the atlas and held it tightly against her chest.

			She awoke a little while later with her cheek pressed against the book. A nightmare she could not remember had made her heart race, and she stood up to look through the window. Theo leaned over the edge of his bunk. “Thought you’d gone to sleep,” he said quietly.

			“I had. I’m not sleepy now.” She glanced at her watch; it was almost twenty-hour. Then she gazed at the full, pale moon that hung over the trees. “Do you know where we are?”

			“No idea. The last few stations have been too dark to read the signs.”

			Sophia rubbed her eyes. “I’m going to stretch my legs. We’ve been in here nearly the whole day.”

			Theo sat up, bumping his head against the roof of the compartment. “Ow. I’ll come with you.”

			“That’s fine.” Falling asleep full of worry and waking up in a strange place had dispelled her lingering resentment against Theo; she felt too tired, and there were too many other fears crowding the edges of her mind. She placed the atlas in her pack, shouldering it.

			They passed the silent compartments on either side as they walked toward the dining car. Cool night air leaked into the passageways from the windows. No one else on the train seemed to be awake, and the dining car was completely deserted but for the faint scent of polished silver and boiled potatoes. The bright moonlight made flame-lamps unnecessary; the entire room, with its white tablecloths and brass-tacked leather seats, was bathed in silver.

			“This is the longest I’ve ever been on a train,” Sophia said, taking a seat at one of the tables and looking out at the tracks.

			Theo sat down across from her. “Me, too. Actually, it’s the first time I’ve been on a train.”

			Sophia looked at him in surprise. “Really?”

			“I’d seen trains, but never been inside one.” He smiled wryly. “First time in New Occident, too. And right when they decide to close the borders.”

			Sophia smiled back. “You were too much for them. The last straw.”

			“Must have been. Too hot to handle.” He snapped his fingers and pointed the imaginary gun at her, closing the gesture with a wink. For a few minutes both of them sat in silence, staring out at the moon and the dark outline of the trees. Then Theo said, “Nobody’s worried.”

			Sophia looked at him. He was still staring out through the window. “What?” she asked.

			“A few people know Ehrlach got me, but they’re not worried.”

			“Why not?”

			Theo gave another smile, but his dark eyes, trained on the moon, were serious. “Every man for himself, like I said. I don’t have parents—that I know of. I lived with raiders on the western border, and they don’t care much if I’m there or in the circus or in the snows. It’s all the same to them.”

			In the pale light it was hard to see Theo’s expression, but to Sophia his face looked more thoughtful than sad. “What happened to your parents?”

			“I don’t know. Never met them. From the earliest I remember, me and the other kids lived with one raider or another.”

			Sophia could not even imagine it. “So who took care of you?”

			“Older kids, mostly. An older girl was the one who found me. Sue. She found me in an empty barrel behind some watering hole.”

			“What’s a watering hole?”

			“A saloon. A tavern.” Theo turned and met her eyes. “She got me clothes. Gave me my name. Fed me for years. Then I just took care of myself. It’s easier that way. They come and go; so do I. No burdens, no worries.”

			His brown eyes looked back at her directly, and she had the sense that her whole idea of who he was had suddenly shifted. What was it was like to be alone—truly alone? “Why didn’t you say so earlier? Like when Mrs. Clay asked you?”

			Theo tossed his head. “People feel sorry for me when I tell them. Older people, especially. You know?”

			Sophia did know. “So how did Ehrlach find you?”

			“We were trading on the border—selling horses to a man from New Akan. Those border towns are full of people buying and selling everything. Ehrlach seemed like just one more dealer trying to get something cheap. He bought a horse from Aston—that’s the raider me and some other guys had been living with—and asked me to bring it into his tent. Aston said, go ahead, deliver it. Moment I got in the tent, he had men standing around me with long knives. I’ve had my share of one-sided knife fights,” he said, holding up his scarred right hand, “and I didn’t mind another. I tried to get on the horse and go, but they weren’t having it. We were gone before Aston ever missed me.” He gave a flat laugh. “Not that he missed me.”

			He spoke of it all so lightly, with the casual, almost sloppy diction of the Northern Baldlands that made the words seem thrown together every which way. But his easy manner could not entirely muffle the sharp edges of pain that lay underneath: shards of broken glass under a thin rug. Sophia felt something odd in her chest, like a surge of admiration and sadness all at once. His air of being above it all—above every danger, above every indignity—came at a price. “I guess you don’t miss Aston, either.”

			Theo grinned broadly. “Nope.”

			Now it was Sophia’s turn to look away. She kept her eyes on the moon as she said, “I can’t remember my parents, but I know a lot about them. I’m lucky. I had Shadrack to tell me. They left when I was little. To go exploring. And they got lost and never came back. Shadrack could have gone to look for them, but he had to take care of me.” Sophia didn’t know why she had put it that way, except that it had occurred to her for the first time that she had prevented Shadrack from going in search of Minna and Bronson. She had lost her parents, but Shadrack had lost his sister, and yet he had never even suggested that Sophia had stood in the way of finding her.

			They sat in silence for a minute, watching the moonlight flicker onto the table as it hit the trees. “Shadrack was teaching me how to read maps,” Sophia continued, “so we could go find them together. But the truth is they would be strangers to me. Shadrack was my mother and father.”

			“You mean he is,” Theo corrected her. “We’ll find him. Have you figured out how to read the glass map yet?”

			Sophia reached for her pack. “How did you know this was a map? Most people only know about paper maps.”

			“They’re not so uncommon.”

			She drew the glass map from the pillowcase and placed it carefully on the table between them. As the two of them peered at it, something remarkable happened. The moon rose above the tree line, and its light fell fully onto the pane of glass. Suddenly an image sprang to life on its surface. The map had awoken.
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			Travel by Moonlight

			1891, June 22: 19-Hour #

			Among those maps that have made their way into museum collections and university libraries are certain maps of the New World that cartologers of New Occident have not yet learned to read. Either because they were crafted by ancient civilizations or because they reflect some yet undiscovered learning, they are simply illegible to even the most expert Western cartologers.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			“MOONLIGHT!” SOPHIA BREATHED, leaning in toward the map. “I should have thought of that.”

			Theo bent forward. “What’s it doing?”

			“The glass maps respond to light. Usually just lamplight or sunlight. It never occurred to me that there might be some made for moonlight.” She kept her eyes on the map, trying to understand the lines that were unfolding on its surface.

			It was unlike those she’d seen in Shadrack’s map room. Apart from the mapmaker’s insignia, there were no clocks and no legend of any kind along the edge. Luminous, silvery writing filled the pane from top to bottom. Most of it was unintelligible. In the middle were five sentences in different languages using the Roman alphabet. The sentence in English read, “You will see it through me.” Sophia still remembered enough of the Latin taught to her by the diligent graduate student to realize that the Latin words a few lines down said exactly the same thing.

			She shook her head. “I can’t even tell if this is a map. I’ve never seen anything like it. But if it’s a memory map we can read it, even if we don’t understand the writing.”

			“It has to mean something.”

			She glanced over the map, unsure of where to place her fingertip. “Try touching part of the surface.” They placed their fingertips on different points at the same time.

			Sophia had never before experienced such violent emotions from reading a map. Before even seeing anything, she felt awash with an overwhelming sense of desperation and fear. Her heart was pounding; she kept turning her head one way and then another; but nothing was clear and the sense of panic gathered, making every detail around her meaningless, confused, and chaotic.

			She felt surrounded by people who were clearly present, but indistinct. They stood to her left, as if lining a long corridor, and they stepped forward to speak with her. Each voice drowned out the next, and she could not make out anything they said. With a sense of mounting alarm she climbed upward, but she could not see the stairs below her feet. She pushed past everyone toward a quiet spot high above. The feeling of desperation mounted. She knew the memory was not hers, but it felt as though she, Sophia, were shoving against some heavy object with all her might. Then she felt it giving way, and then rolling, and then, quite suddenly, falling.

			For a few moments she felt herself standing, immobile, as the tension of waiting made every nerve in her body tingle. And then the unseen structure around her began to tremble and shake. She knew without a doubt that soon everything around her would collapse.

			She dove back into the corridor lined with people. She ignored them, her heart about to explode in her chest as she ran down along the spiraling passageway. The floor shook beneath her feet and she stumbled and scrambled back up and ran on. People appealed to her as she passed, but their words made no sense; she would not hear them—they were unimportant. Her running grew more frantic. A door awaited her—an unseen door that lay somewhere ahead—but she had not yet reached it and the walls around her had begun to fall to pieces. The fear was blinding. All she could see was the blank space in front of her where there had to be a door and there was not. She felt the steps crumbling beneath her.

			Then, suddenly, she burst through a doorway—though the door itself was nothing more than a blur. Ahead of her, beyond the opening, there was no one and nothing. The world was empty. There was a faint glimmer in the distance that grew brighter: someone was running toward her. The memory faded.

			Sophia pulled back abruptly and saw that Theo had done the same. “What did you remember?” she asked.

			“I was in a place filled with people,” Theo said haltingly, clearly shaken. “And I pushed something, and then the place started falling apart and I ran out.”

			“I saw the same thing.” She found that she was breathing hard. They stared at one another. Sophia saw her distress and need for comprehension mirrored in Theo’s eyes. “What do you think happened?”

			“I don’t know,” Theo said slowly. “I guess someone destroyed this place—whatever it is. No way to know why.”

			“I think whoever did it might have been the only person to survive.” Sophia said. “And this map is their memory of it.”

			“But where is it? When did it happen?”

			“I don’t know. It’s hard to tell, because all we can see are the people. We can’t see the building or the area around it. We need the other layers of mapping to see those.” She shook her head. “There must be some reason why he left it for me. Maybe I’m not supposed to understand it. Maybe I’m just supposed to take care of it.”

			“It’s not much fun to watch,” Theo said sourly.

			“No, it’s horrible.” Sophia lifted the pane of glass and gently turned it over. As she slid the blank map back into the pillowcase, a movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. She looked up across the dining car at the glass porthole in the door that stood closed at the far end. Someone was watching.

			Sophia stared back, frozen. The man who’d been arguing outside their compartment was looking straight at her. He held her gaze for a moment, menacingly, and then turned away. “Let’s get out of here,” Sophia whispered, returning the map to her pack.

			“What’s wrong?” Theo looked over his shoulder.

			“He’s there—the man with the scars. He didn’t get off in New York.” Theo quickly made his way over to the door and peered through the glass. “Don’t,” Sophia whispered fiercely.

			Theo squinted into the corridor beyond. “He’s gone.”

			Sophia shouldered her pack, and they hurried to the opposite end of the car. “He saw us read the map,” Sophia whispered anxiously, as they made their way through the train.

			“So what? He doesn’t know what it is.”

			She shook her head. “It can’t be a coincidence.”

			They entered their car and Theo opened the compartment door with Sophia on his heels. Then he stopped in his tracks. Sophia bumped into him. A single lamp cast flickering shadows across the walls and upholstery. Scattered across the seat, a pair of revolvers and an assortment of knives glittered in the pale moonlight. A massive grappling hook with sharp points gleamed beside them. Sophia gasped.

			Theo turned around and pushed her out through the doorway. They scurried out into the hallway and into their compartment one door down, where they stood in the moonlit room, catching their breath. “It’s him—he’s right next door,” Sophia finally managed. She felt as though it took all the air in her lungs to speak.

			“We’ll go tell the conductor and get another room.”

			“No, we can’t. He was talking to the conductor before. And I saw how the conductor looked. He was terrified. That’s how he got the room in the first place,” she whispered desperately.

			Theo thought for a moment. “How much longer to Charleston, do you think?”

			“I have no idea. I didn’t—I can’t keep track of time.” Her voice trembled.

			“It’s okay,” Theo said reassuringly, misunderstanding her distress. He put his hand out to rest on her shoulder. “Look, he would have already come in here if he wanted to hurt us, right? Just now in the dining room, he could have easily barged in. If he hasn’t done anything, it’s because he doesn’t want to.”

			Sophia nodded and took a deep breath. “We have to stay in the compartment,” she said. “Until we get to Charleston.”

			—June 23, 9-Hour 51—

			SOPHIA AWOKE TO find the compartment full of sunlight. She could not believe she had fallen asleep. The thought of their well-armed stalker only one room away had kept them both on edge. They had stayed awake until the early morning, too tense to sleep, talking intermittently and watching the door like hawks. Now Theo was folded up in an uncomfortable position on the bench, fast asleep. Sophia looked at her watch and saw with surprise that it was almost ten-hour. As she stood, Theo awoke. He rubbed his eyes and squinted groggily at the window. “Where are we?”

			An overcast sky and a blur of foliage as far as the eye could see told her nothing. “I’m not sure.”

			Theo groaned and got to his feet, stretching. His borrowed clothes were rumpled and his brown eyes had a foggy look about them. “Well, I’m glad we’re not dead.” Sophia gave him a stark look. He pulled out the basket and began hunting through it for breakfast. “We’ll have to buy food in the dining car after lunch.”

			“After lunch we can wait until Charleston,” Sophia said. “We’ll be getting there around dinnertime. If the train is on time.”

			Theo nodded, chewing thoughtfully on a piece of fruit loaf. Sophia had some as well, swallowing as much as she could and washing it down with water.

			He stood up a moment later. “I have to go to the washroom.”

			“I know; me too. I guess there’s no choice. I’ll go after you. Be careful.”

			After he left, Sophia watched the passing trees, waiting for the train to stop at a station so that she would know where they were. She was preoccupied with something that had occurred to her as she was falling asleep; she could not quite remember it. The idea flitted at the edge of her mind, just out of reach. She pulled out her drawing notebook and filled a page aimlessly, hoping the idea would surface. As the train slowed, Sophia checked the sign on the platform. She consulted the train schedule and noted with relief that they were running on time.

			The trees beside the tracks nodded in the breeze, and suddenly a sparrow flitted past, swooped back, and perched on the edge of the sill. It turned its head one way and then the other, as if inspecting the compartment. Sophia slowly reached for her sketchbook. She opened it quietly, took a pencil, and began drawing. She lost track of time as her hand moved quickly across the page. The sparrow studied her. Hopping lightly across the sill, it fluttered abruptly onto the seat beside Sophia, seized a crumb in its beak, and flew back to the sill. Then the whistle blew, shattering the quiet, and a moment later the train lurched forward. The sparrow burst out into the air—it was gone. Sophia looked after it wistfully and glanced down at her drawing. And suddenly the idea that had been hovering at the edge of her mind flew directly into view.

			She was sitting on the top bunk reading the atlas when Theo returned. He was not alone. His expression furious, he stalked into the room followed by four men: the scarred man they’d seen in the moonlit dining car and three others. Two of the others had identical scars across their faces. As they entered, Sophia noticed the amulets hanging from their necks. Two were wooden on leather laces; one was bronze on a slender bronze chain. They all bore the Nihilismian sign of the open hand. All three scarred men had grappling hooks, which hung from their belts on long, carefully coiled ropes. The fourth man, tall and well-dressed, had no scars, no grappling hook, and no amulet. With a thin mustache above a calm smile and a gray suit that seemed more fitted to a summer wedding than a railway heist, he seemed utterly out of place. His pale blue eyes settled on Sophia.

			While Theo and the three scarred men, stone-faced, crowded uncomfortably near the drawn curtains, the tall man sat down and smiled at Sophia with an expression of easy amusement. The space around them seemed impossibly small, as if they had all squeezed into a wardrobe.

			“So!” the tall man said, giving her a wide, thin smile. “You keep yourself hidden away, locked up like a princess in a tower.”

			Sophia stared at him coldly. “I’m not a princess.” She was pleased that she sounded calm, although her stomach was churning with fear.

			The man laughed, as if he found this a very good joke indeed. “No, you certainly are not, Miss Tims.”

			“You know who I am. Who are you?”

			“Call me Montaigne.” He folded his arms comfortably across his chest. “You may not be a princess, Miss Tims, but I hear you have a piece of treasure worthy of one.”

			“I doubt it,” she said evenly.

			Montaigne inclined his head to one side. “Come, Miss Tims. You know very well that it is no ordinary sheet of glass. Mortify here”—he waved at the man closest to him—“has seen it work. Moonlight, is it? Very clever.” He winked. “I understand how valuable it is, which is why I’m willing to pay for it. Name your price.”

			Sophia shook her head. “It’s not for sale.”

			“In New Occident,” Montaigne said, raising his eyebrows, “everything is for sale.” He reached into his jacket and drew out a long leather wallet. “Name the price, Miss Tims.”

			“No matter what you say, I’m not selling it.”

			Montaigne’s smile shrank at the edges. He stood up and put his hand to his head as if thinking. “Here’s the thing, Miss Tims,” he said. “Between the four of us, we have six revolvers. That makes three revolvers for each of you. A generous distribution, by any account. Added to which, you’re clearly not familiar with the ways of the Sandmen. For your sake, I hope you never have the need to know them better. You see, those fishhooks the Sandmen carry always snag the little fishes, however slippery they may be.” He tapped his cheek with a forefinger. “But I’ve never enjoyed taking things by force. It’s cheap. It’s distasteful. And,” he said, lifting the grappling hook nearest to him with one finger, “it can be so messy.” He walked up to the bunk so that his face was just in front of Sophia’s knees. Sophia recoiled, shifting farther back. “I would much rather arrange mutually beneficial terms. If you won’t take currency, perhaps you’ll be interested in an exchange. Does bartering appeal to you?”

			“That depends,” Sophia said. “What do you have to trade?”

			The smile was back on Montaigne’s face. “Just about anything. What would you like?”

			“Shadrack. You can have the glass if you give me Shadrack.”

			Montaigne’s smile broadened. “How did I know you might say that? What a good thing that I came prepared.” He reached into his coat once again for the long leather wallet, and he drew out a small piece of note paper. “I’m afraid Mr. Elli is ages away,” Montaigne said, “and I wouldn’t trade him anyway. But you might be interested in this.”

			Without letting Sophia see what was on the paper, Montaigne carefully ripped it in half. He handed the top half to Sophia, who snatched it quickly from his hand. It read:

			dear sophia,

			There was no mistaking Shadrack’s handwriting. “Give me the rest of it!” she cried.

			“Now, now,” Montaigne said. “As I said: I am willing to trade. You can have the rest of the letter when you give me the Tracing Glass.”

			Sophia sat silently. The train was slowing down. They were doubtlessly nearing a station. The train lurched as it turned the corner, and she glanced down at the torn piece of paper in her hand. She wanted the rest of the letter. More than anything, she wanted to read for herself that Shadrack was safe. “All right,” she said.

			“Sophia!” Theo burst out. “Don’t give it to him. Make him take the map if he wants it.”

			Sophia glanced at him and shook her head. Montaigne nodded, smiling. “Smart girl.”

			“Give me the letter.”

			“The glass first, if you please.”

			Sophia reached for her pack and pulled out the pillowcase. She drew out the sheet of glass that lay inside it and handed it over. Montaigne took it, held it up in his gloved hand, and peered through its clear surface. “Moonlight, eh?” he murmured again. “Very clever.” He turned to the other men. “All right, we’re done here.”

			“The letter!” Sophia scrambled to the edge of the bunk.

			“Don’t fret, Miss Tims—I always keep my word,” Montaigne said airily. He dropped the other half of the piece of notepaper on the bed.

			Sophia snatched it up, and as the train slowed to a stop and the men began to file out of the compartment, she read Shadrack’s message:

			T H Ey have said alL i cAn plaCe on tHis papeR Is your naMe.

			—shAdrack

			“Wait!” Sophia said. “That’s it?” She jumped down from the bunk. “You made him write it. It doesn’t even say anything!”

			Montaigne winked once again. “I never said the letter was worth reading. That wasn’t part of the deal.”

			Sophia grabbed his arm. “Where is he?” she asked, her voice near breaking. “Tell me he’s all right.”

			Montaigne calmly freed his arm from Sophia’s grasp. “He’s not your concern any longer, little girl,” he said coldly. Every trace of amusement had vanished from his face. “You should bear that in mind.” He shut the door behind him.
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			The Western Line

			1891, June 23: 11-Hour 36

			New Akan: member of New Occident as of 1810. After the Disruption, the rebellion in Haiti ignited similar rebellions through the slave-holding territories. Uprisings in the former southern colonies of the British empire culminated in a second revolution that, after eight years of intermittent warfare, put an end to slavery and made possible the formation of a large southern state, named by leaders of the rebellion “New Akan.”

			—From Shadrack Elli’s Atlas of the New World


			SOPHIA RUSHED TO the window. As she’d expected, Montaigne and the other men were on the platform, walking away. They had gotten what they wanted.

			“That’s him, Sophia,” Theo said. “Montaigne. I saw him outside your house.”

			Sophia seemed not to hear him. “We should be in Charleston by dinnertime. But will it be dark by the time we leave?”

			Theo stared at her as if she had lost her mind.

			“I have to check,” she said, diving for the folded paper schedule that she’d left on the seat. “The connecting train for New Akan departs Charleston station at seventeen in the evening. We get in at near sixteen-hour, so we have about an hour before the connection.” She sat down with a look of frustration. “That’s very close.”

			“I’d much rather not,” Theo said slowly, “but don’t you want to follow them? We can still get off. They might lead you to your uncle, and at the very least you can get the map back.”

			Sophia shook her head. “No. I don’t want to be anywhere near them when it gets dark.”

			The whistle blew and the train lurched forward. “Well, there they go,” Theo said. “And there goes your chance to follow them.” He looked out through the open window, and then he leaned forward abruptly.

			“Hey—!” he said. He closed and opened the small window closest to him. It was set in a metal frame no larger than a sheet of paper and it shut with a small latch. The metal frame of the window was empty; the windowpane had been removed. “Sophia,” he said, the truth slowly dawning on him, “you gave them the windowpane?”

			Sophia nodded. “I thought of it when you went to the washroom. I put the windowpane in the pillowcase. The map is in my sketchbook.” She bit her lip. “But once it gets dark and they look at it in the moonlight, they’ll know.”

			Theo raised his eyebrows and dropped down on the seat beside her. “Not bad,” he muttered, under his breath.

			“Maybe they’ll be too far from Charleston by that time,” Sophia continued. “Since they got off here. They might stay here or go north. They must not be going to Charleston. So we have a little time—depending on where they are when the moon comes out.”

			Theo looked at her admiringly. “That’s a pretty slick move.”

			“Yes,” she said, without enthusiasm. Now that Montaigne and the Sandmen were gone, she was starting to feel the weight of what she’d done. She clenched her hands tightly; they were trembling. “They will not be happy when they figure it out.”

			“No doubt,” Theo said, leaning back. “Well, there’s nothing we can do until we get to Charleston. And at least now we have the train to ourselves.”

			Sophia nodded. She felt no relief. She was thinking of the hooks that the Sandmen had carried, trying not to imagine how they put them to use. She shivered.

			—16-Hour 02: Charleston—

			THEY SPENT THE day in dread of the approaching evening. The train reached Charleston late, pulling into the station at almost two past sixteen. They unloaded their trunks and had time to eat a quick dinner of bread and cheese and cold meat in the busy station before the train to New Akan starting boarding. Sophia had written a letter to Mrs. Clay on the train, and she posted it hurriedly. The last rays of sunlight streamed in through the high windows. Pigeons filled the vaulted ceiling of the station, and the sound of train whistles cut shrilly through their low, incessant cooing.

			Sophia had seen no sign of Montaigne or the Sandmen. There were businessmen traveling alone and families traveling in large groups. A small party of nuns waited patiently in the station atrium. The train to New Akan was fully booked, and as they waited on the platform they saw why: a long chain of police officers stood beside a waiting crowd of foreigners, all of whom were departing by train.

			Sophia was struck by the defeated look of these unwilling travelers. Some seemed indignant or outraged. But most seemed simply bereft, as did one couple with resigned faces whose child cried quietly and ceaselessly, gripping the skirt of an old woman beside him. In between cries, he pleaded, “Don’t go, Grandmother.” She placed a trembling hand on the little boy’s head and wiped at her own tears. For that moment, as she watched them, Sophia could not think about the approaching darkness and the threat that might come with it.

			“All aboard!” the conductor called, and the passengers began to file onto the train. Sophia followed Theo to the last car, dragging her trunk behind her.

			Once they had found their compartment and her luggage was stowed, Sophia watched the station platform. The Gulf Regional was an older train, with a rather bumpy leather seat and dim lamps. It took several minutes for everyone to board, and then at seventeen-hour the conductor blew the whistle. The train glided out of the station into the falling darkness.

			Sophia sighed with relief. “Good thing it’s summer and the sun sets so late,” she said, eyeing the pale moon.

			They settled in and Sophia opened her pack to distract herself. She held the glass map up to the window, but nothing happened; there was still not enough moonlight. As she returned the map to her notebook, she saw the two scraps of paper from Shadrack’s letter. There was little satisfaction in having tricked Montaigne, she thought despondently, when Montaigne had managed to trick her as well. They had clearly made Shadrack write the note for the very purpose of deceiving her.

			But as Sophia stared at the note, she realized that there was something a little strange about Shadrack’s handwriting. His hand was clear and assured, as always, but it was broken in places by strange capitalizations:

			dear sophia,

			T H Ey have said alL i cAn plaCe on tHis papeR Is your naMe

			—shAdrack

			She wrote the capitalized letters one by one in her notebook, and as she finished she gasped. “Theo, look!”

			After a moment, his face lit up. “The Lachrima,” he said softly. “Let me see that.” He read it over. “Why would he write that?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“He could just be warning you about them,” Theo said.

			Sophia frowned. “Maybe. It seems strange, though. Why warn me about something that everyone’s already afraid of?”

			“But he doesn’t know you know about them.”

			“That’s true, though I heard Mrs. Clay telling him about what happened to her. It still seems strange.” She took back the note. “Theo, tell me what else you know about them.”

			“I can tell you what I’ve heard,” he said, his voice warming. The Lachrima were clearly a favorite subject. “Like I said before, I’ve never seen one, but there’s a lot of them near the borders. They usually hide—they try to stay away from people.”

			“Why do you think there are so many near the borders?” Sophia mused. 

			“I don’t know.”

			“Maybe there’s something about the borders—something that draws them there.”

			“Maybe.” But he was clearly unconvinced.

			“Have you ever heard one?”

			“It’s hard to know. Sometimes when you hear someone crying, people say it’s a Lachrima, but that’s just because they’re afraid it might be one. I’ve heard crying, but supposedly the sound a Lachrima makes is different—much worse. It’s a sound you can’t get out of your mind.”

			“Poor Mrs. Clay,” Sophia murmured.

			“A trader I met once said he’d come across one in his house,” Theo went on enthusiastically. “He’d been gone for a week and when he got back, he could hear the Lachrima before he’d even reached the door. He walked in really quietly and just saw this tall person with long, long hair going through the whole house like a whirlwind, pulling things from the walls and wrecking everything. Then it suddenly turned around and looked at him with that faceless face. The trader said he ran right out and never went back.”

			“Shadrack must know something about them.” The Lachrima, the glass map, Montaigne, and the Nihilismians, she thought; what do they have to do with one another? “Montaigne called the glass map a ‘tracing glass.’ I wonder what that means.”

			“Maybe it’s just another way to describe a glass map?”

			“Maybe,” Sophia considered. She tried another tack. “Do you know anything about the people he called ‘Sandmen’?”

			Theo shook his head. “I’ve never even heard that name.”

			“They were all Nihilismians.”

			“How could you tell?”

			“Their amulets,” Sophia said, surprised. “The open hand.”

			Theo shrugged. “I know about Nihilismians, but I’ve never met one. There aren’t many in the Baldlands.”

			“They’re everywhere in New Occident. They think our world isn’t real. They use The Chronicles of the Great Disruption to prove that the real world was lost at the time of the Disruption and this one—our world—shouldn’t exist. The open hand is the sign of the prophet Amitto, who wrote the Chronicles. It means ‘to let go.’”

			“So you’ve never heard them called ‘Sandmen’?”

			“Never. They must be somehow different. But I can’t tell how . . .” Her voice dropped off as her mind worked to connect the pieces. What had Shadrack said to her recently about Nihilismians? She could not remember. He had told her something, and it had to do with maps. Maybe I wrote it in my notebook, she thought. But it held no clues.

			As the train rolled west, the sky darkened and a yellow moon emerged, hanging low behind the trees. Theo climbed up to his bunk to sleep, and Sophia sat watching the passing landscape, feeling anything but sleepy. Hills with crests topped by pines gave way to flatlands dotted with farmhouses. Every time the train pulled into one of the small, rural stations on the westward line, she felt certain that Montaigne and his men would board, but the people who stood under the flame-lamps were invariably sleepy, harried travelers on their way westward. So far, Sophia and Theo were in the clear.

			—June 24: 1-Hour 18—

			IT WAS PAST one in the morning when the train crossed the border between South Carolina and Georgia. Sophia took out her notebook. Men with scars, a cowering faceless creature with long hair, and a small sparrow came to life on the paper. Clockwork Cora sat hunched in the corner, brow furrowed, contemplating the problem. Sophia looked at the page for a long time. There was a riddle there; a riddle she had to solve. She drew a line, making a border around the Lachrima. Her mind whirled wearily over the sketched images like the wheels of the railcar.

			Turning the page, she moved on to a more solvable riddle. She wrote, “Where did T learn to read? He has traveled where else in the Baldlands?” She glanced up at the bunk overhead where Theo was sleeping silently. “And why no longer cared for by Sue?” However much more commonplace, the riddle that was Theo eluded her also, and Sophia closed her notebook with a sigh.

			They moved steadily across Georgia. At each stop, the whistle blew into the still night. At five, the train passed into New Akan. The sun had begun to lighten the edges of the horizon, but the sky above was still filled with stars. The flat fields spread out like calm waters on either side of the tracks. As they pulled into the first station in New Akan, Sophia leaned out the window. The humid air smelled of earth. Only a woman with two small children stood next to the station agent on the platform. The three passengers climbed aboard and the train sat idly for several minutes. Two of the ticket collectors walked onto the platform to stretch their legs. They shook hands with the station agent.

			“Bill. Surprised to see you here. Thought the mosquitoes would have eaten you alive.”

			“They come near me, they’re liable to drown in sweat,” the station agent said, mopping his brow. “Most humid June I can remember.”

			“My clean shirt feels like I’ve been wearing it two days,” one of the ticket collectors said, fanning the flaps of his uniform jacket.

			Then the whistle sounded and the ticket collectors went aboard. As the train pulled out, Sophia saw the pink light of dawn rising behind the platform.

			They traveled another half hour into New Akan. The sky was beginning to lighten in earnest when the train suddenly lurched to a stop—but there was no platform. As far as Sophia could tell, they were in the middle of nowhere. Toward the front of the train, she saw what appeared to be a cluster of horses. She leaned farther out to get a better look, her belly pressed against the sill, and in the gray light of dawn she saw that the knot of horses was, in fact, a coach. A number of people were emerging from it right there, beside the tracks, and boarding at the front of the train. Two, three, four men.

			The Sandmen had caught up with them.

			[image: ]

			SOPHIA DUCKED BACK into the compartment. “Theo! They’re here. They’re boarding the train. Get up!”

			“What?” he mumbled from the top bunk.

			“Wake up!” Sophia was almost shouting. “We have to get off, now!” She stuffed the notebook into her pack, shouldered her pack, and tied the lower straps securely around her waist. As she pulled on her shoes, the train began moving once again. “Oh, no! We’re too late.”

			Theo, rumpled but alert, was already tying his boots. “Where are we?”

			“Somewhere in New Akan. Four men just got on the train. We weren’t even at a station.” Sophia could feel her heart pounding, but her mind was calm. All night she’d been preparing herself for the situation that lay ahead. Now it had arrived, and it was almost a relief. She opened the door and looked out into the corridor. There was no one in sight.

			“You thinking we should hide?” Theo whispered.

			“We’re going to jump off the train.” With Theo on her heels, she hurried to the rear end of the train and opened the door, stepping out onto the narrow railed platform at the back of the car. The tracks unfolded behind them, disappearing into the dawn sky as the train continued to pick up speed. Wind sucked at the sides of the platform and the wheels clanged against the rails in a quick, accelerating staccato.

			“You sure about this?” Theo said into Sophia’s ear, over the noise. “I’m no expert on trains, but we’re going pretty fast.”

			“If we don’t jump, they’ll find us. We should do it now before they notice we’ve gone.”

			Sophia walked to the far end of the railing. Suddenly, Theo grabbed her arm. “Wait a second,” he hollered. He pointed to the narrow ladder that led up from the platform to the roof of the railcar. “Maybe we can just climb up there and wait them out. They’ll think we’ve jumped. We can watch from there and see when they leave.”

			Sophia hesitated. She looked down at the blur of rocky ground beside the tracks and back at the ladder. “All right,” she called out. “I’ll go first.” Climbing deftly onto the railing, she swung around to grasp the ladder. The wind buffeted her, but she held onto the rungs and moved swiftly. When she reached the roof, she dropped onto her stomach and clung to the flat metal surface.

			A moment later Theo appeared. They inched out carefully on hands and knees to the middle of the car and then lay flat, the slick metal vibrating against them. “This should do it,” Theo shouted over the wind. “Now we just wait them out.”

			Help us escape them, please, Sophia implored the Fates.

			For several minutes they lay silently, listening to the whir of the wheels against the rails. The metal roof was hard against her ribs and she palmed the surface desperately, feeling as though a sudden jolt or turn would toss her away like a crumb brushed from a sleeve.

			Then she heard it, the sound she’d been dreading: the rear door of the railcar slamming shut. Someone had stepped out onto the balcony. A moment later, she heard the clang of boots. “They’re on the ladder!”

			Theo braced himself. “We have to run.” He rose, stepped over Sophia, and put his hand out. “Come on!” She pulled herself up and tried to get her balance. Theo let go and began moving toward the next railcar.

			Sophia took a few steps forward and then broke into a halting run. She turned to look over her shoulder, nearly toppling; Mortify was climbing onto the roof. “Run!” she shouted. “Keep running!”

			Theo reached the edge and in one easy bound jumped to the next car. Though the distance between them was only a few feet, Sophia felt her knees buckle at the prospect of hanging in midair above the moving train. She looked over her shoulder again; Mortify was halfway across and he was somehow, despite the moving train, loosening the long rope of the grappling hook from his belt loop. Sophia crouched, her knees shaking, and then jumped.

			Fly, Sophia, fly! A distant pair of voices reached her: the memory of her parents, holding her high above the ground. For a moment she did fly, or float, caught in midair by the wind. She looked down and saw the tracks, two long black smudges on a gray canvas, and then her feet landed on the other roof, as if the two hands that held her had let her down again gently, safely.

			She ran haltingly across the whole length of the second car. The train moved under her each time she put her foot down, and every step threatened to pitch her sideways. She held her hands out rigidly, balancing herself. Mortify had jumped the gap between the first and second car, and he began closing the distance. He loosed the grappling hook and held it deftly in his right hand, readying himself to throw it.

			Theo and Sophia jumped, one after another, onto the third car. The violent clang of metal striking metal sounded over the rushing of the wind. The grappling hook had struck the edge of the car and Mortify was hauling it back toward him like a fishing line. “We have to jump off,” Theo shouted.

			“No, wait,” Sophia said. “Look!” A train heading in the opposite direction had stopped on its parallel tracks to allow their train to pass. In a few seconds it would be beside them.

			“Perfect,” Theo shouted. “Get to the first car.” He took off, and Sophia ran with abandon now, her arms flailing at her sides, no longer looking to see where her feet landed. She kept her eye on the front of the train, covering three railcars, then a fourth, and then a fifth. They were almost at the front. The other train loomed, waiting.

			“All right,” Theo yelled. “Let’s go!”

			Then they were abreast of it. A burst of air shook the car. Theo quickly regained his footing; then he took a running start and jumped. Sophia glanced behind her. She had only a few seconds. She saw Mortify, a car-length away, launch the grappling hook. It seemed to hang in the air, suspended: a whirling shape that caught the light of the rising sun. The bright cluster of silver grew larger, swinging toward her, its sharp points glittering as they twirled.

			Sophia yanked herself back to the present. Don’t lose track of time now! she told herself desperately.

			She ran with all her might toward the edge. She jumped. A moment later she felt hard metal slam against her face, her back, her knees; she was rolling—rolling fast, like a marble over a table top. She could find nothing to hold onto, and the edge rose up before her. Suddenly something fell across her legs, pinning her down. She opened her eyes. Her head was hanging over the edge of the railcar, but she was safe. Theo had tackled her, and his weight was holding her in place.

			She scrambled up just as the train jolted into motion, heading east. The other train was already far in the distance. “Where is he?” she cried. “Did he follow us?”

			“He didn’t jump,” Theo said, raising his voice to be heard over the mounting noise. Sophia saw with surprise that he was smiling at her with frank admiration. “That was totally reckless, but it worked.”

			“What?”

			“Waiting until the last second so he couldn’t jump after you.” He pointed to the far edge of the roof. The grappling hook hung from the ladder like a snagged kite, its rope dangling.

			“Right.” Sophia took a deep breath. The train began to pick up speed. “We have to get off.”

			“Next station,” Theo shouted.

			They lay against the cold roof as mile after mile of flat land passed by. Sunlight yellowed the fields around them, making fog of the humid air. The metal rattled painfully against Sophia’s chest, and the station seemed ages away.

			Finally, the train began to slow. It rolled up alongside the platform of the station they had passed at dawn. ROUNDHILL, read the wooden sign swinging over the station door. Sophia and Theo crawled to the end of the car and made their way off the roof.
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			The Glacine Age

			1891, June 23: Shadrack Missing (Day 3)

			In the chaotic political wake of the Disruption, the Vindication Party emerged as more stable and lasting than most. Founded on the philosophies of Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women, the party pushed aggressively—and successfully—for women’s rights. Perhaps without the Disruption the Vindication Party would have met with more resistance, but in such turmoil, it laid claim to certain territories that were never again contested. Suffrage became a stepping stone, and soon women could be found in parliament, at the head of major manufacturies, at the helm of universities, and in other seats of power.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			SHADRACK HAD SLEPT very little during his nights of captivity. Though they had given him water and a few scraps of food, he could only taste the wooden block. The damp wood, reeking of other men’s fear, left a horrible aftertaste that nothing could erase. His face had not been cut by the wires, but he did not want to test his luck a second time. He had good reason to believe that in Blanca’s mansion the bonnet was only one of several horrors.

			They had moved him from the chapel to a small room in a high turret. His room—a low space that must once have been used for storage—contained only a basin and a ragged length of blanket. A narrow window, no wider than a forearm, allowed a view of the circular drive near the entrance. He used it to keep track of the passing time, doing his best to shake off the chilling influences of the stone walls and the conversation with Blanca.

			She had destroyed Carlton, leaving him a mindless shell. Exactly how, Shadrack did not know, but it seemed clear that she felt no compunction and would easily do the same to him. Nevertheless, he knew that under no circumstances could he help her find the carta mayor. Much as he grieved for Carlton, he drew his mind forcibly to the problem at hand. He could not allow Blanca to succeed.

			The problem of how to stop her kept him awake at night. But he could not concentrate; the mansion was full of peculiar noises. At times he heard a cooing or weeping, faint and ethereal, hovering above a louder and more jarring sound: a near-constant, high-pitched creaking, like that of a pulley or a wheel. It seemed to stretch through his room like a fine, caustic web, allowing him no sleep. It settled in the air, so that even when it stopped he continued to hear it.

			On the second night of his captivity, one of the Sandmen opened the door and placed a cup of water and a rind of dry bread on the floor. “Please tell me what that sound is,” Shadrack said. He was sitting with his back against the stone wall, his injured leg, bruised and sore, resting on the cold floorboards.

			“What sound?” the man asked.

			“That sound—the creaking.”

			The man stood silently for a moment, as if attempting to connect Shadrack’s words with a meaning. His scarred face worked slowly over the problem. Finally a dim illumination passed into his eyes. “It’s the wheelbarrow.”

			“The wheelbarrow? For what?”

			“For the sand,” the man replied, as if this were self-evident.

			“The sand for what?” Shadrack persisted.

			“For the hourglass.” The light vanished from the man’s eyes, as if the very mention of the hourglass had snuffed out his thoughts. He stepped back and slammed the door before Shadrack could speak again. The creaking continued, sharp as a saw.

			The third morning dawned cool and gray, and Shadrack watched, through his narrow window, what appeared to be travel preparations. The journey to the estate by unscheduled train had suggested from the start that Blanca had powerful ties to one of the railways. The presence of private railcars in the drive with a distinctive hourglass insignia confirmed it. For several hours, the Nihilismians had been loading supplies. At midmorning, two of them appeared at his door and led him from the room.

			Shadrack made no effort to resist. He could hardly summon the energy to stand. At first, he thought they might take him to the railcars, but instead they wound their way deeper into the building through long stone passageways. It was Shadrack’s first view of the artwork and historic treasures that filled the mansion. The paintings, tapestries, sculptures, and cultural artifacts overflowing the corridors put Boston’s museums to shame. “Tintoretto,” he groaned under his breath, pained both by his leg and by the brief sight of such a masterpiece hidden away from the world. Indifferent to the fabulous treasures around them, the Sandmen dragged him down several sets of stairs and finally entered a vaulted corridor that ended behind the altar of the chapel. Blanca waited in the center of the room.

			“Shadrack,” she said quietly, ignoring his rumpled clothing and look of plain exhaustion. “You and I are leaving soon. Our errand is more urgent than you realize, and our time is running short. But where we go depends entirely on you.” She hesitated. “I know how much you disapprove of my plan at present, and I realize you need persuasion to assist me in finding the carta mayor.”

			“I’m not sure ‘disapprove’ does it justice,” he replied.

			Blanca walked toward him, the gray silk dress she was wearing quietly rustling, and she gently touched his arm with her gloved hand. “Once I explain, I have no doubt that you will be persuaded,” she went on, as if he hadn’t spoken.

			She pointed to a large calfskin map of the New World that lay pinned to the wooden table. Scattered over the map and making odd patterns across it were piles of sand—black, nut brown, and white. Toward the southern tip of the continent, a handful of white sand blanketed all of the unknown territory still referred to by cartologers as Tierra del Fuego. It reached upward into Late Patagonia. “Do you know what Age lies here—at the very edge of the hemisphere?”

			Shadrack shook his head tiredly. “No explorer has succeeded in reaching it.”

			“It is another Ice Age, like the Prehistoric Snows that lie north of here.”

			He was suddenly alert. “How do you know this?”

			“I have been there.”

			“How did you reach it? I know many who try and cannot succeed in traveling south of Xela.”

			“That is not important at the moment,” she said. “Believe me; the Ice Age is there. What is important is this: the Great Disruption did not occur as you believe it did. You believe the physical earth came loose from time and then came together again, coalesced along fault lines that separated the Ages.”

			“More or less, yes.”

			“It did begin that way,” she said, tracing her gloved finger along the calfskin map. “But it did not end that way. For decades the fault lines have been still. Now, once again, they are moving.”

			Shadrack stared at her in an undisguised mixture of astonishment and skepticism. “Explain what you mean.”

			“It is simply this—the borders of the Ages are shifting.” She pointed to New Occident. “Perhaps you have not been far enough north before to realize that in some places the Prehistoric Snows are melting away before the advance of New Occident. Yes,” she said, before he could speak. “This very site was once bound in ice. But the ice has melted, and trees have sprung up everywhere. Now the air is warmer, and there are people native to your Age. Here, the change is piecemeal and decisive. The snows disappear and new states, contemporaries of New Occident, take their place.”

			Shadrack gazed at the sand, trying to make sense of what he was hearing. Suddenly a set of images, like a scattering of impressions from a memory map, flashed through his mind. But the memories were not from a map; they were his own. He recalled the letter sent so many years ago by the explorer Casavetti, whom his sister and brother-in-law had set out to find: “In this place I thought I knew so well, I have discovered a new Age.” It was this discovery of a new, hostile Age that had led to his capture, which had prompted Minna and Bronson’s journey halfway across the globe.

			In his mind’s eye Shadrack saw Sophia poring over the two maps of the Indies, only a few days earlier. She had asked how a convent could have been replaced, in only a decade, by a wasteland. She had seen the evidence of a similar change. And he had been too blind to recognize the significance of her discovery. With all of his training, experience, and intuition, how had he failed to see it? After a moment of stunned silence, he spoke. “Are all the borders in flux?”

			She shook her head. “Not all—but many,” she said, with a note of satisfaction at Shadrack’s dismay. “And they are shifting at different paces. The border changing most quickly is this one.” She pointed again to Tierra del Fuego, at the southern tip of the Western Hemisphere. “The border of this Ice Age is the Southern Snows. It has been moving unevenly but consistently northward through Late Patagonia for the last year. Mile by mile, it is shifting toward the Baldlands, and every Age it touches disappears beneath the ice. I believe,” Blanca continued quietly, “your niece is traveling south, is she not?”

			Shadrack felt the blood rush to his temples; in sending Sophia to the safest place he could think of, he had mistakenly sent her into terrible danger. “But then,” he asked slowly, “the people who are there now . . . ?”

			“They will vanish,” Blanca said. “Or—I should be precise. The advance of the border is rather more . . . damaging. The glaciers do not approach quietly. Everything they touch is destroyed.”

			“They must know of it—the people will flee the advancing border,” Shadrack said desperately.

			“In fact, they have already been told that a powerful force is moving northward. But they believe it to be a weirwind—a destructive weather system and nothing more.”

			Shadrack stared at her a moment, trying to comprehend. “You planted this belief yourself?”

			Blanca shrugged. “I could not have the entire mass of humanity that inhabits the Baldlands rushing north like a torrent of scurrying ants. Princess Justa Canuto, whom I know well, is a typical monarch: she wants most what is best for her, not what is best for her kingdom. It was a simple matter to persuade her that Nochtland would survive the weirwind by staying put. Besides, it will make no difference whether they run or not.”

			“How quickly are the Southern Snows moving?” Shadrack demanded.

			“They began slowly, but the rate seems to be exponential. What began as an imperceptible shift, inch by inch, is now mile by mile.”

			“There must still be some way,” he insisted. “Some way to stop it. What is causing it?”

			“I believe we are causing it.”

			Shadrack stared at her. “How?”

			“The cause is unknown. You, with your spirit of empiricism, will doubtlessly dispute my theory, which is more speculative. I have come to the conclusion that we have caused it by failing to live according to a single time. Do you know how many forms of time-keeping currently exist in the world? More than two thousand. The world can no longer hold such disparate Ages. Time is quite literally being torn apart before our eyes.” She paused, seemingly weighing the effect of her words. “I knew you would be persuaded. Now you understand: unless we move quickly, the entire world will be engulfed by the Southern Snows.”

			“Move quickly where?”

			Blanca gestured at the map in frustration. “I do not know, Shadrack. This is what you must tell me. We have to reach the carta mayor before it, too, is encased in ice. Then you, the only living cartologer who can write water maps, must revise it. You must restore the world as it was before the Disruption.”

			“But there is no such thing as a world before the Disruption! You are plagued by the same delusions as your Nihilismians. There can be no restoration of a lost past. Assuming there were a carta mayor, and assuming we found it, and assuming I could revise it in time, how would I determine the proper age of the globe? We do not know when the Disruption occurred. In our Age? Four hundred years after it? To what Age would I restore the world?”

			When Blanca spoke, Shadrack could hear her smiling. “To mine.”

			“That is pure hubris,” he replied impatiently. “We cannot know that our Age—”

			“To mine. Not yours.”

			“To yours? What do you mean?”

			“We are not from the same Age, you and I,” she said. “What your Age is to man’s prehistoric past, my Age is to yours.” She paused. “Imagine an Age where peace holds sway over every corner of the globe; where there is perfect comprehension of the natural world and its science; where humankind has reached the apex of its endeavors. This is where I come from. You have not heard of it, Shadrack. It is called the Glacine Age.”

			Shadrack listened to the fervor in her voice with astonishment. “Forgive me if I fail to be impressed. If the Disruption has taught us anything, it has taught us that no Age is perfect or inviolable.”

			Blanca planted her gloved fingertips in the sand. “I don’t believe you understand, Shadrack—the Glacine Age is superior to all other Ages in every way.” She shook her head, and when she spoke her voice was pained. “Do you have any idea of the mistakes that humankind has made over the Ages? The terrible acts of destruction, the missed opportunities, the inane cruelties—the Glacine Age is entirely beyond them. Imagine a world without those horrors. In the Glacine Age, all of the world’s terrible mistakes lie in the past. They will vanish like specks of sand in the sea. It will be as if they never existed.” She paused and gave a little sigh of pleasure. “You will revise the water map, Shadrack, just as you would a paper map: erasing it carefully, line by line, to redraw a completely new map. You and I will draw the Glacine Age, whole and intact, so that it covers the world.”

			Shadrack shook his head. “This is madness.”

			“Is it?” Blanca asked softly. “You are a scientist—you know that time passes and the earth’s surface changes. All the Ages pass away. Do you not wish for the arrival of an Age in which there is knowledge, and ease of life, and peace? You are simply afraid of losing the world that is familiar to you.”

			“Your arrogance is astounding,” Shadrack said with disgust. “I have never seen such blind faith.”

			Blanca shook her veiled head. “It is you who are arrogant,” she replied quietly. “Think of the cost of preserving the primitive Ages you cling to. To satisfy such sentiment, you are willing to put up with petty tyrants, never-ending wars, widespread ignorance. You, who value scholarship so highly, should welcome an end to these dark Ages, where every piece of hoarded knowledge is false.”

			“Without our ‘false knowledge’ and our ‘mistakes,’ your Age would never have come about,” Shadrack said sharply. “Every future Age owes a debt to its past Ages.”

			“But the consequences of those falsehoods,” Blanca said. “Your blindness is more destructive than you realize.”

			“Surely you overestimate me. In your vision, I am only an irritating speck of sand from the past.”

			“That may be true. But you, in particular, are a speck of sand that matters.”

			He laughed bitterly. “If this is meant to win me to your cause, it isn’t working.”

			Blanca looked at the map. Then she took a handful of white sand from the nearby pile and carefully poured it out, covering every landmass. All that remained was ice and ocean. “These dark Ages will not survive, regardless. The Southern Snows are moving northward, Shadrack. We can dispute everything else, but not this.”

			Shadrack looked hard at the veil, his heart pounding. He abhorred her entire vision, and in part he still did not believe her. But in at least one respect, he could not risk disbelieving her. If an Ice Age was truly descending on the Baldlands, and rapidly, he had to find Sophia before it reached her. He felt a momentary flash of fury at himself for sending her to Nochtland. Then he composed himself. “What do you plan to do?”

			For a moment, she was silent. “I am in a difficult position. I do not know the location of the carta mayor, and you will not tell me.”

			“Because I do not know it,” Shadrack said curtly.

			“Nor will you tell me where Sophia is going with the Tracing Glass.” When Shadrack did not answer, she shrugged. “I might make a globe of your memories to find out.” She paused, waiting for him to protest. Shadrack looked down at the ground, disciplining his face into stillness. “But then I would be without your skills as a mapmaker.” She moved closer to Shadrack and took one of his hands between her two gloved ones. “I need more than your memories to revise the carta mayor. I need your hands. When you agree to help me, I can tell you more.” Shadrack stood silently. “Consider,” Blanca said earnestly, pressing his hand and then releasing it, “that the Ice Age is already advancing. It has begun here, and here, and here,” she said, indenting with her fingertip the sand spread across Late Patagonia. “It is no longer a matter of weeks—more likely days—before the border reaches Nochtland.” She touched the capital of the Baldlands, leaving a shallow depression. “Come,” she said encouragingly. “Tell me where you have sent the Tracing Glass.”

			Shadrack wheeled away from her, struggling to control his frustration. There were few times in his life when he had been so entrapped by his circumstances, and he did not like the feeling. Blanca seemed to know Sophia was heading south, and she would pursue the Tracing Glass whether he assisted her or not. If he assisted Blanca, the glass would almost certainly fall into her hands, and Sophia’s safety would be all but irrelevant.

			There was only one course he could follow. He had to escape as they traveled south and find Sophia himself. It was the only way to keep both her and the glass safe. He turned back to Blanca. “I will do everything I can to prevent you from ever seeing or touching it.”

			For a moment, she did not speak. “Ah. Well, I have learned one thing. You believe the carta mayor exists. Otherwise, you would not go to such lengths.” Shadrack clenched his jaw, his eyes hard. “You should reconsider. It is only a matter of days before we find your niece.”

			“I will take my chances,” Shadrack said hoarsely.

			“If you agree to help me, I will be sure she is treated kindly when she’s found. I have fifty men at the stops along the railway route she travels. She cannot get off or on a train without my knowing.” She lifted one shoulder. “That is the advantage of owning the second largest rail company in New Occident.” Shadrack blinked. “Oh, the private train and rail line leading here weren’t evidence enough for you? Yes. You may appreciate the irony of it: I took the first step toward making my fortune on the gaming tables of New York, playing with parliament time. From there it was a simple matter to buy my first tobacco plantation—tobacco is such a vice in New Occident.” She shook her veiled head. “One plantation easily becomes ten. Ten plantations are enough to finance any amount of speculative investment. Steel, for example. And of course steel manufacturing is so useful for building rails. White Smoke Tobacco, White Anvil Steel, and the Whiteline Railroad Company. A neat symmetry, don’t you think?” Her tone was triumphant.

			Shadrack pressed his lips together tightly.

			Blanca gave a small sigh and turned toward the Sandmen, who stood waiting. “We leave in an hour. Put all of the items from Boston in a trunk—or more than one, if need be. Don’t let him near any scissors,” she added.
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			Safe Harbor

			1891, June 24: 8-Hour 00

			Roundhill Station: This station was built in 1864 by the Whiteline Railroad Company, only half a mile to the north of See-Saw, where the final Battle of See-Saw took place in 1809.

			Station sign


			THE GLASS MAP was unharmed, and Sophia still had her pack, containing the atlas, all the folded maps for their route, her sketchbook, and an assortment of drawing instruments. Just as vitally, the leather purse had remained attached to her belt; without funds, her lifewatch, or her identity papers, they would not have gotten far. The compartments on the train were sold out, so she bought two bench-car tickets for New Orleans and then she and Theo sat at the edge of the platform to wait a whole slow hour for the next train heading west.

			All of the nervous energy that had carried her through the evening and early morning had dissipated like air leaking from a balloon. Her chin and knees were bruised; her ribs and back ached from landing on the roof of the railcar, and all she wanted was to sleep. Surely, she thought, we don’t have to worry about the Sandmen appearing here. She slipped her hands into the pockets of her skirt for the two talismans that gave her comfort: the smooth disc of the pocket watch and the spool of silver thread. Time was securely in hand, and the Fates were watching over her.

			The humid morning air settled over her like a damp rag as the hour slowly dragged on. More people began appearing on the platform, their dusty boots rattling the floorboards in a wearying procession of shuffles and taps. Sophia leaned back against a trunk that someone had left unattended as Theo placidly looked out over the tracks. She closed her eyes, and it seemed to her they’d been closed only a moment when a shout jolted her awake.

			Sophia looked up to see the most extraordinary woman striding toward them. Everyone standing on the platform stepped aside as they saw her coming. She was tall and extravagantly dressed in a billowing charcoal-gray silk gown trimmed with lace and a black plumed hat that covered most of her face. Strapped to her narrow waist was a leather belt with a holster and a silver revolver. Her white-gloved hands planted on her hips, she stopped before them; the scent of orange blossoms wafted toward Sophia. “Thought you could take it from under my nose, did you?” she asked with a look of hard-edged amusement. Her smile was not friendly.

			Sophia looked up at the woman’s face. She was beautiful; her long, dark hair hung to her waist, and her black eyes glittered. Sophia felt a moment of panic—Mortify is on a train speeding west, so Montaigne sent someone else! She sprang to her feet and Theo joined her. Compared to this commanding woman, she felt very much a child. Her knees and palms were raw from having skidded across the roof of the train, and her skirt—plain striped cotton, even on the best of days—was ripped in more places than one. Her clean clothes, of course, were lost somewhere on a trunk heading west. She balled her fists and tried to wear, at the very least, a dignified expression. “It’s not yours,” she said, in a voice that sounded far less grand than she intended.

			The woman laughed. “Is that going to be your defense? Because I don’t see how you hope to explain its contents.”

			Sophia contemplated running, and then she looked at the revolver and thought of Shadrack. She swallowed hard and her voice trembled. “Where is my uncle?”

			The beautiful woman’s expression abruptly changed, turning pensive. “You’ve misunderstood. I’m not that kind of pirate. And the trunk would make poor ransom,” she said.

			“The trunk?” Sophia asked, confused.

			The woman gave her a good long look, and then she laughed until her hat shook. When she was through, she gave Theo and Sophia a broad smile. “I believe I’ve misunderstood as well,” she said. “I’m referring to that trunk by your feet. And unless I’m mistaken, you’re referring to something else entirely.”

			“You can have the trunk,” Theo told her.

			“We just found it here,” Sophia said at the same time.

			“Well, sweetheart, my apologies. But I confess to being intrigued. Has your uncle been taken by pirates?” She seemed genuinely curious, and her voice was full of warmth.

			“No,” Sophia replied, before Theo could say anything.

			The woman raised her eyebrows. “Secret, is it? Well, don’t worry about me; I know all about secrets. I’m Calixta,” she added.

			“I’m Sophia. And this is Theo.”

			“A great pleasure to meet you. I apologize that you had to see my vicious side first, and so entirely without provocation. Let me make it up to you properly,” Calixta continued, looking at something far in the distance, past Sophia. “Share my compartment, won’t you?”

			Sophia followed Calixta’s gaze and saw a moving speck on the horizon; the train was approaching. “Oh, thank you. But we have tickets for benches in the main car.”

			Calixta waved a gloved hand. “Bother the main car. I have the largest compartment at the front of the train, and it has far too much room for tiny me. Porter!” she called. A moment later, two men emerged hurriedly from the station house. “Decidedly not real porters,” she said in a lofty aside. “Who leaves a trunk by itself on a platform? But we’ll pretend. And such a pitiful little station, in the middle of nowhere,” she added. “Please bring my other trunks,” she told the men, who jumped to obey.

			The moment the train stopped, the doors flew open and the ticket collectors emerged. Calixta walked directly to the front, followed by the porters, and boarded the first car.

			“Should we really sit with her?” Sophia asked in a low voice.

			Theo shrugged. “Why not?”

			“She’s a pirate!”

			“She’s harmless. Just a little extravagant.”

			“I don’t know,” Sophia said, as they handed their tickets to the ticket collector.

			The main car was packed. A woman with five children, three of whom were wailing at the tops of their lungs, was attempting to wrestle her brood onto a single bench. By the window, a heavyset man had rudely commandeered two benches by sitting on one and dropping the muddy boots he’d removed on another. The pungent smell of his socks was already drawing expressions of consternation from the passengers around him. Sleeping here would be impossible.

			“Okay,” Sophia said to Theo. “Let’s find her. Don’t tell her anything about the map or Shadrack, though.” They walked through the noisy car and then two others before reaching the front of the train. The left-hand compartment was open, and Calixta was inside, supervising the placement of her trunks.

			“There you are! Thank you very much,” she said to the two porters, handing them each a coin from her purse. “Ugh!” she sighed, sitting down abruptly. Her gown ballooned around her. “I can’t wait to escape this miserable swamp and get back to my ship. The air smells like dirt, everything is covered with dust, and the people! Is it me or do they never bathe?” She patted the seat beside her. “Sophia?”

			Sophia closed the compartment door and sat down stiffly next to Calixta. Theo, across from them, seemed tongue-tied. “You’re sailing out of New Orleans?” he managed to ask.

			“Yes, finally. The Swan will be at the dock—my brother will have it waiting—and then we head out from there.” She began unpinning her hat. “Give me a hand, won’t you?” Sophia succeeded in removing the last pin, and Calixta set her hat on the shelf above the trunks. She smoothed her hair into place as she sat back down. “What a day! And it’s only beginning.” She started pulling off her gloves. “Aren’t you hungry?” She continued removing them as she got up again. “Hello?” she called into the corridor, stepping out of the compartment for a moment. The whistle blew, and the train began rolling forward.

			Sophia and Theo exchanged glances. Calixta abruptly reentered, closing the door behind her. “That’s settled, then—breakfast for three. Now,” she said, as the train picked up speed and the breeze whirled in through the open window, “I won’t ask yet about your fascinating uncle or what you insisted wasn’t mine, but perhaps I can ask where you are going?”

			“Yes.” Sophia hesitated. “Theo has to get back to the Baldlands, and I’m going to Nochtland.”

			“You’re also sailing out of New Orleans, then?”

			“We were thinking of riding down to Nochtland from the border,” Theo put in.

			“Oh, you don’t want to do that. Takes ages, and you get your horses stolen every other day. You should sail down out of New Orleans to Veracruz. Only a suggestion, of course, but if I were you, I wouldn’t want to stay on land a moment longer.” Calixta rolled her eyes.

			“Why were you here?” Sophia asked, with what she hoped sounded like polite interest.

			“Oh, I only came to negotiate a new contract with a merchant. Last chance, with the borders closing and all that. I tried to send my brother Burr, seeing as I am the captain, after all, and he is only quartermaster, but he says that I negotiate better. And, well,” she sighed, “my brother is a darling, but it is also true that he rarely seems to land the lucrative contracts I do.” She trilled with laughter. “Nor does he land the proposals! Had I known my trip would result in three highly ridiculous marriage propositions, I would have refused, contracts be damned. One was a banker who insisted on agreeing vehemently with everything I said. Charming, but not so much with his mouth full of food.” She wrinkled her nose delicately. “Under the mistaken impression that he would benefit financially from marrying me, no doubt. Then a lawyer who has quietly married and buried no fewer than three wives already; rather suspicious, no? And, lastly, the merchant’s son, who almost certainly proposed only to enrage his father. How well he succeeded! Men may irritate women entirely by accident, but I believe they infuriate one another wholly by design.” Calixta laughed merrily, fanning herself with her gloves. “Truly,” she said, with a hint of pride, “I am always far more trouble than I’m worth.”

			Sophia couldn’t help it; she found herself smiling. “I wouldn’t say that. We really appreciate your inviting us to sit with you.” She knew it sounded very stiff and serious.

			Calixta smiled at her. “Not at all, sweetheart. My pleasure.”

			A knock at the door interrupted their conversation, and Calixta called, “Come in.”

			A waiter from the dining car rolled a cart into the compartment. “Three plates of eggs, ma’am.”

			“And they actually smell like eggs. Thank you,” Calixta said, reaching into her purse for a coin.

			After the waiter had left, they ate breakfast, and soon Sophia realized that the warm food and the dull hum of the train were making her drowsy. “Why don’t you sleep in the bunk?” Calixta suggested.

			“I should stay awake,” Sophia murmured.

			“Nonsense. You need to sleep. Theo and I will keep watch.”

			Sophia nodded, not bothering to ask what they would keep watch for. She climbed up to the bunk, put her pack next to her pillow, and put her head down, falling into dreamless sleep.

			—12-hour 05—

			THE TRIP FROM the town near the Georgia border to New Orleans took several hours, and Sophia slept most of the way. She woke gradually to Calixta’s low laughter, the sound helping to dispel her lingering sense of worry. Truly, Sophia thought, the Fates have been kind to place such a good-humored benefactress in our path.

			The pirate’s mood was infectious. Usually it was Theo who charmed people, but in Calixta he had clearly met his match. He had dropped the cocky self-assurance and was readily answering her questions. “I grew up with a bunch of kids. No parents around. The bigger kids took care of me, and then I took care of the smaller ones. We all raised each other, you know?”

			“How sweet,” Calixta said. “Regular band of pirates.”

			Theo laughed. “Pretty much.”

			Sophia rolled over onto her back and quietly checked her watch. It was twelve and five—well past midday. If she had read the schedule correctly, they would be arriving in New Orleans soon.

			“Was it an orphanage, then?” Calixta asked.

			“That’s right,” Theo said. “Run by nuns. They pretty much left us on our own, though.”

			Sophia put her watch away, suddenly alert. Theo’s lying, she thought, with a strange sense of tightening in her stomach.

			“Were you very young when your parents left you there?”

			“Not so much.” Theo’s voice was light; he didn’t sound like he was lying. “They were traders. I was six when our house was crushed by a weirwind; killed them both. I made it, just barely.”

			“What a sad story,” Calixta said, with feeling. “Is that how your hand was injured? When you were six?”

			“Yup. The nuns took me in after that. All the kids called me ‘Lucky Theo,’ because our house was a pile of rubble, but I’d survived.”

			“No doubt it was the nuns who made you such a little angel,” she said slyly. “Risking your life to help the girl you love. It’s charming. I suppose you’d go anywhere for her.”

			Theo gave an awkward laugh. “Sophia and I just met.”

			“Oh, you can’t deceive me, Lucky Theo,” Calixta said sweetly. I don’t want to hear this, Sophia thought, the tightness in her stomach giving way to a dull heaviness. “You may have just met,” Calixta went on, “but here you are, rescuing her uncle.”

			“Nah,” Theo scoffed. “I’m not rescuing anybody. I don’t do that.” The heaviness seemed to move through Sophia’s whole body until she felt immobile. Or maybe he’s not lying. Maybe he was lying to me. He just says whatever people want to hear. And everyone believes him. She felt flooded with shame and her face grew hot. I told myself that I shouldn’t trust him, but I did anyway. What an idiot I am.

			“Oh!” Calixta said with faint surprise. “Here I was, under the impression that you and Sophia were riding into the Baldlands to rescue her uncle. It certainly sounded that way.”

			Sophia knew that she should sit up and put a stop to the conversation, but she couldn’t bring herself to move.

			“You’ve got it all wrong,” Theo went on. “Sophia’s uncle ran off a few days ago with an actress from Nochtland. He even left her a note saying the beautiful actress had stolen his heart and he would never return. Obviously,” he put in expertly, “Sophia mistook you for a beautiful actress.”

			Calixta chuckled, acknowledging the compliment. “Is that what happened? Well, that makes it all clear.”

			“If you ask me,” Theo continued, unstoppable now that his story had taken shape, “it’s a cruel thing to do. Abandon your niece, who has no one else in the world, for an actress?” Sophia’s face was so warm that it seemed to burn, and the heavy weight in her stomach had begun to ache. “But that’s the kind of man he is.” He sighed. “Of course this whole journey to Nochtland is hopeless. Sophia’s not going to find him, and if she does, he’ll just tell her to go home. I’m not sticking around to see that,” he grimly concluded. Sophia felt her eyes fill with tears—from the truth and the lie both—and she brushed them away angrily as the train began to slow.

			“Well, better wake the poor girl. We’re finally getting to New Orleans.”

			Theo’s head appeared at the edge of the bunk. “I’m awake,” Sophia said, her voice choked.

			He smiled innocently. “Get up, then. We’re here.”

			The train began pulling into the station and Calixta opened the door to the compartment to call for a porter. As Sophia climbed down, her pack on one shoulder, the man came into the compartment and began carrying out Calixta’s trunks.

			“I’m taking a coach to the dock,” the pirate said, putting on her hat. “And, if you like, I’ll take you to the depot where you can negotiate for horses. If that’s really what you want to do.”

			Theo was about to follow her out, but Sophia grasped his arm. “I heard everything you said about Shadrack.”

			He grinned. “Pretty good, right?”

			“Pretty good?” Sophia exclaimed, tears again filling her eyes despite her effort to control them. “How could you say that about Shadrack? An actress?” To her dismay, Theo laughed. “It’s not funny!”

			“Come on, lighten up. You’re taking this way too seriously.”

			Sophia felt her cheeks once again turning bright red. “I don’t see anything wrong with being serious. This is serious! I heard what you said about not sticking around. I never asked you to stick around. You can leave whenever you want. I’ll go by myself.”

			“Hey,” Theo said, taking her arm. “Calm down—it was just a story I told her. You said not to tell her about Shadrack. I thought it was a pretty good way to distract her.”

			“Were you lying? About all of it?”

			“Of course I was lying—that’s what you said to do.”

			“I didn’t tell you to lie. I just said not to tell her anything. How am I supposed to know when you’re telling the truth?”

			“Sophia, what I told her didn’t mean anything. Trust me.”

			She gave a short laugh and looked away. “Right. Trust you.” She realized that new passengers were boarding. “We have to go,” she said tersely, turning on her heel to leave. Theo shook his head, then followed her.

			Sophia stalked off the train and saw Calixta at the far end of the platform, directing the porters as they tied her trunks to the top of a coach. As Sophia started to walk toward her, she heard a sudden shout. She wheeled around and saw them instantly: three—no, four—men with identically scarred faces running along the platform. For a moment she stood frozen. Then she gripped her pack and burst into a run, her feet pounding against the wooden floorboards.

			Theo soon reached and then passed her. It took Calixta, whose trunks were now securely tied to the roof of the coach, only a moment to grasp the situation. With one easy motion she threw open the door and drew her revolver. “Get in!” she shouted. Theo dove in first and Sophia scrambled after him. Calixta put her foot on the step of the open coach and grabbed the luggage rack with her free hand. “Drive!” she cried.

			The horses sprang into motion and they jerked forward as Calixta leaned gracefully out and fired a single shot at the platform. Sophia watched as the men changed direction and scrambled toward the line of coaches; the horses were rearing in confusion, panicked by the pistol shot. Calixta ducked into the coach and closed the door. “Help me with my hat again, darling, would you?” she asked.

			Sophia put her pack aside and tried, with trembling fingers, to pull the pins from Calixta’s hat while the coach jolted madly along the road. “They’re out,” she finally said, tucking them into the hat ribbon.

			Calixta shook out her hair and leaned through the window. “Driver,” she called. “Triple the fare if you get us safely to the end of the dock. The ship with the red and white sails.” She pulled her head back in. “They’ll have gotten into a coach by now.”

			The streets of New Orleans rushed past. The driver had taken them along the edge of the city, but there was still a fair amount of traffic, and the shouts of people dodging the racing coach could be heard clearly. Sophia glimpsed a fruit stand toppling unceremoniously to the ground as the horses sped by, and a number of yapping dogs set upon them in pursuit.

			“Only another minute,” Calixta said, peeking out through the window. “When we get there, leave the coach at once and find the ship with red and white sails.” They nodded. “And watch my hat,” she told Sophia. “Don’t look so grim, sweetheart.” She smiled. “I’m an excellent shot.”

			The coach jolted and then jumped as it suddenly reached the dock. “Get out of the way,” the driver shouted. The horses swerved around an upturned cart and a pile of crates collapsed behind it.

			Suddenly a loud crack exploded at the rear of the coach, just between Sophia’s head and Calixta’s shoulder. “That’s them,” Calixta said. “Keep your heads down.” She leaned out the window and fired two careful shots. Then they came to a clattering halt. Calixta threw the door open. “Come on then,” she called. “The red and white sails. Tell Burr to come himself, because I’m certainly not leaving my trunks behind.” She stood with her feet planted firmly apart and her eye on their pursuers.

			Sophia stumbled out carrying Calixta’s hat and looked anxiously for the sails. Where were they? Where was Theo, for that matter? He had vanished. There were crates everywhere, sailors, a horse with a gleaming black saddle pulling agitatedly on his reins, and two barking dogs with long red tongues. Was Theo hiding somewhere? Sophia crouched behind a pile of wooden crates and glanced down: sawdust and half of a dead fish. For some reason, the air smelled of rum: as if it had rained rum. She looked up; where was the ship with red and white sails? The sails were all red and white—and blue, and green, and yellow.

			Then she saw a number of deckhands running toward Calixta; they had to be coming from her ship. A shot and then another rang out behind her, and she peeked out from behind the crates to see the pirate standing calmly, defending the coach with precise shots while the deckhands slid the trunks off the roof. Sophia stood and prepared to run after them.

			But as she turned, she saw Theo some distance away, gesturing urgently to her with one hand; he held a pistol in the other and was walking backward, firing steadily, while a heavyset man beside him carried one of the trunks. Theo could shoot?

			Then, suddenly, Calixta was no longer by the coach. In fact, Sophia realized with horror, the dock was nearly deserted. And there the pirate stood, on the deck of a ship with red and white sails. The ship had been anchored only a stone’s throw away, its sails tightly furled. Now they were catching the wind, fluttering like ribbons. Theo stood beside Calixta on the deck, pointing. He was pointing at Sophia, who was separated from the ship by a line of Sandmen.

			I lost track of time! Sophia realized, aghast. Worse still, she noticed with agitation, she didn’t have her pack. She still held Calixta’s hat, but the precious pack was nowhere to be seen. I must have left it in the carriage, she thought frantically. The Sandmen fired toward the ship; they had not yet seen her. With the hat balanced on her head, Sophia began crawling on hands and knees back toward the coach. Theo, Calixta, and two other pirates were still exchanging volleys with the Sandmen, one of whom was readying his grappling hook.

			To Sophia’s relief and surprise, she saw one of the pirates wearing her pack securely on his shoulders. Calixta must have found it. Now if I can only get to the ship. She could see the gangway. Five quick dashes would take her to it.

			She stood up to run, burst forward, and collided with a tall, slim man wearing a hat even wider than Calixta’s. He held a revolver in one hand and a long sword in the other. With the tip of the revolver he pushed his hat back, revealing a handsome, bearded face and a wide grin. He looked Sophia over appraisingly. “When my sister said to keep her hat safe,” he said, “you really took her at her word.”

			“I—I’m sorry,” Sophia stammered.

			“Wisest thing you could have done,” he said cheerfully. He tucked the sword into its sheath, took Sophia’s hand, and led her, running, to the gangway of the ship with red and white sails. As they ran, the Sandmen sighted them and immediately changed course. Sophia heard footsteps pounding on the wooden dock, then a spattering of sharp cracks as something splintered. There was silence and then shouts from all sides. A grappling hook bit into the wooden board just beside her foot. Sophia found herself stumbling across the gangplank and onto the deck.

			She turned, breathlessly, as the ship pulled away. The dock was abandoned apart from four strange figures: the Sandmen, mired in a thick, black syrup that had trapped them like flies in honey. Sophia squinted, not comprehending. Then a wave of violent dizziness washed over her. She reached for the deck rail and found it had vanished. She sank to her knees. Then her cheek lay against the polished wooden deck, and the whole world had tipped on its side.
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			Seasick

			1891, June 24: 16-Hour 46

			If the lands of the New World remain largely unexplored, the seas remain even more so. Philosophers of New Occident have considered the question: if a patch of ocean belonged to the thirtieth century, would we ever know it while sailing through it? Pragmatically speaking, there is no proven method to determine the various ages of the oceans.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World


			AFTER THE INITIAL dizziness that pitched her to the deck passed, Sophia propped herself up and watched with queasy awe as the ship swung into motion: Calixta’s men trimmed the sails, shouting to one another across the deck until all the sails were taut with wind. The sun faded behind a passing cloud, and the smell of the ocean suddenly engulfed her. Sophia took a deep breath. When she could speak, she tried to apologize for having risked their departure by losing track of time, but no one seemed to think she had done anything wrong. “You’ll want to thank this lad here for spotting you,” Burr had said, throwing his arm around Theo with a grin, “as I’ve thanked him for being such a fine shot. Molasses, eh? You must have hit four barrels. Those are some sticky scoundrels you left behind on the dock. Natural-born pirate, you are.” Theo beamed, seeming almost bashful in the face of Burr’s compliments.

			Furthermore, any inconvenience Sophia might have caused apparently paled alongside the tragedy suffered by one of Calixta’s trunks, which arrived on deck with two bullet holes. She vented her fury on the pirate who had carried it and on her brother for failing to carry it himself. Burr strode across the deck as they left the harbor, calling out casual instructions and shaking off the abuse that Calixta hurled at him.

			“Would it make you feel better to put a few bullet holes in Peaches?” Burr asked. “Do, by all means.” He cheerfully gestured toward the unfortunate Peaches, an older man who was tugging on his frilled cuffs with a woeful expression.

			“I should,” Calixta roared. “Do you know how difficult it is to find petticoats of the right length?”

			Peaches shook his head disconsolately. “I’m sorry, Captain Morris.”

			“Rather than telling us all about your petticoats, dearest,” Burr said, “perhaps you should check the damage.”

			Calixta glared for a moment longer and then opened the trunk. She inspected the clothing in silence with Peaches standing warily in attendance, and finally she looked up with a mollified expression. “Well, it seems my powder-box stopped the bullets. Peaches,” she said icily, “you owe me a new box of face powder.”

			“Certainly, Captain; the moment we arrive in port,” he replied, greatly relieved. Calixta went off to her cabin after her trunks. As the pirates moved about with easy laughter and efficiency, Sophia held her head and tried to control the waves of nausea that swept over her.

			The pirates were not in the least as she had imagined them. They seemed more like wealthy vacationers, with their extravagant clothing and their nonchalant air. All of them spoke with the precise, almost quaint locution of the Indies. Even the lowliest deckhand seemed to Sophia more like a fancy footman than a sea-toughened bandit.

			Theo was already a favorite after his display of marksmanship, and he had been pulled away into conversation with the deckhands at once. “Hey, you all right?” he asked now. Sophia, knowing it was petty but too angry to care, took refuge in her seasickness and would not speak to him. Finally he shrugged and drifted off.

			She was rather more inclined to count on the pirates than Theo, since Calixta had saved her pack and Burr had saved her; though it would have been simple enough to leave her stranded on the dock. I’ll have to ask the pirates for help getting to Nochtland, Sophia decided, trying to quell the anxiety that only worsened her dizziness. She could only hope that in Nochtland she would find Veressa and that then, somehow, they would rescue Shadrack before something terrible happened to him.

			Even after hours of sailing, the violent seasickness would not recede. She resigned herself to sitting inertly, watching the horizon and battling nausea. As evening fell, they reached a spot of calm weather and the air grew pleasantly cool. Calixta called to her from across the deck. “Sweetheart, dinner in my cabin.”

			“I’m going to stay here,” Sophia replied. “I feel worse inside. I’m not hungry anyway.”

			“Poor thing. All right, feel better.”

			Calixta withdrew, and Sophia made an effort to rise so that she could get a better look at the sunset. Overhead, the stars were beginning to appear and the sky curved in one continuous descent from purple to blue to pink. Sophia stared hard at the pink edge of the sky and momentarily felt her nausea subside. A moment later she heard footsteps and turned to see someone walking across the deck toward her.

			“They sent me up to keep you company, dear.” Sophia looked curiously at the old woman who stood beside her. She was no taller than Sophia herself and almost as thin. Though she held herself straight and spoke in a clear voice, she looked older than anyone Sophia had ever seen. Her white hair was braided and pinned up on her head in a long coil, and she wore a neatly pressed lilac dress with innumerable pleats in the skirt and sleeves. “I’m Grandmother Pearl,” she said, laying her wrinkled hand on Sophia’s. “Even though I’m nobody’s grandmother.” She smiled, holding Sophia’s hand in both her own. “And you, they tell me, are seasick, poor child.”

			“Yes,” Sophia said. She realized suddenly, from the gentle pressure of Grandmother Pearl’s fingers and the way she held her head, that the old woman was blind. “It won’t go away.”

			“Ah,” Grandmother Pearl said, smiling. Her small, white teeth shone—not unlike pearls themselves. “I know why. I can feel it here in your palm.”

			Sophia blinked. “You can?”

			“Of course, love. It’s plain to anyone who takes your hand. You’re not bound to time. Of course, the way you’ve heard it explained probably makes it sound rather worse. No internal clock, is that what they say? No sense of time?”

			Sophia felt herself blushing in the growing darkness. “Yes. It’s true that I have—I always lose track of time. It’s not something I’m proud of,” she mumbled.

			“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, love,” Grandmother Pearl said, still smiling. “It’s a rare gift to be unbound from time. Think of it—you are free to drift, free to float, like a ship with no anchor weighing it down.”

			Sophia glanced down at the wrinkled hands around her own. “But sometimes you want an anchor.”

			The old woman led her over to the chairs on the deck. “And you have one. Don’t you carry a watch around with you? Don’t people always remind you of the hour? Aren’t you surrounded by clocks, ticking away, telling you the time? Aren’t we all?”

			“I guess that is true.”

			“So what do you need an internal clock for? Trust me, love. You’re better off. In my ninety-three years I’ve met only three others not bound to time, and they were all exceptional people.”

			Sophia absorbed this doubtfully. “But why does that make me seasick?” she asked as they sat.

			“Why, because we’re sailing through a soup of all the different Ages. When the Ages came apart, the waters were in one place. Now different Ages mix in the sea, so that every cup contains more than a dozen.”

			None of Shadrack’s explorer friends had ever mentioned this. Sophia held her face up to the briny air, as if testing the truth of it. “Is that possible?”

			“I’ve lived on ships for most of my life, and I’ve seen mysteries that can only be explained in that way.”

			“Like what kind of mysteries?”

			“Strange cities built on the water’s surface that appear one moment and disappear the next. Selkies and mermen building pockets of sea to contain a single Age. Mostly, I’ve seen peculiar things underwater—fragments, you might say—that seem like broken pieces of many Ages, lost in the currents.”

			“So you once had your sight?” Sophia asked, fascinated.

			“Yes, I did—although, if you ask me, my sight was somewhat like that anchor we were talking about. Just as you are better off without your sense of time, I am better off without my sense of sight. I know it sounds strange to say it, but it was only when I lost my sight that I began understanding the world around me.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, take your palm, for instance. In my youth I might have taken your hand in just the same way, but I would have been looking at your eyes and your smile to get a good sense of who you were, and I wouldn’t even have paid attention to your hand. After I lost my sight, I noticed things I would never have noticed before, distracted as I was by seeing.”

			“I think I understand what you mean,” Sophia said. She was suddenly conscious of how much she was relying on Grandmother Pearl’s appearance in order to get a sense of who she was: her hair, her neat dress, the deep wrinkles around her eyes. “So I have to think about what I notice, since I don’t notice time.”

			“That’s right, love,” her companion said approvingly. “What else is there that no one else is seeing because they’re looking at the time? You’re not distracted by time, so you’re bound to notice something everyone else doesn’t.” She paused, letting Sophia consider this. “It may take you a while to discover it, mind!” she added, with a laugh.

			Sophia smiled. “You’re right.” She looked at Grandmother Pearl’s wrinkled hands. “If you’re ninety-three, that means you lived through the Great Disruption.”

			“I did, although I don’t remember it. I was only a baby then. Though I learned of it from my mother. In the United Indies, where everyone’s livelihood depended on constant travel to either side of the Atlantic, the shock was extreme. The old European ports vanished. The colonies in the Americas transformed. And the Baldlands plunged into warfare and chaos and confusion. Imagine hundreds of thousands of people all waking to find the world around them scrambled—all of them solitary exiles from worlds that no longer existed. It seemed the entire continent had gone mad. My mother always spoke of it as a dream—a deep, long dream that left the world changed forever. Then again, my mother was a dream-reader, and she knew better than most that the boundary between waking and dreaming is an uncertain one.”

			“Was your mother a”—Sophia hesitated—“pirate, as well?”

			“Ah, she was, but piracy was a different thing in those days. Dangerous, underpaid work. Not like now. My mother was raised on ships and never owned a pair of shoes in her life, poor thing. She made her fortune divining the weather and reading dreams. Her life was a hard one. But now—this is the great age of piracy.”

			Sophia thought, hearing Shadrack’s voice, that in truth it was the great age of exploration. But she didn’t contradict her. “Captain Morris’s ship is certainly well-off,” she said mildly.

			“She’s a good captain. We’re all well treated and we have regular holidays. Burr and Calixta make a good profit—no doubt there—but they’re not greedy; they share it with the rest of us. We none of us have reason to complain. Still, if you saw other ships, you’d see that this one is modest in comparison.” Grandmother Pearl shook her head. “More wealth on one of those than on some of the smaller islands, I swear. The larger islands, of course, are a different story. Have you been to Havana, dear? It’s awash in coins of every kind.”

			“I’ve never been to the United Indies,” Sophia admitted. “I’ve never been to the Baldlands, either. In fact, before this trip I’d never been south of New York.”

			Grandmother Pearl laughed and patted her hand. “Well, all the more to look forward to. The Baldlands will take your breath away; they always do, the first time.”

			“That’s what everyone says.”

			“Remember what I told you about a cup of water from the seas? Well, the Baldlands are just like that—only on land. All the different Ages, brought together in a moment.”

			“I can’t imagine it,” Sophia said, frowning slightly.

			“Well, you don’t see it that way, not all at once,” the old woman explained. “Perhaps just after the Great Disruption you could see the lines of where Ages collided; one street in one century, the next street in another. But now, after more than ninety years, the Ages have settled. In the Triple Eras, for example, the three eras have melded into one. You can’t tell that one building is from the past and another is from the future, or that someone is wearing a mixture of clothing from three different eras, or that an animal from the ancient Age sits beside an animal from a later one. Now it seems just what it is—a single, whole Age derived from three.”

			Sophia leaned forward eagerly. “Tell me about the animals. I’ve heard it’s the creatures that are the strangest.”

			“There are wondrous animals, it’s true,” Grandmother Pearl agreed “But in the Baldlands you have to be careful how you use those words—animal or creature.’”

			“Oh! Why?”

			“Because of the Mark of the Vine and the Mark of Iron.” She paused, hearing Sophia’s silence. “Have you heard of them?”

			“I’ve read about them.” Sophia recalled the passing mention in Shadrack’s atlas. “But I didn’t really understand them. What are they?”

			Grandmother Pearl settled back in her chair. “Well, I’m not surprised. People don’t like to speak of it. Particularly people from the Baldlands. But you won’t understand the place unless you understand the Marks. They’ve always been there, at least since the Great Disruption, but the cruel way of seeing them has come about over time. Would you like to hear the story of how it all started?”

			“Of course.”

			“It was put to verse by the poet Van Mooring, a man from Nochtland who became a sailor. Every mariner knows it.” She began a slow, mournful song in a voice that spun out over the deck like a fragile thread.

			“At Nochtland’s gates of iron strong

			The guard kept watch to block the throng

			Of those who would have broken through

			To see the palace so few knew.

			A glimpse of peaks and shining glass

			Amidst the gardens thick and vast

			Was all the towering gates allowed

			To passersby and city crowds

			Until the stranger did appear

			And with his hooded cloak drew near

			Demanding to be ushered in

			And claiming kinship with the king.

			The guard refused; the stranger fought.

			His hood fell back and as they sought

			To pin him his arms and bind him tight

			The stranger hurtled into flight.

			His cloak fell free; his wings spread wide

			And showed the stranger had not lied.

			The emerald leaves with which he flew

			Were Mark of Vine and proved him true.

			The guard leaped up with mighty bounds

			And tore the stranger to the ground.

			He fell to earth with broken wings

			And broken pride unknown to kings.

			The Iron Mark had brought him low.

			The cruelty of the Mark’s harsh blows

			Was paid by all the guard in kind:

			The cost of being metalmind.”

			Her voice trailed off, yet the vivid images stayed in Sophia’s mind. “What does that mean—‘The cost of being metalmind?’”

			Grandmother Pearl inclined her head. “Why don’t you tell her, dear, about the Mark of Iron?”

			Sophia looked past the old woman’s chair and saw with surprise that Theo was standing on the deck in the near darkness, out of sight, but apparently not out of earshot. She realized she had briefly forgotten all about both her nausea and her anger. After a moment’s hesitation, he moved closer and sat down. “The Mark of Iron,” he said quietly, “may be any bone made of metal. Most often it is a person’s teeth. They are sharp and pointed, and they tear.”

			Sophia recoiled. “They tore the man’s wings with their teeth?”

			“They were defending the gate. They were only doing what was expected of them.”

			Grandmother Pearl nodded. “It’s true that the guards argued in their defense that they had been protecting the gate. And there was, they claimed, no way for them to know that the stranger was in fact a nephew to the king, returning to Nochtland after years on the northern frontier. The king, however, declared that the Mark of the Vine should have been proof enough.”

			“What happened to the king’s nephew?” Sophia asked.

			“His wings were shredded by the guards but over time they re-grew, like new leaves.”

			“But the guards were put to death,” Theo added.

			Grandmother Pearl turned toward him. “The guards were sentenced to death, yes, and the long enmity between the two Marks began to deepen. It had been a mere dislike before, a suspicion, but with the execution of the palace guard the gulf between them grew. The Mark of the Vine is held to be a sign of privilege and aristocracy. Among the royals, the mark often emerges as wings. For others, it might be a patch of skin, a lock of hair, a pair of fingers. The palest weed, if you’re lucky enough to be born with it, is enough to make the humblest child a blessed one. Those who have the Mark are favored in the Baldlands, and those who don’t have it—ordinary people like you and me—attempt to emulate it. The Mark of Iron is held to be a sign of barbarism and disgrace. Today, no one with the Mark of Iron would dare set foot in Nochtland. They’ve all been driven out. The royal family have come to see conspiracy in the smallest piece of metal. It has gone from being disdained to being criminal.”

			“Not farther north,” Theo put in.

			“Very true,” Grandmother Pearl agreed. “The raiders in the north wear their iron teeth with pride, and they take no shame in baring them to all the world. You will even see them in Veracruz, and on the roads around the city. Still, they all avoid Nochtland. Fair to say?”

			Theo gazed out toward the water. “For sure. People with the Mark of Iron have a way of ending up on the wrong side of the law, even if they’ve done nothing wrong.”

			“And some will class those with the Mark of Iron as wild men—or worse. It’s not unusual to hear them called ‘creatures’ or ‘animals’ by those who are especially narrow-minded, which is why I warn you.”

			“But are those with the Mark of Iron really so terrible?” Sophia asked.

			“Of course not,” Theo scoffed. “The raiders I know are no worse than anyone else. They’re just people—some good and some bad.”

			“So you see,” Grandmother Pearl said, “it’s a cruel way of thinking, that has divided people in the Baldlands over many decades.”

			Sophia realized that the sun had set completely. The sky was dark and filled with stars, and a slender moon hung on the horizon. “So that’s what they mean when they talk about ‘creatures.’”

			“Well,” the old woman said, “there are also what you and I would call creatures—animals from other Ages and strange beings you don’t see on land or sea.”

			“Like the Lachrima,” Theo said. Sophia rolled her eyes in the darkness.

			Grandmother Pearl was silent for a moment. “Yes, like the Lachrima.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t hold with superstition, but there are some on board who wouldn’t like to hear you say that word. It’s thought that naming them brings them closer.”

			“Who would have thought? Pirates are afraid of something, after all,” Theo said, grinning, the somber air that had previously taken hold of him apparently banished.

			“Oh, yes! We like gunfire well enough, but apparitions and Lachrima are another matter.”

			“Have you ever heard one?” Theo wondered avidly.

			“I have,” she said somberly. “The first time was long ago, in the Baldlands, but only a few years back, when we were in Havana, I heard one haunting a ship called the Rosaline.”

			“They’re not just in the Baldlands, then?” Sophia asked.

			“They’re most often found there, but you might hear one almost anywhere. This one had been aboard the Rosaline for weeks. The poor sailors were at their wits’ ends. When they came ashore in Havana, they abandoned ship, and the captain couldn’t convince a single soul to return. In the end, either the captain or someone else cut the ship loose, letting it drift empty with nothing but the Lachrima. If it hasn’t sunk, it’s out there now, sailing around the world with its lone passenger. Eventually it will no doubt fall to pieces—an empty vessel on an empty sea. The Lachrima will disappear and fade with time.”

			“Oh, they disappear,” Sophia said with sudden comprehension. She thought back to Mrs. Clay’s story and the Lachrima’s abrupt vanishing at the border. “How? Why?”

			“Hard to say. It’s for this reason that they appear to some as monsters, to others as phantoms, and to still others as only a distant sound. In Xela they appear most in the last form; people refer to the crying as el llanto del espanto, ‘the spirit’s lament.’ No one knows how they disappear. They are not understood well at all, poor creatures. But my sense is that they comprehend their fate. They know that they are disappearing. And they are terrified of it. Wouldn’t you be?” Grandmother Pearl pushed herself to her feet. “Well, with that I’ll leave you. Have I distracted you from your seasickness?”

			“Yes, thank you.” Sophia said earnestly. “I forgot all about it.”

			“Good. Tomorrow we’ll talk of happier things, no?” She rested one hand on Sophia’s forehead and then let her hand float until it found Theo’s forehead. “Good night, children.”

			“Good night, Grandmother Pearl,” he said, taking her hand in his and kissing it gently.

			“Ah!” she said, gripping his hand between both her own. She felt his scars almost tenderly. “That’s why you gave me your left hand before, dear boy.” She smiled down at him. “There’s no shame in this hand, Theo. Only strength.”

			He gave a forced laugh, but didn’t reply.

			“Only strength,” she repeated, patting his hand. “Good night. Sleep well.”
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			A Swan in the Gulf

			1891, June 25: 17-Hour 41

			After 1850, with the expansion of the rum and sugar trade between the United Indies and New Occident, piracy in the Caribbean grew increasingly lucrative. Plantations in the Indies were faced with the prospect of either continual theft along the trade route or costly collaboration. Most opted for the latter, and as the years progressed pirates saw many of their ships transform into legitimate businesses charged with managing the trade route. There resulted a widening gulf between thieving pirates and their more prosperous cousins in the plantations’ employ.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World


			CALIXTA AND BURTON Morris came from a long line of pirates. Their parents and grandparents had sailed the dangerous waters of the Caribbean when every ship, regardless of its sail, was a potential enemy. No one who met Calixta and Burr, as he was known to all, suspected at first from their easy manner the tragedy that lay in their past. In fact, it was the tragedy itself that allowed them to enjoy life so fully; they knew it could be taken away in an instant.

			They had been twins, two children among seven. Their mother had been the daughter of a pirate captain. Their father was the first mate of the infamous Typhoon. For years they sailed together, along with their growing family, until the captain of the Typhoon, in his zeal to maintain his ship’s reputation, attacked an ambitious rival. The battle was long and bitter, and when it ended the ships were nothing more than burnt shells.

			Calixta and Burr, less than a year old at the time, lay together in their baby basket and drifted on the charred remains all the way to shore. Grandmother Pearl was one of the Typhoon’s few survivors, and though the fires caused her to lose her sight, she stayed with the basket and protected the infants with all her remaining strength.

			It was Grandmother Pearl who raised them, and it was she who chose the Swan, the ship sailed by kindly old Captain Aceituna. Though Aceituna called himself a pirate, he had grown cautious in old age, and he sailed only the safer routes. He dedicated himself to shipping the rubber tapped in the southern Baldlands to the United Indies and New Occident, where the material was used to make Goodyears, boots, and other valuable commodities. The “weeping wood” grown on the outskirts of the Triple Eras had made many people, including Aceituna, quite rich.

			Of course the tragedy of their family’s death hung over Calixta and Burr, but Grandmother Pearl and the others on the Swan made life for the two children as happy as they could. When Aceituna retired, leaving the ship in their care, Calixta and Burr vowed that the Swan would never become like the Typhoon. They did not aim for greatness; they aimed for prosperity. The Swan never attacked without provocation. The Morrises laughed good-naturedly when pirates from other ships mocked them as the “polite pirates.” “Better polite than dead,” Burr always replied. “Besides,” he would sometimes add, “why look for a fight when the best fights always come to me?” Calixta kept track of the routes sailed by other pirates and mapped the Swan’s path to prevent unexpected confrontations.

			On her second night aboard, Sophia had occasion to study the ship’s nautical charts, and it gave her the opportunity she’d been waiting for. She had already decided to ask Burr and Calixta for help in reaching Nochtland. She had no choice, but even if she had been able to get there without them, she would have asked. The way that Burr had helped her on the dock in New Orleans and the fact that Calixta had saved her pack when she easily could have either left it or taken it for herself had paved the way. Grandmother Pearl’s kindness convinced her further. The pirates clearly had nothing to do with the Sandmen and Montaigne, and it could only help, she decided, to tell them what had happened to Shadrack.

			She sat on the deck surrounded by lanterns, poring over the charts and weather maps that Burr had brought from his cabin. He and Calixta were a few paces away, attempting to teach Theo the rudiments of sword-fighting. Grandmother Pearl sat listening to them with a smile.

			“Molasses, don’t stand there facing me like you’re asking to be skewered,” Burr counseled. “Turn your body sideways.”

			“It’s heavy,” Theo protested, pacing backward with the sword in both his hands. “I’d rather just use a revolver.”

			“And lazy to top it off,” Burr said, advancing toward him and rolling his eyes at Calixta. “Calixta’s half your size and she wields that sword you’re holding like one of her hat pins.”

			“Half his size?” she exclaimed, whirling on her brother and disarming him with the wooden pole she held. “What do I look like to you, a fat fish?”

			“Fish aren’t nearly as vain as you are, dearest,” Burr replied, dodging the pole and rolling across the deck to retrieve his sword. “And they don’t look as charming in ruffled petticoats,” he conceded, turning back to Theo. “Use your other hand,” he said, “the one you apparently like to use as a dartboard.”

			Theo grimaced and passed the sword to his scarred hand. “I’m just saying, a revolver’s a lot easier.”

			Burr quickly loosened a length of rope near him and Theo looked up, too late, and was trapped beneath a sprawling fishing net. “Agh!” he shouted, dropping the sword with a clatter and struggling against the knotted ropes.

			“Pistol wouldn’t do much for you now, would it, Molly?”

			“We just bought that net last month,” Calixta complained.

			“He’s not going to cut through it. Look at him.” Burr chuckled as Theo fought to disentangle himself. “What were you saying about fat fish?”

			Sophia, who had been entirely absorbed with the charts she was studying, suddenly let out a gasp. “Oh!” she exclaimed, holding up a paper map. “This is Shadrack’s!”

			“Who, dear?” Grandmother Pearl asked.

			Sophia collected herself. “My uncle, Shadrack Elli. He made this map.”

			“Did he, now?” Burr said with interest. He and Calixta peered over her shoulder. “Ah, yes! Quite a map, that one. This island,” he said, pointing, “is so remote that most people have never even heard of it. Only pirates ever go there. And yet this map is incredibly exact. Every stream, every rock—it’s remarkable.”

			“Yes. It’s a lovely map,” Sophia agreed, gazing down at the fine lines drawn in her uncle’s familiar hand.

			“How does he do it? He’s never been there, I’m sure.”

			“I don’t really know,” she admitted. Shadrack was an exceptional cartologer, of course, but even with all that she knew of his methods, there were many that still eluded her. “He probably talked to an explorer. That’s how he makes a lot of his maps.”

			“But with this degree of precision?”

			“He’s good at that. If you describe something to him, he can make a perfect map of it.”

			Calixta shook her head. “But people never know entirely what they see. They always forget things or miss them. Are all his maps like this?”

			“Well,” Sophia replied, hesitating, “he really has all kinds of different maps.” She paused a moment longer and then slowly reached into her pack. “In fact, this map he left me is very different. I still haven’t been able to make sense of it.” Sophia drew out the glass map, which she had left awake. Its etched lines shone faintly. “You see, Shadrack didn’t run off with an actress. He would never do something like that,” she said, giving Theo a scathing look just as he emerged from beneath the fishing net. “He was kidnapped. He left a note telling me to find a friend of his in Nochtland, and he left me this. The men in New Orleans—the Sandmen. This is what they were after.”

			Burr gave her a keen look while Calixta sat down beside her.

			“It’s a glass map,” Sophia said. “Have you ever seen one?”

			Calixta and Burr shook their heads. “They won’t have heard of it,” Theo said. “They’re common in the Baldlands, but nowhere else.”

			Burr raised his eyebrows. “Can we take a look?” She nodded, and the two joined her.

			“Describe it for me, will you?” Grandmother Pearl whispered.

			“It’s a sheet of glass,” Sophia said, “that in the moonlight becomes covered with writing. Most of it in other languages.”

			“Here it says in English You will see it through me,” Burr said.

			“But that’s just the writing,” Sophia said.

			“What do you mean, ‘just the writing’?” he asked, without taking his eyes off the glass.

			“It’s a memory map.” Now that she was confronted with it again, she felt reluctant to experience the memories she knew it contained. “Theo and I have read it before. I think it’s the same wherever you place your finger.”

			“And then what happens?” Calixta asked.

			“You see the memories that are in the map.”

			For a moment the pirates stared at Sophia in disbelief, and then Calixta leaned forward. “Me first.” She eagerly placed her fingertip on the glass, and immediately her expression changed. She closed her eyes, her face still and thoughtful. When she took her finger away, she shuddered.

			“Heavens, Calixta. What is it?” asked Burr.

			“You try it,” she said shortly.

			He touched the glass surface, his expression grave as the memories flooded his mind. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said slowly, when they had run their course. “What, exactly, is this map of?”

			“We don’t know,” Sophia said. “My uncle left it for me. I’d never seen it before. And it’s strange that it’s all writing. I have no idea when or where it’s from.”

			“I’d like to try it, dears,” Grandmother Pearl said, reaching forward. “If one of you will just guide my hand.”

			Sophia did so, and as soon as she touched the glass, the old woman gasped. Sophia drew her hand away. “No—I want to see the whole thing,” she said, and Sophia placed her finger once again on the smooth surface.

			“Did your uncle ever mention such an event in another context?” Burr inquired.

			Sophia shook her head. “Not that I recall.”

			Grandmother Pearl finished reading; her face was withdrawn, her brow furrowed.

			“The thing is,” Sophia said with some consternation, “I don’t know that much about memory maps. I was only starting to learn about them. Shadrack said that they come from people’s memories of the past. That’s really all I know.”

			“Are you very sure, love?” asked Grandmother Pearl.

			“What do you mean?” Sophia asked.

			“I wonder,” the old woman said. “It reminds me of something. The part in the memory when something heavy is rolled off the edge, and then everything is destroyed. It sounds so much like an old legend my mother used to tell me. Could the map be a story? Could it be something made up?”

			Surprised, Sophia returned to the glass map. “I don’t know. Shadrack says a map can only contain what its author knows. I suppose that could be a story, as long as it’s true. It bears the mapmaker’s insignia, which means whoever wrote it swore to make an accurate account. What’s the legend?”

			Grandmother Pearl leaned back in her chair. “It’s a story I never told you, Calixta and Burton, because it’s too sad and terrible. In truth, it was very foolish of my mother to tell it to me.”

			Burr smiled at her. “Well, now we’re all grown up, Granny. Do your worst.”

			Her face lit up with tenderness. “You foolish boy. This story strikes terror into any heart, young or old. It’s a story about the end of the world. I believe my mother told it to me because she was haunted by it herself. She called it ‘the story of the boy from the buried city.’”

			—18-Hour 20: Grandmother Pearl’s Story—

			“THE STORY GOES like this.

			“In a city far away, in a time yet to come, there’s a boy—an orphan. The boy is an outcast; no one wants him because of a terrible burn on one side of his face. He doesn’t know where the burn came from; he only knows that it has left him marked forever, and that no one loves him because of it. He wanders the streets alone, and he is cast out of every doorway. Then, in great sadness and despair, he climbs all the way to the high temple, where, at the top of five hundred steps, the stone god that protects the city sits on a ledge. He asks the temple seer how he has come to be what he is and how he can change it. The seer stares for a long time at the bones that fall in a pattern before her, and finally she tells him this: ‘You are not from here,’ she says. ‘You are from an underground city. That is your true home. That is why no one here loves you and you do not belong.’ The boy asks her how he can get to the underground city, but the seer does not know. She too recoils from his burnt face. ‘All I know is that the stone god protecting us will fall before you find it.’

			“The boy is haunted by this knowledge, and he searches through the entire city for some entrance, some doorway, some tunnel to the city underground. He never finds it. Finally, in desperation, he devises a plan. He will make the stone god fall. He will destroy the city and find the passage underground in the ruins. He has been too unloved, after all. Perhaps if there were one person in the city he could think of kindly, he would be unable to do it. But there is no one he can think of in that way. He runs all the way up the five hundred steps and from there to the ledge where the stone god sits. The boy is small, but the stone gives way easily and falls. The entire temple begins to crumble around him, and as he races down the five hundred steps, the fires begin.

			“The city burns for a whole week, until nothing but ash remains, and the boy picks through the rubble, searching for the entrance to the underground city. What he finds surprises him. There are entrances to the underground city everywhere—in almost every building and on every street. But before the fire they were carefully boarded up; they were sealed and covered and hidden; it seems when the city was created, everyone was intent on keeping whatever lay underground out.

			“The boy follows one of the passages deep into the ground. He travels for hours. And at the end he finds the city that the seer promised him. It is a beautiful city, built underground from shimmering stone. It has vast pools of water and wide walkways. Precious metals line the roads and jewels wink at him from the doorways. There is only one difficulty. The city is empty. As the boy walks through it, he hears his own footfalls echoing through the vast, deserted caverns. He spends many days exploring the empty city, and on the fifth day he discovers, to his surprise, another person. At the very center of the underground city he finds an old—very old—man, who says he is a seer. The boy sits down wearily before him. ‘I have had enough of seers,’ he says. ‘So I won’t ask you my destiny. But tell me. Why is this city empty? Where have all the people gone, and why are you still here?’

			“The old man gazes at the boy steadily, and though it pains him to answer, he speaks. ‘This city was abandoned long ago. A seer told the city elders: “A boy from this underground city will destroy your entire city, and every one of you who remains in it will perish.” Fearing the seer’s words, the elders abandoned the city, and they moved to the surface, where they hoped to escape the prophecy. My mother was the seer, and she was the only one who remained. She was of the belief that words, once they are spoken, have a way of coming true. My mother has long since passed away, and now it is only I who live here.’ The boy listens to the words of the seer, and he realizes that in his attempt to find his home he has destroyed it. He weeps until he can hardly see, and his tears make a pool, not unlike the underground pools all around him. When he stops weeping, he opens his eyes and sees his reflection in the pool made by his tears. And then, as he watches, the scars on his face begin to vanish. They fade away, and a whole, beautiful face stares back at him. Those who had known him certainly would have loved him. But no one else survives. He remains underground with the seer, living in the buried city for the rest of his days. And that is how the legend says the world ends.”

			They were all silent. “Your mother told you that as a bedtime story?” exclaimed Calixta.

			Grandmother Pearl sighed. “She lived so much in the dream world, and she had a hard life. She was never very sharp on where ordinary life ended and tragedy began.”

			“I should say,” Burr commented.

			“But it’s not true, is it?” Sophia asked anxiously. “It hasn’t really happened?”

			“Well that’s the strange thing about time in our day and age,” Grandmother Pearl said. “You never know what happened before and what happened after. I really don’t know. My mother always told it as a legend.”

			“I don’t understand why that story would be on this map, or why the map would be so important.”

			Grandmother Pearl nodded. “I might be wrong, after all. It just sounded similar. These memories could take place almost anywhere. There is no shortage of such destruction.”

			Sophia turned the map over gently to still the images, and as she did so she glimpsed something through the glass. She held it before her and peered at the deck, where one of the floorboards seemed to shine as if lit from within. “What is that?” she asked. Without the glass, the floor of the deck once again looked uniform in the dim moonlight.

			Burr looked at her curiously. “What?”

			Sophia raised the glass again and the floorboard stood out clearly. “There,” she said, pointing. “One of the floorboards seems to have light coming out from behind it.” She put the glass down. “That’s strange. But only when I look at it through the glass.”

			“Let me see that,” Burr said, with less than customary politeness. Sophia handed him the glass. “Amazing,” he whispered. “Calixta, look at this.”

			Calixta held the glass up and caught her breath.

			“What is it?” Grandmother Pearl asked anxiously.

			“Seen through the glass,” Burr said slowly, “one of the floorboards appears luminescent.”

			“Aceituna’s floorboard?” Grandmother Pearl exclaimed.

			“Yes. Captain Aceituna,” Burr said, turning to Sophia and Theo and lowering his voice, “left us all his paper maps and charts. He also left us a map that points to his—what would you call them, Calixta?”

			“Emergency funds,” she said, returning the glass to Sophia with a thoughtful expression.

			“Buried treasure?” Theo breathed.

			“Well, not actually buried,” Burr said. “But yes—treasure. Emergency funds. In case of hostile takeover, he engraved the map in cedar and placed it—face down—in the deck of the ship. It is that floorboard—the one that shines so brightly through your glass, Sophia.”
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			Chocolate, Paper, Coin

			1891, June 26: 2-Hour #

			We accept ONLY cacao, silver, or Triple Eras bank notes. No stones, glass, or spice will be accepted. Bank notes from New Occident are accepted at a 1.6 exchange rate. To change other currencies see the money changer.

			—Vendor’s sign at Veracruz market


			IT TOOK ONLY a few experiments to determine why the Tracing Glass illuminated Aceituna’s instructions. Though she examined almost every inch of the Swan through it, Sophia found that only one kind of object shone: maps. The nautical charts that Burr had brought her shone like sheets of hammered gold; the map of the island drawn by Shadrack glowed as if alive with starlight; Calixta’s cabin, the walls papered with maps, seemed flooded with light that shone through a dozen map-sized windows. As a final experiment, Sophia asked Burr to draw a map on a blank sheet of paper while she observed him through the glass. At first, the blank sheet, Burr, and his quill all looked quite ordinary. But the moment the faint line he had drawn became a route, the paper took on a different aspect. When he drew a small compass in the corner, the sheet fairly glowed.

			Clearly the glass map, whatever else its contents, illuminated other maps. Sophia pondered the significance of her discovery while Burr, Calixta, and Theo slept in their cabins and Grandmother Pearl sat beside her on the deck, snoring lightly. In most cases, of course, the glass would be redundant: Burr’s nautical charts were clearly nautical charts, and the glass did not make them any easier to read. But if one were looking for a hidden map, Sophia reflected, her mind whirring, the glass might be very useful. What if a glass map was disguised in a window? she thought. Or what if in a whole library there were only three maps? In such circumstances, the Tracing Glass would be invaluable. So tracing means finding, not outlining, she reflected. The multilingual instructions, which had once seemed so strange—“you will see it through me”—now made perfect sense. Anyone who could read would be told the purpose of the glass at first glance.

			It brought her no closer to understanding the memories, but the discovery made her reconsider why Shadrack had entrusted the glass to her. Maybe it’s not to help find him but to help me find another map. A map no one can else can see, perhaps? Is Veressa supposed to help me? Her thoughts drifted, and suddenly she sat up, electrified. She rummaged quietly through her pack and drew out her notebook. Flipping through the pages, she found the drawings she’d made after the confrontation with Montaigne.

			All the different pieces of the puzzle were there: the Lachrima from Shadrack’s note, the glass map, Montaigne, and the Nihilismians who traveled with him. There had seemed to be no connection, but suddenly there was, at least for some of the pieces, because she remembered what she had been unable to recall before. Back at East Ending Street, while learning to read maps, she had asked Shadrack about a map of the world, and he had told her about something called the carta mayor: a memory map of the entire world, which he had said was a Nihilismian myth. Could it be that the Nihilismians believed the glass map would show the carta mayor? Maybe the map of the world isn’t really hidden, Sophia thought. Maybe it’s hidden in plain sight. She held the glass up before her and gazed through it at the dark night sky. “You will see it through me,” she whispered. The stars on the other side of the glass winked, fluttered, and stared like thousands of distant eyes.

			—6-Hour 37: Port of Veracruz—

			THE SWAN COASTED into port early the next morning. The city of Veracruz, eastern entry to the realm of Emperor Sebastian Canuto, gleamed like a white seashell. From the deck of a ship, Veracruz appeared like a jeweled promise; it belied the vast, fragmented landscape that lay beyond it. The cities—Nochtland, Veracruz, and Xela—preserved and even heightened their luster year by year, leaching all the wealth from the surrounding towns and flourishing in a state of exaggerated, heady splendor. Princess Justa, from her perch in the shining castle at the heart of the Canuto empire in Nochtland, could pretend that the entire land enjoyed such luxury. Her father, Emperor Sebastian, who had traveled north to pacify the bands of rebellious raiders, knew better. He understood that beyond the walled cities of the Triple Eras, the empire existed only as a smattering of besieged forts, impoverished towns, and miserable farms surrounded by wild, unexplored terrain. Sebastian had long since abandoned the goal of unifying his empire. He fought the northern raiders now less to subdue them and more to avoid the prospect of returning to a castle that he had come to understand ruled almost nothing. The thought of once again donning the meaningless robes, the glittering crown, the air of courtly gravity, depressed him and filled him with dread. He would leave such illusions to his daughter, to whom they were better suited.

			Yet in the Triple Eras, to both visitors and inhabitants, the illusion appeared most convincing. Sophia stood on the deck of the Swan and looked out with trembling excitement: a cluttered dock; a sprawling town of white stone; and past the town, palm trees and sand as far as the eye could see. Gulls flew low, their cries hungry and urgent. She could see the muddled movement of a hundred ships crowding the shore. The discovery of the glass map’s properties had opened an unexpected door, and she had the sense that she was about to burst through it. The whole vast world of the Baldlands lay before her, its mysteries waiting to be uncovered. She was finally arriving—after what felt to her like one long, fevered age—and one step closer to finding Veressa. Her stomach jumped and then, to her great relief, suddenly grew calm as the Swan eased into port.

			Burr gave the crew special instructions: apart from Grandmother Pearl and Peaches, who would be staying with the ship, they were granted a week’s holiday. Burr announced that he and Calixta would be accompanying some of their merchandise into Nochtland, and that he would carry parcels or messages for anyone who planned to avoid the trip inland. “We’ll be sailing at eight the night we return,” Burr told the crew. “And don’t forget we’re on the nine-hour clock here. So when I say eight, I mean eight on the Baldlands clock.”

			The pirates dispersed, and Burr joined Calixta, Theo, and Sophia. “It’s market day. Why don’t I go in to find Mazapán?” he asked his sister.

			Calixta gave him a look. “I think we should just hire a coach. You’re being cheap.”

			“Is it expensive to get to Nochtland?” Sophia asked worriedly, realizing she had no idea how far New Occident currency would take her.

			Calixta waved her hand dismissively. “You and Theo are guests of ours, darling, so don’t even think about spending a penny. The coach hardly costs anything anyway,” she said to Burr.

			“Mazapán has a cart,” Burr said. “There’s no sense hiring a coach when he can take us. I’ll go find him, come back for the crates, and we’ll be off in an hour. You stay here and collect marriage proposals, eh, dearest?” Calixta walked off in a huff. Burr settled his broad hat comfortably onto his head. “Sophia, Theo—any wish to see the market?”

			“Do you think we’re—is it likely we’ve been followed to Veracruz?” Sophia asked worriedly.

			“Possible,” he admitted, “but unlikely. Your admirers in New Orleans may have discovered our intended route, but they can’t have gotten here before us.”

			They needed no further persuading. “While we are there, would I be able to post a letter to Boston?” she asked.

			“Best to leave it with Peaches. He’ll take it to the next paquebot bound for the Indies, and from there I’m sure someone will be traveling to Boston.”

			As they crossed the crowded dock, Sophia found it easy to keep Burr in sight because of his enormous hat, but somewhat difficult to keep up with his long stride. He easily dodged men carrying crates on their backs, a swinging load of timber, and a runaway pig that was screaming its way to shore with its owner close on its heels. The Boston waterfront seemed a quiet and orderly place in comparison to Veracruz.

			The tumult of leaving, loading, unloading, and boarding was made worse by the activity just beyond the docks, a dense network of stalls, carts, and makeshift counters. The mass of people around them seemed to be carried by a tide that flushed them through like grains of sand: streaming along quickly, piling up and clogging the way, and spilling over irresistibly. Beyond them and slightly to the right, a white border of stucco buildings—the city of Veracruz—made but a feeble dam against the market’s onslaught. As Burr pushed through the crowd, Sophia clutched her pack and at the same time took a firm hold of one of his coattails.

			Once they had entered the market, it was difficult to see clearly, because Sophia was immediately sandwiched tightly between Burr and Theo. As they inched along, she caught glimpses of vendors selling tomatoes, oranges, lemons, cucumbers, squash, onions, and dozens of kinds of produce that she had never seen before, spread out on blankets or piled high in baskets. They passed a stall with bags of white and yellow powders that she realized were flours, and another that sold fragrant spices: cinnamon and clove and pepper filled the air. A woman with a small tent set up about her had cages full of chickens, and just past her was a man with pails full of fish. Sitting placidly beside the man, wearing an awkward collar around its slippery neck, was a toad the size of a full-grown man. Sophia’s eyes widened, but all of the people around her ignored it, as if nothing could be more commonplace. The vendors hollered as they passed, some in English and some in other languages, naming their prices even as they wrapped their wares for customers and counted change.

			Beyond the wave of murmurs and shouts, Sophia could hear another sound: wind chimes. At least one dangled from every stall, and many of the vendors sold the chimes that hung along their tents’ edges. The air was filled with a constant melodic chiming and tinkling and ringing that reminded her of Mrs. Clay’s upstairs apartment.

			Burr took a quick turn to the right, and they abruptly passed through a row of fabric stalls. One vendor after another called out her prices and displayed bolts of cloth colored in brilliant red and blue and purple. An old woman whose broad smile had a few missing teeth waved a flag made of ribbons to the passersby, jangling the chime that hung above her. The stalls that followed sold feathers and jars of beads and spools of thread. Sophia took it all in with wonderment, but Burr was quickening his pace and she had to walk briskly to keep up. He turned to the left, by stalls selling soap and bottled perfumes and incense, and then suddenly the air went from soapy to sweet, and she found herself surrounded by confections. Candies of all shapes and sizes were laid out in boxes: nougat and caramel and spun sugar and meringues. Many of the stalls sold candies she had never seen, and she only knew that they must be candy by the delicious smell that filled the air.

			“We’re almost there,” Burr hollered over his shoulder.

			Sophia didn’t answer—she could hardly catch her breath. Then Burr ducked into a cream-colored tent at their right. “Mazapán!” he shouted at the tall, pink-cheeked man who stood behind the cloth-covered table that served as a counter, surrounded by shelves of plates, cups, and dishes.

			“Morris!” the man shouted back, his face breaking into a grin. He finished dealing with a customer, then embraced Burr. The two of them proceeded to yell at one another over the commotion, but Sophia had stopped paying attention. A woman handed her little boy a spoon that she had just purchased. With a look of delight, the boy bit off the end and walked away, following his mother, his mouth smeared with chocolate. Sophia stared at the contents of the cloth-covered table. Mazapán, she realized, was a chocolate vendor.

			But his was not ordinary chocolate. Anyone who passed by the stall would have told you that Mazapán was actually a potter. His table was stacked high with beautiful dishes: plates, bowls, cups, pitchers, forks, knives, and spoons; a cake dome, a serving platter, and a butter dish; and a long procession of coffee pots with delicate spouts. They were painted with flowers and intricate designs of every color. Sophia was awestruck. She touched a small blue cup experimentally; it felt just like a real one. She looked curiously at the man who had created it all, who was still in loud conversation with Burr; then her attention was caught by the vendor at the neighboring stall—a tiny person with a fierce expression, arguing with one of her customers. “I take cacao, silver, or paper. I don’t know where you’re from, but here you can’t pay with pictures.”  

			The thin man holding out a small black rectangle said something, and the woman responded fiercely. “I don’t care if it’s a map reader. You still can’t pay with it.” She snatched back the man’s parcel and pointed over her shoulder. “If you want to talk maps, go see the woman who sells maps.”

			Sophia watched, wide-eyed. The thin man, who wore a dirty overcoat, leaned forward to ask a question. It took him a moment to get the vendor’s attention; she had already moved on to another customer. When he tugged on her sleeve, the woman looked at him crossly. “Yes,” she said curtly. “The one selling onions.”

			Turning to look behind her, Sophia caught a glimpse of a woman standing behind several baskets full of onions. Burr was still talking excitedly to Mazapán, who had begun to pack up his dishes. Theo was nowhere to be seen. She thought he’d been following as they wound through the market, but now she was not so sure. With one last glance at Burr, Sophia decided that his hat would make an easy landmark and dove into the crowd.

			If it was difficult to squeeze through the market with Burr, it was even harder on her own. She was caught up and pushed along past several stalls. It’s like being on a trolley made of people, she thought. She glimpsed a basket full of onions. And here’s my stop. She wriggled out as hard as she could, using her elbows perhaps more fiercely than was necessary, and a moment later found herself pressed up against the baskets. Next to her, the thin man was leaning forward to talk to the vendor.

			The woman shook her head as he spoke. “I’m sorry, sir. I only have onion maps. You’ll find the market in Veracruz thin on maps. All of the map vendors stay in Nochtland.”

			The man turned away dejectedly and drifted back into the crowd. He seemed tired and haggard, as if he had been traveling for too long. An explorer from another Age, short on funds, Sophia thought sympathetically. She watched him go and then turned to the baskets full of onions. The one closest to her had a little paper pinned to the edge that said NOCHTLAND. Another basket said XELA, and yet another was labeled SAN ISIDRO.

			“Where are you headed, dear?” the vendor asked loudly. “I’ve got maps to any place in the Triple Eras, many other places besides.” Her dark hair, entwined around half a dozen fragrant gardenias, was pulled back in a tight bun, and she had tiny leaves and flowers painted in dark green ink across her brow.

			Sophia hesitated a moment. “Nochtland,” she said.

			“They’re right in front of you, then,” the woman said cheerily. “But frankly, you don’t need it if you’re leaving from here. Just follow the main road. Can’t miss it. It’s about two days travel with good horses.”

			They seemed to be ordinary yellow onions with coppery skins. “How do these work?”

			“What’s that, dear?”

			“How do these work? Are they really maps?” Sophia wished she could look at them through the glass map, but it was midday, and the crowded market was no place for something so precious.

			The woman seemed unsurprised. “Not from here?”

			Sophia shook her head. “I’m from Boston; from New Occident.”

			“Well, these are Way-Finding Onions. Guaranteed to have been planted in their location’s native soil. Each layer of the onion leads you onward until you arrive at your destination.”

			“What do you mean, ‘leads you onward’?” Sophia asked, fascinated.

			“They don’t necessarily take you by the quickest or easiest route, mind you,” the woman said. “But they’ll get you there.”

			Sophia reached into her purse for her money. “Do you take money from New Occident?”

			“Cacao, silver, or Triple Eras paper. But I’ll take New Occident paper; I can change it at a better rate.”

			Sophia was taking out her money when she suddenly felt a violent push from the crowd behind her. “Watch it,” she said irritably. Then she felt an arm around her waist, and someone pulled her away from the stall and into the crowd. “Hey!” she said. As she clutched her money and her pack and tried to keep from falling, she looked at the person who had grabbed her and saw with astonishment that it was Theo. “You’re hurting my arm,” she shouted.

			Theo ignored her protests. “Come on,” he said, dragging her onward. He wove through the crowd, keeping his head low and holding Sophia’s wrist tightly.

			“Theo, what is it?” she panted, when she had the chance. “Is it Montaigne?”

			For a moment, he seemed to not recognize the name. He frowned, looked over his shoulder, and led them behind a stall selling leather goods.

			“Is it Montaigne?” Sophia asked again, her voice rising.

			“It’s not Montaigne,” he said brusquely. “It’s a raider I used to know.”

			Sophia realized that, amid the usual commotion of the market, there was an even greater commotion coming toward them. Angry shouts erupted as two people toppled against a stall, sending it tumbling. “A raider?” Sophia asked, gasping for air as they ran along an empty stretch between two of the leather shops. “Why is he chasing you?”

			“I can’t explain right now. Just have to get away from him.”

			They burst out into a quiet part of the market where all the stalls were filled with baskets. “Here,” Sophia said, twisting out of Theo’s grasp. She ran toward one of the vendors. The tallest baskets were large enough to hold a whole wardrobe full of clothes—or the person who wore them. “Crouch down,” she said quickly.

			“In that?” Theo exclaimed.

			“He’s coming,” Sophia warned, hearing nearby shouts.

			Theo stood frozen for a moment, and then he abruptly crouched down. Sophia took the nearest large basket and overturned it on top of him. It looked like just another among the many the vendor sold. “Don’t move,” she whispered. Then she ran to the astonished vendor and thrust out the bills she’d been holding. “Please—we’ll give it back in just a moment.”

			The woman gave a small nod. She pocketed the money without a word and gently pushed Sophia toward the back of the stall. Saying something Sophia couldn’t understand, she handed her a small, half-finished basket.

			A man burst into the quiet square. He looked in each direction, taking huge, heaving breaths. His blond hair came down almost to his waist, and his beard fanned out like the arms of a jellyfish. Both were laden with silver beads and bells that rang out every time he turned his head. His worn leather boots were coated with yellow dust, and the rawhide coat he wore trailed its ragged edges on the ground. As he turned toward her, his fists clenched, Sophia saw that every single one of his teeth was made of metal. They were sharp and made a jagged line, like the tips of old knives sharpened many times. They glinted in the sunlight, as did the silver in his hair and the long knife he drew from his belt. He stood staring back at Sophia—she could not take her eyes off him—and then slowly walked toward her.

			He pointed the knife at her chest. “What. Are. You. Staring. At?” he snarled, jabbing each word at her like another knife.

			Sophia couldn’t help herself. She wasn’t afraid yet; she was only fascinated. “Your teeth,” she breathed.

			The man stared at her for what seemed to Sophia like an hour. Then suddenly he broke into laughter. He lifted the knife and slowly ran its edge along his teeth, making a dull clinking sound. “You like them, sugar? How about a kiss?”

			Sophia shook her head slowly. She met his eyes, and the raider’s teeth disappeared into a scowl. “You can skip the kiss if you tell me which way the kid went,” he said.

			She pointed to her left, away from the central market.

			The raider smiled, and Sophia saw a quick glint of silver. A moment later he was gone.

			Part of her still could not believe what she’d seen—the metallic glimmers from his hair, his teeth, his knife, and the silver clasps of his coat. The group of basket vendors had gone silent when the raider appeared in their midst. Now they began talking to each other in low voices. It seemed to Sophia that all of them were looking at her.

			She put the half-finished basket down and hurried over to where Theo was hidden. “Are you all right?”

			“I can’t see behind me. Is he gone?” he asked in a muffled voice.

			“He’s gone. Come out, and we’ll find Burr.” She lifted the basket and Theo stood up. He glanced quickly around the square. Sophia turned to thank the vendor, and as she did so the woman handed her two straw hats. Her crown of braids, interwoven with long green grass, nodded as she patted her apron and spoke.

			“What’s she saying, Theo?”

			He was gazing distractedly around the stalls but turned back briefly. “She’s giving you those for the money you gave her.”

			Sophia took the hats. “Thank you. Thank you for helping us.” The woman smiled, nodded, and returned to her tent. Sophia put on one of the hats and gave the other to Theo. “We’ll be a little hidden with these,” she said.

			Theo donned the hat. “Come on—I know the way back. This way.” He put his hand on her arm and found that she was trembling. He stopped abruptly. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing,” Sophia said, clenching her fists. The danger had passed, but only now did she feel the waves of fear washing over her. “That raider was scary.”

			For a moment, his tense expression softened. He put his scarred hand in Sophia’s and squeezed tightly. “You sure fooled me. You looked like you weren’t scared of anything.” He pulled at her gently. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
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			The Bullet

			1891, June 24: Shadrack Missing (Day 4)

			Most firsthand accounts of the Great Disruption describe witnessing the passage of a year while time was suspended. But the prophet Amitto claims to have perceived all time past and present during his revelation, experiencing each day of twenty hours as any other. The Chronicles of the Disruption are thereby organized into 365 days: one day for each that he purportedly lived through. The days are commonly understood as chapters. Nihilismians follow the practice of naming themselves with the first word of the chapter corresponding to the day that they joined the sect.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident


			SHADRACK HAD TRAVELED extensively by electric train, but he had never been on a train quite like the Bullet. It was, true to its name, quicker and lighter on the rails than any he had ridden. But it was also better-equipped in its interior. He had passed through a full kitchen and a well-furnished study before being forced into his improvised cell. Bound hand and foot to a chair, he sat in a small, windowless closet. The wooden slats of the closet door admitted bars of feeble light. When the light dimmed, his internal clock told him that it was past seventeen-hour.

			His thoughts were moving as quickly as the train, keeping pace as the Bullet raced south. It was obvious to him now, in retrospect, that the borders were indeed shifting. The signs had been there for years, but his supposed knowledge of the Great Disruption had prevented him from seeing their meaning. He cursed himself for his stupidity. He had violated one of his most valued principles: Observe what you see, not what you expect to see.

			Of what use am I as a cartologer, he berated himself, when I could not even reliably see the world around me? Now, because of his blindness, he had placed Sophia doubly in harm’s way. He had sent her fleeing the ambitions of a madwoman, into the path of destruction.

			It was well past eighteen-hour when the door suddenly swung open. The Sandmen lifted the chair with their grappling hooks to carry it through the doorway and set it down facing the center of the adjoining room.

			Shadrack blinked in the lamplight. He was in a study as opulently furnished as the rest of the Bullet, with broad windows, thick carpeting, and a variety of desks and chairs. The Sandmen stationed themselves at the doors.

			Blanca sat in the middle of the room at a long table. On the table was a sheet of copper. Beside the table were the two trunks filled with Shadrack’s mapmaking equipment, which the Sandmen had packed when they took him from East Ending Street. “I won’t deceive you, Shadrack,” Blanca said, in her musical voice. “While I know the route your niece is traveling, she and her companion are resourceful; they have managed to evade the men I sent to meet her.”

			Shadrack tried not to show his relief too plainly. Then he wondered: A companion?

			“This makes your situation more difficult, because it means I am less patient.” Her veil shook slightly. “As you know, I need two things from you: Sophia’s destination and the location of the carta mayor. So I will give you two choices. One for each thing I need.” She lifted the square sheet of copper, which glinted in the yellow lamplight. “You can draw me a map of the carta mayor’s location and tell me where Sophia is going.” Then she drew her other hand from under the table, revealing the dreaded block of wood with its attached wires. “Or, you can wear the bonnet,” she said almost kindly.

			Shadrack stared at his lap, using the last of his exhausted energy to hide the panic he felt at the sight of the wooden block and wires. After a few moments he said, “We’ve already discussed this. You have my answer.”

			Blanca sat silently for a moment. Then she stood. “You make this very hard, Shadrack. I do not like having to play the bully, but you leave me with no choice.” Her voice was mournful. She turned toward the younger of the two men. “Leave his hands and legs tied, Weeping. If he nods, take off the bonnet strings and call me. If he hasn’t done so by twenty-hour, tighten them.”

			Had Shadrack imagined it, or did Blanca speak to Weeping with particular favor? The young man’s face, he noticed with surprise, was unmarked. His brown hair was clipped short, and his cheeks were clean-shaven. He pressed his lips together as Blanca gave him instructions. As she left, she gently patted Weeping’s arm. The door opened, and Shadrack caught a brief glimpse of the interior of the next car: a wooden floor, dim lamplight, and a wheelbarrow piled high with sand.

			He did his best to keep from gagging as they placed the wooden block between his teeth. He did not resist; they would only jam the block in more forcefully if he did. The wires tightened across his cheeks and he grew still. He concentrated all of his attention on clearing his mind so that he would not choke. If he choked or gagged, his face would pull at the wires, and they would cut him. Shadrack breathed deeply through his nose until his pulse settled. The moment he felt calm, he knew that he would not be able to wear the bonnet for more than a few minutes. He looked up at the two men, both of whom were watching him.

			The older man bore the familiar scars and the blank expression that was also, by now, familiar. He held the grappling hook as if it were an extension of his own hand: casually, almost thoughtlessly. The scarred Nihilismians had none of the usual fervor Shadrack had seen in the followers of Amitto. They lacked the zealous passion that Nihilismians carried like bright flames; no, the eyes of these men suggested loss, confusion, and an aimless sense of searching. But the unscarred younger man, Weeping, was different. He seemed like a real Nihilismian: his eyes were focused and bright with conviction. Dark green, they gazed into Shadrack’s unflinchingly. Though no compassion lingered there, they seemed to suggest something else: a clarity of purpose.

			Shadrack thought quickly. First he had to get the bonnet off. He would not be able to escape right away, but it might be possible to distract his guards, and that was as good a start as any. He locked eyes with Weeping and nodded. Immediately the young man loosened the wires and pulled the wooden block away. “Call her,” he said to the older man.

			“Wait,” Shadrack said, turning in his chair. “Listen to me.” The older man was already walking to the door. “June fourth,” he said quickly. “Weeping is for the cursed, who bear the face of evil. All grief is of the false world, not of the true world. Trust not the weeping, and weep not.”

			The older man stopped and turned and looked at him, as if the words touched the edges of something terribly remote that he had to strain to remember. The younger man clasped his medallion and murmured, “Truth of Amitto.”

			Shadrack spoke in an urgent undertone. “Truth, indeed. But she is hiding the truth from you—the truth about the very passage for which you are named. Trust not the weeping, Amitto says.” He lowered his voice to a whisper, forcing the man to lean in. “I know you have heard the weeping, as I did, at the mansion. Can you deny it?” The man’s silence answered him eloquently. “I can prove to you that this weeping, this evil,” Shadrack pressed, “which she is hiding from you, is close at hand.”

			The older man had not moved; he stared at Shadrack, troubled, as if still trying to work out the meaning of the words that he had quoted from the Chronicles of the Great Disruption. Weeping, looking intently at Shadrack, deliberated. “How?” he finally asked.

			“Do you know what causes the weeping—where it comes from?”

			The young man hesitated. He shook his head. “No one knows. If you know, tell me.”

			“I cannot tell you. There is no way but to show you,” Shadrack said. “If you will give me my tools, I will map the memory that will allow you to see.”

			“Don’t give him anything,” said the older man reflexively.

			“Tell her I am drawing the map she requested,” Shadrack insisted. “I promise you, Weeping—I will show you Amitto’s truth.”

			Weeping looked down at him, the force of obedience and the Nihilismian fervor warring like water and fire in his green eyes. He had obligations and loyalties in this world; but nothing surpassed his commitment to Amitto’s truth. The fire won. He leaned toward Shadrack and mouthed his words, so that the older Sandman standing by the door would not hear him. “Very well.” Then he straightened up and spoke in a loud voice. “You will draw the map she ordered or no map at all.”

			Shadrack bowed his head, pretending to be cowed.

			“Ashes,” the young Sandman said, turning toward the older man. “You may go and tell her that he has agreed. I will oversee his drawing of the map.”
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			At the Gates

			1891, June 26: 10-Hour #

			Welcome to Ensueño Inn. Please stable horses and anchor arboldevelas after checking in. Please do not bring your horses into the courtyard. Our floors will thank you!

			Sign at the inn’s entrance


			NORMALLY, MAZAPÁN RELIED on hired guards for protection on the route between the Veracruz market and Nochtland, where he had his chocolate store. His wagon bore the royal seal—a leaf encircled by its stem—which attracted highway bandits. But on this trip, Calixta and Burr could offer more expert protection. Burr hired horses for Calixta, Theo, and himself. Sophia, who had never ridden, sat in the cart with Mazapán.

			She had been hoping for a chance to speak with Theo. The last of her anger had faded as they walked back through the market, his scarred hand in hers, and it had given way to a compounded sense of anxiety. For one thing, they were back on land and once again easy targets for Montaigne and his men. And now they had Theo’s dangerous raider to worry about as well.

			She couldn’t help it; staying angry with him was impossible. She wanted to know who the raider was, and why he was chasing Theo, and whether he was likely to return accompanied by more like him. It was obvious to her, now, that Theo had been telling her the truth about his past—but he had told her too little of it. What she most wanted now was to sit down and hear everything, from beginning to end. But he rode separately, sometimes ahead and sometimes behind, and apart from asking an occasional question about the route, he seemed utterly uninterested in the journey.

			Instead, the story she heard was Mazapán’s. He told her about his store in Nochtland and the winding street that led to it and the delicious pottery he made in the large, sun-filled kitchen. He spoke with the accent of the southern Baldlands, like Mrs. Clay. His clothes—thin leather boots, white cotton pants, and a shirt embroidered with vines—while apparently commonplace in the Baldlands, would have stood out in Boston. His sizable belly, wavy brown hair, and large mustache all seemed to shuffle back and forth when he laughed. Sophia was only half listening and kept turning around to see if anyone was following them. Only when Mazapán handed her the reins and said, “All right, concentrate now—keep them at a steady pace,” did she realize that the kindly chocolate vendor was doing his best to distract her. She felt suddenly grateful and a little ashamed. “Why do they call you Mazapán?” she asked. “Is that your whole name?”

			He smiled. “Actually, my name is Olaf Rud. But no one here can pronounce it. You see, my grandfather was an adventurer from the Kingdom of Denmark—a place that today lies in the far north of the Closed Empire. He was traveling here when the Disruption occurred. It became obvious afterward that he could not return; everyone he had known and loved had disappeared.”

			Sophia nodded, intrigued. She had read about such stranded travelers—exiles who lost their home Ages—but each case was different and uniquely interesting. “So he stayed.”

			“So he stayed. And with him, his unusual name, which no one can pronounce. Everyone calls me Mazapán. It is the Spanish word for marzipan, and Spanish is one of the many languages still spoken in the Triple Eras. In the past I was known for making marzipan candy”

			“Why in the past? Don’t you make marzipan anymore?”

			His mustache drooped. “Ah, that’s not such a happy story.”

			“I don’t mind,” Sophia said. “If you don’t mind telling it.”

			Mazapán shook his head. “No, I am past minding. I’ll tell you, though I am afraid it will not give you the most pleasant impression of Nochtland. Still—I am sure you will discover its charms.

			“You see, I learned to make marzipan with my teacher—a master chef who could have turned his talents to anything, but decided he liked candy best. From him I also learned to make chocolate and spun sugar and meringues—all manner of confection. Well, my teacher was not young when I began learning from him, and he passed away just a year after I opened my own shop. Much of his business passed to me, and I did what I could to match his high standards. I was fortunate to attract the attentions of the court, and I began serving banquets for the royal family—in the palace of Emperor Sebastian Canuto.”

			Sophia was astonished. “Banquets of candy?”

			“Oh, yes—nothing else. I suppose I could cook some beans if my life depended on it, but I have to rely on my wife for everything of substance. I am not much good at anything other than candy. The banquets were quite complete in their details, if I do say so myself. Everything on the table—the tablecloth, the plates, the food, the flowers—was made of candy. The plates were made of chocolate, like those you saw, but the food and flowers were usually made of spun sugar and marzipan. The pleasure people derived from the banquets was in how the candy was disguised. It all looked like real food, real flowers, real dishes. And it is one of humankind’s simplest and most eternal pleasures to be knowingly deceived by appearances. I, too, enjoyed the banquets; I created more and more fantastic feasts with more elaborate and detailed dishes.

			“Unfortunately, someone used my displays of innocent deception for a less innocent purpose. For Princess Justa’s sixth birthday, the banquet was more resplendent than any I’d served the royals before. All the members of the court were there; the emperor and his wife and daughter were at the head of the table. I had made marzipan orchids for decoration, because the empress’s favorite flower was the orchid. You have heard of the Mark of the Vine?”

			“A little. I don’t really understand it.”

			Mazapán shook his head. “To my mind, it is simply one more of the infinite differences that distinguish us from each other. My hair is brown; your hair is fair; Theo’s is black. Simply different. In the Baldlands, there are some who take great pride in having a particular shade of hair or skin. I find it rather ridiculous. But to continue—the empress had the Mark of the Vine. Her hair was not hair like yours or mine; it consisted of orchid roots.”

			Sophia wrinkled her nose. “Orchid roots?”

			“To you, no doubt it sounds strange. The entire court considered it the height of beauty. They were thin, white strands, the orchid roots, which she wove and bound into towering designs. Naturally, it gave her a love and affinity for the orchid flower. Her daughter Justa inherited this trait.”

			“She has roots on her head, too?”

			“No, Justa’s hair also bears the Mark, but it takes the form of a grass—long and green. I have not seen her since she was a child, but I am told it is very beautiful.”

			Sophia diplomatically said nothing to contradict him.

			“I had created marzipan orchids particularly for the empress, and there were vases all along the table. As the banquet began, the guests sampled the food, the flowers, the utensils, and even the plates. At one point—I was watching from the side of the room, naturally, to ensure everything went smoothly—the empress took up a marzipan orchid and ate it. I knew she would; there were banquets when she ate nothing but the flowers! She had another, and another. And then—suddenly—I knew something terrible had happened. The empress’s face was horrible to see. She clutched her throat and then her stomach. She crashed forward onto the table, her fabulous hair cascading onto the plates. Immediately, the entire room was on its feet. A doctor came at once, but it was too late; the empress was dead. She had been killed by a very rare poisonous orchid that someone had placed among the marzipan orchids.”

			Sophia gasped. “Did they accuse you?”

			Mazapán shook his head. “Fortunately, no. I was questioned, of course, but they soon realized I had nothing to gain from the empress’s death.”

			“How terrible,” she said sympathetically.

			“Indeed. Though they did not blame me, the emperor never wanted another such banquet, naturally enough. And I, for my part, though I knew I had not been to blame, could not help feeling some responsibility. Had I not created the marzipan orchids, no one would have been able to plant the poisonous orchids among them.”

			“But that’s ridiculous!” Sophia exclaimed. “They just took advantage of how real the banquet looked.”

			“Yes.” Mazapán shook his head. “But why invite such danger? I gave up the marzipan and the spun sugar and the meringue. I stayed with the chocolate dishes and utensils, because they, at least, cannot be used for ill. The worst that can come from biting into a plate or cup substituted for one of mine is a broken tooth!” He laughed.

			“I suppose you’re right.” After a moment, she added, “Princess Justa must have been heartbroken to lose her mother.”

			“No doubt she was,” Mazapán said, but his tone was uncertain. “As I said, I haven’t seen her since her sixth birthday, but she was a strange child. She was—how to say it?—cold. I could not tell whether she was truly emotionless or simply very shy, but she seemed so devoid of the usual charm of children that I confess I never warmed to her. If what I hear is true, she has become a quiet, withdrawn woman.” He paused, lost in thought for a moment. “We’ll be changing horses soon,” he resumed. “There’s a place up the road.”

			The land they were passing through was flat, the vegetation cut away from the road to prevent thieves from hiding and ambushing travelers. They passed a few peddlers with wooden cases on their backs and a pair of riders.

			Sophia had noticed that the wind chimes, so prevalent in the Veracruz market, also hung at regular intervals on posts at the side of the road. Their constant ringing had become familiar—almost comforting. “Are those to mark another path?” she asked now.

			“Ah—no,” Mazapán said, following her gaze. “Those are warning chimes. They warn travelers of a weirwind. Do you have those in the north?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Weirwinds can be long or short, wide or narrow, but they are all deadly. Powerful walls of pure wind that draw you in with a force of a cyclone.”

			“Like tornadoes.”

			“Yes, very similar; like a wall of tornadoes. For weeks now, they have forecast the approach of a weirwind from the south. The chimes will announce its arrival so that people on the road and in the cities can take cover underground. Ah—here we are.”

			They had a quick meal at the inn, which to Sophia’s relief was all but deserted. While Burr and Theo changed the horses, Sophia stood with Calixta and Mazapán by the cart, keeping an anxious watch on the empty road.

			A strange shape appeared on the horizon, moving toward them at a tremendous speed. She was about to call Calixta, but then she saw what it was and her jaw dropped in disbelief.

			It appeared to be a sailing tree—a slim wooden vessel twice as high as Mazapán’s cart, propelled by broad green sails. Enormous leaves grew from the base of the mast and were tied at its tip, cupping the wind. The spherical wheels, woven like baskets from a light wood, were painted gold. The ship seemed to float, gliding effortlessly on its tall wheels. A girl not much older than Sophia leaned lazily over the railing at the stern.

			Sophia watched, enthralled, until it was no more than a speck. “Mazapán, what was that?”

			“Ah! You’ve never seen an arboldevela.”

			She raised her eyebrows.

			“Boldevela for short. It’s a vessel with living sails and a wooden hull.”

			“Do you have one?” she asked eagerly.

			He laughed. “They’re rather expensive for ordinary people. But they’re not uncommon. You’ll see more of them in Nochtland on the roads and in the canals.”

			They changed horses twice more before stopping for the night at the halfway point between Veracruz and Nochtland. Sophia had been dozing off for the last several miles, resting her head against Mazapán’s arm. As the horses slowed, she opened her eyes and fumbled for her watch. It was one by the Baldlands clock and past two by the clock of New Occident.

			“The innkeeper here saves a room for me,” Mazapán told her. “If we’re lucky, there will be another one empty. We’ll be tucked away and sleeping in no time.”

			After stabling the horses, they made their way up the tiled walkway to the main building. The royal seal beside the door and an imposing portrait of the royal family in the foyer announced that the inn was a licensed lodging house. Mazapán lit a candle from the stack left conveniently on the foyer table and led them down the open corridor of the inn’s inner courtyard. Sophia and Calixta took one of the rooms that stood open and Burr, Mazapán, and Theo took another. As she stumbled sleepily out of her clothes, Sophia realized she hadn’t had a chance to speak with Theo all day. She shivered. The room felt cavernous, with its bare stucco walls and high, beamed ceilings, and the sheets were stiff from having hung to dry in the sun; but Sophia hardly noticed. She dropped into her narrow bed and fell instantly asleep.

			—June 27, 3-hour: At the Inn—

			SOPHIA AWOKE IN the dark, her heart pounding. The nightmare she’d been having still filled the edges of her mind like a fog. She could hear the weeping: the piercing cry of the Lachrima that in her dream grew louder and louder until it obliterated all other sound.

			The inn was quiet; the delicate ringing of chimes, swinging gently in the night breeze, was all she could hear. She reached for her watch, and her fingers trembled as she opened the familiar brass disc to read the time, but the room was too dark to see it.

			Sophia dressed and pulled on her pack. With a glance toward Calixta—a white shape under the sheets of the other bed—she opened the door and stepped out into the cool night air.

			Padding along the tiled corridor of the inn’s courtyard, Sophia felt the nightmare dissipating. Night jasmine wound up along the beams, filling the air with intoxicating sweetness. Her watch, by the light of the night sky, read just after three-hour. She walked toward the courtyard’s entrance, toward the stables. The chimes hanging from the beams of the open corridors tinkled softly as she passed under them.

			A rock garden with cacti and wooden benches divided the guest rooms from the stables. She stopped, surprised, at the sight of someone sitting alone in the moonlight. It was Theo. He had turned at the sound of her approach and slid over to make room on the bench. “Can’t sleep either?” he asked.

			Sophia shook her head. “I was having a nightmare. What about you?”

			“Yeah, can’t sleep.”

			She studied him. His scuffed boots were untied. He looked out intently into the darkness as if waiting for something to emerge from it. “Are you worried about the raider?”

			“Not so much.”

			Sophia hesitated. She wanted to know more, but she didn’t want to hear another set of lies. She took in his thoughtful expression and decided to risk it. “Why was he chasing you?”

			Theo shrugged, as if to say that the story was hardly worth telling. “His name is Jude. He usually stays pretty far north—near New Orleans. Remember I told you about the girl who kind of raised me, Sue? She was about ten years older than me, and she got to be really good at raiding—one of the best. She joined Jude’s gang a while back. I found out a couple years ago she’d been killed in a raid because Jude sent her in by herself and warned the people she was coming. He set a trap for her.”

			“That’s awful,” Sophia said.

			“He doesn’t like anyone being better than him. Smarter than him. Well, I knew it was just a matter of time before Jude wandered over to the New Occident side. In the Baldlands there’s no law to speak of and the raiders do whatever they like, but in New Occident . . . New Orleans has the biggest prison I’ve ever seen. I just made it my business to tell the law that Jude had blown up all the railroad lines they’d been building into the Baldlands.” He smiled with satisfaction. “Next I’d heard, they’d put him in prison for eighteen months.”

			“Was it true?”

			“Sure. Raiders don’t like the idea of having tracks into the Baldlands, because then there will just be more people and more towns and more law.”

			Sophia examined him critically for a moment. “So you didn’t do anything wrong,” she finally said.

			“I don’t care if what I did is wrong or not. I got back at him, didn’t I? He got Sue killed—he deserved it.”

			“And you’re not worried he’ll follow you?”

			Theo shrugged again. “Doubt he will.” He winked and snapped his fingers into a pistol. “Besides, Jude’s nothing compared to the guys hunting you.”

			Sophia’s heart sped up again. “I hope they don’t know where we are.”

			“Haven’t seen hide nor hair of them yet.”

			“I think I might have figured out why they want the map, though.”

			Theo looked at her with interest. “Why?”

			“Well, you know how I told you the Nihilismians think our world isn’t real?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Shadrack told me once that they believe in a legend about a map called the carta mayor: a map of great size and power that contains the whole world. The Nihilismians think it shows the true world—the world that was destroyed by the Great Disruption—not just our world. But no one knows where it is.”

			“And the glass you have might find it—the carta mayor.”

			“Yes. If it’s something that doesn’t look like a typical map”—she remembered the onions at the market—“the glass would make it visible. But I have no idea what the carta mayor is supposed to look like or where it is. Shadrack made it sound like it wasn’t actually real.”

			“But these guys think it is.”

			“Clearly.”

			“You know,” Theo said thoughtfully, “your uncle did go to a lot of trouble to keep them from finding it—the glass. Maybe he thinks the carta mayor is real.”

			“I thought about that. But the glass map could just be valuable on its own. I mean, it could be useful for all kinds of things. Not just what the Nihilismians want it for.”

			“That’s true, I guess.”

			Sophia was silent for a moment. “Hopefully Veressa will know.”

			Theo kicked off his boots and pulled his knees up to his chest, resting his socked feet on the bench. “Have you thought about how to find her?”

			“Once we get to Nochtland, I’ll ask where the academy is. The one they studied at. I’m sure they keep track of everyone who went there. I think that’s the first step.”

			“Yeah. And then she’ll know where Shadrack is for sure.”

			She wished she could be as certain as he was. “I hope so. I really don’t know.” She paused. “Maybe we should have followed the Sandmen off the train when we had the chance. They could have led us to Shadrack.”

			“No way; we did the right thing. Look, you’re doing what he said to do. Mazapán will know the academy. Calixta might even have heard about it—have you asked her?” Sophia shook her head. “Then you’ll find Veressa. And she’ll know what to do.”

			Sophia didn’t answer, but sat quietly, listening to the chimes. “I like the pirates,” she said eventually. “We were lucky to meet them.”

			Theo grinned. “Yeah. They’re solid. You can count on them.”

			“I was lucky to meet you, too.” She watched him as she said it.

			Theo’s smile flickered like a sputtering candle, but then his grin returned, easy and calm in the moonlight, and Sophia thought she must have imagined it. “They don’t call me Lucky Theo for nothing.”

			—8 Hour 30: On the Road to Nochtland—

			A STEADY RAIN had begun to fall, and Mazapán kept stopping to check that the flap over the cart was secure. “I’m sorry, Sophia,” he said more than once. “But if the dishes are wet, I’ll get an earful at home.”

			“It’s okay,” Sophia said, curling up as tightly as possible under the cart’s narrow awning. She longed for the spare clothes that were in her abandoned trunk, probably stowed in a train depot somewhere along the Gulf line.

			Calixta and Burr rode side by side under broad, colorful umbrellas, engrossed in conversation. Theo trailed behind the cart, seemingly unwilling even to ride with the others. When she did see him, he stared sullenly at his reins and refused to meet her eyes. He reminds me of me, Sophia thought, when I’m moping. She was baffled. When they’d parted, close to four-hour, Theo had seemed to be in good spirits.

			It was some time past sixteen-hour on Sophia’s watch when she saw something on the road ahead of them. At first she thought it was only a group of travelers, but as they approached she realized that it was many travelers—hundreds of travelers—all stalled on the road. They had reached the outer limits of Nochtland. She could just barely make out the high profile of the city walls through the heavy rain and the falling darkness.

			“They check everyone who comes in through the gates,” Mazapán explained with a sigh. “I’m afraid we’ll be here for hours. I’d forgotten the eclipse festivities are taking place in a few nights. Everyone from miles around has come to see them. They occur so rarely, and the astronomers say this will be the first total lunar eclipse since the Great Disruption.”

			Sophia was too tired to engage him in conversation. She could see the sails of a boldevela far ahead of them in the long line. Calixta and Burr slowed their pace to ride alongside the cart, and Theo rode up briefly. “I’m going to see how long the line is,” he called out. Before anyone could say anything, he had spurred his horse and taken off. Within seconds, he was swallowed up by the darkness.

			“Why is he checking the line?” she asked Mazapán uneasily.

			“Who knows? Long is long. We’ll be here at least until nine-hour. Twenty-hour, for you,” he added, with a smile. “What a relief that my day is eleven hours shorter. I won’t have as long to wait.”

			Sophia knew he was trying to distract her. “That’s not how it works,” she said with a faint smile, staring into the rain. Ahead of them were a large party of traders traveling on foot. They shuffled along slowly, hunched under their cloaks. As the line inched forward, Sophia saw Theo returning. He rode up to her side of the cart, and she realized that his expression had grown even more strained. He was pale, his eyes tense with anxiety. “What is it?” she asked immediately, thinking of the raider from the market. “Did you see someone in the line?”

			Theo leaned toward her. “I said I’d see you safely to Nochtland, didn’t I?”

			“Yes,” Sophia said, even more uneasy now.

			“Well, we’re here,” he said, his voice hard. “You kept your word, and I kept mine.” He leaned in farther, pulled her face toward his, and gave her a rough, awkward kiss on the cheek. “’Bye, Sophia.” He turned the horse away and galloped off in the opposite direction, back toward Veracruz.

			Sophia stood up. “Theo!” she shouted. “Where are you going?” For a moment it seemed to her that he turned to look over his shoulder, and then he was gone.

			“Let him go, Sophia,” Mazapán called up to her. He eased her back onto the seat. “I’m sorry, child, but you’re getting soaked. Take this cloak and try to keep warm.” He put his arm around her. “He rode away,” Mazapán shouted over the rain, by way of explanation, to Burr and Calixta, who were trying to ask what had happened. “No, he didn’t say why—he just rode away,” he repeated.

			“Just like that,” Sophia said emptily.
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			The Botanist

			1891, June 28: 5-Hour 04

			According to pages unearthed in an abandoned storeroom near the western coast, there existed at one point in time a continuous city stretching along the Pacific from the thirtieth to the fiftieth latitude. The date of the pages is unknown, and only very fragmented segments of the Pacific City, as the pages term it, remain.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Cultural Geography of the Baldlands


			THE CITY OF Nochtland stretched for miles along the floor of a wide valley. Protected by its high walls, it was more an island than a city, not only because it was crisscrossed by waterways, but also because its inhabitants rarely ventured outside. Traders shuttled back and forth to Veracruz, scholars traveled south to the universities in Xela, and adventurers journeyed north to the wild lands on the Pacific coast. But otherwise the people of Nochtland stayed within its walls, claiming that anything and everything they could ever want lay somewhere in its web of narrow streets and vast gardens. It was a wealthy city, where cacao, bank notes, and crown-issued silver passed hands easily. It was a cosmopolitan city, because people from many different Ages had heard of its beauty and gone to live there. And it was a generous city, to those with the Mark of the Vine.

			Nochtland itself seemed to bear the Mark of the Vine. The outer walls were covered with climbing milkweed, balloon vines, morning glories, and bougainvillea. From a distance, the flowering mass appeared almost a living thing: a sleeping creature sprawled out at the end of a long road.

			Princess Justa Canuto of the grass-green hair would have banned metal, that despised substance, if she could, but without it the city would cease to function. So, with special dispensation, for which the citizens laboriously applied, the carefully prescribed use of metal was permitted: nuts and bolts, harness fixtures, locks and keys, buckles, iron nails. The Nochtland attorneys grew rich shepherding such applications through the courts. Of course, the royal family had no such constraints, and some people complained bitterly that while they waited two years for a permit to own a steel-wire embroidery needle, the very gates of Nochtland, imperfectly hidden by vines, encased the city in pure wrought iron.

			The travelers waited all night in the rain, and when they finally reached the gates of Nochtland Sophia was fast asleep. She had stayed awake late, staring blindly into the pouring rain, hearing Theo’s last words and feeling the slight pressure of his lips against her cheek, until her whole mind and body went numb. Finally she fell asleep against Mazapán’s shoulder. She awoke briefly in the middle of the night to a dark sky and saw that the guards at the gate—tall shapes dressed in long, hooded capes—were inspecting Mazapán’s cart. Then she drifted again into an uneasy sleep, opening her eyes only when Mazapán gently shook her shoulder. “We’re here, Sophia,” he said. “Wake up. You will want to see the city at dawn—there is no better time.”

			Sophia sat up drowsily and looked around. As she surfaced from sleep, the sense of frozen numbness persisted. Calixta and Burr rode only a few feet ahead of the cart; the gates were just behind them. The thought of Theo slipped through her mind like a tiny, silvery fish through icy water: briefly there and then gone. Lifting her head, she looked around for her first view of Nochtland. She had anticipated her arrival with such excitement, but now she felt nothing.

			The rain had stopped, leaving only thin, jagged clouds that turned blue with the dawn. The cobblestone streets still shone darkly. Chimes tinkled all around, as if engaged in murmuring conversation. The cart horses plodded slowly down a long, straight road lined with trees that scattered drops of rain and filled the morning air with the scent of lemon blossoms. Behind the trees, high stone walls and even taller trees beyond them spilled out from the city’s enclosed gardens. Some of the trees were so broad and full that they seemed to crowd the houses, and Sophia noticed that one of the massive trunks was encircled by a set of stairs that led upward to a gabled house set high in the branches.

			She could hear water everywhere. A fountain in the wall to her right disgorged a gurgling stream from the mouth of a stone fish; spigots in the high garden walls spewed rainwater onto the cobblestones. The cart rolled over a bridge spanning a long canal; it stretched out on either side, bordered by low walls and long gardens. Sophia caught a glimpse of the innumerable red-tiled roofs of the houses along the canal as they crossed. Then the road narrowed; on either side, the stone walls were dotted with low doors and closed wooden shutters. The tree houses behind them were curtained and quiet. All Nochtland was still sleeping.

			Almost all: there was a child peering out from behind a set of curtains. As their eyes met, Sophia felt a sudden pang at the sight of that surprised, rather lost-looking face. She slipped her hands into her pockets to hold her watch and the spool of thread. They calmed her: time was ticking peacefully, and the Fates had been kind. Perhaps they had taken Theo away, but they had given her Calixta and Burr and Mazapán; surely they were weaving some pattern that ensured her safe travels.

			The cart turned the corner and suddenly they found themselves in a wide, tree-lined avenue. “This is the road to the palace gates,” Mazapán said.

			“Is your shop near here?”

			“Very near—but we are not going to my shop. I will leave you with Burton and Calixta at the palace. You can rest there.”

			It took Sophia a moment to understand his words. “At the palace?” she asked, confused.

			Mazapán smiled. “You are fortunate in your travel companions. Burton is good friends with the royal botanist, and you will enjoy the best accommodations Nochtland has to offer. Much better than my place,” he said, winking. “Look—on the other side of that fence are the royal gardens.”

			Across from the long stone wall along the south side of the avenue was a tall, wrought-iron fence. Behind the fence was a hedge of densely planted juniper trees, and beyond that a rank of taller trees stretched to the horizon.

			“It is difficult from here, but you might catch a glimpse of the palace through the trees,” Mazapán said. “It is mostly made of glass, and when the sun shines upon its surface it gleams like a thousand mirrors.”

			Calixta and Burr, a few lengths ahead, had paused in the cobblestone road at an enormous fountain, a wide, low pool around a jet of water as tall as a palm tree. “We are almost at the gates,” Mazapán said, slowing the cart to a stop.

			Calixta dismounted and walked up to them. “You poor thing,” she said to Sophia, “sleeping all night in those wet clothes.”

			Sophia heard the pity in her voice. “I’m fine,” she replied lamely.

			“I promise you,” Burr said, leading his horse toward her, “breakfast and warm blankets are only a short walk away.” He leaned into the cart. “Mazapán, my friend, we cannot thank you enough.”

			“It is nothing,” he replied, gripping Burr’s hand, as Sophia got out. “Come see me when you have finished your errand.” He gave her a wink. “Come by later for some chocolate!”

			“Thank you, Mazapán,” she replied, making an effort to smile. “I will.” She watched as the cart rounded the fountain, heading off down the long avenue toward the narrow streets of Nochtland.

			“Why don’t you ride the last part while I hold the reins?” Burr asked Sophia.

			“All right,” she agreed. He lifted her onto his horse and led it past the fountain to a row of guards who stood before a set of imposing gates. Wrought iron, they arched upward the height of five Nochtland spears laid end to end.

			Like those she had seen while half-asleep at the city gates, the guards wore long, hooded capes and masks made entirely of feathers, showing nothing but their impassive eyes. Tall plumes quivered over their heads. Their bare arms, tightly bound with leather bands and painted or tattooed with dense, swirling lines, held long spears with obsidian heads. Sophia remembered Theo’s costume at the circus, and she realized that Ehrlach had been attempting, in his limited way, to re-create the image of the Nochtland guards.

			Despite their terrifying appearance, Burr chatted with the guards as if they were pirates on the Swan. “Morning, lads. Here to see the royal botanist, as always.”

			“Does the botanist know you are arriving?” the closest guard asked.

			“He does not, on this occasion.”

			“We will send someone with you, then,” the guard said, and one of the rank stepped forward. “Who is the girl?”

			“Just a new recruit.”

			Calixta pushed her horse a step forward. “She takes after me,” she said, smiling broadly. “Impatient.”

			The guard shook his head, seemingly all too familiar with the Morrises. He opened the gate without another word and waved them on.

			They stepped onto a gravel drive that wound through the gardens and up to the palace, the walkways of colored pebbles describing a continuous pattern like a tapestry all along the drive. The path led them through a tunnel of tall juniper bushes, and when they emerged from the tunnel the palace gardens suddenly sprang into view.

			Sophia had never seen anything so beautiful. Immediately before her lay a long reflecting pool full of water lilies. On either side of the pool were two gardenia trees dotted with white blossoms, and beside those were lemon trees planted in half-moon beds. Graveled walkways branched off in every direction through the gardens, circling around stone fountains. At each corner of the reflecting pool and along the walkways stood statues of royal ancestors who bore the Mark of the Vine: still faces cut in pale marble, their leafy wings and branching arms white against the green of the gardens.

			Beyond the long reflecting pool stood the palace. It was long and rectangular and rose into multiple domes. As Mazapán had said, it was made almost entirely of glass, which glinted in the morning sun like mother-of-pearl. Two vast botanical conservatories of pale green glass flanked it. The guard led them to one side of the reflecting pool, and Sophia glanced down into its shallow green depths, seeing bright fish between the water lilies. The scent of gardenia and lemon blossoms filled the air as birds whirled out from among the branches.

			They were led not to the stone steps at front of the palace, where another line of hooded guards stood watch, but to the greenhouses on the right-hand side. The guard left them at a low door in the conservatory wall and departed with their horses. As they waited, Sophia stood quietly, listening to the fountains and the quick calls of the birds.

			The door of the conservatory was finally flung open and a small, thin man burst out. “Burton! Calixta!” he shouted. He threw his arms around Burr, squeezing him tightly, and attempted to do the same with Calixta without crushing her hat. The man wore strange spectacles with many lenses, which encircled each of his eyes like petals and winked in the sunlight. Turning his grotesquely magnified eyes toward Sophia, the man asked, “And who is this?”

			“Martin,” Burr said, “this is Sophia, from New Occident. Sophia, this is my good friend Martin, the royal botanist.”

			Then the wiry man removed his spectacles, and Sophia found herself confronted by a much more ordinary face: narrow, wrinkled deeply from laughter, and topped by a shock of unruly white hair. His long nose, like the gnomon of a sundial, pointed sharply outward and a little to his left. He observed Sophia with his wide brown eyes and put out his hand, bowing briefly as he clasped hers. “Delighted to meet you, Sophia,” he said. “And how wonderful to see you two,” he continued, turning back to Burr and Calixta. “What a surprise. But let’s not stand here. Come in. Come in!”

			The botanist led them quickly down the walkway. Sophia noticed that he had a slight limp, but it did not slow him down. Between following Martin and responding to his questions, Sophia barely took in the leaning cacao plants, the mounds of ferns, and the light, fragile faces of the orchids that lined the path. The warm air was bursting with the scent of vegetation. “Did you just come through the city gates?” Martin called over his shoulder.

			“We waited in the rain all night,” Burr admitted.

			“Poor children! The line must have been eternal, with the eclipse only three nights away. Have you slept at all, Sophia?”

			“A little,” she said breathlessly, trying to keep up.

			“Do you like eggs?” he demanded, whirling to face her.

			“Yes,” Sophia replied, nearly running into him.

			“Wonderful!” Martin said, continuing his race through the conservatory. “We’ll have eggs and hot chocolate and mushroom bread.” He muttered something that Sophia could not hear. “I’ll even let you sleep an hour or two,” he added, “before we get to work.”

			Sophia wondered what this work could possibly consist of, but she refrained from asking, and a moment later Martin opened a door at the far end of the conservatory. “The royal botanist’s apartments,” he said, ushering them in. “Please make yourselves at home.”
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			The Soil of the Ages

			1891, June 28: 6-Hour 34

			Based on continuing research with samples collected from across the Baldlands, there have been no less than 3,427 discrete Ages identified within the territory. The range covered by the samples, if the method is correct, is to date no less than five million years. But this range is scattered throughout the entire region, and some areas contain fairly limited diversity. For example, the Triple Eras, as Nochtland, Veracruz, and Xela are collectively known, represent primarily three Ages, with very small samples of others.

			—From Veressa Metl’s “Local Soils: Implications for Cartology”


			THE ROYAL BOTANIST fulfilled such an important role for the palace—and, indeed, for the entirety of the Baldlands—that the appointment came with a private residence at the rear of the palace, connected to the conservatories. Much like Shadrack, Martin had managed to fill his rooms with all the tools of his trade. A large kitchen, a laboratory, a study, a dining room with a table fit for twenty, and four bedrooms were fairly overflowing with strange scientific equipment, books on botany and zoology and geology, and, of course, hundreds of plants. Unlike Shadrack, however, Martin kept his rooms in order, and the chaos of vegetation and equipment was carefully contained on dozens of shelves and in heavy glass cabinets that crouched in the corners of every room.

			After serving them the promised eggs and mushroom bread—all the while talking without pause about the cultivation of the cacao that had gone into making their hot chocolate—Martin reluctantly allowed his visitors to rest. Burr clearly knew his way around, and he disappeared with a yawn.

			“The back bedroom?” Calixta asked, already leading Sophia away.

			“Yes,” he replied. “Sleep well!”

			A broad, sun-filled bathroom with tiled floors and walls—and more than a dozen potted orchids—adjoined the bedroom. Sophia, knowing how particular Calixta was about the state of her clothes and hair, greatly appreciated her kindness in offering to bathe second.

			Here, in the botanist’s apartments, Sophia felt almost as safe as she had in Boston. She lay in the porcelain tub and watched the sun glitter against the tiles, the water’s warmth stealing through her. She moved the soap absently over her skin and then lay still, letting her muscles relax. Finally, she stepped out of the tub and wrapped herself in a bathrobe, the cotton soft against her skin. As she tied the sash around her waist, she felt a long sigh building up in her chest; and then, suddenly, the icy numbness in her mind cracked and thawed. She hiccupped, choked, and found that she was crying.

			She doubled over, weeping. “There, there,” said Calixta, putting her arms around Sophia and rubbing her back. The cries seemed to twist their way out in painful jerks. Sophia hardly knew where these heaving sobs came from. But she knew that the horror of Shadrack’s disappearance had been made easier, somehow, by Theo’s presence, and now he was gone. And Shadrack—

			Sophia gave a sharp gasp. Shadrack might be dead, for all she knew. “That’s it, sweetheart,” Calixta whispered, as Sophia’s tears diminished, “get it all out.” After a long while, Calixta gave her a squeeze and then a reassuring smile. “Let’s get your hair untangled before you go to sleep.” Calixta dried her hair with a towel and then combed it out, humming quietly all the while. The gentle pull of the comb and the low wordless song made Sophia unbearably sleepy. She hardly remembered crawling into one of the high beds, which she had to reach by means of a little ladder. A cotton nightgown that was not hers but that fit her well was laid out on the bed. She drew it on over her head and fell asleep the moment she lay down.

			When she awoke, she did not know where she was. Then she remembered and sat up.

			Something had changed while she slept; Sophia felt better than she had in ages. The agonizing wait in the rain, Theo’s desertion, the long ride from Veracruz, the unending seasickness aboard the Swan, the unlucky train ride through New Occident: they were all over. She felt bruised and sore, as if her body and mind had been trampled, but at least the worst was over. An unexpected wave of relief rushed through her.

			Calixta had closed the wooden shutters, and sunlight leaked in through the cracks, filling the room with a pale, amber light. She was fast asleep in the other bed. Sophia climbed down the ladder as quietly as she could and rummaged in her purse for her pocket watch. It was past ten, by New Occident time—half the day already gone.

			She could not find her clothes, but someone had left a white dress embroidered with blue vines on the chair near her bed. Surprisingly, it fit; the pressed cotton smelled faintly of starch and lavender. A pair of blue slippers beside the chair were only a little large. She took her pack and slung it over her shoulder. Slipping her watch and the spool of thread into the pocket of the dress, she quietly closed the door behind her.

			For a moment she stood on the cool stones of the corridor, letting the newly found sense of recovery settle through her. She could almost feel her limbs gaining strength. Then she heard Burr’s unmistakable chuckle from a nearby room, and she made her way along the corridor until she found the open door of the laboratory. Martin was studying something through his spectacles and talking animatedly to Burr, who stood next to him, beaming.

			“It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen!” Martin exclaimed. “I cannot even begin to date it, though that in itself . . . Astonishing! And you say a sailor took it from an island where?”

			“Good rest?” Burr asked, seeing Sophia in the doorway.

			“Sophia!” Martin smiled, blinking hugely through his spectacles. “How did you sleep?”

			“Very well, thank you. Calixta is still in bed.”

			“Let her sleep,” Martin said. He pulled her to where he had been standing at the table. “Burr tells me you are of a scientific family. You simply must see this.”

			“You’ll have to explain a bit,” Burr put in. “I haven’t told Sophia anything about your work.”

			“I will, I will,” Martin said impatiently, pulling a short footstool toward the table. “Up you go.” Sophia was nonplused, but climbed the footstool nonetheless. “Look into the glass!” Martin exclaimed excitedly. “Oh!” he said, suddenly removing his spectacles. “You need these.” He fastened them onto her face. Everything around her was a blur of color. “Here,” Martin said, gently tipping her head down, over the desk.

			Sophia found herself looking at what appeared to be fist-sized rocks with jagged, golden stripes. She gazed at them in confusion and then took off the glasses. There on the table was a jar filled with loose, sandy soil. “I don’t understand,” she said.

			“This soil,” Martin said, “was found by a sailor on a remote island—where?” he asked Burr.

			“South of the Indies, close to the coast of Late Patagonia.”

			“And it appears to be from an Age we know nothing about. I cannot even begin to guess what Age it comes from, but I know it is an undiscovered Age just from looking at the soil!”

			“How can you tell?” Sophia asked doubtfully.

			“Because this soil is manmade!”

			“How is that possible?”

			“It isn’t!” The botanist laughed with delight. “That is what is so extraordinary. It is utterly impossible, and yet it has been done. This soil comes from an Age that we know nothing about—I am guessing in the extremely distant future. But who knows? It might be a past Age.” He raised his eyebrows and smiled.

			“I really don’t understand,” Sophia said again.

			“Come,” Martin said, pulling her peremptorily off the stool. “Follow me.” He limped rapidly toward the other end of the room.

			Sophia followed as quickly as she could, and Burr joined them at a round table near the window. Pinned to it was a paper map full of penciled notations and numbers. “The earth,” Martin said excitedly, “is probably about four and a half billion years old. That is—dated from our time. Though the Baldlands contain a vast collection of Ages, a great number of them lie in the thousand-year span to which the United Indies and New Occident also belong. You might say we are roughly in the same Age-hemisphere. But other parts of the world contain Ages that are thousands—or even millions—of Ages away from ours. My research—one small part of it,” he qualified—“is to date the various Ages by dating their soil.”

			Sophia examined the map more closely, but the numerical notations were still unintelligible. “So all these numbers are dates?”

			“It is easiest to think of them that way, yes,” Martin said. “I believe my method is the most straightforward empirical way of eventually identifying every Age in our new world. Burr here collects soil samples for me—or, rather, his colleagues do—and, as you can see, we have managed to identify many Ages all across our hemisphere.” Martin spoke with noticeable pride. He beamed at Burr, who gave a quick smile.

			“It is very impressive,” Sophia said politely. She understood the significance of Martin’s research, but the map was still a mystery to her.

			“But that is not all! Let’s show her the green room!” he said eagerly to Burr.

			“By all means.”

			“Let’s try that new soil, shall we? Come!” He limped off toward the other end of the room, where Sophia saw a narrow, glass-paned door that she had not noticed before. It led directly into a small greenhouse—a greenhouse within the larger conservatory that they had walked through that morning. “This,” Martin said grandly, indicating the mostly empty flower pots and trays, “is where the great experiments take place!”

			“What experiments?” Martin’s enthusiasm was contagious.

			“The soil experiments, of course.” He leaned in until his long nose was almost touching hers. “The botanical experiments!” he whispered. “What we do,” he continued, straightening up and turning to a tray of odd-looking plants, “is combine different seeds and cuttings with soil from different Ages. The results are sometimes extraordinary.” He pulled one of the nearby pots off the shelf and held it toward Sophia. “What do you think this is?” he asked.

			“It looks like a strawberry,” Sophia said doubtfully.

			“Exactly!” Martin said. “But taste it.” He picked one of the berries from the plant and handed it to her.

			She stared at it skeptically for a moment and then popped it in her mouth. “It’s not”—and then her mouth was flooded with an unexpected taste—“Wait, it tastes like mushrooms!”

			Martin was even more delighted now. “Yes, mushroom! Remarkable, isn’t it? These are what I used for the bread. I have no idea why, but strawberries taste like mushrooms when they’re planted in this soil from the northern Baldlands. It is most curious.” He put the strawberry plant aside. “Over here we have my newest experiments with mapping vegetation,” and he gestured toward a long table with what looked like an ordinary vegetable garden. “Anise, celery, and onion, mainly.”

			“Oh! I saw an onion map at the market in Veracruz,” Sophia said instantly. “How do they work?”

			“Those were very simple to develop, really,” Martin said modestly. “Plants are greatly shaped by their native soil. The soil is magnetized, like a compass, and then the vegetable or root leads back to the soil in which it was planted—like a divining rod, if you will. It works better with some plants than others.” He scratched his head. “For some reason, pineapples always lead to the ocean.”

			He took out an empty pot. “But what I am truly looking forward to is this manmade soil that Burr found for us. The sample?” he asked.

			Burr obligingly handed over a glass container, and Martin spooned a small amount of soil into a tiny pot. “Let’s see,” he muttered, opening a long drawer and rifling through dozens of small paper envelopes. “Petunias? Oranges? Basil? We could use a clipping. But I think I would like to try—yes. Let’s use this.” He held up a brown envelope. “Morning glory!” He dipped into it and plunged the few small seeds that stuck to his fingertip into the pot of soil. Then he carefully smoothed the soil over and watered it with a ceramic pitcher. “In a few days we will see what has emerged,” he said, dusting his hands off happily. “And if I am right, it will be something remarkable.”

			“What other experiments do you do?” Sophia asked, intrigued.

			Martin did not have a chance to reply, because Burr suddenly gave a shout of alarm, seized Sophia’s arm, and pulled her away from the pot.

			A small green tendril, lithe as a snake, was winding up out of the soil and into the air. As they watched, the green stem split in two, sprouted a delicate spade-shaped leaf, and reached farther upward. Suddenly the tiny pot exploded, and a dense web of silver roots burst out onto the counter, clinging to and spreading across it. The green shoot, dotted with leaves, had now nearly reached the low ceiling of the greenhouse. Thin shoots sprung off it like wires, spiraling into the air. Then a tight white bud appeared near one of the leaves. Another bud and then another materialized. Almost simultaneously, the white buds turned green and then faintly blue and then deep purple as they grew and elongated. And finally, in a sudden burst, the morning glory flowered like dozens of tiny parasols opening at once. But that was not the most surprising thing. What astonished the speechless observers most was the sound that came from the flowers. A dozen high, flutelike voices called out in some unknown tongue that was not quite speech and not quite song: a high, undulating call that Sophia was sure contained words of some kind, though she could not understand them. Martin was the first to step forward toward the plant.

			“Take care, Martin!” Burr exclaimed.

			“There is nothing to fear,” Martin said, awestruck, reaching out toward the plant. “It is resting at the moment. How remarkable,” he said, more to himself than to the others. “Its roots are made of silver. I wonder—yes. The stem is vegetable matter. Truly fantastic.” He turned to Burr and Sophia with an expression of wonder. “This morning glory is like nothing I have ever seen. It is only half plant.”

			“What is the rest of it?” Burr asked tensely.

			“I believe it is manmade.” Martin shook his head. “Not entirely manmade, but something in between, a hybrid. It has grown like a plant, but its substance is partly metallic. I have read about such plants in an obscure history from my daughter’s collection. But I believed it to be hypothetical, or fictional, or fantastical. I never imagined such plants could truly exist.”

			“Why is it making that sound?” Sophia asked.

			Martin smiled. “I have no idea. But I will find out.” He took a last look at the morning glory. “We have much to do! I will visit the library, and we will examine these flowers under a strong lens, and then perhaps we will attempt another sample.” He wiped his eyes, which were damp with emotion. “What a discovery!” Then he hurried back to his laboratory, followed by Sophia and Burr, who closed the greenhouse door firmly with a grim expression.

			“Perhaps we ought to consider the matter, Martin,” he said, following the older man as he whirled around gathering supplies. “Must I remind you that the experiments on occasion have . . . unexpected consequences.”

			“Nonsense,” Martin said absently.

			“Nonsense?” Burr exclaimed. “What about the strangling creeper? What about the lying labyrinth of boxwood, which would have been the death of five royal attendants had you not killed it with poison? What about the blood-apple tree, which I hear is now the source of innumerable horror stories designed to keep children from wandering unattended in the park? Or the fanged potatoes? Or the walking elm? Martin!”

			Martin looked up, startled. “What?”

			“There is something strange about that flower. Its voice unsettles me. We have no way of knowing its true nature. We must be a little cautious. Please.”

			The botanist looked at the tall nine-hour clock near the courtyard door. “Almost lunchtime,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll ask her to look it up in the library. Morning glory. No, that wouldn’t be it. Soils? Manufactured soils?” He shook his head. “There won’t be a thing.”

			“Martin,” Burr repeated gravely.

			The old man beamed at him. “Since when are you so serious, Burton? This is very unlike you. We must seize the opportunity! A discovery like this occurs once in an age!”

			“It is you who makes me serious. Normally I throw caution and care to the wind, but I have learned that you need minding. I must be the voice of reason to you. Consider the greater circumstances. Consider . . .” He paused. “Remember the whispering oleander,” he said gently. “It too could speak.”

			Martin hesitated.

			“The whispering oleander?” Sophia echoed quietly.

			“That was a different thing altogether,” Martin finally said. “It is an absurd comparison!”

			Burr took a deep breath, clearly frustrated. “Martin, I am only asking you to proceed carefully. Silver roots—in this palace? You will be accused of treason.”

			Martin rolled his eyes with exaggerated impatience. “I tell you, Burton,” he exclaimed, “there is no danger.”

			“What dangers are you ignoring now?” someone asked.

			Sophia turned, expecting Calixta, and saw instead a slight woman with hair piled intricately atop her head. She wore a long, close-fitting garment that swept the floor; it was covered with tiny silk flowers of a deep midnight blue. A high pearl choker encircled her neck. The dress left her arms bare, and at first Sophia thought there was a long line of sequins running from the woman’s wrists to her shoulders. Then, as she joined the group, Sophia realized that they were thorns: each no larger than a fingernail, they were pale green, slightly curved, and seemingly quite sharp. The woman smiled kindly at Sophia. She seemed young, but her expression was serious and thoughtful, as if borrowed from a much older face. Sophia suddenly understood what people meant when they called Sophia herself “wise beyond her years”—it was here, in the woman’s face. She smiled back. The woman turned to Martin, and Sophia noticed that her jet-black hair was dotted with tiny blue flowers.

			“My dear, you’ve arrived just at the right moment! I need your help immediately!” he exclaimed, hurrying toward her.

			“A great pleasure to see you once again,” Burton said, kissing the newcomer’s hand.

			“Likewise, Burr,” she said, smiling. “How is Calixta?”

			“Dearest, we have no time for this,” Martin exclaimed, seizing her hand. “You must come see the soil Burr brought me. It’s most extraordinary. You simply won’t believe—”

			“Father,” she said gently. “Won’t you introduce me to your other guest?”

			Martin caught himself. “Of course, of course—I’m so sorry, my dear. This is Sophia, a friend of Burr and Calixta’s. Sophia,” he said, turning to her with a little bow, “this is the royal librarian and court cartologer.

			“My daughter, Veressa.”
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			The Four Maps

				
				1891, June 28: 11-hour 22

			Lock the doors, stop your ears.

			The Lachrima will sense your fear.

			And if it’s drawn in by your fright

			You’ll surely see it in the night.

			—Nochtland nursery rhyme, first verse

			

			ONLY WHEN VERESSA murmured, “A pleasure to meet you,” did Sophia finally find her tongue.

			“You are Veressa?” she exclaimed, the words spilling from her mouth too loudly. “The cartologer?”

			“Yes,” Veressa replied, both surprised and amused. Sophia felt dizzy. She put her hand out toward the table, and Veressa seized it. “Are you all right?”

			“You—my uncle,” Sophia said, attempting to collect herself. “My uncle sent me to you. I came from Boston all the way to find you. My uncle, Shadrack Elli. Do you know where he is?”

			It was Veressa’s turn to stare, her eyes wide. “You astonish me,” she said, her voice no more than a whisper. “I have not heard that name in many years.”

			Sophia bit her lip as disappointment rushed through her. She had been hoping that somehow, once she found her, Veressa would know what had happened to Shadrack and have a plan for his rescue. Her hand closed around the spool of thread in her pocket. Why would you lead me so easily to Veressa, she asked the Fates, if she cannot lead me to Shadrack?

			“Come,” Veressa said gently. “Let’s sit and talk this over.” She put her hand on Sophia’s shoulder and guided her gently toward the kitchen.

			Martin and Burr followed them and stood uncertainly by while she and Sophia sat at the long table. “Now,” she said, “tell me everything, beginning with how things were before Shadrack sent you to me.”

			Sophia explained as best she could, though it was difficult without being certain how much Veressa already knew about glass maps and railroad lines and any number of other things. Veressa stopped her to ask questions: once about Mrs. Clay’s story about the Lachrima, and a second time about Montaigne. Otherwise, she listened attentively, pressing Sophia’s hand encouragingly when the story grew confusing or difficult to tell. When Sophia was through, she sat thoughtfully for several moments. “May I see Shadrack’s two messages and the map?” she finally asked.

			Veressa read the notes briefly and then held the glass map to the light for a moment. She placed it on the table with a heavy sigh. “I had not thought it would happen this way,” she said, “though it was bound to happen.” She glanced up at her father. “I’m sorry, Papá, there are some things I have not told you that you will hear for the first time.” She looked down at the table. “I had good reason for not telling you.”

			Martin sat down abruptly, apparently more astonished by this than by anything else that had happened all day.

			Veressa touched the glass map for a moment and shuddered, as if she saw something on its surface. “I know this map,” she said quietly. “Shadrack and I came across it together, many years ago. Part of me wishes we had never found it.” She shook her head. “Let me tell you how it happened.”

			—11-Hour 31: Veressa Tells of Talisman—

			“IT WAS WHEN we were students, as Mrs. Clay told you, that we knew one another. She is right that we were close.” Veressa paused. “Very close. But something,” she continued quickly, “came between us. What Mrs. Clay did not know was the extent of our work in cartology. She could not know the dedication—the passion—with which we pursued it. Mapmaking with all materials—glass, clay, metal, cloth, and others besides—was naturally part of our studies. However, we learned in one of our courses that there were other materials for mapmaking that were forbidden in our school. Our teachers would not say what they were. But by and by we heard of a former teacher who had been dismissed because he persisted in experimenting with them. He was called Talisman, Talis for short—I do not know if that was his full name.

			“If they had told us of Talisman’s terrible experiments, we would have been disgusted and lost all interest. But our teachers’ silence only made us more curious. I can’t remember which one of us came up with the idea of finding Talisman, but once the idea had taken hold neither Shadrack nor I could shake it. Piece by piece, we put together the story, and we discovered that he lived alone not far outside of Nochtland.

			“We were wise enough to write to him beforehand. We told him we were students of cartology, and that we desired to learn something of his methods. To our surprise, he responded almost immediately. He said we would be most welcome, and that he would be happy to share his learning with us. In person, we found him just as kind and welcoming, if older and more tired, than we had expected—his face was that of someone who had lived through a time of great grief. His vast home was dilapidated, but he did his best to make us feel comfortable. He showed us the rooms where we would stay and the study where we would work. I remember that he spoke with us for only a few minutes before leaving to prepare dinner—he had no servants and seemed to live alone. Those were the only minutes we passed in relative peace.

			“Shadrack and I made our way to the dining room, as Talisman had instructed us, and we waited for nearly an hour. There was no sign of him. After the hour had passed, we began to hear a strange sound from somewhere far away within the house. It was the sound of weeping.

			“I was uneasy, but Shadrack reassured me, saying that we knew not what private grief Talisman suffered. We had only to wait, he insisted. Another hour passed, and then another. There was no sign of Talis. The sound of weeping grew louder, and finally became so inescapable that I felt desperate to leave. But then it would subside, and I would steel myself to wait a while longer. Then, suddenly, when it was almost nine-hour, Talisman appeared in the door of the dining room. I say it was Talisman, but he was almost unrecognizable. He waved his arms furiously and shouted at us in a language we did not understand. Shadrack and I clung to one another, terrified. But we soon saw that he meant us no harm. In fact, it was almost as though he could not see us—he appeared to look right through us. He shouted at something that stood before him, railing at the empty air. Then, just as abruptly as he had arrived, he turned on his heel and left.

			“Shadrack and I fled to my room. We pushed a chair against the door and sat up the entire night. We heard the sound of weeping rising and falling through the early hours, but we did not see Talisman again.

			“We had already made our plans to escape as soon as it was light, but at dawn we heard a faint knocking on the door. Shadrack cautiously removed the chair. To our astonishment, Talisman stood in the hall—contrite and disheveled—begging our forgiveness. He seemed to have no memory of what had occurred, but he suspected that all was not right. It was painful to see how he attempted to apologize while being entirely unaware of what he had done. ‘Did you find supper to your liking?’ he asked anxiously. We answered that we had not had the chance to eat. ‘I am terribly sorry,’ he said, tears filling his eyes. ‘I can’t—I don’t know how to apologize. Please, let me make it up to you with breakfast.’ It would have been cruel to deny him. We followed him to the dining room, entirely perplexed by the change in circumstances, and proceeded to have an ordinary breakfast.

			“After breakfast, Talisman seemed to regain some of his energy, and without being asked he turned to the topic of cartology. ‘I am honored that you have shown an interest in my methods,’ he said. ‘And I am only too happy to share them with you. As it stands, there are no others who practice them, and I fear that when I go’—a shadow passed over his face as he said this—‘there will be none to carry on.’ We assured him that while we knew nothing of his methods, we were enthusiastic students and open to every manner of experiment. ‘Wonderful,’ he said, his face brightening. ‘Has it not struck you as remarkable that the principal method for reading memory maps is human touch? How is it that the fingertips have this ability to transmit memories to the brain? In fact,’ he went on, his enthusiasm growing, ‘it is not only the fingertips but the entire human body which responds to the stored memories on a map. Try it—your elbow, your wrist, your nose—they are all the same. It is as if human skin were a great sponge, simply waiting to absorb memories! In fact, this is exactly the case—we are sponges and we do absorb memories.’

			“I heard then for the first time the theory that has since been confirmed by other scholars. At the time, I was not certain whether or not to believe Talisman. Now I do without question. He applied his knowledge to shocking ends, but there is no doubt that his observations were true. ‘The Great Disruption,’ Talis went on, ‘disrupted the world in ways we are only beginning to understand. But one thing we know—there are borders, fault lines, edges to the Ages that resulted from the Great Disruption. I have always sought to understand these borders. What did they look like? What happened along them when the Disruption took place? Perhaps we will never know entirely what it was like, but we can try. I imagine a great, blinding light that sears the earth along a jagged line.’ He laughed. ‘But perhaps I am being fanciful. What we know beyond a shadow of a doubt is what happened to those people who were on the fault line when the Disruption occurred.’

			“Shadrack and I looked at him in surprise. This was unexpected. ‘Have you never contemplated it?’ he asked, equally surprised. ‘I have been obsessed with the question. And now I know. Those unlucky people fell into a great chasm of time. Every event that ever took place on the spot where they were standing passed through them, like blinding light passing through a prism. Can you imagine what such a thing would do to you? Can you begin to conceive the damage to the human frame, the human mind, of being plunged into infinite time?’ He shook his head, awed by his own question.

			“‘Contrary to what you may think,’ he continued, ‘they did not die. Oh, no—much the opposite. They passed beyond time, extending their lives to unnatural length by decades, perhaps even centuries. Nevertheless, they were lost—hopelessly lost. A million memories that did not belong to them remained echoing in their brains. Consider: black is the absence of color, while white is the sum of all colors. What is the result when all of those strange memories are forced into your mind? Utter blankness, utter whiteness. Their minds were blank. And so were their faces. Just as a contented old woman wears the grooved wrinkles of every laugh, and a bitter old man wears the furrows of every frown, and an old warrior bears the scar of every battle, so their faces showed the traces of every memory of their engulfed minds. They wore the face of nothingness.’”

			Sophia, absorbed as she was in Veressa’s story, let out a gasp. “Of course! That is why none exist in Boston.”

			Veressa nodded. “At that moment I understood, and I could see that Shadrack did as well. ‘The Lachrima,’ he said.

			“‘Yes!’ Talis exclaimed. ‘What we call the Lachrima, who weep for the surfeit of memories, among which their own are utterly lost: the Lachrima who weep even as their long lives fade, so that before expiring they are nothing more than a sound, a lament. They are truly the lost souls of this earth.’

			“I then realized the meaning of what I had heard the day before. ‘Can it be,’ I asked him, ‘that we have heard a Lachrima here—in your home?’

			“He rose from his chair. ‘Follow me!’ he said, hurrying from the room. ‘You have heard a Lachrima who has lived with me for nearly three years!’ We were stunned. ‘Yes!’ he said breathlessly. ‘Three years!’ He stopped suddenly and laid a clammy hand on my arm. ‘And I have attempted to save it.’ He rushed onward, through the twisting hallways, and we followed him, riveted and horrified. Finally, at the end of a long corridor, we reached a door that was heavily chained. Catching his breath, Talis took a key from his pocket and unlocked the massive lock that held the chain in place. ‘Quiet,’ he whispered, ‘it sleeps.’

			“He slowly opened the door. The room was small, with high ceilings; bright light poured into the room from a barred window. Underneath the window was a narrow bed, and at first I could not identify what I saw upon it. It was a shape—a female figure only partly hidden by white sheets. There was something draped across it that I suddenly realized was the Lachrima’s arm. It was entirely covered with strangely colored designs that I took for some peculiar pattern on its clothing. Then the Lachrima turned toward us, and I saw the long, pale hair that trailed across the bed and onto the floor. And the face—oh, the face. It was horribly wounded and scarred, as if it had been repeatedly cut in long lines. ‘You see!’ Talisman whispered, gesturing with trembling pride. ‘My great cartologic invention. I have drawn the map upon its skin.’

			“I understood then that the web of unintelligible markings that I had taken for clothing were lines of ink drawn upon the body of the Lachrima. Shadrack frowned. ‘But what have you done to its face?’ he asked.

			“‘With careful incisions,’ Talisman exclaimed, ‘I have twice almost found its hidden features!’

			“I shuddered, taking Shadrack’s arm, and a cry must have escaped my lips, for the Lachrima suddenly stirred and lifted its head. It faced us in silence, its horribly scarred countenance a mockery of a human face; and then suddenly it let out a terrible, heartrending cry. Covering its face with hands that were, like its arms, laden with inscrutable markings—it shrieked over and over, as if in agony. The shriek resolved itself into words: ‘HELP ME! HELP ME!’

			“I bolted from the room, dragging Shadrack behind me, and Talis followed us hurriedly, locking the heavy door. But it did not muffle the cries of the Lachrima, and I felt that if they continued, I would lose my mind. Then I saw from Talisman’s face that he was even more affected than I. He dropped to his knees, suddenly, and looked up at us. ‘Apff?’ he said, in the high, gurgling voice of an infant.

			“‘What is wrong with him?’ I cried.

			“‘I don’t know,’ Shadrack replied. ‘He seems to think he is a child.’ The shrieking of the Lachrima continued, and I knew that I could bear it no longer. I turned and ran down the corridor, fleeing from the sound and from the frightening sight of Talisman on his hands and knees. Shadrack ran after me, and though we lost our way in the hallways more than once, we finally found our way back to the dining room and from there to the bedrooms to gather our belongings. We seized them and ran toward the stables, where we had left our hired horses. I was trembling from hand to foot, and I could barely manage the saddle. And yet, as we were readying the horses, the sound of the Lachrima faded and finally stopped. Still, I wanted nothing more than to leave as quickly as possible.

			“Suddenly Talisman threw open the stable door and came unsteadily toward us. I felt an irrational fear surge through me. ‘Please,’ he said faintly. ‘Wait—I beg you.’ I would not have waited, but Shadrack hesitated, moved by pity. The old man looked beaten down and exhausted, and I understood then the constant expression of grief that he wore, even when he was not under the Lachrima’s spell. He carried a wrapped bundle carefully in his arms, and as he walked toward us he shifted it to one hand and held his other out toward us appealingly. ‘I beg you,’ he said again, hoarsely. ‘Wait.’

			“‘We are leaving, Talisman,’ Shadrack said firmly.

			“‘I know, I know,’ he said, crestfallen. ‘I know it frightens you. It frightens me as well, but I must explain to you. Someone must know. The Lachrima’s cries confuse my sense of time. I lose my way—I know not who I am nor where I am, nor when I am.’

			“‘Let the Lachrima go free,’ Shadrack implored. ‘Come away with us. We will find you a doctor in Nochtland. Your mind might still be restored with care and rest.’

			“Talis shook his head. ‘I cannot. It is my life’s work. I aim to restore that creature’s mind, even if it costs me my own.’

			“‘But can you not see the further damage you are doing? You are restoring nothing!’

			“‘I am drawing a map of its life upon its skin. Then it will remember its one, true life.’

			“‘I ask you once more to show it mercy and leave with us,’ Shadrack said, taking the old man’s arm.

			“Talis pulled away and handed Shadrack the bundle. ‘If you must go, take these with you. They are too valuable to be left here, where they might soon be lost with me.’ He smiled feebly. ‘Do not fear—they are maps like those you know. They hold the key to a great mystery, and it will not do for them to be buried with an old man.’

			“Shadrack accepted them, at a loss for words, and Talis stepped back. He raised his arm as if bidding us farewell and slowly left the stables. Shadrack seemed to hesitate, debating what to do. Then he put the package in his saddlebag and mounted his horse. ‘Let us leave this place,’ he said to me.

			“We returned to Nochtland without stopping, and we could not bring ourselves to speak of what had happened. Back at the academy, we sat listlessly at our desks, thinking only of what we had seen—of that tormented creature and how little we had done to save her. Shadrack came to my room the following day with the bundle that Talisman had given him. ‘I think we should look at these together,’ he said.

			“Inside the carefully wrapped bundle we found four maps—glass, clay, metal, and cloth. Four maps that fit together and told a tragic story. Despite the horror we had felt during our visit, we recognized that the maps were, indeed, keys to a great mystery. After studying the maps we came to the same conclusion: they held a memory of how the Great Disruption had come to pass.”

			Everyone at the table gasped, and Veressa looked down at the glass map. “What we could not agree on,” she continued in a subdued voice, “was what to do with the maps. The glass map, in particular, since apart from being a memory map, it was clearly also a tracing map—a lens used to identify and draw other maps. Shadrack believed we should use them for exploration, to discover where the Disruption had taken place. It was his theory that if we followed the maps we would find the carta mayor—the fabled water map that shows the living world. The idea had occurred to both of us; indeed, among cartologers, it would have occurred to anyone. But I,” Veressa paused, shaking her head, “I feared the maps would lead to ill. The carta mayor is a dangerous legend, and it has led many explorers to disappointment or death. Some say it is an ordinary water map. Some say it has much greater power: that the carta mayor does not only show all possible worlds—past, present, and future—but that it also offers the power to change them. A change in the map produces a change in the world. Who knows if such a thing is true, but it hardly matters; the rumor of such power is enough. People believe what they will. I worried about what would happen if the maps fell into the wrong hands.”

			Martin reached across the table and took his daughter’s hand. “Shadrack and I could not resolve our difference of opinion,” she said sadly. “And our arguments grew increasingly bitter. I think, beneath it all, we were suffering from guilt. The Lachrima had asked us for help and we had fled. Finally, by way of compromise and out of respect for my wishes, Shadrack agreed to separate the maps as a way of minimizing their potential power. The glass map was a formidable instrument, but alone it could not tell the whole story of the Disruption. I know that he has used it with the utmost wisdom, relying on its excellent quality to draw exquisite maps of his own. He has only used the tracing glass to add knowledge to the world of cartology, and he has tried to keep its existence hidden. Nevertheless, its reputation has traveled. Even here, I heard rumors of what came to be known as the ‘Polyglot Tracing Glass.’ It was inevitable that as its reputation grew, so would covetous explorers and cartologers seek to find it. The other three maps were mere stage scenery without the glass layer. I kept them.

			“Shadrack and I parted on bad terms. He wrote to me only once, to tell me that he had returned to Talisman’s home, but the man’s mind was past repair. Shadrack freed the Lachrima, who fled at once, and brought Talisman to Nochtland, where he settled him in a convent hospital. From time to time I visit. He is like a child now—lost in some private world which the rest of us cannot see. But Shadrack I never heard from again—until now.” She smiled wanly at Sophia. “And so, with you, the glass map returns to Nochtland.”

			“But where are the other three, my child?” Martin demanded. “I have never seen such maps here.”

			Veressa sighed. “They are in the library safe. The four maps are together in the same place once more.”
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			Into the Sand

			1891, June 26: Shadrack Missing (Day 6)

			Arboldevela: A term to describe the arbol de vela, or sailing tree, a vehicle powered by wind and used to navigate both on land and on water. Early models were developed for the court of Leopoldo. Stored wind-power generated by the sails is used to propel the vehicle with woven wheels that convert to paddle wheels when used in water. Common in the Triple Eras and the northern periphery.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			SHADRACK KNEW THAT they would soon be abandoning the train, because all morning the Sandmen had been packing Blanca’s belongings. He tried to keep his mind on the task at hand. He had rapidly transferred his memories into the rectangular sheet of copper, and now the painstaking work of ordering and manifesting those memories into a map had begun. Shadrack leaned over the copper sheet with a magnifying glass, studying the pattern of oxidation he had created. His tools—a microscope, an array of small hammers and chisels, a case full of vials with colored liquids, and a brazier with cold, ashy coals—lay around him on the table. Weeping stood by, watching Shadrack’s progress with studied patience. The two had hardly exchanged another word, but Weeping had somehow communicated their lie to Blanca, and she had not returned.

			Shadrack estimated that the train had almost reached the border of the Baldlands. He had no notion where Blanca would go once the rails ended. His time was running short; he would have to make his attempt to flee soon.

			As he scraped gently at the metal sheet, the door suddenly opened. Blanca entered, followed by four Sandmen. “We are leaving the Bullet,” she announced. “Your niece has boarded a ship called the Swan in New Orleans, and the ship’s destination is Veracruz.” It sounded as if she was smiling. “So we are heading south. When we reach the border, we will board a boldevela and travel to Veracruz.”

			Shadrack deliberately did not acknowledge her. “I give you this information as a courtesy,” Blanca added, “and so that you are assured of being soon reunited with your niece. Your map of the carta mayor’s location should be ready just in time.” Her attention turned to the copper map. “Have you completed it?”

			“Not quite,” Shadrack said quickly.

			“Let me see it,” she said.

			“I would like to finish it before you read it.”

			Blanca reached across the table and picked up the map. “A match, Weeping.”

			Weeping hesitated only a moment before drawing a matchbox from his jacket pocket. He lit a match and held it before him. Blanca held the map to the flame, then set it down on the table; its entire surface swarmed with inscrutable drawings. She quickly pulled off one of her gloves and placed her fingertips on the copper surface. Shadrack was tense with anticipation.

			For several seconds she stood motionless; then she pulled her hand away from the map as if burned. “This cannot be its location, because this place no longer exists. How do you know this place?” she whispered. “Tell me how you know it!” The fear and anger coursed through her words and into the room, palpable and overwhelming. Weeping winced and stumbled backward.

			Shadrack felt the rush of blood in his ears as he rose abruptly from his chair. “I would ask you the same,” he shot back, trying to stay calm. The sound of her voice alone was enough to make the steadiest heart skip a beat.

			“How do you know this place?” She nearly choked on her scream.

			Clearly, even Weeping had never seen Blanca in such a state. The other men stared at her in terror, paralyzed. “I have been there,” Shadrack said evenly. “And so have you.”

			“You lied to me,” Blanca wailed, charging around the table. “You deceived me.”

			“I said I would draw you a map.”

			She strode toward him, her fury spilling forth like flames from a burning house, and for a moment Shadrack believed she was going to throw herself upon him. She stopped, her veiled face inches from his; he expected any moment to feel the force of her exploding anger. Then suddenly she shrank visibly, as if the fire had been doused, and Shadrack heard nothing but ragged breaths. The veil shook before his face. “I see how you are, now,” she said, her voice trembling. “You are cruel. Impossibly cruel to remind me of that place. How could you?”

			“I did not intend to be cruel,” Shadrack said. His voice was earnest but firm. “I intended to show you that I understand.” He stared into the veil. “If you would but let them see the map,” he added softly, “they would understand as well.”

			Blanca turned suddenly, electrified. “Who else knew of this?”

			The Sandmen shook their heads. Weeping looked at her with fire in his eyes and said nothing.

			“What did he tell you he would draw?” Blanca demanded.

			“He said he would explain my name. The origin of the weeping. I wish to understand the truth,” Weeping added firmly—perhaps recklessly.

			She stared at him in silence. When she spoke again, her voice had changed. “You wish to understand the truth, of course,” she said quietly, almost sweetly. “How foolish I was to leave you untrained so long, Weeping. You will understand the truth, certainly.” She turned to Shadrack. “And you will understand the cost of deceiving me. You may save yourself by being indispensable, but you cannot save anyone else.” She stepped quickly around the desk and motioned to the petrified men who stood pressed against the wall. “Bring them,” she said brusquely, motioning at Weeping and Shadrack.

			Weeping and Shadrack were each half carried, half dragged into the adjoining car. The wheelbarrow that Shadrack had heard so many times stood against the corner wall. In the middle of the car was an hourglass the size of a grown man. It rested on its side, suspended within a circular metal track. Each chamber of the hourglass was made of petal-shaped sheets of glass, soldered along the edges. One chamber was closed and filled with sand. The other chamber was empty and open, one of the petals opening outward like a delicate door. Shadrack realized immediately what was about to happen. “No,” he cried, trying to shake himself free. “You will gain nothing by doing this.”

			“You have lost your chance to negotiate with me,” Blanca said coldly. Then she addressed the Sandmen: “The bonnet and jacket.”

			“His memories are useless to you!”

			Weeping had stopped struggling. He stood stoically, his gaze turned inward, as if contemplating a distant memory. His fingers rested lightly on the amulet around his neck. Two Sandmen forced him into a straitjacket that wound his arms around his body, lacing it tightly closed behind him. A helmet of canvas and wood was placed over his head, covering his eyes. Then they thrust the wooden block in his mouth and pulled the wires up and through the helmet.

			“If you do this,” Shadrack said, his voice hard, “I will not lift a finger to help you.”

			“I believe you will feel differently when it is your niece who wears the bonnet,” said Blanca. Shadrack froze. “I am merely giving you a demonstration here. Remember, Shadrack. It is not I who made this happen—it is you. You leave me no choice.”

			The Sandmen pushed Weeping into the empty chamber. He lay awkwardly, face-up, his knees pulled in toward his chest. Shadrack could see the metal wires of the bonnet straining against his skin. The Sandmen fastened the glass door. Then they rotated the hourglass upright so that Weeping lay, crushed and helpless, in the bottom chamber. The sand began to pour down upon him. Weeping struggled to breathe. His composure left him. He began kicking uselessly at the glass, battering his head against it. But he succeeded only in cutting his cheeks, and blood mixed with the sand.

			“That’s enough, pull him out!” Shadrack shouted. “You’ve made your point.” He struggled to free himself, but the other Sandman pinned his arms behind his back. He watched as Weeping writhed ever more helplessly and the sand funneled on steadily, inexorably.

			“You may turn it back now,” Blanca finally said.

			The two Sandmen rotated the hourglass once again, so that Weeping was carried high up over their heads and the sand that had engulfed him began to pour back into the other chamber. They all waited silently. Weeping no longer struggled. He lay inert.

			“Take him out,” Blanca said, when the chamber had emptied. She watched, arms crossed, as the Sandmen rotated the hourglass to its side, opened the chamber, and caught the buckles of the straitjacket with their grappling hooks to lift Weeping. He was limp as they lowered him on the floor, loosened the straitjacket’s laces, and removed the bonnet and the wooden block. He lay with his eyes closed. Two long, bloody lines stretched from his mouth to his ears.

			“How much has he lost?” Shadrack asked numbly. “Will he be like Carlton?”

			The train suddenly came to a halt, and the Sandmen shifted into action. “We’ve reached the border,” Blanca said. “Unload the trunks and the contents of the study. I need twenty minutes to convert this sand. Do not disturb me until I am through.” Then she addressed Shadrack. “From Carlton I took everything. But Weeping will be like these others,” she said coolly. “Unburdened of most of their memories, but still conscious men. Still remembering dimly with some part of their minds what it means to be a Nihilismian. To mistrust the reality of the world, to believe in that which is unseen, and to pursue it blindly. My Sandmen,” she added, almost affectionately, as she looked down at Weeping. Then she turned and left the compartment.
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			The Royal Library

			1891, June 28: 13-Hour 48

			Vineless: A derogatory term used particularly among the inhabitants of Nochtland to describe someone who is considered pitiful, weak, or cowardly. Part of the family of words derived from the phrase “Mark of the Vine,” to designate those who are physiologically marked by botanical matter.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			SOPHIA STILL COULD not believe that she had carried something so precious in her pack for so may days: not simply a tracing glass, but a memory map of the Great Disruption! Now she was certain that Montaigne and the Nihilismians wanted to use it to find the carta mayor, and Veressa was inclined to agree.

			Veressa had offered to show them the other maps, so they had all gone to the palace library, where she retrieved them from the safe. The tracing glass could not be used because it was still day, but even reading the other three maps together was overwhelming. Each of them took a turn with the layered maps that possibly told the story of the Great Disruption, and each came away silent, lost in the past. Sophia struggled to match the three parts she had just seen with her memories of the glass map. How do they all fit together? she wondered.

			Veressa returned the three maps to the library safe and led them back through the palace. The floors were stone tile, covered by thick carpets of fresh petals or leaves. As they walked along a corridor strewn with fragrant pine needles, Sophia heard a light tinkling sound, like the ringing of glassy bells, and she was surprised to see Veressa hurry to the wall and kneel. Martin followed suit, lowering himself carefully on his bad leg. “Everyone kneel by the wall,” Veressa whispered urgently. Calixta, Burr, and Sophia did as they were told, though it struck her that all of them—the pirates particularly—looked very odd. They were not the kind of people who bowed to anyone.

			The tinkling sound grew louder, and then Sophia saw a slow procession round the corner. It was made up of women dressed in pale green silks that trailed to the floor, their skirts adorned with glass bells; orchids studded their elaborately dressed hair.

			One woman wore her hair long and loose. It was bright green—the shade of an uncut meadow—and grew to her waist. Folded down across her back were what appeared to be two long eucalyptus leaves that grew from her shoulder blades. They were wings.

			“Greetings, Royal Botanist,” Princess Justa said, “Royal Librarian.” She had the same accent as Veressa and Martin—sharp, with rolled r’s—but her tone was high and imperious, as if she spoke from a great height.

			Veressa and Martin murmured their greetings without raising their eyes from the floor. Calixta and Burr, Sophia noticed, were staring straight ahead—neither at the floor nor at the royal entourage. Sophia could not help herself; she looked directly at the princess. Justa’s gaze traveled over the small group and finally rested on Sophia, who felt a chill as the princess looked her over disdainfully from head to foot—or, rather, from head to knee. “What are those?” she asked icily.

			Everyone in the hallway turned to stare. The princess’s attendants seemed to gasp in unison, and an alarming tinkling of bells ensued as they scuttled to the opposite wall. “I’m sorry?” Sophia said, more meekly than she intended to.

			“In your ears,” the princess demanded.

			Sophia’s hand flew up to her right ear. “Oh,” she said. “My earrings.” She looked at Veressa anxiously and was alarmed to see her vexed expression.

			“Silver, if I’m not mistaken,” the princess said. She was smiling, but there was no mirth in her smile.

			“Yes,” Sophia admitted.

			The princess looked coldly at Veressa. “We are surprised at the guests you choose to bring into the palace,” she said. “If we did not know you better, we would ask you to answer for your intentions. This royal family has been relentlessly persecuted, our own mother a victim of the iron conspiracy, and we continue to survive only by the strictest vigilance. Is it your wish to expose us to danger?”

			“Do not doubt my intentions, Highness. She is only a child—and a foreigner,” Veressa said respectfully, without looking up. “She meant nothing by it.”

			A long pause ensued, while the waiting women fussed and their many bells tinkled. “We will trust your judgment in this matter,” Justa said finally, “but consider this a warning. Clearly you must be reminded that the Mark of Iron are baseless creatures. The dungeons of this palace are filled with cowards who have attempted to destroy us, from without and from within. Sending a child to do their work is precisely the kind of attack they would attempt.”

			Veressa murmured an apology. The princess lifted her head, took a step forward, and moved on, the glassy tinkling fading as the procession disappeared around the corner.

			All five of them rose to their feet. “I’m so sorry, Veressa!” Sophia cried. “I didn’t think!”

			“My dear, you’ve done nothing wrong,” Martin told her.

			“Of course she hasn’t! It is absolutely absurd,” said Veressa, as she strode down the corridor. “The level of fanaticism and intolerance that has taken hold of this royal family. Imagine objecting to a pair of silver earrings.”

			“Good thing we’ve kept our swords and revolvers hidden,” Calixta said cheerfully.

			Veressa and Martin stopped in their tracks. “You didn’t!” Veressa asked in a whisper. Martin glanced in either direction, as if the walls might have overheard.

			“We never leave them behind,” Burr said firmly. “And they are very well-hidden.”

			“You would certainly be arrested if the guards discovered them! My father and I would be unable to intervene. Indeed, they might well arrest us as well, and we would all be joining those poor fools in the dungeons.”

			“I’m sorry, Veressa,” Calixta put in. “But we’ve always brought them when we come to see you. Why should it be any different now?”

			“I had no idea,” Veressa said, her voice tense and quiet. “You’ve been running an extraordinary risk. The palace is even more guarded than usual because of the eclipse festivities in two days and the weirwind that is moving north.”

			The pirates exchanged glances. “We should leave,” Burr said. “Our apologies for having placed you in danger.”

			Veressa sighed. “No, I’m sorry,” she said regretfully. “The situation is ridiculous, and I am embarrassed on behalf of the princess—embarrassed that we make ourselves so inhospitable. Please stay at least until tomorrow. For your own sakes, I won’t urge you to stay through the eclipse, but it’s much too late to leave today.”

			Martin shook his head with exasperation. “They shouldn’t have to leave at all. But I agree that it will be safer if you do,” he had to admit.

			Sophia silently removed her earrings as they returned to the royal botanist’s apartments. Justa’s suspiciousness worked through the five of them like a poison—they could not seem to agree on what to do next. They agreed that finding Shadrack was essential and discussed how to handle Montaigne and the Sandmen, but formulating a plan without any real knowledge of who and where they were proved impossible. They were stymied.

			Sophia listened, but her mind kept drifting to the four maps. Something about them unsettled her, demanding her concentration like a riddle, worming this way and that, elusive and urgent. Their memories were so detailed and so real that she could have sworn they were her own—but, of course, that was how memory maps worked. As the others talked around and around in circles, Sophia tried to work out the riddle by drawing in her notebook. She found no solution.

			Her thoughts continued through dinner—maize cakes and squash flower—and later, in bed, she searched Shadrack’s atlas for something that would help. But the more she read, the more obscure the riddle seemed, and nothing explained why the memories from the four maps seemed so strangely familiar. She finally turned to the bedroom bookshelf for distraction and saw a volume titled Lives of the Nochtland Royals.

			There was little about Princess Justa’s early years. By contrast, the story Mazapán had told of the princess’s death took up several pages—especially because he had not described the terrible consequences.

			THE EMPEROR DISCOVERED, BY THE vital assistance of his advisors, that a pair of brothers with the Mark of Iron had cunningly disguised their metal and risen to positions of prestige. Elad and Olin Spore would not confess, no matter how rigorous the interrogation, but it was speculated that they had placed the orchids on purpose to poison the empress and then prey upon the weakened emperor. If this was their plan, they were sorely disappointed. Far from weakening, the emperor sentenced them both to death. Then he scoured the court for any others with the Mark of Iron, and he finally sought comfort in the Religion of the Cross, though he had never before been a believer. The court was reduced to only a few close advisors, and the emperor ordered greater and greater penalties for those who wore or used metal of any kind. And yet it was never known for certain who had poisoned the empress. Some months after her death, the emperor began his prolonged and noble quest to conquer the far reaches of his territory.

			Sophia sighed. It was no wonder, she reflected, that Princess Justa showed such intolerance.

			—19-Hour 27—

			SOPHIA AWOKE LATE in the night to find the room entirely dark. She could hear Calixta breathing from the other bed, but that had not awoken her. It was her dream, she realized. She had been dreaming about the four maps. They had all returned to the library as soon as the moon had risen, and though considering the four maps together had yielded no new answers, something about them had stayed with her and worked its way into her dreams. She bolted upright and fumbled for her pack, which was lying beside her pillow; then she thrust the atlas into it and strapped it over her shoulder before scurrying down the short ladder. She stepped into her slippers and hurried out of the bedroom, quietly opening and closing the door behind her.

			As she shuffled along the dark corridor she became aware of the night noises around her: crickets in the patio; the murmuring of the garden’s fountains from beyond the walls; the quiet tinkling of the wind chimes, delicate and high-pitched or thrumming and deep. Sophia was surprised to see the door of Martin’s workroom open and light streaming out of it. Perhaps it is not as late as I think, she considered, reaching for her pocket watch. It was past nineteen-hour. Curious, she peered into the laboratory.

			Plants crowded the wooden work surfaces and hung from every inch of the ceiling. Glass canisters filled with soil were clustered beside tall flasks of blue water and tiny green dropper bottles. Martin was on a stool, examining something through his enormous spectacles. Sophia was astonished to see on the table what looked like a wooden leg with Martin’s sock and shoe at the end of it. His left pant leg was entirely empty from the knee down. “Martin?” she asked tentatively.

			He jumped in his seat. “Sophia!” he said. “How you startled me.” He removed his spectacles. “What are you doing up?”

			“I was having a nightmare,” Sophia said, unsure herself of what the dream had contained.

			“Ah well—it happens. Strange place and strange doings.” He noticed that she was staring at the leg. “Oh! You hadn’t seen my prosthesis.”

			She shook her head, embarrassed that he had caught her staring but relieved that he seemed not to mind. “I didn’t—Is it made of wood?”

			Martin took up the leg and looked at it critically. “Indeed, it is made of wood. Brittle, lifeless wood, I’m afraid.”

			“What happened to your real leg?” Sophia asked. “Your previous leg, I mean.”

			He winked at her. “I lost it adventuring. Before I was old,” he said, putting down the wooden leg, “and before I had a limp, and before I was a botanist—I was an explorer!”

			“You were?” Sophia exclaimed, delighted.

			“I was. Not a very good explorer, as it happens. In a remote region of the northern Baldlands, I discovered a valley full of strange animals.”

			“What kind of animals?”

			“Enormous beasts—some as large as the conservatory! They were clearly from another Age. Well, I foolishly believed myself to be safe among them because I observed that they ate only plants—not flesh. But,” he said, smiling ruefully, “I had failed to consider that to them I probably looked like a plant.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Martin lifted his right pant leg. His shin was a strange color—whitish green, like the trunk of a beech tree. “You see, my legs are more tree trunk than muscle and bone.”

			“I had no idea!” Sophia thought of the “sequins” on Veressa’s arms: living thorns, just like Martin’s living trunk of a leg.

			“Nor did I have any idea that I would so closely resemble a tasty sprig!” Martin laughed. “I was happily taking notes when one of the beasts suddenly reached its huge head down, toppled me over with a little nudge, and bit off my foot!”

			“Oh, how horrible!” Sophia exclaimed.

			“It was not picturesque,” Martin admitted. “Fortunately, I was not traveling alone, and my companions helped me to safety. When I returned home, a fine sculptor created this wooden leg for me. I still have a limp,” he said, “and I could no longer be an explorer. But in fact I am grateful to that giant beast. Were it not for him, I would never have discovered botany.”

			Sophia had to smile. “I suppose that’s true.”

			“I hope I haven’t given you more nightmares.”

			“No, I don’t think so,” she said, turning to go. “Are you going to work all night?”

			“Just a little bit longer. I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well.”

			Fortunately, Sophia’s erratic inner clock did not affect her inner compass. Although the palace was very dark and she had only been to the library once, she had no difficulty finding her way. The pine needles covering the floor muffled her footsteps entirely.

			Sophia checked to make sure she was alone, then slipped quietly through the double doors into the deserted, dimly lit room.

			Earlier, her attention had been so focused on the four maps that she had not even thought to look around. The high bookshelves were interrupted by six tall windows that looked out over the gardens, letting in the pale, silvery moonlight; a narrow spiral staircase led to a balcony that ran the length of the shelves. Shadows clustered in the corner of the ceiling, beyond the reach of the dim table lamps.

			She crossed the carpet of fern leaves to the wooden safe where Veressa kept Talisman’s maps; she had shown Sophia how it worked, the door made of intricate movable pieces, like a puzzle. Taking out the maps, she pulled up a chair and used her breath, as well as the water and matches left on the desk, to awaken the first three maps. Then she held the final map, the tracing glass, to the moonlight and rested it on top of the others.

			As soon as she touched it, the memories again flooded her mind. The recollection of fleeing, full of fear, through the crowds of people was unchanged. But the other maps added a complexity that was almost transformative. The metal map, which allowed her to see the manmade structures around her, brought memories of being inside an impossibly tall pyramid. The long spiral wound its way up to the high peak. The walls around her were made of something almost transparent, like frosted glass. No, Sophia corrected herself: foggy glass, because parts are entirely clear. There were colored panes, like artwork, on the walls, but she could not see them clearly; whoever the map’s memories belonged to had rushed past them, intent on escape. When she reached the top of the pyramid, she saw the heavy object that she would soon roll off the ledge: a round stone. She took the final steps to the top, heaved against the stone, and pushed. She did not see it land, but she felt its impact as the walls around her began to shudder.

			The clay map allowed her to see the landscape beyond the high tower—a vast terrain marked by high peaks and what looked like tall white buildings. And the cloth map showed strange weather unlike any she’d ever seen. Lightning flashed continually beyond the walls of the pyramid, illuminating the gray sky. A constant snow fell, ticking against the foggy panes.

			But this was not what Sophia wanted to see most. She waited, and then the memory came: she burst out through the doorway onto a snowy expanse and turned to watch as the entire pyramid collapsed in an explosive burst of breaking panes and clouds of snow. Then she turned away and looked into the distance, where something almost out of sight—a black speck on the snow—moved toward her. It seemed like a person. As it drew nearer, there was a dull twinkle from something the person was holding. And then the memory faded.

			Sophia was certain—certain beyond a doubt—that she knew that person. There was something about the way they ran toward her. Or perhaps it was simply the feeling—the certainty in the map’s memory—of knowing who they were. What was the glint in their hand? Something they were holding, surely—a mirror? A blade? A watch? It could be almost anything. She opened her eyes with a sigh, steeling herself to read the map once again.

			“You really like libraries, don’t you?”

			Sophia was on her feet in an instant, scanning the room. “Who’s there?” she whispered.

			Someone moved in the shadows near the door. She heard a low chuckle, and then time came to a sudden halt as the figure stepped into the yellow light of the table lamp.

			It was Theo.
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			Of Both Marks

			1891, June 29: # hour

			Weirwind: A weather phenomenon common in the northern Baldlands. Thought to have originated after the Great Disruption, the weirwind is the subject of numerous legends. Some maintain that the weirwinds “speak.” Scientific observers have found no evidence of this; they describe solid walls formed by continuous winds of varying strengths. The strongest weirwind on record was five miles wide and covered four hundred miles in ten days.

			—Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			SOPHIA STARED AT Theo, her heart pounding; but no matter how hard she looked at him, it was not enough. Only a day had passed, yet it seemed much longer. He still wore Shadrack’s clothes—rumpled and a bit dusty—and the scuffed boots he had taken from the shoemaker in Boston. His expression was untroubled, his smile as impudent as always. “What are you doing here?” she whispered.

			“Not happy to see me then?” Theo asked, sitting down comfortably in one of the chairs.

			Sophia flushed. “I asked what you were doing here. And how did you get in?”

			“They don’t guard the whole length of the wall—mainly just around the gates.”

			Part of her wanted to step forward and touch him—to know that he was really back; part of her felt the surging sense of injury and uncertainty that seemed to well up whenever Theo was around. “I just don’t understand,” she finally said.

			“I couldn’t very well abandon you to those pirates, could I?” he replied with a grin.

			“I wish you were one-tenth as reliable as those pirates.” Her voice was dangerously unsteady.

			“I’m reliable,” he protested. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

			“But you left. Why didn’t you just come in with us at the gate? Why did you have to sneak in? You could get in trouble. The people here—other than Veressa and Martin—are not friendly.”

			Now it was Theo’s turn to stare. “You found Veressa?”

			“Yes. This is her library,” Sophia said, dropping her voice to a whisper once more as Theo looked around. “She’s the royal librarian and court cartologer. Her father is the royal botanist. He’s known Burr and Calixta for years.”

			Theo gave a low whistle. “Does she know where your uncle is?”

			Sophia shook her head, unable to meet his eyes.

			“Well, it’s a good thing you found her anyhow,” he said, his voice acquiring a new tone. “Are Calixta and Burr still here?”

			“Didn’t you see them?”

			“No. I just got over the palace walls last night. I came through this thing like a greenhouse over to the side. I saw you walking along the corridor, so I followed you.”

			“Last night?”

			Theo turned to the windows. “Look. It’s nearly dawn.”

			Sophia scrambled for her watch. He was right; it was almost six-hour. The sense of confusion and uncertainty at seeing Theo still coursed through her, making their conversation seem odd and staged. The words she wanted to say and the questions she wanted to ask flitted, trapped and unspoken, through her mind. What scared you off? Was it me? Something else? Were you always planning to come back? Are you going to leave again?

			“Where are you and the pirates staying?”

			“Right by the greenhouse, with Veressa and her father—Martin.”

			“Well, you have to talk to them.” His voice was unusually grave.

			“Why? What’s wrong?”

			“That thing moving north that everyone’s talking about—it’s not a weirwind.”

			“What is it?” Sophia asked, her anxiety building.

			“The raiders I met up with on the road saw thousands of birds flying north, full pace. I didn’t believe them at first, but then I saw them, too. Birds don’t do that with weirwinds.”

			“But then, what is it? What’s happening?”

			As Theo was about to answer, they heard the heavy tread of the palace guards patrolling the halls. He swiftly rose from his chair, keeping his eye on the door. “Tell Burr and Calixta about the birds,” he whispered. “I don’t have time to explain the rest, and I can’t stay here. If you meet me outside the city gates in an hour, I’ll tell you all everything. Bring your stuff with you so we can leave.”

			“Leave?” Sophia sprang to her feet and gathered up the four maps—forgetting that three of them were not hers to take—and shoved them hastily into her pack. “Why don’t you just tell me now?”

			“I’ll meet you outside the gates,” Theo said, eyes still on the door. The sound of footsteps was fading.

			“Tell me now. Just in case.”

			Theo slowly turned and met her eyes. He wore a curious expression, one Sophia had never seen on his face before. She realized with astonishment that she had hurt his feelings. “You really don’t trust me.”

			Sophia didn’t know what to say, because he was right. She wanted to believe him; she partly believed him—but how could she? Everything about him was uncertain and unpredictable. It was just as likely that he would vanish again, as he had at the gates of Nochtland. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “But I never know what you’re going to do.”

			He stared at her for several seconds and then gave a quick sigh. “Is there somewhere I can hide while you all get ready to leave?”

			Sophia was caught off guard by his change of mind. “Yes,” she said after a moment. “We’ll be safe with Veressa and Martin.”

			“All right,” he said, tipping his head toward the door. “Let’s go, then.”

			They moved quickly and quietly over the fern carpet, and, after checking the corridor, into the hallway. She made sure to shut the door behind her. As they hurried back to the botanist’s residence, she kept watch ahead, and he behind. Fortunately, they met no one.

			As they tiptoed along the open corridor of Martin and Veressa’s home, Sophia noticed that the lights were on in the kitchen. “Someone’s already up,” she whispered.

			They found Martin preparing an elaborate breakfast at the tiled fireplace that served as both stove and oven. He looked up as Theo and Sophia walked in. “Hello! What’s this?”

			“Martin, this is Theo,” Sophia said hurriedly. “He traveled to Nochtland with me from New Occident. And he has something urgent to tell us all about the weirwind moving north.”

			Theo nodded. “It’s not a weirwind.”

			Martin took in their words. “Best wake the others, then,” he said matter-of-factly, wiping his hands on his apron.

			—1891, June 29: 6-Hour 33—

			“THEO!” CALIXTA EXCLAIMED as she walked into the kitchen. “Where did you spring from?” Sophia, while quickly changing out of her robe, had encountered some difficulty in persuading Calixta to leave the bedroom without her usual lengthy toilette, but the pirate captain had risen to the occasion.

			“I’ve been here all along,” Theo said, raising his eyebrows and dodging the question. “Not my fault if you didn’t notice.”

			Calixta laughingly threw her arm around him and kissed his cheek. “We’re glad to have you back, even if you are such a scoundrel. You ran off without explanation and left us quite heartbroken,” she scolded, glancing at Sophia.

			Sophia flushed. “Where’s Burr?”

			Martin was putting the finishing touches on their breakfast when a sleepy-looking Burr walked in. “Ah, Molasses, I missed you. Where have you been, you imp? Why did you leave us?” He enfolded Theo in a hug.

			“Pay wasn’t good enough,” Theo replied, hugging him back.

			“I forbid you to leave us stranded again, Molly. Look at us. We’ve had to rely on our wits and see where it’s landed us—some impoverished hole in the wall where they don’t even feed us properly.” He reached for one of the round, yellow cakes that Martin was pulling from the oven.

			“Well, I’ve come to save you,” Theo said, straight-faced.

			“Veressa, this is Theo,” Sophia said to Veressa, as she joined them.

			Theo gave a slight bow. “Theodore Constantine Thackary.”

			Veressa extended her hand. “Do I understand correctly that you entered the palace in secret? Unimpeded?”

			“Right over the wall.”

			“I cannot believe the guards did not see you,” she said, with some alarm. “I mean, I hope they didn’t. Did they?”

			“I don’t think so. But even if they’d seen me, I had to come. I’m here to tell you that you have to get out of the city.” He had remained standing as the kitchen filled with people, and now his impatience made itself even more apparent. “As soon as you can.”

			“Tell us what you saw, Theo,” Sophia urged.

			“I was taking the road north, see, the one that lies west of Nochtland. I met up with some raiders there yesterday morning—ones I know from home. They said they’d seen birds migrating north. Which made no sense, because it’s not the right time for that. And the birds weren’t in flocks—they were just flying, thousands of them, all kinds, together.” Martin had been serving breakfast, but one by one they put down their forks and lost all interest in their food.

			“A weirwind wouldn’t cause the birds to migrate north like that,” Veressa said slowly.

			“That’s right. That’s what we said. And then we heard from one of the travelers on the road about the Lachrima.”

			“What about the Lachrima?” Sophia asked. Only Martin continued steadily eating his eggs.

			“He said there’s an Age, far to the south. An unknown Age, populated entirely by Lachrima.” Everyone other than Martin stared at Theo. “And now they’re marching north.”

			After a long silence interrupted only by the sound of Martin chewing, Sophia spoke. “That doesn’t make sense. Veressa told us yesterday, Theo,” she said, “that the Lachrima were born along the edges of the Disruption. They are made by the border itself.”

			“What are you getting at, Sophia?” asked Burr.

			“The thing is,” she said, thinking aloud, “it seemed strange that no one knew about the Lachrima in New Occident. Of course they would be in the Baldlands, if they were made along the borders and borders were everywhere in the Triple Eras.” She paused. “But why would all these Lachrima suddenly appear?”

			“I told you,” Theo said. “They live in this southern Age and they’ve decided to march north.”

			“But that doesn’t seem right. Everything I’ve heard is that the Lachrima aren’t like that. They don’t move around together; they’re solitary—aren’t they?”

			“That’s true,” Veressa agreed.

			“What if—” Sophia thought of Veressa’s and Mrs. Clay’s stories, Shadrack’s note, the distant memory of reading maps in the hidden room of 34 East Ending. And then two images sprang into focus—the maps of the East Indies she had read on the day that Shadrack disappeared: one with the memories of a quiet convent; the other, drawn a decade later, showing nothing but a deadly stillness. “What if an Age south of here suddenly changed, and a new border appeared?” And then she said: “That’s where the Lachrima are coming from—the new border.”

			Everyone except Martin looked at her in surprise.

			“I see what you mean,” Veressa exclaimed. “If we agree that the Lachrima are ordinary people transformed by the sudden appearance of a new border, the appearance of such a border would make itself apparent by the sudden emergence of Lachrima. Yes, that could be it.”

			There was silence at the table. Martin put down his knife and fork, drank the last of his coffee, and energetically cleared his throat. “Well,” he said, loudly. It was the first time he had spoken since they had all gathered in the kitchen. “I believe this is where I come in.” The group turned to looked at him. “Young Theo is right. We should leave the palace—and the city. And, you, my dear,” he said to Sophia, “are also right.” He pushed his chair back and slapped the table dramatically. “And I have a piece of proof to offer each of you.” He removed two small glass containers from his pockets. They both appeared to hold soil. “I finally looked up the coordinates for the island, Burton,” he said, “and I realized why it seemed odd when you first gave me the sample. This,” he said, holding up the glass container in his right hand, “is a sample of remarkable manmade soil that Burr brought me yesterday. It was collected on a very small island some fifty miles off the eastern coast of Late Patagonia. This,” he said, holding up the other container, “is a sample of twenty-first age soil that he brought me nearly a year ago. What I did not realize until late last night is that these samples are taken from the same island.”

			It took a moment for them to grasp the significance. “You mean the soil on the island changed,” Sophia said. She knew then, without any doubt, that she was right; the maps of the Indies had shown two different Ages.

			Veressa gasped. “Good heavens, Father—not only are there new borders, but the borders are moving!”

			The table erupted with questions. “Yes,” Martin said over the din, “we don’t know how or why or to what effect, but the borders are indeed moving. I had thought it might be an isolated incident, but what Theo says makes it appear far more likely that the shift is a continental one, and that the change is occurring across the entire length of Late Patagonia. If the circumstances were different”—again, he raised his voice to silence the exclamations—“I would not recommend leaving Nochtland. After all, our best resources for understanding this mystery are here, in my laboratory and,” he said to Veressa, “your library. But I am afraid my second bit of proof somewhat changes the possibilities.”

			To Veressa’s obvious confusion, her father gave her an apologetic look and covered her hand with his own. “I am sorry, my dear.” Then, to everyone’s complete astonishment, he began to roll up his pant legs. “You see,” he said, speaking with effort as he bent over, “after my extraordinary experiment yesterday with the morning glory seeds, which Burr and Sophia were fortunate enough to witness, I found myself wondering about the potential of this curious manmade soil.” He had rolled up his right pants leg to his knee, and everyone in the kitchen could clearly see the barklike texture of his uninjured leg. “Late last night I had a sudden inspiration,” Martin went on, his voice somewhat muffled as began to roll up his left pants leg. “I thought to myself, if it has such immediate and surprising results with a seed, what would it do to a cutting? Or, in this case, a stump?” He straightened up, rather winded by his efforts.

			From the knee down, his left leg was solid silver.

			“Father!” Veressa exclaimed, running to him. “What have you done?”

			“Unbelievable!” Burr said under his breath.

			Sophia tentatively reached out, touching the cold silver of his shin.

			“And yes,” Martin said ruefully, “I’m afraid it is very real and very permanent. As Sophia and Burr observed, the morning glory threw silver roots. I was not sure whether the stump would grow as a branch or a root, and here we have the answer. It seems I now have one leg with the Mark of the Vine, and one leg with the Mark of Iron.” He shook his head and stared down at them. “And I consequently doubt very much whether it is wise for me to stay in the palace.”

			Veressa sprang to her feet. “No—we must leave as soon as possible.” Her voice was calm but quite firm. “You’ll stay here and pack our things, while I tell Justa that she must evacuate the city. Then, when I return, we’ll leave together.”

			“We shouldn’t go by land,” Calixta put in. “The Swan will be much quicker.”

			“I agree,” Burr added. “We can sail immediately—it will take us two days to return to Veracruz. All of you are entirely welcome to come with us.” He turned to look at Sophia, whose eyes were downcast. “Sophia?”

			Sophia folded her hands around the straps of her pack, which at the moment felt indescribably heavy. It seemed the wrong thing to do; she had not expected to leave so soon. Her mind whirled over all that she had learned since arriving in Nochtland. These discoveries were significant, and there was something important to be done. They could not leave—not now. And yet there seemed to be no other choice. “Thank you. I’ll go back to the Swan, too.”

			“Then we must prepare.” Veressa began clearing the table. But as the rest of them were hurrying out into the courtyard, they heard something unexpected: a heavy knocking on the wooden door separating the botanist’s house from the main castle.
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			With an Iron Fist

				
				1891, June 29: 7-Hour 34

			Palace Gardens, soil guidelines—

			Western Rose garden: import ONLY from the Papal States

			Center garden and fountain: native (central Baldlands)

			Periphery, juniper bushes: Northern Baldlands, coastal

			—Martin’s notes on the gardens

			

			“WHO IS IT?” Veressa asked through the closed door that connected with the palace.

			“The royal guard requires entry, Miss Metl,” a voice replied. “An intruder was seen entering the greenhouses. We need to search your apartments.” As the guard finished speaking, a chorus of barking dogs erupted.

			Veressa looked at her friends and father with alarm. Martin was hurriedly rolling down his pant legs. “I’ve only just gotten out of bed. Can’t you come back later?”

			“I’m sorry. We have orders to search now. If you don’t open the door, we will have to enter forcibly through the greenhouses.”

			“All right, all right.” Her voice was deceptively calm. “Give me just a minute to find my robe.”

			There was a pause, then a terse reply: “One minute.”

			Veressa hurried into the courtyard. “All of you—there’s no time. Hide in the greenhouses and try to make your way out if you can.”

			“Certainly not,” Burr said indignantly. “Calixta and I will present ourselves when you open the door.”

			“I can’t allow you to put yourselves in danger. Once the dogs get near my father”—who looked away as she gave him a worried glance—“our lives will not be worth protecting.”

			“Don’t be absurd,” Calixta said, taking Sophia and Theo each by the arm. “All the more reason for us to stay. I’ll hide these two, along with my sword and pistol. Burr, you’ll do the same,” she said firmly. Burr strode off to his room. “And we’ll just make sure they don’t search every room. Come with me, sweethearts.” Calixta spoke calmly but quickly. “We will answer the door while the two of you wait in this bedroom.” She threw her pistol and long sword into one of her open trunks and locked it. “I very much doubt they will want to search the entire place after we are done speaking with them, but if they do, I am sure you will have noticed that this window”—and she pointed—“leads to the gardens.”

			Sophia and Theo nodded. Calixta straightened up, instinctively reaching for her gun belt before remembering why she did not have it. For a moment, the beautiful pirate looked strangely vulnerable as she let her hand fall against her skirts. She recovered herself quickly. “Back in a moment!”

			As soon as she was gone, they pressed their ears to the wood, straining to listen. First they heard Veressa’s clear voice as she admitted the guards. There was conversation; Sophia heard a deep voice, but she could not tell how many guards there were. The whining and barking of dogs punctuated their speech. Then what seemed to be Martin’s voice launched into a long-winded monologue followed by a brief silence, and then, unexpectedly, a shout. Sophia could not tell whom it came from. A moment later she heard the unmistakable clang of sword on stone. The dogs burst into unrestrained snarls. Sophia and Theo looked at one another in alarm. “Your reliable pirates,” he whispered. “I guess on land the quartermaster ignores the captain’s orders.”

			There was an escalating commotion, and then a shot rang out from what must have been Burr’s pistol. A moment later, someone came running down the corridor. He tried the door of the bedroom and found it locked. “Open this door!” a voice shouted.

			Sophia and Theo made for the window, leaping easily over the sill onto the ground below as the pounding on the door grew more urgent. For a moment they crouched in the flowerbed, looking out into the garden. Sophia clutched her pack to her chest. Behind them, the pounding had turned to battering. “I came in that way,” Theo said, pointing. “In the corner behind the bushes, there’s a loose bar in the fence.”

			Sophia noticed a long walkway bordered by bougainvillea hedges that cut diagonally through the garden. “If we go through there, they might not see us.”

			As they ran, Sophia glanced over her shoulder more than once, but all she could hear was the sound of running water and the chirping of birds. In the shelter of the bougainvillea, it was as if the castle didn’t exist at all. Even the glass spires and the high juniper hedges along the garden wall were out of sight.

			Guards shouted in a distant part of the garden, but as they reached the end of the path, the sound of rushing water grew louder. They emerged abruptly onto a lawn with a tall stone fountain; mermen and mermaids crowded around its wide bowl, and a great rush of water fell over them in wide arcs. Sophia saw through the mist of the fountain what she’d been hoping: the high juniper bushes at the southeast corner of the garden. They rounded the fountain and rushed toward the junipers. “Where’s the opening?” she asked nervously.

			Suddenly a shrill whistle, like the distorted cry of a bird, sounded from across the garden. Sophia and Theo turned to see a guard approaching with his spear held high, his cloak fanning out behind him, the feathered mask trembling as he ran. He glided like a bird of prey descending toward its target. Theo pushed at the hedges, searching for an opening. “Here! Here it is,” he exclaimed. Taking Sophia’s hand, he pulled her through into a narrow space between the bushes and the iron fence. He scrambled at the base of the fence, trying the bars in order to find the loose one. He found it and began wriggling it free.

			Sophia pressed her face into the hedge and saw with horror that the guard was only a dozen paces away, his teeth bared with exertion as he closed the distance. “Theo,” she said with panic in her voice, “he’s coming.”

			“It’s out!” Holding a half-length of iron nearly six feet long, he pushed Sophia through and followed her into the street. They were not a moment too soon. The guard threw himself against the fence, trying furiously but uselessly to squeeze after them, the bird of prey suddenly caught in a cage. His feathers mashed against the iron bars and he glared from behind his mask. Then he stopped struggling—and smiled.

			Sophia turned with a sense of foreboding. Another guard towered over her, his spear raised high. For an eternal moment she could not move. His fierce mask had the keen aspect of a raptor, and his bare arm strained as he thrust the spear toward her and Theo with all his might.

			And then something inexplicable happened.

			Theo shoved out his right hand—a useless gesture of self-defense—and met the head of the spear. The obsidian blade hit his palm and stopped, the force of the blow pushing them both toward the fence. Sophia found herself pressed up against the bars behind Theo, his hand still raised. They stood there, pinned like butterflies, while the guard’s eyes blinked in surprise and he continued to strain uselessly against Theo’s right hand. Then Theo raised the iron bar in his left and swung, hitting the guard squarely in the ribs. The man groaned, releasing the pressure only slightly, but it was enough. His captives broke free. They ran across the avenue, dodging the spear that flew after them.

			They dove into the narrow streets of Nochtland, their feet clattering on the cobblestone. Neither turned to look behind them as they jostled passersby and stumbled over the uneven paving, flying past avenues and side streets. “Here!” Theo shouted at the sight of a narrow alley.

			They came to an abrupt halt. Panting heavily, almost unable to hear anything over their own breathing, they strained their ears and waited for any guards who might have followed. “They’re not behind us,” Theo said, gasping. They searched the alley for a place to hide. As they neared the canal, Sophia saw a stone ledge below one of the bridges. They slid down the steep embankment and crawled with relief onto the damp shelf. Backs to the wall, well hidden from the street above, they sat recovering in the shade.

			“Show me your hand,” Sophia demanded.

			Theo, still catching his breath, placed his right hand palm-up on Sophia’s knee. Sophia felt her throat constrict when she saw the raw, bleeding gash. And then, as she had guessed—too late, the moment they stood pinned to the palace walls—she saw the hard metallic glint inside the wound. The iron bones of Theo’s hand had stopped the spear.

			She understood now why he had tried so hard to stay out of Nochtland, and she understood what a risk he had taken by entering it. Ripping savagely at the seams, she tore off the long sleeves of her cotton shirt, dipped one of them in the canal water, and wiped the blood from the wound. With the other sleeve she bound his hand, tucking the end in over his knuckles. Theo did not complain or resist. He sat with his head against the wall of the bridge and his eyes closed. “It’ll close up quickly,” he said tiredly. “It always does.”

			Sophia sat back. She felt tears on her cheeks, and she wiped them roughly away. “I’m sorry I didn’t agree to meet you outside the gates this morning,” she said, swallowing hard. “I should have trusted you.” She wanted to put her arms around him so he would know how sorry she was, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

			Theo smiled, his eyes still closed. “Don’t be. No reason to believe a liar.” Sophia could not tell if he was joking or not. She held his bandaged hand loosely in her own and sat silently, watching the sparkling water of the canal grow dark as it glided silently under the bridge.

			—8-Hour 42: Under the Nochtland Bridge—

			THE MORNING PASSED, the traffic overhead on the bridge growing louder. Once her immediate exhaustion passed, Sophia began to feel restless and uncomfortable on the stony ledge below. They could not leave the city without knowing what had happened to Veressa, Martin, and the pirates. Perhaps, Sophia thought, they could ride to Veracruz to enlist the help of the Swan’s crew, but the trip there and back would take four days. At that rate, the Lachrima might already be upon them. She checked the time; it was nearly nine by the New Occident clock.

			Theo opened his eyes. “Yeah,” he said. “We should get going.”

			“We can’t leave without them. For all we know, they’re being tried and sentenced for treason.”

			“I knew you would say that. Ordinarily, I’d argue with you. But we need them if we’re going to sail out on the Swan. And,” he added with a smile, when Sophia grimaced at his selfish logic, “I think we can actually help them.”

			Sophia had to smile back. “Of course we can,” she said, though she sounded more confident than she felt. For a moment, she listened to the water chuckle quietly as it passed under the bridge. “Do you think Justa will evacuate the city?”

			“No way. Even if Veressa gets the chance to tell her, Justa won’t believe her. They’ll probably think it’s all part of the great conspiracy by the Mark of Iron. Think about it. Martin’s got a silver leg. Burr pulled out his sword and pistol. And there’s nothing to prove what I told them about the Lachrima. They’re probably all sitting in a dungeon somewhere right now.”

			“The city will still think it’s just a weirwind moving north.”

			“Yeah, and they’ll be waiting for the wind chimes to announce it.” Theo gave a derisive snort.

			“So if they don’t evacuate the city,” Sophia thought aloud, “they will still have the eclipse party tomorrow. Martin said it lasts all night. People come from everywhere to attend it.” She paused. “All kinds of people.”

			Theo eyed her thoughtfully. “I see what you’re thinking. We could sneak in and they might not notice us.” He nodded. “Good idea. But we’ll need costumes.”

			“And we need somewhere to stay until then. Maybe we can stay with Mazapán.” Sophia paused. “Unless the guards think to go there.”

			“They will.” Theo flexed the fingers of his injured hand experimentally as he stared out onto the canal. “Do you know where his store is?”

			Sophia shook his head. “He described it to me, but he didn’t say where it was. We can ask.”

			They left the safety of the bridge with reluctance, climbing the embankment onto the sunny street filled with pedestrians and horse-drawn carts and boldevelas. Keeping an eye out for guards, they walked toward the city center. Theo asked an old woman selling violets if she knew the store of the chocolate vendor known as Mazapán, and she directed them without hesitation toward a narrow alley a few blocks away. When she saw it, Sophia recognized the awnings and storefront Mazapán had described.

			But they were too late. The store was surrounded by guards in long capes and fierce feathered masks. Beside her, Theo drew in his breath. “They’re already here,” he whispered, surprised.

			“But Mazapán didn’t do anything!”

			“They must have arrested Burr and Calixta. Mazapán brought them to Nochtland. They’ll have questions for him,” Theo said grimly.

			“Poor Mazapán.” She shook her head and backed into the alley. “We’ll have to go somewhere else.”
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			Sailing South

				
				1891, June 28: Shadrack Missing (Day 8)

			And when it hears your beating heart,

			The Lachrima will take apart

			Your very peace, your every dream

			With its intolerable scream.

			—Nochtland nursery rhyme, second verse

			

			THE SMALL CABIN where Shadrack had already spent one day and one night was in many respects similar to a ship’s cabin. Two narrow bunk beds were wedged into the walls, across from a round porthole that looked out onto the road as the boldevela sailed along. But unlike a ship, the boldevela took its shape from the massive tree at its center. The cabins were built among the roots, and behind their walls lay the packed dirt that sustained the tree’s growth. The rooms smelled of earth, and the occasional root had wormed through the walls. Shadrack could see little else, as the Nihilismians had bound him hand and foot and tossed him onto the upper bunk. At certain moments, as the boldevela met with forceful winds, it took all his strength not to roll off.

			The time would have passed with crushing slowness under ordinary circumstances, but for Shadrack it was made worse by his state of mind. Escape now seemed impossible. He had hoped to gain Weeping’s trust—perhaps even his assistance. Instead, he had cost Weeping his mind and lost his best possible ally. He was on his own, unable to free himself, in some corner of a ship sailing overland south at incredible speed, and utterly unable to save himself—let alone Sophia.

			The Southern Snows were moving north, destroying everything in their path. He strained against the ropes in frustration. For all he knew, the snows had already reached Nochtland. The glaciers would arrive, and the city would vanish, leaving nothing but the footprint of its lakes and canals. Sophia would be gone forever. He lay still for a moment; it would only make him more useless if he assumed the worst. He had to believe there was still time, and he had to find an opportunity for escape.

			They had been sailing since boarding the vessel, and Shadrack estimated that they were already well into the Baldlands. Most likely, he assumed, they would not stop until they had arrived in Veracruz. That would be his next opportunity. At whatever cost, he had to break free when they reached the coast.

			Toward midday, they came to an abrupt halt. A sound like a distant storm reached him. Moments later, someone came running across the deck and the door slammed open. To his astonishment, a Sandman yanked him from the top bunk and cut his ropes in one savage movement. “Don’t just stand there; we need every hand we can get, or we’re all dead.” Without waiting to see if his prisoner would follow, he turned and ran. After a moment’s hesitation, Shadrack bolted from the cabin and hurried along the narrow corridor.

			When Shadrack reached the deck, he understood at once the urgency of the situation. The boldevela had almost collided with a sinister-looking weirwind, and all of the Sandmen, their grappling hooks embedded in the hull, were straining to pull the ship back before it was sucked in and destroyed. The entire mast, including the broad green leaves that were its sails, strained toward the weirwind like a young sapling in a storm. The wind howled and groaned as if hungering for prey, drawing the ship into its destructive embrace inch by inch.

			Suddenly, he realized that without the boldevela Blanca would have no way to pursue him. This is my chance, he thought, lunging toward the rope ladder at the ship’s side. The ladder carried him only so far; he dropped the last ten feet, his legs buckling beneath him.

			Rolling to his feet, he stumbled and then steadied himself. He headed west, arms pumping, running parallel to the wall of wind, trying to stay far enough away so that he was not drawn toward it, but it was like fighting the tide. He would think he had opened a good distance between himself and the weirwind, but then he would look to his left and realize that he was much closer than he’d thought. As he veered north insistently, his lungs began to feel the pinch of the dry air and exertion. He whirled and ran backward to see if the ship had been destroyed yet; it was still poised as if on the edge of a precipice, hundreds of meters away.

			The terrain was dry and flat, with the occasional rocky outgrowth. He did not know how long the weirwind extended or what he would do once he reached the end of it; he only knew that he had to run. Somewhere to the south, Sophia was waiting for him.

			He glanced over his shoulder and saw the boldevela, a dark smudge in the distance. Was it his imagination, or was it larger than it had been a moment before? He turned away, and with his failing strength, ran.
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			The Leafless Tree

			1891, June 29: 13-Hour 51

			Metalmind: a derogatory term used in the Baldlands, especially Nochtland, to describe a person whose mind is “made of metal.” The only portion of the human body that can be made of metal, as far as we know, is the skeleton, therefore the term is used not literally but figuratively. To be “metalminded” is to be crass, brutish, violent, or stupid.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			SOPHIA AND THEO had walked for more than two Nochtland hours when Sophia spotted the condemned tree. Had they not been so weary of ducking and dodging every time they sighted a palace guard, they might not even have paused. But they were tired, and the city seemed ominously empty of places to take refuge.

			The tree stood far from the palace and even the city center. At its base was a wooden sign post with a notice nailed to it: CONDEMNED. ROOT ROT. CITY ORDINANCE 437. SCHEDULED FOR DEMOLITION AUGUST 1. The tree had indeed rotted from the roots up, but the massive trunk still supported the broad, bare branches that reached out over the nearby buildings. A few of the wooden steps spiraling up the trunk hung loose; a few more were missing. The house among its high branches looked forlorn with its broken windows and missing shingles. It had clearly been abandoned for some time.

			Sophia and Theo looked at one another. “Do you think it’s safe?” she asked.

			“If we can get up there, it’s safe.” Theo put his foot tentatively on the first step. “I’ll go up first. As long as it still has a floor, we’ll be fine.”

			Sophia watched anxiously as he climbed. She checked to make sure no one was watching, but fortunately they had reached a less trafficked part of the city, and the only sound came from several blocks away. She lost sight of Theo as he followed the spiraling steps on the other side of the trunk.

			“Fine so far,” he called down, waving encouragingly. He climbed the final steps to the tree house and then disappeared within.

			Sophia stared up nervously, losing all sense of how long he had been inside. Finally Theo leaned out through one of the gaping windows. “It’s great! Come on up.”

			Holding on to the rough trunk with both hands, Sophia carefully scaled the spiral staircase. She was too anxious to appreciate the city views unfolding below her.

			“Isn’t this amazing?” were Theo’s first words as she ducked in through the doorway. At first, it was hard to see why. The room was almost empty, apart from a long wooden table and a heavily dented stove with a missing stovepipe. A pair of overturned chairs stood near the staircase to the second floor. But then she saw the windows. Each was a different size and shape, from small squares to enormous diamonds; each offered a magnificent view of Nochtland.

			Sophia looked around in awe. “It’s beautiful. It must have been even more beautiful before the tree rotted.”

			Theo raced to the spiral staircase, and she broke off her reverie to follow him. The second floor had slanted ceilings and round windows. A cracked, floor-length mirror leaned against the wall; a lumpy cotton mattress was folded up beside it. “They even left us a place to sleep!”

			He kicked open the mattress and sat down on it experimentally. Sophia sank down beside him with relief. For a moment she closed her eyes, grateful for the quiet, and breathed deeply; the air was scented with musty wood. She wanted to curl up on the lumpy mattress and forget about the strange, frightening city that lay beyond the wooden walls. She imagined the house as it must have been, with the green leaves of the living tree and bright yellow curtains fluttering in the breeze and a blue desk by the round window—a perfect place for drawing.

			Then, with a sigh, she opened her eyes and looked up at the slanted ceiling. “So what do we need to get into the palace?”

			“Costumes. Nice ones. Fancy costumes, and something to cover our faces.”

			Sophia sat up slowly and opened her pack. “I still have New Occident money,” she said. “We could buy some things.”

			“Show me how much you have.” He held out his uninjured hand for the money. “All right,” he said, after counting it. “You stay here and I’ll go buy us some things for costumes.”

			“What? No—I’m going with you.”

			He shook his head. “If we go together, we’ll be more recognizable. The guards will be looking for two people. And besides, you stick out. I look like I’m from the Baldlands, but you don’t.” Sophia looked at him in consternation. Theo took her hand, and when he spoke again his voice was serious. “You know I’ll come back.”

			“I know,” Sophia said with frustration. “Of course I know. I just don’t want to sit here waiting. What about your hand?”

			“It’s fine.”

			“You can’t even carry anything with it.”

			“Yes, I can. Trust me. It’ll be safer. And easier.”

			She shook her head resignedly. “All right.”

			He got to his feet and stuffed the money into his pocket. “I’d better get going,” he said, looking out through one of the round windows. “It’s late afternoon, and the stores will start closing.”

			“How long do you think it will take?” she asked anxiously, standing up too.

			“Maybe an hour. It may get dark while I’m gone. I’ll try to buy candles,” he added, looking around the bare room. Sophia followed him down the spiral staircase to the first floor and then watched him scurry down the trunk of the tree. “Back soon,” he called up quietly. She watched him go.

			Then she righted the two chairs near the staircase, placing them on either side of the wooden table. Sitting down heavily, she rested her chin in her hand and looked out over the room.

			It was not that she disbelieved Theo—not anymore. She knew he planned to return. But any number of things could happen to prevent him from making his way back to the house in the rotting tree. The guards might see him; someone might ask about his hand and find his answer unsatisfactory; the raider from the market might stumble across him again. She sat, and the sky darkened, the time stretching out interminably. What would happen if Theo did not return? The dusk would turn to night, and the whole city would fall asleep, and she would remain in the tree house, waiting. Then the sky would lighten and the day would arrive, and she would have to venture back into the heart of the city and find a way to get past the guards at Mazapán’s shop. The very thought of it made her stomach sink. And if she could not get through? All of her money was gone. Even if she could leave the city unseen, she would have no way to buy food, and she would have to walk all the long way to Veracruz to seek help from the crew of the Swan. If by some miracle she made it, how would she get back to New Occident? It was nearly July 4; after that, with the borders’ closure and the inevitable lines at each entry point, it would be much harder. What if she ended up outside New Occident’s borders, stranded? I’ll never make it, she thought. I might as well go turn myself in at the palace.

			She checked her watch; Theo had been gone more than two hours. This is stupid, she realized. I’m not making anything better by sitting here agonizing. I need something to do.

			Steeling herself, she opened her pack and took out the maps. She had left the glass map awake, and now she read the maps once, twice, and then a third time. She lingered over the strange apparition that appeared at the end of the memories: a figure holding a shining beacon in its hand as it ran toward her. Each time, it seemed to grow more familiar. I’ll read the maps again, she thought, And this time I’ll know who it is. But nothing changed beyond the unnerving sense of familiarity. Sighing, she put the maps aside. There was something about them . . . It was almost as if they were meant for her—that their meaning lay within her grasp. But something was still missing.

			Then she opened her notebook, and in the dying light of sunset she drew aimlessly, letting her pencil wander. She found herself tracing the outlines of a familiar face: there was Theo, smiling slyly from the center of the page, almost about to wink. She realized with surprise that it was a fair resemblance. It did not quite capture him, but the likeness was recognizable—far more so than her first attempt after seeing him at the wharf. She flipped back in her sketchbook and compared the two. The haughty boy she had drawn then was entirely unlike the one she had come to know. Ehrlach disguised him with feathers, Sophia thought, and I disguised him with my own idea of what I wanted him to be.

			“Is that me?”

			Sophia turned with a start and saw Theo himself, his arms heavily laden, standing in the semi-darkness. “You’re back!” she exclaimed, flooded with relief. “You frightened me. I didn’t hear you come up.”

			He laughed and dropped the bundles on the table. “I didn’t sneak up on you, honestly. The whole palace guard could have tramped up here and you wouldn’t have heard them.”

			“I’m so glad you’re back.”

			“I took a long time, I’m sorry,” Theo said, and it was clear he meant it. “But look at everything I got.” He rummaged through one of the packages and pulled out a bundle of white candles. He lit one, dripped wax on the wooden table, and planted the candle there.

			“Did anyone see you?”

			“I only saw one guard the whole time, and he didn’t notice me,” Theo said smugly. “I stayed out of the center—got everything in stores farther out. Look at this,” he said, pulling out a sage-green cloth that glimmered as if powdered with gold.

			Sophia gasped. “It’s beautiful—what is it?”

			“A long veil. You can just wear it over your head—I’ll show you. No one will see your face. And I got you this,” he went on, pulling out a pale green gown with slender straps made of vine. “It’s probably a little big, so you can use this to adjust it.” He showed her a small wooden box with an inlaid design and opened it to reveal a packet of bone needles, a tiny pair of scissors fashioned of obsidian and wood, and four diminutive spools of thread.

			“Theo,” Sophia breathed. “These things are so beautiful. Did the money I had really buy all this?”

			“I kept most of the money. We need it for food, anyway.”

			It took her a moment to understand. “You stole these things,” she finally said.

			Theo looked back at her, his dark eyes serious in the feeble light of the candle. “Of course I did. I had to. Why do you think I went alone? The money wouldn’t have bought us more than a couple pairs of socks. Do you want to get into the palace or not?”

			“I should have known.”

			“Come on. I had to steal these things. We weren’t going to get in all dirty, dressed like beggars. There was no choice.”

			“You could have just said so,” she snapped. “You could have just said the money wasn’t enough and you had to go alone because you were going to steal it.”

			“Well, I didn’t lie,” Theo replied heatedly. “I didn’t say the money was enough, and all the reasons I gave for going alone were true. I don’t lie to you.”

			“But if you leave out the truth, it’s the same as lying!”

			“It was just easier not to explain. You would have argued with me, and I needed to get these things before dark. Come on, let me show you the rest of the stuff. It’s great,” Theo said in a placating tone.

			“All right,” Sophia said tightly.

			“This is for me,” he said. He opened a bulky package and drew out a long black velvet cloak. “Plus some new bandages. And, as much as I hate feathers, that’s pretty much all there is for masks. I got these to match, to hide my hand.” He showed her a mask covered with brilliant blue plumage, and the gauntlets that would conceal the cotton gauze.

			“It’s all perfect,” Sophia said dispiritedly. “Everything you got.”

			Theo sat and looked at her across the table. “Don’t be mad.”

			“I just don’t understand why you have to lie about everything.”

			“It’s just—I don’t know. It’s so much easier than explaining every little thing.” He turned the mask over in his hands.

			“But you lie about things that aren’t little. Like what happened to your parents.”

			“Well, yeah. I don’t like being pinned down.”

			“Pinned down?”

			“You know what I mean. If you tell someone everything, it’s like putting yourself right in their hands. If you lie, you keep the options open—nobody ever has the whole picture of you.”

			Sophia shook her head. “So you never tell the truth?”

			“No, I do. I tell you the truth.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Sometimes.”

			“I do,” Theo insisted. “About the important things, I do.”

			“Why? What’s the difference?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know—with you I don’t mind.”

			She looked at the flickering candle. “You didn’t tell me why you couldn’t go into Nochtland.”

			“I should have, I know. But you could have asked me. You can ask me anything.”

			“All right,” Sophia said. “Tell me about your hand. How did you find out about the Mark of Iron? You told Calixta you hurt it when your house fell apart. I’m guessing that’s not true.”

			Theo turned so that he was facing the pile of clothes on the table. “Sure, I’ll tell you the truth about it,” he said, grinning. “But first, let’s eat.” He produced a loaf of bread, a bottle of milk, and a basket of figs. “I actually paid for these.”

			Sophia smiled. “Thanks. That makes it taste a lot better.”

			He lit another candle and pushed the clothing aside. Sophia had once again forgotten how much time had passed since her last meal, and the two of them fell on the bread and figs, washing it all down with milk from the glass bottle.

			Theo wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as she settled in her chair. “Okay. First, you’ve got to understand that outside of the Triple Eras, especially in the northern Baldlands, it’s no big deal to have the Mark of Iron. There are raiders who even say they’ve got more iron than they actually do—that’s how proud of it they are. Course, that can get you into trouble. I knew a raider named Ballast who claimed every bone in his body was made of iron. Well, you can imagine there were one or two other raiders who were happy to prove him wrong.” He chuckled. “Dangerous to boast about something like that.

			“When I was still in Sue’s gang—I couldn’t have been more than five—we stopped in a town called Mercury where almost everyone had the Mark. The town doctor had a magnet as big as a window that he used to figure out who had what made of iron. He wasn’t going to cut into someone—do surgery—before he knew what was iron and what wasn’t.”

			Sophia leaned forward. “I can’t believe it’s so common there.”

			Theo nodded. “Oh, yeah. Real common. But the doctor wasn’t. He was one of our customers, that’s how Sue knew about him. It was one of her books that gave him the magnet idea in the first place.”

			“She had books?” Sophia had difficulty imagining books among raiders and gangs.

			“That’s mostly how she supported us. See, it’s not like New Occident, where all the books are from your time or before. In the Baldlands, there’s books from every year you could think of. Every ‘era,’ like they used to say before the Disruption. Sue was a book peddler—we’d buy books in one town, then sell them in the next, buy more, move on.”

			Sophia bit her lip. “There must have been wonderful books.”

			“Yeah, there were. That’s how I learned to read. There’s all kinds of things you can get from books. How do you think I learned about maps?” He raised his eyebrows. “Well, the doctor bought a book from who-knows-when that talked about iron bones and magnets. He owed Sue a favor or two. I guess she’d already noticed things about my hand—she didn’t say, but maybe she’d noticed it was stronger than the other one. She paid the doctor a whole dollar to have me checked for the Mark of Iron. Just so I’d know. She took that good care of me.” He played with a crust of bread. “So he did, found my hand had the Mark.”

			“Nothing else?”

			“Nope. Just my hand. Sue lectured me then; told me I shouldn’t boast about having the Mark because it would get me into trouble, and I had to be careful who knew, because in some parts people thought badly of it.” Theo shook his head. “Well, it wasn’t long before I was ignoring Sue’s advice. I let it get to my head that I had the Mark, and I started using my hand for all kinds of stupid stunts. Though the first scar was for a good cause.” He showed her the edge of his hand. “One of the kids had fallen into a crevice and I kept him from falling by pulling him up by his bootlace. Cut clean through the skin, but the iron bones held.” He laughed. “After that, the reasons weren’t always as good.”

			“So what you said to Calixta never happened?”

			“Nah, course not. I told you—I never knew my parents. But I wasn’t going to tell her about the Mark, was I? No way to know what she’d think of it. It’s what I’m saying—best not to get pinned down by telling the truth.”

			“I guess I see what you mean,” Sophia allowed. It was clear now that Theo didn’t intend any harm with his innumerable small lies. She could see how there were sometimes occasions when it was useful, but she couldn’t imagine them. And then she could. Right now, she realized with surprise, we’re going to lie to get into the palace. We’re going to lie about who we are. And I don’t care.

			Sophia found herself looking across the table at her open notebook, the drawing of Theo dressed in feathers.

			As if reading her thoughts, he asked, “So you never said. Is that drawing of me?”

			She blushed, grateful for the darkness in the little tree house. “It is.”

			“You have a good memory—that’s exactly what the costume looked like.”

			“No, I drew it then. The day I saw you.”

			Theo’s eyes opened wide with surprise. “You did?”

			Sophia nodded. “You know when you went to my house to find Shadrack?” Now he nodded. “I wasn’t home because I’d gone to the wharf. I looked for you.”

			Theo wore a strange expression. “What do you mean?”

			“I’d seen you that once, in the cage. I went back to the circus to see if I could get you out. I know—it’s stupid.” Sophia laughed to hide her embarrassment. “I planned to rescue you.”

			For a moment he stared at her. Then a slow smile spread across his face. “Well, thanks.”

			“But I didn’t rescue you!”

			Theo, still smiling, reached across for the last piece of bread. “We should put the candles out soon,” he said, “so people in the other houses don’t know we’re here.”
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			The Eclipse

			1891, June 30: 16-Hour 50

			Just as the variety of time-keeping methods in the Triple Eras gradually gave way to the nine-hour clock, so the variety of calendars gave way to the lunar calendar. Festivities were organized around the calendar, and today no festival is greater than that reserved for the occasional lunar or solar eclipse. These are often marked with costume balls, in which the revelers cover their faces just as the sun and moon “cover” theirs.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Cultural Geography of the Baldlands


			SOPHIA AND THEO spent the following day in the tree house. They descended twice to buy food but otherwise remained high in the bare branches, gazing out through the windows at the vast city and wondering what the night would bring. Perhaps it was Theo’s easy banter, or perhaps it was the sense that the time for nervousness had passed; Sophia felt a steady calm descend as the day wore on. She knew what lay ahead and she was not afraid. When dusk fell, they began donning their costumes.

			Sophia had to admit, examining herself beside Theo in the cracked mirror, that they were nearly unrecognizable. The high shoes he had stolen for them added several inches to their heights. Theo’s feathered mask covered his entire face, and the dark cloak made him seem bulkier than he was. His bandaged hand was concealed by the feathery gauntlet. Sophia’s gown cascaded around her in a rush of rippling silk blanketed with fern leaves. Fortunately, the fronds were thick enough to conceal the bulky shape of her pack, which she wore under her gown, strapped at the back of her waist like a bustle. She had no mask, but the sage-green veil powdered with glitter was enough. Looking at herself in the mirror, she could see only the outline of her face.

			“We look so old,” she murmured.

			“That’s the idea,” Theo replied, pulling the cloak around his chest. “As long as we walk right, no one will know.” He turned to her. “Are you ready?”

			“I think so.” Sophia took a deep breath and drew herself to her now considerable height. “I’ll have to put these back on when we reach the palace,” she said, pulling off the high shoes. “Good-bye, tree house,” she said quietly, looking around the condemned room before descending the stairs. “Thank you for keeping us safe—at least for a little while.”

			Half an hour later, they were approaching the palace gates. The air was filled with fluting music and the chatter of the arriving guests, and Sophia could see at once that Theo had chosen their costumes well: no one gave them a second glance. Nonetheless, Sophia felt her heart flutter at the sight of the guards. Squeezing her arm, Theo pointed to a large party of extravagantly dressed guests that was making its way noisily toward the entrance, and the two of them insinuated themselves into the group.

			As they slowly moved forward, one of the women turned and looked them up and down. Sophia caught her breath, preparing herself for the shout of alarm. Then the woman leaned forward and asked, “A Lorca design?”

			“Yes,” Sophia said, hiding her surprise as best she could.

			“I compliment you on being able to secure her services. When I tried to order my gown, she said she could no longer take orders!” The woman gestured down at her pea-green tunic, which looked a bit wrinkled.

			Sophia struggled to think of a fitting reply. “One does have to order very early,” she said, in what she hoped was a lofty tone.

			The woman nodded sagely. “Quite right. I will do so next time.” She turned to follow her companions, but by that time the leader of the party had spoken to the guard and all of them—including Sophia and Theo—had been waved through the gates.

			Sophia let out a sharp sigh of relief. “That was easy, wasn’t it?” Theo said smugly.

			As they entered the garden, she caught her breath. It had been transformed by a thousand lanterns that hung from every tree and above every fountain. The water in the lily pond shimmered, reflecting the lights. Clusters of people drifted in and out among the hedges and walkways, some of them carrying long poles with bright lanterns shaped like moons. For a moment, she forgot any danger and lost herself in the floating music and winking lights of the eclipse festival.

			Theo moved single-mindedly toward the lily pond, leading Sophia by the elbow as she turned to look at the frail paper boats gliding across it. “I’ll show you the way I got in last time,” he murmured.

			Sophia did not reply, consumed as she was by the sights and sounds. A little boy dressed like a bird, complete with feathery wings, fluttered past them laughing; a taller girl pursuing him held her skirt in bunched fistfuls so that she could run. Sophia watched, a smile stealing over her face, and suddenly her smile froze. She seized Theo’s arm.

			“What?” he asked in surprise. “The guards won’t recognize us . . .” The words died in his throat as he saw the man standing only a few feet away, contentedly eating a tall piece of cake.

			It was Montaigne. He had not noticed the young man with a feathered mask and the veiled lady. He took another bite of cake and then drifted away from the side of the lily pool and wandered into the gardens.

			“I can’t believe he followed you all the way here,” Theo whispered.

			“He must have followed the Swan, which means he knows about Calixta and Burr. If we stay with him we might find out where they are,” Sophia said under her breath, pulling Theo onward.

			They kept their eyes on Montaigne’s retreating back and stayed well behind, following him as he made his slow way through the garden, stopping occasionally to take a bite of cake or dip his fingers in one of the fountains. He skirted a broad wooden dance floor, empty save for sawdust, that stood awaiting the dancers who later would whirl upon it under the darkened moon. Then he rounded a corner onto a lawn bordered by lemon trees, where a trio of musicians was performing. He sauntered up to the audience from behind and sat in one of the empty chairs.

			Sophia and Theo watched through the screen of the lemon trees. Princess Justa sat with a dozen attendants, but the rest of the audience were strangers. Veressa and Martin were nowhere to be seen. Sophia moved forward to get a clear view of Montaigne—and then she stopped in her tracks. Beside him was a small woman, her long, fair hair pulled back, a delicate veil covering her face. Seated next to her, half-obscured and slumped over, as if sunk in melancholy, was Shadrack.

			In that moment, Sophia understood what a precious gift it was to have no sense of time. What for ordinary people would have seemed like a fragment of a second seemed like hours to her. During that time out of time, she had all the time in the world to think. Montaigne had followed her, and he had brought Shadrack with him. Perhaps he had traveled with Shadrack from the start: all the way along the Western Line, to New Orleans, to Veracruz, to Nochtland. Sophia imagined that journey and all the routes it might have taken, all the difficulties Shadrack might have faced. It didn’t matter how he had gotten to Nochtland; he was here now, and so was she. And with still more time to deliberate, Sophia thought of how she might draw him away.

			She found herself back in the Nochtland gardens, her plan complete. “He’s here!” she whispered urgently. “That’s Shadrack.”

			“I see him,” Theo said slowly. “What do you want to do?”

			“We need a distraction. The dance floor. And the lanterns.”

			Theo understood at once. “You get to Shadrack. I’ll find you.” He broke cover and moved toward the empty dance floor. Sophia stayed behind, her eyes fastened on her uncle.

			The fluting music rose up over the audience and through the trees, and the laughter of the revelers tinkled like glass chimes. Sophia marked time by when one song ended and another began. As the trio commenced a third piece, another sound suddenly cut through the air: a shout of alarm. Another echoed it, and a moment later frightened shrieks pierced the music and brought it to a halt. “Fire!” someone cried. “The dance floor is on fire!” The audience rose in confusion. The flames spread, and she could see the worried faces of the audience. A loud crack burst out behind her as the floorboards were engulfed, and suddenly everyone panicked. Princess Justa’s attendants seized her arms and hurried her away. The other guests rushed across the lawn, toppling chairs and bumping into one another.

			“Water, get water!” Sophia heard the sharp sizzle of water against burning wood. She kept her eyes trained on Shadrack. He had remained behind while the others around him fled in panic. Even the shouts and the light and the heat of the fire did not seem to affect him.

			As soon as the clearing was abandoned, Sophia stepped forward. Shadrack was sitting motionlessly at the end of the aisle. She could not see his face, but he seemed to be simply staring at the trees in front of him. What’s wrong with him? Why doesn’t he move? Sophia was suddenly terrified. What had happened to Shadrack that he did not even flee at the sight of fire?

			Her heart was pounding as she hurried toward him. She placed her hand gently on his slumped shoulder. “Shadrack?” she said, her voice trembling. Hearing his name, Shadrack looked up at her abruptly, and his eyes stared blankly, uncomprehendingly, at her veiled face. Sophia lifted her veil with shaking fingers. “It’s me, Shadrack. Sophia.” She bent down and threw her arms around him.

			“Is it really you, Soph?” Shadrack asked hoarsely, his arms moving slowly to embrace her.

			“We have to get out of here before they notice us,” she said desperately, pulling back even though she didn’t want to. “Are you all right? Can you get up?”

			He gazed at her face as if waking from a long sleep. “I thought you were lost. When we arrived, they said you were killed trying to escape the palace grounds.”

			“Oh, Shadrack,” she cried. “No—no, we escaped.” She put her arms around him again and Shadrack squeezed until she felt that her ribs would break. Over his shoulder, she saw the guards still trying to douse the flames. Theo was hurrying toward them, his feathered mask still in place.

			“I can’t believe you’re here. You’re alive,” Shadrack said with a deep sigh.

			“I can’t believe you’re here, Shadrack,” she said, pulling away. “Shadrack, this is Theo,” she said, as he joined them. “We never imagined—we came back for Veressa and the others. Do you know what happened to them—where they are?”

			Shadrack had overcome his shock, and after assessing the commotion around the fire, he rose hurriedly. “Come,” he said, taking Sophia’s hand. “I haven’t seen her, but I know where she is.” They ran toward the palace, passing the smoldering remains of the dance floor. The palace guards and guests who had extinguished the fire with water from the fountains were coughing from the acrid smoke. No one noticed their escape.

			The front entrance, they could see even from a distance, was lined with guards. The doors of the conservatory were firmly shut. But they tested Martin and Veressa’s windows and found to their relief that the one Sophia and Theo had escaped through was unlocked.

			For a moment they paused in the dark bedroom, listening for any sounds of pursuit in the garden or the house. There were none. Sophia kicked off the high shoes and then they left, stealing along the corridor toward the door that connected with the main palace. “They’re going to notice by now that you’re gone,” Sophia whispered, as Shadrack pulled open the door.

			“I know,” he said tersely. “We have to hurry.” He seemed to have a map of the palace in his head and turned without hesitation at each corner. They whirled through the empty corridors strewn with eucalyptus leaves, the sharp smell rising as they ran, until they reached a flight of wide stone stairs leading downward. “The servants’ floor,” Shadrack said, panting. “The entrance to the dungeons should be here.”

			The corridors here were narrower, and their hurried footsteps echoed on the bare stone floor. Yet these hallways were also blessedly empty; the festivities required every free hand. The bedrooms, narrow and spare as monastic cells, were all deserted. They turned a corner and suddenly found themselves at a dead end. Shadrack stopped short. “No, it’s not here,” he said to himself. “It must be . . .” he trailed off. “Wherever the guard are housed.”

			After hesitating for a moment, Shadrack turned back the way they’d come, back past the stairs in the opposite direction. Soon they were racing through the long, cavernous rooms that housed the royal guard. These, too, were empty, though littered with equipment and weapons, and at the far end of the largest room was an arched, torch-lit entryway and a descending staircase.

			“That’s it,” he said, glancing behind them. The shadowed stairs seemed to go down forever. At the bottom, they found themselves in a dark, dank passage whose stone walls were covered—unexpectedly—with pale vines growing in twists and turns and dense spirals. As she hurried along, Sophia ran her hand over the cool leaves.

			Suddenly, the corridor opened out onto a vast, high chamber with a domed ceiling. The walls were covered by the same pale creepers. Fires in deep clay pots dotted the stone floor, and in the center of the room was what appeared to be an empty pool. As they walked toward it, breathing heavily with exertion, Sophia realized that it was actually a pit. She ran to the edge and peered in.

			The pit was more than twenty feet deep, its walls covered with sharp, irregular shards of glass. At the bottom, huddled around a small fire, sat the four luckless prisoners: Veressa, Martin, Calixta, and Burr. “It’s me, Sophia,” she called down, her voice echoing throughout the chamber.

			At the sight of her, the four sprang to their feet. “Sophia!” Veressa cried. “You must leave here!”

			Shadrack and Theo reached the edge of the pit. “We’re not leaving without you,” Shadrack said. “There’s a ladder. We’ll lower it and you can climb out.”

			“Where are the guard?” Burr demanded. “How did you get past them?”

			“They’re outside,” Sophia said. “Everyone is watching the eclipse.”

			Shadrack and Theo lowered the wooden ladder into the pit and held the top of it securely while Burr held the bottom and, one by one, the other three made their way up. Martin went first, climbing slowly because of his silver leg, and when he had emerged safely, he embraced Sophia. “My dear, I’m not sure it was wise of you to come here.”

			“We had to, Martin,” she said, leaning against him.

			Calixta reached the top of the ladder, and then Veressa emerged. Burr followed them, leaping out over the last rung. “Right. Now how do we get out of here, Veressa?” he asked.

			She was on the verge of answering when there was a sudden sound. Turning as one, they saw Montaigne’s companion, the veiled woman, standing in the doorway, surrounded by more than a dozen of the Nochtland guard. She strode toward them, more of the guard pouring out of the corridor behind her, ominous as gathering vultures. They held their spears aloft, directed at the small group that stood by the open pit.

			“Princess Justa was right after all,” the woman said, her sweet, sad voice filling the cavernous chamber. Her delicate veil fluttered as she spoke. “She assured me you would return for your friends. I thought you would have more sense,” she said softly, walking directly toward Sophia. “For once, I’m glad to have been proven wrong.”

			Shadrack put his arm across Sophia. “Leave her, Blanca,” he said hoarsely.

			Blanca shook her head and began to remove her gloves. “This is the moment we were always heading toward, Shadrack. You simply chose not to believe it.” She extended her bare hand toward Sophia. “I’ll have the bag you are carrying, please.” Sophia did not move. “You may not care for your own safety, but surely there are some here whom you would not like to see at the end of a spear?”

			Sophia turned reluctantly to retrieve her pack from under her gown, and after an awkward struggle it was free. She handed it to Blanca. Their hands touched for a moment; Sophia felt the pressure of the woman’s cold fingers. “Thank you,” Blanca said. Without wasting a moment, she opened the pack and removed the four maps. She ran her trembling fingers over them lovingly and then held the glass map up like a trophy, gazing at it. Sophia stared at the cavern wall through the treasure that she had just lost. “You must understand, Sophia,” Blanca said softly, “that they belong with me. For three years I shared a home with them—they were almost mine. I might have read them a thousand times, except that I could not.”

			With an easy motion she lifted her veil, and in the flickering firelight Sophia saw that the woman’s face had no features, only skin that was deathly pale. The skin was deeply scarred, as if a dozen knives had carved through it: as if a patient hand had cut across it, again and again.
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			The Lined Palm

			1891, July 1: 2-Hour 05

			The dungeons are from an another period, likely the earliest of the Triple Eras. Soil sampling from the underground vaults of the imperial palace in Nochtland suggests that the extensive subterranean architecture dates to several hundred years before the topsoil upon which the palace is built. In other words, the visible structure of the palace, which has been in place since the Great Disruption, belongs to a different age than do its foundations.

			—From Veressa Metl’s “Local Soils: Implications for Cartology”


			YEARS BEFORE BLANCA knew of the glaciers’ advance, she had sought to enrich her railway company by extending the track south through New Occident’s Indian Territories and all the way to Nochtland. Princess Justa, unsurprisingly, looked favorably upon the investor who promised to connect the isolated capital with the wealthy cities to the north. Over time, Blanca had proven herself to be more than a match for the insular monarch, easily securing a monopoly on the railroad route and then persuading her that a mere weirwind was moving north.

			But it was no weirwind that sped toward Nochtland under the shadowed light of the eclipsed moon. What had begun as an imperceptible movement far away in Tierra del Fuego had accelerated day by day into a rapid, erratic progress that left little time for flight. The glaciers had passed Xela and were making their way north, obliterating everything that lay in their path.

			A jagged border divided the vast plains and mountains of the Baldlands from the gleaming Southern Snows. Where the two Ages met, a brilliant light, wild and unpredictable as a lightning storm, pierced the night air. All who saw it fled in terror, and only a few who glimpsed the distant flashes on the horizon understood what they meant: to see the lights was to have already waited too long.

			Justa’s prisoners had been returned to the glass-shard pit in the depths of the Nochtland palace; Sophia, Theo, and Shadrack had been forced to join them. Blanca had again fooled the princess, this time with a story about an elaborate conspiracy by the Mark of Iron, hatched in the Indies and executed with the assistance of palace insiders. Justa’s suspicious mind accepted the tale without hesitation, and she placed the captives entirely in Blanca’s power.

			At first, amidst reunions and urgent conversation, the prisoners hardly noticed the walls around them. Shadrack described his capture, Blanca’s ambitions for the carta mayor, the long voyage south, and his thwarted attempt to escape. Sophia told him everything that had happened since she had discovered him missing in Boston. And Veressa related how Martin’s silver leg had been detected when one of the guards’ dogs had sniffed it out; Burr had impulsively drawn his pistol, and they had been thrown into the dungeons immediately. But once Theo had repeated the rumors of the Lachrima moving north, and once Shadrack had explained that their advance doubtlessly resulted from the Southern Snows’ rapidly encroaching border, a shocked silence overtook them. Nothing, it seemed, would stop the Ice Age from inexorably erasing everything in its path, creating and then driving a multitude of Lachrima before it.

			Only Sophia was not downcast. She leaned against Shadrack’s shoulder while he spoke with Veressa, indifferent to the packed dirt floor and the somber half-darkness. The elation that came with being reunited with her uncle, Theo, and the others buoyed her, and their resigned faces only filled her with determination. She could not believe that they had traveled so far merely to be engulfed by glaciers. The Fates have left us with enough, she thought, clutching her watch and the spool of thread in her pocket, and we have to make the most of it. Her mind raced ahead to the danger that awaited. She could not imagine the advent of the Southern Snows, but the image of countless Lachrima fleeing the site of their erasures was vivid. She shivered. Seeing Blanca’s mutilated face had been horrible enough.

			“Tell me again why her face is like that,” she said to Shadrack, who had paused in his conversation.

			“You mean why it’s scarred?” She nodded. “You remember Veressa’s story of our visit to Talisman’s house, all those years ago? As I said, I realized as soon as I saw her that Blanca was the Lachrima he kept imprisoned there.”

			“Yes. But why did he cut her face?”

			Shadrack shook his head. “The man had been driven mad. He believed he could somehow cut through her skin to find her face underneath.”

			“The poor wretches,” Veressa murmured. “Both of them.”

			As she spoke, a trio of guards appeared at the edge of the pit and began lowering the wooden ladder. The prisoners looked up expectantly. “Only the girl is to come up,” said one of the guards. The other two held their spears aloft, as if to enforce his command. “The girl named Sophia.”

			“She’s not going without me,” Shadrack called up.

			“Only the girl.”

			“I’ll be fine, Shadrack,” Sophia said. “We don’t have a choice anyway.”

			“Send her up,” the guard called again.

			“She’s right, Shadrack.” Veressa took his hand and pulled him aside. “Let her go.”

			Sophia began carefully climbing the wooden rungs, eyes fixed on her hands, not daring to look at the sharp glass shards inches away. When she reached the top, the guards swung her up by the arms. She caught a brief glimpse over her shoulder of the forlorn group clustered at the bottom of the pit, and the sight brought a knot to her throat.

			The guards walked her back through the cavernous room and then the deserted servants’ quarters. Emerging onto a vast stone courtyard, Sophia felt her eyes drawn upward to the peculiar light in the sky. The mottled face of the pale moon was almost hidden, as if by a dark veil. Sophia was surprised to hear music and laughter in the distance—the festivities for the eclipse, which seemed as if it had occurred days earlier.

			The feeling of unreality continued when they entered a set of apartments at the rear of the palace, overlooking the gardens. The airy opulence took Sophia’s breath away. Carpeted with pale yellow petals, the main room was lit by tall glass candle-lamps that cast a flickering patchwork of golden light and dark shadows. Clusters of white flowers draped over the furniture emitted a heavy, sweet smell, and strings of clear glass bells hung in the open windows. Their quiet tinkling reminded Sophia of Mrs. Clay.

			But it was not Mrs. Clay who awaited her. Blanca stood by one of the windows, her veil once again covering her face. “Leave her with me,” she curtly told the guards. “You may wait outside.” The guards left Sophia near a pair of brocaded chairs.

			Blanca settled herself in one of the chairs and motioned Sophia into the other. Faint music through the closed windows could not distract Sophia from the image of the scarred face she had seen in the dungeon; she stared at the veil, unable to think of anything but what lay beneath.

			Then in one fluid motion Blanca lifted it. Sophia was once again shaken by the gruesome face, where the scars were so numerous they made a mass of muddled flesh. “That’s right,” Blanca said softly. “Count them. Count them, and imagine the pain they cost me, and then imagine how little now it costs me to pain others. You should know that, before you decide to resist my will with a child’s conception of right and wrong.” She said these words sweetly, as if promising Sophia something wonderful. “What have you known of pain? Nothing.”

			The pain that Blanca described was genuine—that was clear—and she had indeed suffered more than Sophia could ever know. As she forced herself to look at the scars, Sophia felt her terror ebb, replaced by a wave of sympathy for the creature who sat before her, first robbed of her precious memories and then burdened with unspeakable new ones.

			“You’re right,” Sophia said, willing herself to look directly at where Blanca’s eyes should have been. “I haven’t known pain like you have. I hope I never will.”

			“Your uncle has told you, then, how I earned my scars?”

			She nodded, transfixed by the lines that rumpled and shifted across Blanca’s face as she spoke. “How is it that you can see and talk?” Sophia blurted out.

			Blanca’s face went still as ice and Sophia’s heart jumped. She had not meant for the question to burst forth. But she could not help it: along with sympathy, she felt curiosity.

			Then, to her surprise, Blanca laughed. “I have never met a child like you. I see you truly do not frighten easily. There is no doubt you are your uncle’s niece.” She shook her head. “To answer your question,” Blanca said, her voice direct, absent its former enveloping sweetness, “no one knows how it is that the Lachrima can see and speak and smell despite our lost features.”

			Sophia considered this for a moment. “I have never met another Lachrima, but I didn’t think they spoke and . . . behaved the way you do.”

			“They usually do not. But you see, I am different.” She paused. “I will explain how, since I respect your sense of inquiry. I have known many who felt horror at my face, but few with a desire to understand.” The Lachrima shifted in her chair, so that her face was partly hidden in shadow. “A few days ago, when I read the map your uncle drew of that place—that hell where I suffered for three years—I could not fathom how he knew of it.” Her voice dropped. “I had no wish to be reminded of it. But then I remembered his face. It was your uncle who came, in the end, and who opened the door to my freedom.”

			Sophia felt her heart swell with pride.

			“But your uncle does not know everything that happened to me there. Do you see this?” She held out her ungloved hand. A clear gray line was inked across the palm, tracing the long wrinkle that curved toward her wrist.

			“What is it?”

			“The cartologer made my ruined face even worse. He drew thousands of maps across my skin in vain. But, whether he knew it or not, he drew one true line, and this was it. When he made this line, only weeks before I was freed, I remembered everything from my past life. It came upon me instantly, and as I traced my own palm with the fingers of my other hand, it was as though I was reading my own history.”

			“Everything?”

			“All the memories that I had the day they were lost.” Blanca sighed. “I remembered my home—my Age.” Sophia could hear a smile in her voice as she continued. “The wondrous Glacine Age. I remembered being only a few years older than you are now when the Great Disruption occurred. The beautiful and terrible Disruption, which felt like falling into a deep pit of endless light.” Blanca stood and walked to the window. She looked out into the gardens with the glass bells tinkling quietly above her. “It was the day I turned twenty. I had gone to our Hall of Remembrances to spend my birthday among its beautiful maps.” She saw Sophia’s enquiring look. “It was a great chamber, with maps recounting the city’s history. The Glacine Age has many such edifices.” Blanca paused. “You have seen one, as a matter of fact.”

			Sophia blinked in surprise. “I have?”

			“The four maps,” she replied quietly. “The memories in the four maps took place in such a hall.”

			Sophia recalled the long climb up a spiraling stairwell, the many people around her, and the building’s slow collapse. “But does that mean the Disruption occurred in your Age?”

			“I do not know,” Blanca said so softly that Sophia almost could not hear her. “I do not know. I am still attempting—” Her voice suddenly broke with frustration. “I am still attempting to understand the maps. What I do know,” she went on more firmly, turning back toward Sophia, “is that the carta mayor will explain everything.”

			She crossed the room to open a low cabinet and returned holding something which she handed to Sophia: her pack. “I believe there are other things besides the maps of value to you here.” Sophia took it in silence and held it closely to her chest. “I cannot stop the glaciers. But I have appealed to your uncle to do what he can—not only for my Age, but for all the Ages: for the world. Now I make that appeal to you, as well. You are the only one who can persuade him.” Blanca’s voice, musical and mournful, filled Sophia with a sudden sense of longing for all the things she would never see once the Southern Snows had encased the world in ice. She would never see the distant Ages she yearned to explore; she would never see Boston again, or the house on East Ending Street; and she would never, she thought desperately, see the parents she hoped were still somewhere far away, waiting to be found. “This New World is ending,” Blanca went on, as if reading Sophia’s thoughts. “But we can still determine what takes its place. If your uncle helps me to find and rewrite the carta mayor, we can ensure that the world emerging from the destruction is a whole world—a good world. Now that I have read the four maps, I am more convinced than ever. He is our only hope.”

			“Shadrack will not do it,” Sophia said matter-of-factly, without hostility. “Even if he could. He said so.”

			The tinkling of the glass bells mingled with the distant laughter and music that drifted up from the gardens. “Perhaps your uncle has not told you,” Blanca finally said, “how complete the carta mayor is. The map shows everything that has happened and everything that will happen. Do you know what that means?”

			Sophia gazed at the scars on Blanca’s face, a slight spark of an idea forming in her mind. “I think so.”

			“It means that if Shadrack read the map, he could tell you anything you might want to know. Anything. All your curiosities about the past, satisfied. The carta mayor would allow you to know, once and for all, what happened to Bronson and Minna Tims so many years ago.”

			Sophia felt a sharp sting at the edge of her eyes.

			“Yes, I know of their disappearance,” Blanca said gently. “I know many things about you, Sophia: I know of your illustrious family past; I know that you and Shadrack are inseparable; I know that you have no sense of time. Carlton Hopish’s memories of you are fond ones.” She paused. “I cannot give you your parents back,” she continued, her voice heavy with sadness, “but with the carta mayor I can tell you for certain what became of them.”

			Sophia stared down at her lap and struggled to hold back her tears. To know for certain what became of them, she thought numbly.

			As if sensing her confusion, Blanca leaned forward. “Think what that would mean.” Then she gracefully stood and walked slowly to one of the wardrobes that stood against the wall. “Have you ever seen a water map?”

			“No,” Sophia said dully. “I was only starting to learn about maps.”

			“It may interest you to see one,” Blanca said, returning with a white bowl and a tall glass flask. “They are rare. They require skill and a patience few possess. They are made of condensation. Drop by drop, the mapmaker encapsulate the meanings of the map in vaporized water, then gathers those vapors to make a whole. This one was made in a cave far north in the Prehistoric Snows. The mapmaker, who was also an explorer, recounted his journey there.” Placing the bowl on the table that stood between them, she uncorked the flask and poured out its contents. To Sophia it looked like an ordinary bowl of water, except for the fact that it was unnaturally still.

			Blanca returned to the wardrobe and came back with the glass map, which she held over the bowl. “Do you see how it changes the appearance of the water?”

			Sophia beheld what looked like a bowl full of shimmering light. She nodded.

			Putting the glass aside, Blanca held a small white stone over the bowl of water, which looked ordinary once more. “Now watch the surface.” The stone fell from her fingers into the bowl. The ripples that formed in the water took on extraordinary shapes, rising like hills, dipping into shallow valleys, and curling into unlikely spirals high above the rim. Fine lines of color wove through the water, giving the shapes texture and depth.

			Sophia gasped despite herself and leaned in to see more. “How do you read it?”

			“It requires years of study. I am barely able to understand them. Your uncle,” she added, “is the only person I know who can both read and write water maps. Both are difficult, but it can be done. The Tracing Glass before you makes it easier; it is one of the most powerful instruments in the world, and with it your uncle could certainly revise the water map you see before you.”

			Sophia could not take her eyes from the color-laced terrain. “It is beautiful,” she whispered.

			“Imagine a map like this one, but as wide as a lake and with the mysteries of the world written upon it,” Blanca murmured. “Wouldn’t you wish to see it? Wouldn’t you wish to gaze upon the living world on the water’s surface? To ask it your questions and hear its secrets?” She gently lowered the Tracing Glass and sat down. Before her lay an ordinary bowl of water with a small stone at the bottom.

			Sophia sat back with a sigh. She listened to the laughter from the garden and let her eyes drift from the water map to Blanca’s face. The sense of sadness she had felt, imagining the Ages that would be lost beneath the glaciers, changed as suddenly and swiftly as the surface of the water. What had been lying still within her suddenly rose up, taking definite shape. She saw the course she had to follow clearly, as if it were drawn on a map. She stood up. “Give me a chance to talk alone with Shadrack,” Sophia told Blanca. “I will convince him.”
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			Flash Flood

				
				1891, July 1: 2-Hour 21

			Tell me whether you hear the Lachrima,

			That voice of Ages lost.

			It has wept beside me once before

			When I had no sense of its cost.

			I traveled a lifetime seeking to flee

			the grief it placed within me.

			Now I hear it still, but its voice has changed

			And I hear it only dimly.

			—“The Lachrima’s Lament,” Verse 1

			

			EVEN THOSE WHO lay far beyond the glaciers’ reach had begun to see signs of their advance: inscrutable signs, never seen since the Great Disruption, of an Age disintegrating at the edges. Howling storms seized the islands of the United Indies; colossal waves crashed upon their shores; weirwinds several miles long rambled like exiled ghosts along the deserts of the northern Baldlands; as far north as New Akan, the streets and farms were paralyzed by the unprecedented arrival of a snowstorm. And the changes were not only above ground; below the visible surface of the earth and all across the central Baldlands, the groundwater rose, pushed by a mighty force that transformed the very rocks and soil.

			Theo was the first to notice, soon after Sophia was taken away, when the feathered mask he had tossed into a corner of the pit suddenly floated toward him. With a shout he was on his feet.

			Burr rushed over. “What? What is it?”

			“There’s water seeping in—fast.” Theo pointed at the growing pool in the corner.

			“How fast?” Veressa asked quietly.

			Martin put his ear to the dirt floor for several seconds. Then he stood, his face smudged and his eyes wide. “We should call the guards.”

			Calixta began shouting at once, and Burr added his voice to hers, hollering up to the distant edge of the pit. After a moment, Theo joined them, putting two fingers in his mouth to emit a piercing whistle.

			“How fast is it rising?” Shadrack asked, his voice tight.

			“I predict that it will arrive like an underground tidal wave,” Martin said. “Probably it will be over in minutes. The water will recede again, but not before it has flooded the pit.”

			“Will the shards come loose?” Veressa asked anxiously, looking at the studded walls.

			“The soil is only a few inches thick. It depends on whether the shards are lodged in the soil or in the rock beneath it.”

			“You mean the shards might—”

			“Burst out from the wall in a torrent of water,” Martin said grimly. “Yes.”

			Suddenly the wall nearest to them grumbled, and with a brief clatter a knot of soil and stones and glass shards was spat out onto the ground. The flood rushed into the pit after it, and within seconds they were ankle-deep in cold water. For a moment they all stopped shouting and stared, aghast, at the rising water around them. Then Calixta took a deep breath and released a high-pitched scream that the others echoed, redoubling their efforts to alert the guards.

			Martin observed the wall with trepidation. “Better this way. Releases the pressure. Might prevent a greater breach. This is good,” he said over the shouting, trying to make himself heard.

			No guard had yet appeared, and the water had reached their knees. Shadrack noticed with alarm that some of the smaller glass shards had come loose from the walls and were swirling—harmlessly, as yet—through the rising water. He began to feel his throat growing hoarse.

			“How can they not hear us?” Veressa asked, exasperated, her voice cracking.

			“What if I wear the gauntlets to cover my hands,” Theo said raggedly “and climb up on the shards?”

			Burr turned to him. “I already thought about that. I doubt you’d get cut, with your boots and the gauntlets. But the problem is the glass—no single piece is thick enough to hold your weight. You would fall before climbing three feet.”

			“What if you get on Shadrack’s shoulders and I get on yours? And then I jump out?”

			“It won’t work,” Shadrack said. “Think about it—by my estimate that would put your head just at the edge of the pit. Even if we can pull off an extraordinary balancing act, how would you get to the edge without crushing yourself against the shards?”

			“Stop planning and shout, will you?” snapped Calixta. “Once the water is high enough—and that will be soon, since it’s already at my waist—then we’ll stick to the center and float to the top. Shark circle.”

			“You’re right,” Burr said at once. Seeing Theo’s confusion, he explained: “Something we learned once after a nasty shark ate our rowboat. We make a circle, arms linked, tread water.”

			“That’s our best chance,” Shadrack agreed. They all resumed shouting at the top of their lungs, but he knew the water would rise over their heads before anyone arrived.

			Minutes later, Veressa, Calixta and Theo were forced to start treading water. “Okay, shark circle now,” Burr said, pulling them in. “Right arm over, left arm under.” He put his right arm under Martin’s shoulder and his left arm over Veressa’s. “Ow. Except for Veressa. Those thorns are very pretty but dashed sharp.” He tucked his left arm under Veressa. With Calixta, Theo, and Shadrack they formed a tight circle. “If we start drifting toward a wall, Calixta and I will kick us in the other direction.”

			Martin and then Burr and finally Shadrack, who was tallest, began treading water. There was no more shouting. The pirates managed without difficulty, but the others, who had not spent years on the sea, were soon out of breath and weary.

			“Cheer up, crew,” Burr said with a grin. “Could be much worse. There aren’t actually any sharks. And soon we’ll be out of this damn pit.”

			“Thanks to the water,” Calixta said, grinning back. “Couldn’t have planned a better escape if we’d tried.”

			The others smiled weakly. Minutes passed. Shadrack kept his eye on the wall and estimated the shortening distance to the pit’s edge. The water had risen halfway up the wall when Martin suddenly dropped his head. “I can’t kick any longer—this metal leg,” he gasped. “It’s like carrying an anchor.”

			“All right then,” Burr said easily. “Shadrack and I have got you—take a rest. Bend your other knee and rest the metal leg on it.”

			Martin did so and sighed with relief. “I’m sorry,” he managed.

			Silently, the others went on treading water. “Won’t you sing us something, Calixta?” Burr asked. “It would help us pass the time.”

			“If you’d done half as much shouting as I’d done,” Calixta retorted, “you wouldn’t have the breath to ask.”

			As Shadrack felt his legs growing numb from the cold water and the repetitive kicking, he realized that they were only a few feet from the top of the pit. He raised his eyes. “They’re here,” he panted.

			The three men were looking down into the pit with astonishment.

			“Don’t just stand there,” Veressa said wearily. “Get us out.”

			“I never thought I’d be so glad to see the Nochtland guard,” croaked Theo.
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			The Nighting Vine

			
			1891, July 1: 3-Hour 12

			The wails of pain and the gasping cries

			Left me speechless, mindless, dumb.

			After so many years of hearing her song

			I grew hardened and strong and numb.

			The sound I feared and the grief I fled

			eclipsed my life’s whole meaning.

			And now I want only to hear it again

			To recall when I yet had feeling.

			—“The Lachrima’s Lament,” Verse 2

			

			WHEN THE GUARDS led Sophia back to the dungeon, she found to her surprise that the prisoners were no longer in the pit. They sat huddled around one of the clay-pot fires that dotted the floor. The men withdrew without a word, locking the heavy door. Only when Shadrack put his arms around her did Sophia realize that they were all soaking wet. Veressa and Martin sat shivering with cold. Theo stood near the fire trying to dry his cape. Calixta was wretchedly shaking out her hair.

			“Are you all right?” Shadrack asked her anxiously.

			“What happened?” she asked in reply.

			“The pit we were in flooded. It was a long time before the guards heard us calling,” Shadrack said ruefully. “But that doesn’t matter. Are you all right? What did she want?”

			Sophia seemed hardly to hear him. “So now they’ve left you here? We’re alone?”

			“Did you see Blanca?” he pressed. “What did she ask of you?”

			“She wanted me to persuade you,” she said, not looking at him but scanning the enormous chamber, “to change the carta mayor.”

			“Sophia,” Shadrack said, taking her by the shoulders, “what is it? Your mind is elsewhere—what are you looking for?”

			“The entryway. When we first came in earlier, I saw it—there was an opening on the other side of the room. If they left us here—”

			“It is not an exit,” Veressa said wearily. “It leads to the labyrinth—a maze of ruined passages. They only left us here because they know we would never go in. Father and I have been in the entrance to take soil samples. No one has gone beyond that point since the last court cartologer”—and here she paused— “vanished attempting to map it.”

			“I knew it!” Sophia cried, to everyone’s surprise. She ran to the nearest wall, where the pale vines that grew in the corridor and lined the dungeon were faintly luminous in the firelight. “It’s here, Shadrack!” she burst out, unable to contain her excitement. “I saw it through the glass map when Blanca held it up. Before—when she first took it from my pack.”

			Shadrack shook his head uncomprehendingly. “What is here, Soph? What do you mean?”

			“I saw them through the Tracing Glass,” she said impatiently. “These vines—they’re not just vines—they’re a map.”

			At this, the wet prisoners still sitting by the fire rose and joined her at the wall. Shadrack examined the vines with amazement. “Are you sure?” he said slowly.

			“I’m sure. Martin,” she asked, “do you know what kind of plant this is?”

			He shook his head. “It has a popular name—Nighting Vine—but I have never been able to identify its origins. The vine is exceedingly rare and only grows underground.”

			Veressa, standing beside Shadrack, examined the pale leaves critically. “It has no inscription, no legend of any kind. It may be the beginnings of a map, not yet full grown.”

			“I’m inclined to agree,” Shadrack said. “Or, if it is a map, then it is beyond my ability to read.” He let the vine drop and shook his head regretfully. “I would have no idea how to—”

			“But it is not on the leaves,” Sophia cut in. “It is the whole plant. Look! Do you see how here there is one vine growing out of the floor, and against the far wall there is another? There, by the doorway, is a third. And all of them are identical!”

			“Identical how?” Veressa asked, as she compared the three.

			“The pattern of how they grow on the wall—the vines spread out in the exact same way, with the same twists and turns. Like a map,” Sophia triumphantly finished.

			As she spoke, her listeners stood transfixed. The pale creeper, so delicate in appearance and yet so hardy in its growth against the dank stone, fanned out across the wall in hundreds of thin tendrils. The pattern was dense, making it hardly possible to determine whether they were truly similar, and yet if one followed a single route along the vine it became evident that the plants were, in fact, identical. “How on earth did you notice?” Veressa exclaimed, running her hand admiringly across the wall. “They are incredibly complex.”

			Shadrack laughed with astonished delight. “It’s your artist’s eye, Soph,” he cried, taking her by the shoulders. “Your artist’s eye!” She smiled as he released her. And Theo, winking, caught Sophia’s eye and snapped his fingers into a little handgun of approval.

			“And you think this is a map to the labyrinth?” Veressa asked, deferring to Sophia.

			“Couldn’t it be? I don’t know how or why, but I think the maps to the labyrinth grow from the labyrinth itself.”

			“Marvelous—just marvelous,” Martin whispered, lovingly tracing his finger along the winding vine.

			“But where is the exit?” Veressa continued. “The vine leads to nothing but itself.”

			“I can’t be sure,” Sophia admitted, “but look—look at these,” she said, pointing to three white flowers with fragile petals. “They grow away from the wall—upward. Don’t you think these might be three ways out of the labyrinth?”

			The others regarded the nighting vine in silence. “It’s impossible to know for certain,” Shadrack said pensively, running a hand through his hair.

			Sophia hurriedly retrieved her notebook. “If we can draw it,” she said, “then we’ll have a map to the labyrinth.”

			“It will be a great risk.”

			“Assuredly,” Veressa agreed, “but I see no better option. We have no other means of escape, and I doubt we have much time—perhaps a day.”

			“It is far more satisfying an option than waiting here,” Burr put in, and Calixta nodded.

			Shadrack took a deep breath. “Then we must hurry.”

			—4-Hour 02: Drawing the Nighting Vine—

			ALMOST AN HOUR later, Sophia, Veressa, and Shadrack were still drawing the nighting vine, each creating a copy in the hope that having duplicates would correct any discrepancies. Sophia’s eyes ached from concentrating in the poor firelight as she penciled in the last few lines and began checking the map. “You know,” she said softly to Theo, “you’d be pleased. I lied to Blanca. It was easy.”

			Theo lay on his stomach and he turned to face her. “What did I tell you?” He smiled. “Comes in handy, doesn’t it?”

			“I told her I’d try to persuade Shadrack to help her.”

			He shook his head in mock dismay. “Next you’ll be lying to me. I’ll have to watch out from now on.”

			Sophia laughed. She had checked her map twice; Veressa and Shadrack were still working. Setting her paper down on her pack, she closed her eyes and rested her head on her knees. She was dressed once again in her own clothes and her comfortable boots, having changed while Calixta held up her cloak like a screen. Theo had followed suit. They were the only two in dry clothes.

			“Hey,” Theo said, holding up his bandaged hand. “Do you still have that sewing box? This is falling off.”

			“I did keep it,” Sophia said, opening her eyes, “but it’s not here anymore.” She had found their clothing, spare bandages, Shadrack’s atlas, her pencils, and her notebook when she opened the pack Blanca had returned to her. But the sewing box was gone. “And it was so beautiful, too.” There was nothing she could use. Then something occurred to her, and she reached into her pocket for the spool of silver thread that Mrs. Clay had given her.

			“Perfect,” Theo said when he saw it, holding out his hand.

			As Sophia wound the silver thread over the bandage to hold it in place, her thoughts traveled elsewhere. There was no way of knowing whether she might see Mrs. Clay again, just as there was no way of Mrs. Clay’s knowing, when she gave Sophia the silver thread, that it would someday serve such an unlikely purpose. Is this what I was meant to use it for? she asked the Fates. No one knew what the Fates had planned; the future was truly inscrutable. As she tied the thread securely around Theo’s wrist, the thought gave her an unexpected surge of hope. Nothing is set in stone. The glaciers aren’t here yet.

			Shadrack and Veressa had finished, and as they hastily compared their maps, Burr made two torches from pieces of his torn shirt affixed to foot-long shards of glass from the pit. “We must hurry,” Martin said anxiously, “before the guards return.”

			“We are hurrying, Father.” Veressa looked at Sophia’s drawing of the nighting vine. “But we can’t afford to get lost; we must be certain of the maps before we set out.”

			Burr handed a torch to Calixta. “This is the best we can do. We may burn through every scrap of our clothing before we make our way out.”

			“Burn your own clothes,” Calixta muttered. “You’re certainly not burning mine.”

			—4-Hour 17: Entering the Labyrinth—

			AS A GROUP they passed, with faintly echoing footsteps, across the floor of the underground chamber. The fires flickered ominously, and smoke spiraled upward toward the blackened ceiling. When they reached the dark entryway at the far end, the cold air of the labyrinth reached out for them. They stood silently for a moment. “May we soon see daylight,” Veressa said, taking a deep breath.

			She walked in front with her map, illuminated by Calixta’s torch, followed by Theo, Martin, and Sophia; Shadrack and Burr, with map and torch, brought up the rear. The muddy floor led to a long, straight passageway cut directly into the stone. It was clear that it had not been used in some time. Martin had to walk carefully to avoid slipping, and after a few steps he placed his hand on Theo’s shoulder to steady himself.

			They reached a set of steps that led deeper underground. “Here is the first turn,” Veressa said as they reached the base of the steps, “you agree with me that we go left, Shadrack? Sophia?”

			They had traced the simplest route through the labyrinth, and if Sophia’s theory was correct, then they had only to follow it to find their way out. The tunnel Veressa led them into was much narrower than the first, and the heavy stones on either side were cold to the touch. An atmosphere of chilled humidity replaced the smoky air of the prison cavern.

			“This one is so much smaller,” Sophia said to Martin

			“It’s what makes the tunnels so confusing,” he replied with effort. “The few soil samples I did take confirmed that they were made in many different Ages. There are various networks, some of which were deliberately integrated by human hands, others of which appear to connect entirely by chance. So, you see, it is a maze across many Ages.”

			“How many?”

			“No one knows. Maybe four, maybe four hundred. I myself have never been past the entryway.”

			Step after step, tunnel after tunnel, they wormed their way through the dark labyrinth. It was almost as if they were walking in place—so much so that Sophia found time slipping away from her. She began counting her paces in order to keep track, and as she did, she felt mounting disbelief at how far the maze extended. As she reached two hundred and seventy paces, the air suddenly grew warmer, and someone at the front of the line exclaimed in surprise. “What have you found?” asked Shadrack.

			“A crypt of some kind,” Veressa replied, waiting for the others to join her.

			They had reached a low room whose stone floor was covered with indecipherable chiseled writing. The niches in the walls looked like shelves, and as Burr and Calixta held their torches aloft, Sophia saw bundles of crumbling cloth. “Burr!” Calixta exclaimed. A heavy sword lay over one of the bundles. She took it up at once and made an experimental pass. “Heavy, but perfectly effective. Thank you, friend,” Calixta murmured to the cloth bundle. Sophia gripped the silver thread in her pocket, thanking the Fates.

			“There must be more.” Burr held his torch up to the other niches.

			As they searched the crypt, Sophia heard a faint sound, like the distant rumble of footsteps. “Did anyone hear that?”

			“Might be left over from the flash flood,” Martin said. “There will be a fair amount of readjustment going on underground.” At that moment, Burr found another sword. He eagerly claimed it, and they left the low chamber.

			Beyond the crypt was a circular room with five arched entryways. Veressa checked her drawing and followed the second tunnel on the right into a narrow passage with rotting wooden floorboards. Sophia recommenced counting her steps as she watched Martin’s shoes before her. At the one hundred mark, she noticed the botanist furtively take his hand from his pocket and drop something.

			“What are you doing, Martin?” Sophia asked quietly.

			“Just a little experiment, dear.” She could not see his face but she imagined him winking at her. “I have seeds in my pockets.”

			She was contemplating with some trepidation what kind of experiment Martin intended to perform when there was a sudden exclamation from Veressa. They had reached a dead end.

			“We’ve taken a wrong turn somewhere,” Veressa said worriedly, peering at her map. Shadrack huddled with her and they compared routes. “I thought we were here.” She pointed at her paper. “Sophia?”

			Sophia joined them, holding her map up to the torchlight. “We must have turned off this way by mistake,” Shadrack said, tracing downward.

			“Let’s turn back, then.” Veressa’s voice was tense with frustration. “You may as well go in front for a while.”

			“Very well,” he agreed, taking up the map.

			They retraced their steps along two passageways, and Shadrack led them through a low tunnel whose floor curved like the inside of a pipe. Sophia counted her paces as they traveled deeper and deeper into the labyrinth. The air around them was surprisingly varied—dry and warm in some places, cold and damp in others—but the darkness remained absolute. The nighting vine grew in fitful bursts along the labyrinth walls. Climbing stubbornly over broken stones and through narrow openings, the pale vine’s map grew stunted and distorted.

			All conversation slowly died away, and they trudged on in silence. Their footsteps and weary breathing transformed as they walked, amplifying in the high caverns and shrinking down to muffled rasps in the narrow corridors. The tunnels seemed to wind onward interminably, and still the labyrinth led them deeper. They paused several times so that Shadrack could consult the map, and as they stopped a fifth time, Sophia heard the sound again. “Does anyone hear that?” she asked. “It—it sounds like people running.”

			“I hear it, too,” Veressa replied from behind her. “But it’s not people. It’s running water.”

			Sophia shook her head, unconvinced, but said nothing. The stone walls narrowed almost to the width of Burr’s shoulders, and then, to her surprise, a break in the wall transformed the passageway. The pockmarked stone wall gave way to smooth bricks of greenish-gray, and the air felt less stale. “This is a different Age altogether,” Martin muttered, without taking his hand from Theo’s shoulder. They walked along the corridor for nearly two hundred paces, winding right repeatedly as the tunnels forked.

			The sound Sophia had heard was replaced by the unmistakable sound of running water. Veressa must be right, Sophia thought. I was only hearing the water.

			“Watch your step!” Shadrack called back. Sophia watched as each person before her dropped out of sight, and she realized, as Theo crouched abruptly, that they were passing through an opening in the floor. Martin eased himself into the hole and Sophia followed. Calixta handed her torch through and then jumped down. Sophia looked around, taking in the strange walls. Cut from smooth, white stone tinged with green, they had shallow depressions with curious adornments—statues calcified and stained from their long entombment. Shadrack, already leading the way along the corridor, climbed a short flight of steps through a curved archway and disappeared.

			Sophia heard exclamations from those at the front of the line, and she waited impatiently. The air around them changed yet again, becoming warm and humid with a heavy, earthy smell. Then Martin stumbled out of the way ahead of her, and she found herself in a vast chamber as large as the palace dungeon. But the room had obviously never been a dungeon. As Burr walked tentatively forward with his torch, pieces of it came into view. The curved walls, where the nighting vine grew unencumbered, climbed two or three stories high. Pale statues of standing figures—men and women with long, obscured faces—stood in the walls’ niches and at intervals along a staircase that crossed the room at a diagonal. A rush of clear water ran down the steps, vanishing into a dark tunnel.

			Sophia looked around her in amazement. There could be no doubt. The room was not a room at all—it was an underground garden. Only the nighting vine survived, but stone walkways and pale urns across the dirt floor outlined where other plants had once grown. Martin, standing next to her, bent down to take a pinch of soil between his fingertips. His voice was hushed and full of wonder. “I believe we are in the ruins of a lost Age!”
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			A Lost Age

			1891, July 1: #-Hour

			Certain architectural remains are particularly difficult to date, since even in their corresponding Age they are considered ruins. For example, the ruins of an earthquake might survive for five hundred years, just as in some Ages cherished monuments and dwellings survive for hundreds of years. Thus the ruins—abandoned, partially disintegrated, and entirely uninhabited—seem to belong to an earlier Age while in fact belonging to a later one.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Cultural Geography of the Baldlands


			WHILE THE OTHERS fanned out, taking in the sculptures and the cascade of water, Sophia crouched next to Martin. “What is a lost Age?” she asked.

			“Lost,” Martin said, pushing himself to his feet, “in the sense that these are the ruins of a civilization that declined within its own Age.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You see,” he said, moving excitedly over to the staircase, all exhaustion suddenly forgotten, “when the Great Disruption occurred, these ruins appeared. That means they were already ruins. I would guess that this underground garden had already been abandoned and quietly disintegrating for”—he paused, rubbing the pale marble— “perhaps six hundred years.”

			“Six hundred years,” Sophia breathed. She looked up at the staircase and realized in astonishment that Theo, knee-deep in rushing water, was climbing it. “Theo?”

			He turned to wave. He was more than twenty feet above her, near the arched entryway through which the water descended. “This is really warm,” he called down. “And there’s something up here.”

			Slowly, the others assembled near the staircase and looked upward. “It’s incredibly warm,” Veressa agreed, testing the water. “There might be a hot spring below the caves.”

			Theo climbed the last few steps. “I can’t see,” he called, his voice faint over the rushing water, “but it looks like there’s a big cavern.”

			“Onward,” Burr said eagerly, mounting the stairs.

			Shadrack frowned thoughtfully, scrutinizing his map. “That must be it. We came in through the only entryway that doesn’t have running water. According to this, we turn. Veressa? Sophia?”

			Sophia nodded, reading her own map by Calixta’s torch. “I think so.”

			“Let’s try it,” Veressa agreed.

			One by one, they mounted the staircase. The warm water immediately seeped through Sophia’s thin boots, and more than once she almost lost her footing. She was glad to see that Shadrack was helping Martin.

			The others had reached the archway and were standing just beyond it on the embankment. With the torches held high, Sophia realized that the stream of water emerged from a shallow aqueduct cut into the stone. They all turned toward the vast cavern that they could feel but not yet see. The murmur of water came from deep within the darkness, echoing quietly. Holding the torches higher only made the ground below dim. They could see nothing but the entryway to the subterranean garden behind them and a short portion of the aqueduct.

			In the moment that the group stood there, pondering the depth of the dark cavern, Martin reached into his pocket and tossed a seed onto the stony floor.

			“What was that?” Veressa asked apprehensively.

			“Nothing,” Martin replied. “Just a seed.”

			As he spoke, a strange rustling, distinct from the murmur of water, sounded in the darkness. After a moment’s hesitation, Burr held his torch high and stepped forward. And then he stopped, aghast. A pale tendril had burst out from the loose soil. Burr bent forward as if to swipe at the vine with his arm.

			“Wait!” Martin exclaimed. “Leave it!” They watched in silence as the vine spiraled into the air, turning into a slender sapling before their eyes. “I’ve been dropping seeds,” he explained quickly, without taking his eyes off the growing plant, “in the hopes that this would happen.”

			The sapling thickened, throwing branches in every direction. Its metallic roots punctured the cavern floor, anchoring the little tree firmly. Then the branches began to grow shoots that unfurled into pale, silvery leaves. As the trunk sprouted upward, the leaves stretched far beyond the faint light of the torches. And then, to everyone’s astonishment, the leaves themselves emitted a bright, silvery light that shone like the moon into the dark recesses of the cavern.

			The pale glow of the tree cast just enough light to see that the space before them stretched farther than they could have imagined. A great underground city stood before them. The slim waterway through which they had emerged led directly toward it, passing under a metal archway that seemed to mark the city’s entrance. Apart from the aqueduct, the city was perfectly still. High towers and gables shadowed one another in the silvery light like the stones and monuments of a crowded cemetery.

			They stood in awed silence, gazing at the ruins. Finally Shadrack spoke. “Is there any mention of this place that you know of?” he asked Veressa.

			“None. I have neither read nor heard anything about it.”

			“Then we are the first to explore it.” Shadrack’s voice was tight with excitement.

			Martin hobbled forward, passing his hand lightly over the trunk of the silver tree. “What genius they must have had. That is why the roots are metallic. To reach through stone—or ice.”

			“Father?” Veressa said, going after him.

			Martin reached into his pocket and dropped something else onto the ground. “Lovely,” he said, smiling, his face illuminated on one side by the pale light of the tree and on the other side by the yellow light of Burr’s torch. “An avenue of brilliant maples, leading to the city gates.”

			As he spoke, the seed that had fluttered to the ground cracked open and plunged its thin roots into the earth. A slender stem burst upward, throwing its pale limbs into the air like smoke from a doused fire. The trunk thickened, the branches stretched upward, and the fragile limbs were suddenly filled with tiny buds that in a single, sweeping movement opened into delicate leaves. They were shaped like maple leaves, but they shone with an unearthly luminescence. Martin stood staring up at it, and then he pressed his hand reverently against the trunk. “Beautiful,” he whispered.

			“Father, be careful,” Veressa said, taking his arm. “We don’t know what these seeds do.”

			“It’s not the seeds, my dear,” Martin said, turning to face her. “It is the ground—the earth. The earth of this Age. And to think—this has been here all along.”

			“Then you know this Age?”

			“Yes and no,” Martin said slowly. “It is the same Age as the one Burr found—where he got the soil that gave me a silver leg.” He bent down with effort and took a pinch of dirt between his fingertips. “Amazing. It isn’t a hot spring. It is the soil that warms the water. The earth has heating properties.” The others bent down and pressed their hands to the ground. Sophia gasped in surprise. The dirt felt as warm as if it had been baking in the sun for hours. “Look here,” Martin exclaimed, pointing into the aqueduct. “The soil at the base of the aqueduct glows red—like fire, like molten rock.”

			Veressa turned back to Shadrack. “Where do you think we are? How close are we to finding the way out?”

			“We have traveled about three miles from the Nochtland palace,” he said. “Three miles southeast. Would you agree, Sophia?”

			Sophia nodded distractedly. “Three miles,” she said, gazing out at the deserted city. She could see, even from a distance and in the pale light cast by the trees, that the buildings were encrusted with centuries of mineral growth: rough, sparkling surfaces like rock salt covered the walls and roofs and the tall posts that must have once been lamps. How long has it been, she wondered, since someone set foot here? The thrill of discovery, the longing for exploration that she had heard in her uncle’s voice, flitted briefly through her. Maybe Grandmother Pearl’s story was real, she thought. Maybe the boy who destroyed the city will be here.

			Veressa bent over the map, frowning as she drew her finger along the winding underground route. “Traveling southeast three miles. Where would we be above ground? There is no road here. This is . . .” she trailed off. Then her eyes widened. “This is Lake Cececpan. We are almost beneath it. The lake must be”—she lifted her head to look across the cavern—“almost directly above us.” They raised their eyes collectively to the ceiling, as if expecting to see the lake there, hanging overhead.

			“Lake Cececpan,” Shadrack repeated. “Could it be—”

			“It is a great coincidence, if nothing else,” Veressa cut in, putting the map down. “But the location of the carta mayor does not matter,” she said firmly. “We are looking for the exit, and I believe the exit will be just beside the lake. If Sophia’s idea about the flowers is correct, the passage will be somewhere here.”

			“I agree. It must lie somewhere in the city.”

			“In the city?” Veressa echoed doubtfully. “Surely it is more likely to be in the cavern wall?”

			Sophia drew herself away from the alluring view of the city. “Yes, I think so, too—it would be in the wall.”

			“The passage may go down before it goes up,” Shadrack insisted, walking forward. Logic and experience suggested that Veressa and Sophia were right, but the abandoned city posed too great a temptation. It lay there untouched, quiet and full of mystery, waiting to be explored.

			“Searching the city for an entrance will take so long,” Veressa objected. “The rest of us can walk the perimeter of the cavern to save time.”

			Shadrack hesitated. “Very well—we can keep sight of each other with the torches.”

			“And the trees!” Martin added. “I can drop seeds, and those will illuminate the way.”

			“Fine,” Shadrack agreed. “Theo and Sophia can come with me. Burr, Calixta—you go with Veressa and Martin along the perimeter.”

			“Take some seeds, Sophia,” Martin said, handing her a small fistful from another pocket.

			As the pirates and the Metls withdrew, Sophia walked alongside Theo and Shadrack, dropping seeds. The towering trees blossomed behind them, and she saw another line rise up along the cavern’s edge. Soon even the darkest corners were faintly illuminated by the silvery light, and Sophia looked up with awe at the high, domed ceiling. She squinted, seeing a dark patch high on the wall. “Look,” she said to Shadrack. “Doesn’t that look like a hole or a doorway?”

			“It may be,” he said absently, glancing upward only briefly. “If it is, Veressa will find it.”

			Sophia noticed a shadowy line zigzagging away from the dark spot. “Those might even be stairs leading up to it.”

			They had reached the entrance, and Shadrack paused for a moment, resting his hand against the greenish archway. The gates, like the rest of the city, were encrusted with mineral deposits that made them glitter in the silver light. The lacy trelliswork of the arch overhead had broken in places, disintegrated by the salty air and the chalky limestone. “Quite ancient,” Shadrack remarked. “And not from this Age. We are in the presence of something I had never thought to see,” he said. “The ruins of a future Age. Remarkable. This opportunity may never come again,” he said, drawing Theo and Sophia toward the gates. “We are a fortunate few. Even if we never emerge from this place, we have been privileged to see it.”

			“But we will emerge from it?” Sophia asked anxiously.

			Shadrack seemed not to hear her. “Come—let’s search the city.”

			It was impossible to know what the buildings had originally looked like, for they were utterly transformed. High towers, connected to one other by bridges, created a second network of passageways above the streets. Many of the doorways had calcified, their doors sealed shut forever. Others stood open like sad, drooping eyes, their empty rooms staring out blindly. The ground beneath their feet was hard, but the seeds Sophia dropped threw roots nonetheless, breaking through the rock and sprouting quickly into silvery vines that climbed up the limestone walls and burst into brilliant bloom, releasing a sweet scent. There was no sign of human life; the buildings were empty of even the sparest furniture. The most visible mark left by the people who had inhabited the city were the sculptures that stood in front of almost every building. Cut from pale green stone, like those in the subterranean garden, they were deformed beyond recognition by the calcite. Had they not appeared unmistakably shaped by human hands, it would almost have seemed possible that the entire city was nothing more than a fantastic sculpture built by the earth itself.

			They had seen nothing in the city to suggest a passageway or stairway leading aboveground. Sophia had lost sight of the others circling the perimeter, though she thought she could hear them over the constant sound of running water. Their voices drifted suddenly toward her; low and distorted by the echo in the chamber, they sounded like different voices altogether. She paused for a moment, straining anxiously to hear, and then the strange voices faded and the bubbling water that wound its way through the city in pale, shallow gutters drowned them out. She shook her head to clear it and walked on.

			She was on the verge of reminding Shadrack about the staircase cut high in the wall when something else caught her attention. She stopped in her tracks. There was something odd in the air, she realized: a smell—no, a temperature change. It was suddenly almost freezing.

			Theo and Shadrack had stopped as well, and they turned to look at one another. “Is it colder in here?” Theo asked. His own words answered him as his breath turned white.

			Sophia knew what was coming, but she did not feel afraid, only shocked. They were too late; the change had come. The glaciers were moving overhead. A sudden rumbling sound, like the roar of a storm, exploded all around them. The ground began to shake, as if quivering under the weight of some unbearably heavy mass, and the buildings around them shuddered. Then the walls of earth groaned in agony, and Sophia felt certain that they would burst, crumbling to pieces before her eyes. Suddenly, as quickly as it had begun, the groaning stopped and the city grew still. Sophia looked around her, stunned. Is that it? she thought. Why are we still here? She had dropped to the ground and she stayed there, crouching warily. The dirt beneath her fingers was still reassuringly warm. She looked at Shadrack and Theo, who wore similar expressions of confusion.

			Then she heard another sound—one that was entirely unexpected: the crack of a pistol. The pirates don’t have their pistols, Sophia thought, bewildered. Suddenly a sharp report echoed just over her head, and a chunk of calcified rock crashed to the ground beside her. She turned, hardly believing her eyes: crouched low by one of the towers was a Sandman, pointing his revolver directly toward her. Three other men standing beside him took aim.
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			Below the Lake

			1891, July 1: #-Hour

			In some parts of the Triple Eras, there is a great devotion to the Chronicles of the Great Disruption. In Xela, believers celebrate the “enday of the world,” a day that will spell the end of the human world. Followers of the Chronicles claim that the Great Disruption was the first of many, and that the Final Disruption will result in an end of all days.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Cultural Geography of the Baldlands


			FAR ABOVE THEM, up past hundreds of feet of rock, the glaciers were encasing Lake Cececpan. Ice had surrounded the lake, sending the few families who lived on its banks fleeing northwest toward Nochtland. The waves of refugees from farther south had already rushed past the city, convinced that even the high stone walls would offer no safety. Though the Southern Snows were still out of sight of the city, no one could now deny their inexorable advance. A line of boldevelas streamed out through the northern gates, trailed by even longer lines of people who traveled on foot or in wagons. The exodus northward had begun.

			But the glaciers had not yet reached Nochtland, and for the moment they had halted at the banks of Lake Cececpan. Though the lake was no longer visible, it was still there. It appeared to have been swallowed by a large chunk of ice shaped like a perfect pyramid. The ice struggled to gain purchase against the patches of hot soil that protected the lake and portions of the tunnels below it. The vast city below ground remained buffered from the frigid air, but beyond it, where the tunnels and caverns were cut from ordinary earth, the water had frozen solid, marbling the rocks with veins of ice. The freezing water loosened rocks, causing innumerable tremors and crumbling the walls of the underground warren. As the rocks settled, the shaking stopped and cold air filled the tunnels.

			Down in the underground city, Sophia ran as fast as she could, her damp boots sticking to the dirt. She and Theo followed Shadrack as he raced through the city, away from the Sandmen’s pistols and the falling rocks caused by their bullets. Sophia tried to call to him, but she was so out of breath that she could hardly find her voice. They had reached a narrow avenue, and while Shadrack slowed to find the easiest way out, Sophia managed to say, “Shadrack, up there.” She pointed, feeling sure that she could see the staircase and the opening high in the cavern wall. As she did so, a bullet hit the tower near her and a chunk of white limestone splintered over her head.

			“Go on, then,” Shadrack replied urgently. “Hurry.”

			Sophia took off. Her breath came more and more painfully. She turned a corner, slipping on the loose soil, and sped over a broad archway that led to the aqueduct. This has to be it, she thought, running beside the aqueduct, following it under two slender bridges.

			Abruptly she found herself at a gate identical to the one at the city’s entrance, only a few feet from the far wall of the cavern. And she had been right—the stairs were there: cut into the stone, they zigzagged upward precipitously toward the opening in the wall. “This is it,” she cried, turning to the others.

			There was no one behind her.

			She stood, stock still, staring in disbelief at the pale buildings. She could hear shots and the thundering of footsteps, but she could not tell whether they were near or far. She was about to dive back into the city in search of Shadrack and Theo, but then the rocks above her head splintered with a loud crack, showering her with dust.

			One of the men had seen her. He came from beside a building a good distance away, advancing steadily. While he held the revolver with his right hand, he loosened the long rope of the grappling hook with his left. Sophia had only two choices: she could run along the perimeter or she could climb the stairs. For what seemed like an eternity to her, she stood, full of doubt, as the man came toward her. Then she whirled and began to climb as fast as she could.

			The steps were only three feet wide, and there was no railing. She kept her eyes forward and did not look down. He won’t climb, Sophia thought desperately, he’ll shoot rather than climb. As she heard the wall splinter behind her, she knew that she had guessed correctly. I have to make sure the others see me. Without stopping, she reached into the pocket of her skirt and dropped a seed—she did not wait to see if it sprouted. Her legs were beginning to feel weak and she could tell, from the trembling sensation in her knees, that she was slowing down. The stair beneath her bottom foot suddenly gave way, and she looked down in horror to see it crumbling beneath the prongs of the Sandman’s grappling hook. Keep going, keep going! she told herself fiercely, gritting her teeth and pushing forward. She passed another turn and dropped another seed. There was another turn, another twenty steps, another seed, another turn. . . . How much longer? she thought, not daring to look up or down. She counted, ticking off twenty steps and a turn and then another twenty steps. And then, at the top of the next flight, there it was: a narrow entrance in the stone.

			She ran the last twenty steps and ducked into the dark entryway. Stopping to catch her breath, she looked out into the immense, domed cavern. The sight made her dizzy. The city seemed small, like a cluster of spun-sugar houses. She could still hear the occasional burst of gunfire. The Sandman was nowhere to be seen. The seeds she dropped had burst into brilliant bloom, climbing up the limestone wall and casting a piercing white light into the chamber. If they look up they’ll know where I went, Sophia thought, her breath painful in her chest. They can’t possibly miss it. I can wait here until they notice.

			She looked out over the city desperately and suddenly saw a pale glimmer from among the buildings—a brief silver flash. It was not a torch or a sword blade; it reminded her of something. Light reflected on a mirror, moonlight on a windowpane, something else—what is it? There was the flash again, and she realized that it was Theo’s hand, wrapped in the silver thread. She took a deep breath. “Theo!”

			A chunk of rock burst from the wall beside her leg. The Sandman was still several flights below, and the angle of the stairs did not permit him a clear shot. But he would keep climbing, and sooner or later he would reach the doorway.

			Sophia turned away in anguish; she would have to keep going. It was impossible to see inside the tunnel. She dropped a seed and waited impatiently as the vine climbed the tunnel wall, springing to life with a hundred blossoms. The air smelled like honeysuckle; the flowers shone like tiny stars, and as they bloomed Sophia saw the wide tunnel that curved upward along a set of wide, stone stairs. “More stairs?” she cried in despair.

			She kept her strength by walking at a measured pace, and whenever the faint light of the last vine grew dim, she dropped another seed so that the sweet-smelling flowers would light her way. Soon the sound of shots faded, and she could hear nothing but her own steps and rasping breath. Although there were no footsteps behind her, she did not allow herself to believe that she had outrun her pursuer.

			The climb felt interminable. Her feet in the wet boots moved woodenly. She knew that she had to keep climbing, but she felt a sense of despair at having left the others. They will see the vines, she said firmly. They will see the vines and know where I went. She tried to keep track of time by counting her steps. One step per second. One seed every fifty steps.

			When she reached five hundred steps, her legs began to shake. At eight hundred steps, she was certain she could not go on. But if she stopped, surely she would lose track of time. If she rested for what felt to her like a moment, an entire hour might pass and the man behind her would catch up. I have to, she thought desperately. Just for a few seconds. Her legs seemed to stop moving of their own accord. Leaning against the wall in the dark, she closed her eyes. Her knees were shaking so hard she could not even stand. With an involuntary sob, Sophia sank to a crouch and rested her head on her bent knees. She counted carefully: one, two, three, four, five, six . . .

			The seconds passed. Sophia counted. She realized, as the numbers grew larger, that what was happening to her was the thing she had always feared the most: being alone, in a place where time passed invisibly, where she might close her eyes and suddenly wake up to find that days, months, years had passed. This is what I’m afraid of. This is what I’m always afraid of. But the thought brought her no terror. It seemed, rather, to bring a kind of clarity. What really keeps me here, in the present? Nothing. I could open my eyes and be in the future. Instead of memories of a whole life, I’d have . . . She opened her eyes and stared into the darkness. She had forgotten to count. The silence around her was absolute. Several thoughts flashed suddenly in Sophia’s mind at once; her eyes widened.

			She had a vivid recollection of standing on the deck of the Swan. Grandmother Pearl’s voice came to her in the darkness, clear and sweet: “What else is there, that no one else is seeing because they’re looking at the time?”

			“Not bound to time,” Sophia whispered aloud in the darkness. “Future, past, present—it makes no difference to me. I can see them for what they are.” She rose unsteadily to her feet. The sight of Theo’s hand, bound in silver thread, glinting in the underground chamber, filled her mind like a light. It’s Theo, she realized, it’s Theo who runs toward me when the tower collapses. She remembered the first time she had read the glass map, aboard the Seaboard Limited, sitting across from Theo in the moonlight. Then she had read it again, and again, and each time that same figure—more well-known, more painfully dear—had appeared at the end. The memories had seemed so vivid, so familiar, so real.

			“I can see them for what they are,” Sophia murmured.

			No longer counting, no longer having any need, she rose and climbed. Her legs seemed to spring forward without effort, despite her exhaustion and the darkness.

			She reached into her pocket for another seed. Then she noticed with surprise that it was unnecessary. She could see the steps beneath her feet. A pale light spread toward her from the top of the stairs. Without pausing to look up, she climbed onward. Suddenly a cold rush of air hit her brow and she lifted her head. There was an opening only a few steps above her. Sophia took the final step. Numbly, she dropped the seed pinched between her fingers.

			She found herself at the edge of a frozen lake, inside a high pyramid with glassy walls. Beyond their frosted surfaces, snow fell silently while flashes of lightning lit up the gray sky in the distance. It was just as she had seen so many times before on the surface of the four maps. We all thought the memories on the maps came from the past, she thought, but they were from the future. They are my memories. My memories of destroying this place.
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			A Map of the World

			1891, July #: #-Hour

			Cartographites: The tools of the trade belonging to a cartologer. In portions of the known world where cartologers are believed to possess the skill of divination, cartographites are considered instruments of great power. The belief has some basis in fact, as the cartologer’s tools are frequently found objects from the other Ages.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			A LONG, SPIRALING balcony circled the walls of the pyramid, leaving the frozen lake in the center untouched. Its surface, a clear slab marbled with white rime, could not entirely conceal the remarkable waters below. Sophia did not need the Tracing Glass to know that the lake was a map—the largest map she had ever seen. The carta mayor.

			From the banks of the lake, she could see faint spurts of color swirling like tiny fish trapped below the ice. Lost for a moment in time, she considered how the memories she was about to create had found their way onto the four maps. Her mind folded hours of deliberation into a brief, illuminating second.

			I had forgotten, Sophia thought, what a map really is: a guide for the path one must follow. The glass map does not contain memories. It contains directions. It has been telling me all along what I alone must do.

			She stepped forward to look more closely at the carta mayor and knelt to press her palm against the frozen surface. The cold burned and rushed to her brain. She stayed there for a long time, her mind lost to the gentle movements that beckoned from beneath. As she took her hand away, she felt entirely calm. The ice had cooled her lungs and her aching legs. Her mind was refreshed. Taking a deep, cleansing breath, she turned toward the curving balcony and again prepared herself to climb.

			I will climb to the top, she thought steadily, and from there push the stone that will bring the tower down. That is what the maps say I must do. But then something unexpected happened. Stepping onto the balcony, she placed her hand against the wall to steady herself, and a sudden rush of memories flooded her mind. She pulled away and looked at the wall more closely. The glass squares, slippery and slightly damp, were alive with finely graven images. As she glanced upward, she understood that every block in the pyramid was a carefully placed map: a map with memories of the Southern Snows.

			She could not resist the temptation to walk slowly, tracing her finger across the smooth surfaces, letting the memories fill her mind.

			She remembered dark days without sunlight and long seasons of bitter cold that seemed to chill her to the bone. She recalled seeking shelter in snowy caves and struggling to find warmth in the weak flames of a fire fed with animal bones. But then the memories changed, and she began to understand how the people had carved their lives out of the ice. The world of their Age was a vast, frozen expanse. Glaciers stretched across the earth, interrupted only by the freezing waters of the sea. There was no soil, no plant life, and hardly any sunlight. The inhabitants cut their homes out of the glaciers and ate from the ocean. For hundreds and hundreds of years, they survived with nothing more.

			And then, Sophia recalled, one among them received a map. There were no memories of where it came from. Painted on sealskin, the map showed a route through the heart of the glaciers to caves deep underground. Caves that were warm and dry—and dark. They built their homes in the underground chambers, hollowing out larger and larger spaces for the growing subterranean cities. They never entirely abandoned the aboveground world of ice, but over time they traveled less frequently back and forth.

			Sophia paused at the map that brought her the memories of the first experiments with soil. As she walked on, her fingers passing lightly over the glass, she was overwhelmed by the discoveries that had taken place. She did not understand them, but she could see the laborious task of finding rare soils and the even more arduous tasks of transforming, transmuting, and finally inventing soils.

			She was almost a third of the way up the pyramid. She walked slowly, unaware of the empty stairway; crowds of people filled her vision as the memories flashed before her.

			The discoveries in soil led to the growth of new plants—those that grew on small patches of underground soil, without sunlight, and those that grew on soil scattered across the ice. As the soils were adjusted, the roots grew more sophisticated, incorporating metals from the soil that permitted them to break through and acquire nourishment from even the most inhospitable rock and ice. The plants were bred to every purpose: to illuminate the underground caverns, to provide food where no ordinary crops would grow, to fill the labyrinthine tunnels with voices that would guide the way.

			As the people grew in their accomplishments, they also grew bolder, and some migrated to the aboveground world of ice. The miraculous soil of their age meant that no climate was too harsh; they had no limits. They built wonderful cities upon the glaciers, filling the continents, making those ancient days of insurmountable cold seem a distant nightmare. And they became explorers. In their intrepid expansion across the globe, they learned to create memory maps. Cartology in the glacial Age reached the pinnacle of its achievements.

			Sophia stopped. She took her hand from the wall and her mind away from the memories that had absorbed it. Something had interrupted them, but she was not sure what. Had she heard a sound from within the pyramid? No—not a sound; something else. She brought her face close to the clear wall and looked through at the world beyond. The strange storm of snow and lightning continued, but from her high vantage point she saw for the first time that the pyramid was surrounded by an entire city. Almost invisible against the glacier, the white buildings stretched out along broad avenues. She saw, too, the sight that had distracted her from the maps: there were people here and there walking far below.

			She could not tell, from such a height, who they were. She did not know if Shadrack and Theo might be among them, having found their way out of the tunnels, or if the people of the Southern Snows were walking along the icy streets, unconscious of the fact that someone from another Age was scaling their pyramid, intent on destroying it.

			Sophia felt a spasm of unease and continued walking purposefully up the shallow steps. She knew that she had lost track of time. The skies were the same color, but the strange electrical storm taking place over the glacier made it unclear whether it was dawn, daytime, or dusk. For all she knew, hours might have passed.

			From time to time, as she scaled the steps, she tried to catch glimpses of the people she had seen before. But the higher she climbed, the more difficult it was. They had become small specks, moving imperceptibly across the ice. As she reached the top of the pyramid, the streaks of lightning grew brighter and fiercer. Above her, a rounded balcony jutted out from the wall directly below the pyramid’s peak.

			From the balcony, Sophia could see beyond the walls in every direction. To the south, the craggy face of the glacier stretched to the horizon. To the north were the deserted plains of the Baldlands and the gray contours of Nochtland. The city seemed pitifully small from such a distance: no more than a rocky bump in the glacier’s path.

			At the center of the balcony was a stone sphere almost as tall as she was, and balanced on it was a miniature reproduction of the pyramid itself, cut in glass. Her eyes traveled down the length of the wall, over the thousands of maps that spiraled toward the base of the pyramid. They recounted a long, continuous history of the Age. Surely, Sophia thought, the map on the pedestal is the last—the last memories stored for the creation of the pyramid.

			Before approaching it, she walked to the edge of the balcony. The sight made her dizzy. She stepped back to steady herself and then leaned cautiously forward once again. The frozen lake was visible in its entirety. The map of the world lay below her, created by some unknown hand with some unknown instrument, trapped below the ice. It was not still. A restless light appeared to move across it, altering the colors and patterns below the surface. Sophia was mesmerized, uncomprehending. What vision of the world did it reflect? What possibilities of past and future did it capture in its frozen depths?

			She pulled herself away from the balcony railing with a sense of piercing sadness. How can I destroy all this? she thought. There was no doubt in her mind that the memories from the four maps were meant to be hers, but she could not bring herself to do the thing that would make those memories real. Below that frozen surface lay a world of knowledge, visions, truths. She imagined the slender current of water that carried the story of how her parents had left New Occident, never to be seen again. It lay somewhere there below the ice, containing all the secrets of her parents’ lives. Sophia was overwhelmed with such a sense of longing to know—to finally know—that she sank against the railing.

			As she leaned forward, she heard an unexpected sound—a footfall. Someone had followed her. Someone had climbed all the way up through the pyramid without being seen and was about to step onto the balcony beside her. Sophia steeled herself against the Sandman with the pistol who had pursued her in the underground cavern. She did not feel afraid; her stomach hardened as if preparing for a sudden blow.

			But it was not the man with the revolver. As the person who had followed her came into view, Sophia drew back inadvertently. The veil was gone and the scarred face was pale against the unbound hair, which was tousled and tangled and wet with snow.

			Blanca had found her.
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			The End of Days

			1891, July #: #-Hour

			Enday: the term used by followers of the Chronicles of the Great Disruption to designate the day when a given Age comes to a close. The term is ambiguous, as it remains unclear whether it used merely to designate the conclusion of a calendar Age or rather to mark the destruction of one Age giving way to another.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			SOPHIA STOOD GUARDEDLY before the pedestal, watching Blanca as she stepped onto the balcony. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Blanca appeared hardly to notice her. She walked past Sophia to the railing and watched the lake.

			“I did not realize until after you had left,” Blanca said, “that the maps describe this moment—here, now.” She turned, and Sophia saw her scarred face. “Not the Great Disruption itself—merely its distant echo.” She laughed quietly, bitterly. “But you—you understood. You are a better cartologer than I am, after all. Perhaps because you have no sense of time, your mind floats free,” she mused. “You see things for what they are, regardless of when they are.”

			Sophia did not say anything. Blanca’s dress and cloak were torn, her hands scratched. The Lachrima appeared to have been through some battle with the elements or, worse, with other people, and Sophia wondered fearfully about the state of those people. “What happened to you?” she finally asked.

			Blanca continued as if she had not heard. “When I realized how I had misread the maps, I rushed to the dungeons, only to find that you were already gone. The Nochtland guard told me that you had left through the tunnels, and I understood at once. Did you guess it, or did you read the truth in the maps on these walls?”

			“Guess what?”

			“That these advancing Southern Snows and my home, the Glacine Age, are one and the same.”

			Sophia shook her head. “I didn’t know what the four maps meant either. I didn’t know anything until I got here and read these maps. The glass maps in the walls.” She paused. “And then I knew they were about this place, and that I had to destroy it.” Sophia dropped her head. “I’m here, but I can’t bring myself to do it.”

			Blanca turned with a sigh and again looked out over the frozen lake. “Poor child. You truly have no sense of time. Do you know how long you have spent here, from the moment you left the caverns?”

			Sophia felt a flutter of anxiety in her stomach. “No.”

			“More than nine hours by the clock of the Baldlands. Twenty-five hours by the clock of New Occident. Two days have dawned.”

			Sophia gasped.

			“You would probably linger on here until the end of time, were you left to your own devices,” Blanca said wistfully.

			“More than an entire day,” Sophia whispered, her voice choked. “I thought perhaps an hour—or two.”

			“While you have been contemplating the maps of the Great Hall,” Blanca said, facing Sophia once again, “I have lost my chance to save the Glacine Age. The glaciers have advanced quickly. They have already covered the carta mayor. We are too late.”

			“I don’t understand. You wanted the Glacine Age to cover the earth. Why didn’t you just wait for the glaciers to follow their own course? Why even bother to find the carta mayor?”

			“You have not yet gone beyond the hall,” Blanca said, with a weary wave of her hand. “You have not seen the Glacine Age as it exists now.” Her sigh seemed to carry years of exhaustion. “From the moment I learned who I was—from the moment your uncle freed me—it was my goal to return to my Age. I finally found my way to Tierra del Fuego, where I discovered a portion of the Glacine Age, whole and intact. Do you have any idea—can you imagine—the joy I felt at the chance to walk once again in my own Age? To be home? I had so longed to hear my own language. To hear my name—” She uttered a sound that seemed unlike speech, but that suggested by its intonation a vivid lightness: glad and bright and somehow young. “You must know what I mean. You have hardly been gone from New Occident, and yet I am sure you long to return there.”

			Sophia knew it was not the same, but recalling her home on East Ending Street, she had some sense of what Blanca felt. “I think so.”

			“Well then,” Blanca said, her voice catching, “imagine what it would be like to return to Boston, your beloved city, and find it deserted—in ruins. Not a living soul anywhere. Only the remains of the lives that once filled it.”

			Sophia could not help but glance through the pyramid’s wall at the ice city below. “The Age  was deserted?”

			Blanca gave a bitter laugh. “Entirely deserted. The whole of the Glacine Age was an empty shell—a lifeless husk. Its people were long since dead. Its cities were falling into ruin. All that remained was ice and stone. The world I remembered was gone—is gone.”

			“But I don’t understand.” Sophia moved back to stand against the wall. “Isn’t this the Age you belong to? An Age with living people in it?”

			“No one, it seems, can return to the world of their own past.” Blanca moved to stand beside her. “It is, indeed, my Age. But I was twenty at the time of the Disruption, and by the time I returned, more than eighty years had passed. The Glacine Age as I knew it was destroyed. The ice triumphed. Every living thing perished. Nothing but the glaciers survive.”

			“But I saw people walking below,” Sophia protested.

			“You saw the Lachrima,” Blanca said dully. “The Lachrima born of this new border. There are hundreds of them. Those are the only cursed creatures who will inhabit this Age now.

			“Comprehending the full destruction of my Age, I gave it up for lost. But then I heard the Nihilismian myth, and I believed there could be truth in it; I felt hope again. If I could find the carta mayor, I would be able to rewrite history, avert the destruction; I would be able to make the Glacine Age whole, living once more.” Blanca stared out at the frozen expanse beyond the walls. “While searching for the carta mayor, I learned that the Age was advancing northward. Like an expanding tomb, the glaciers were overtaking the earth, and my Age—the wondrous Age  I knew and loved—would never exist.” She put her hand against the pyramid wall. “I was too late. I am too late.”

			Sophia gazed out over the empty city, stunned. She looked south across the vast white expanse, imagining the thousands of miles of deserted ice, the frozen cities slowly crumbling, the underground warrens disintegrating. The glaciers were reclaiming everything in their path. Sophia glanced up at Blanca’s scarred face, and she was sure that she could see grief in her featureless expression. What could possibly be worse, she thought, than losing not only one’s family, one’s friends, one’s home, but one’s entire living world? Sophia extended her hand tentatively and placed it in Blanca’s. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			Blanca pressed Sophia’s hand. As they watched, the storm overhead drew north, passing over the pyramid and following the advancing glaciers. Blanca turned her back, releasing Sophia’s hand. “The storm is moving quickly,” she said, more to herself than to Sophia. “There isn’t much time.” Reaching into her cloak, she pulled out the four maps and handed them to Sophia, who held them for a moment, surprised, before stowing them in her pack. Then Blanca drew from her neck the silk scarf that had once been her veil and dropped it over the pyramid that stood on the round stone. “Take this map,” she said. “It will hold some of the answers you seek.”

			Sophia took the wrapped pyramid-map in her arms. “What are you going to do?”

			“We must disperse the waters of the carta mayor.”

			“But why?”

			“I know it is difficult to accept without explanation, child, but the glaciers will stop their advance if we take the carta mayor out of its path. The map must be prevented from joining with the glacier.”

			“I don’t understand,” Sophia said desperately.

			“It is a living map of the world. As its contents freeze, so does the earth freeze. Do you understand?” Sophia nodded hesitantly. “Then understand that, if we can ensure that the waters of the map travel into the warm soil below ground, the glaciers will halt.” She paused. “You know what we must do—you have seen it.” Blanca’s voice was gentle, reassuring “We will roll this stone into the lake. When the stone falls, it will rupture the lake bed, and the waters will channel into the underground tunnels. Unreadable, yes. But safe.”

			“But the hall will collapse! All the maps—and the waters below. Shadrack will never read them. I’ll never find out . . .”

			Blanca looked at her in silence, her scars furrowing with pity. “I know, child, I know. I know what a loss it will be. But you must understand: the carta mayor below us is freezing as we speak. The living map of the world will turn into a solid block of ice. It is too late for me to rewrite the history of my Age, and it is too late for you to read the history of yours. If we preserve the map, you will not read it, but perhaps someone else, in the future, may. The waters could be pooled together, made to figure the world once more. Would you stand in the way of such a possibility?”

			It seemed to Sophia that all the loss she had felt over the years had swelled, drop by drop, into a vast pool as wide as the lake. Now she hung suspended over it. She would fall into it and drown, she knew, and there was no choice but to plunge in. “No,” she whispered.

			“I knew you would say so,” Blanca replied gently. “Then help me bring it down.” And she threw herself against the stone. Her face contorted horribly as she pushed with all her might, but the sphere remained immobile. Sophia stood, paralyzed with indecision, then she put her pack and the map down and moved to help her. The moment she added her own weight, the stone gave way and began rolling. “Hurry!” Blanca cried. “Step back!” She heaved with all her strength, so that the sphere rolled more and more quickly and finally reached the edge of the balcony where it burst through, shattering the railing, meeting a long silence as it fell toward the frozen lake below.

			Time slowed, and the stone hung in midair. It was as if Sophia stood before a window, through which she could see the disappearance of all the truths she would never learn—the mysteries that would remain mysteries. And then, to her surprise, she saw a face. It was her own: the sad, forlorn child who had waited by the dusty window of her imagination. The child did not seem frightened by the prospect of seeing the glass shattered; on the contrary, she seemed relieved—even glad. After all, the window had never given her the vision she so wanted; it had only kept her closed in, away from the world.

			And then time sped up. A violent crash pierced the air as the stone broke the surface of the ice. The walls began to shake. Then a sudden explosion, dulled by the water, struck the pyramid with full force. The lake bed had ruptured.

			She cried out inadvertently.

			“You must leave,” Blanca said. “Hurry!”

			Sophia scooped up her pack quickly, stowing the pyramid map of the Southern Snows alongside the others. “Aren’t you coming?”

			Blanca stood limply at the center of the balcony, which had begun to tremble as the nearby wall supporting it shuddered over the breaking ice. “I have no reason to,” she said. “Go.”

			“Please, come with me.”

			“Where would I go? I am an outcast. Many times over. I do not belong among men, because of my face. I do not belong among Lachrima, because of my memories. I do not belong to any living Age, because the world I was part of has ended. I have no place; I belong nowhere; I am nothing.”

			Sophia felt tears streaming down her face, and she reached out again for Blanca’s hand. But perhaps the sight of those tears had reminded Blanca of the truth behind her own words, for a terrible cry escaped her lips: a wail, a scream that was heartbreaking beyond measure. She fell to her knees, covering her face with her hands, and her cry poured out into the air, echoing off the breaking walls and filling the hall with the sound of unspeakable grief.

			Sophia could not bear it. “Good-bye,” she whispered. She ran toward the stairs to begin the long descent. The walls were collapsing around her, and she dared not stop to look at the breaking ice below. With her hand against the wall, she ran onward. And suddenly, when she touched the wall, the vision from the four maps burst into view before her. As her fingertips brushed the glass, the graven images seemed to contain more than memories; Sophia felt the throng of people around her, speaking to her urgently from within the maps. They sent their vanished makers out into the world for the last time.

			As Sophia ran she heard Blanca’s cry reverberating through the hall, and she realized with astonishment that she, too, was weeping out loud, a ragged cry of anguish pulled from her throat. Her feet fell clumsily, and suddenly the stairs buckled. The top of the pyramid had collapsed, plummeting into the draining lake bed. The snowstorm raged within the hall. “Not yet, not yet!” Sophia cried, running faster. She lost her footing and slid, the stairs knocking painfully against her legs and back, but she clutched her pack and stopped herself with her feet. Whimpering aloud, she ran on.

			She realized, as she rounded the last turn and saw the wall above her folding inward like a collapsing sheet of paper, that she did not know how to find her way out. She had emerged through the tunnels, and she had seen no opening above ground. Her hand still gliding against the wall, she tried to take comfort from the people around her. They were mere memories, but they had a life of their own. Were they not speaking to her? Were they not pointing urgently to a place in the pyramid wall? Sophia heard, suddenly, a pair of voices that seemed to emerge from the confusion: a man and a woman who called out to her with confidence and tender encouragement, Fly, Sophia, fly! She looked ahead and saw, with astonishment, a triangular entryway that stood intact. It was nothing but a slit in the wall. It was the way out.

			But it lay several steps away. As she reached the base of the stairs, Sophia realized with horror that the floor had disintegrated. She was standing on a floating piece of ice. Stepping as quickly as she dared, she hurried across and jumped onto another piece that drifted before the entryway. She was almost there. Only a few more steps. She tipped across the ice, and as she breached the doorway with a sudden lurch the floating slab broke into pieces, leaving nothing but icy water in its wake.

			Sophia ran onto the snow and looked across the wide, frozen terrain. Then a sound burst out from behind her: the sound of a thousand maps breaking at once. She turned and watched the hall collapse. The mighty walls shattered: sheets of glass crashed against one another, fragmenting into pieces. Puffs of snow and ice burst upward as the walls crumbled. It was a pile of rubble: broken maps over an empty lakebed, its waters infusing the warm soil below. And somewhere deep within lay Blanca. The air was still.

			Then, with a sense of dread and expectation, Sophia turned slowly away from the ruined hall. Would she see it? Would he be there? She squinted as she looked northward. There were no storm clouds in the direction of Nochtland. The sun shone brightly over the ice. And there, far across the glacier—

			Sophia’s heart hammered. There was a sudden glimmer on the white surface: a reflection of something tiny but bright—like an early star in a pale sky.
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			A Fair Wind, a Fair Hand

			1891, July 2: 10-Hour #

			Lachrima: From the Latin word for “tear.” Related to the vernacular, lágrima. In the Baldlands and elsewhere the term is used to describe the faceless beings that are more often heard than seen. The sound of their weeping is legendary, and it is said that to hear the cry of the Lachrima is to know the fullest extent of human grief.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			AS THE HALL of Remembrances fell, the glaring light that had lined the glacier’s edge faded, and the slow encroachment ceased. The ice stood motionlessly on the plains outside Nochtland, and a new change began. The bright sun began to melt the glacier, releasing a shallow current, as if a block of ice were melting on a tabletop. At first, the change was imperceptible, but as the sun continued to shine on the ice, it became impossible to ignore. The waters rose over the plains in a quiet flood.

			Some, at least, were well prepared. Near the high ice-cliff that formed the edge of the glacier, a magnificent boldevela with bright green sails wheeled through the water at breakneck speed. It skirted the edge of the glacier, driving onward through the water on its high wheels until the depth of the water raised the ship. The ship sailed on, its wheels propelling it through the water and the cold wind billowing through the sails. Standing at the tiller shouting orders was the polite pirate, Burton Morris. “I said a ROPE, not soap,” Burr hollered to Peaches, who was running toward him holding a bucket and a brush.

			The pirates of the Swan had, for once, succeeded in living up to their name. Traveling inland upon news of the strange weather-front moving north, they had commandeered the most magnificent boldevela they could find on the road from Veracruz and sailed it all the way to Nochtland. There they had found the entire city in disarray. It was perhaps something more than luck that drove Grandmother Pearl to insist on a southeasterly route directly toward the ominous glaciers. In the rocky hills southeast of the city near Lake Cececpan, they had come to an abrupt halt as she held her head alertly, listening.

			“But how can you hear anything over this storm?” Peaches had protested.

			“Hush, Peaches,” she had said. “Is there a cave nearby?” she asked, turning inquiringly toward him.

			So they had sailed straight toward the dark opening of the cave that they had sighted in the hills, arriving just in time to see Burr, Calixta, and four other dirty spelunkers emerging from the tunnels. Now they were all sailing with the wind, and they raced as fast as they could toward the pyramid collapsing in a burst of white snow.

			[image: ]

			SOPHIA RAN TOWARD the faint flash of silver that moved across the ice toward her. Her boots seemed to grasp at the snow and cling to it until her feet were two massive snowballs. But she thought the figure was getting larger. She stopped to kick snow from her boots. Her breath came painfully as she leaned forward and kept running.

			And then, after what seemed like hours, she saw him clearly: Theo, waving his hand bandaged with silver thread. I see what you planned now, Fates, Sophia thought as she gasped for breath. I can see how carefully you devised this. They collided, Theo laughing as he wrapped his arms around her and Sophia stumbling in her snow-covered boots. “You brought it down!” he shouted.

			Sophia shook her head, leaving great white puffs of breath in the air. “I didn’t.”

			“What do you mean you didn’t? Look! The whole thing’s come down.”

			She turned and saw the snow settling over the ruins of the great hall. “Blanca—she and I, we destroyed it.”

			“Blanca?” Theo squinted. “Where is she?”

			Sophia shook her head. “She did not—” She held the straps of the pack tightly and turned away from the collapsed pyramid. “She is gone.”

			Theo’s eye lingered over the ruins, but then he turned away, to his left. “Let’s get off this ice—I’m freezing.” He looked back and grinned. “The pirates got hold of a ship!”

			They ran at an easy pace to the craggy edge of the ice that formed the border of the Glacine Age, squinting against the glaring sunlight. “What about the others?” Sophia asked, out of breath but too anxious not to ask.

			“They’re all on the ship.”

			“How did you get out of the tunnels?”

			“Shadrack. It’s like he had the whole map in his head. He ran around until we lost the Sandmen. Calixta and Burr fought them off and nabbed a couple pistols. Still, it took us hours to find a way out.”

			Sophia felt a rush of relief. Shadrack was safe.

			They slowed as they reached the incline at the edge of the glacier. Stumbling over the sharp outgrowths of ice, they began climbing steadily toward the ridge. They both slipped more than once; the rough surface was growing slick in the fierce sunlight. Sophia’s hands grew numb as she seized the ice and hauled herself up. Theo went on ahead of her, and a moment later he gave a shout of exultation. “We’re at the top! Look,” he said, pointing. “Everything is melting.”

			Below her lay a scene she could never have imagined and would never forget. The city of Nochtland was still little more than a gray lump in the distance. All around it, like a scattering of black sand on a pale stone, were thousands and thousands of people. Sophia would not have known they were people had the crowds not extended all the way from the city to the edges of the rising waters. Fleeing the glacier’s advance, they were running or riding or trudging northward. Some traveled in wagons, others in boldevelas. Some had clearly attempted to bring as many of their belongings as they could. Others walked with nothing at all. The rising waters had already pushed the refugees farther north, and at the edge of the ice pieces of clothing, a broken boldevela wheel, and other debris floated loosely.

			Theo waved, and the sunlight glinted off the silver thread that held his bandage in place. “There they are.” He pointed in the direction of Nochtland, at a tall boldevela that was streaming toward them through the debris.

			As the ship approached, Sophia saw Burr perched on the mast. It slowed and he waved. “Aye, there, castaways!” he shouted and threw something toward them, paying out the rope. “Make sure it’s well secured.”

			A four-pronged hook caught in the ice, and Theo pounded it down with his foot. As he did so, Sophia tightened the pack across her chest. “You first,” he said.

			Sophia edged down onto the rope with some difficulty, but once she had her ankles hooked around it, she was able to slide down toward the ship’s mast. Burr grabbed her by the waist and swung her onto a foothold among the clipped branches of the mast. “Can you climb down yourself?” he asked. She nodded, but before descending she looked up to watch Theo. He swung onto the rope and nimbly shimmied down. Sophia began descending farther to make room, just as if she were climbing down the trunk of a tree, and a moment later she looked up to see Burr hauling Theo to safety. With both of them securely perched on the mast, Burr cut the rope. “We’re off!” he shouted.

			As soon as her boots hit the deck, Sophia was surrounded.

			Veressa threw her arms around her. “We were so worried about you!”

			Sophia smiled, but her eyes searched for the one person she had not yet seen. “Where’s Shadrack?”

			“I’ll take you to him, sweetheart,” Calixta said, leading Sophia by the hand. “He’s just resting below deck.”

			“We’re relieved you’re back, Sophia,” Martin said, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze.

			The luxurious boldevela had a spiral staircase that descended into a long corridor; the vine-covered walls were studded with pale flowers. Sophia followed Calixta into a large bedroom. The portholes cast a sunny light on the bedding, and buttercups grew in the cracks between the floorboards. Grandmother Pearl sat in an embroidered armchair beside the bed where Shadrack, lying back on the pillows, propped himself up as they entered. “Sophia!” he cried.

			“Shadrack!” In an instant she was by his side. “Are you all right?” She pulled back at once and looked down at him critically. Why was he here?

			He smiled and tucked Sophia’s hair behind her ears so that he could see her face. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine. You won’t believe everything that happened.”

			He laughed. “Perfect. You can sit next to Grandmother Pearl and tell me all about it, because I’ll be here a while longer.” He drew the covers back, revealing his bandaged right leg.

			“What happened?”

			“Afraid one of those pesky bullets caught me while we were underground. I’m beginning to understand why people in Nochtland dislike metal so much.”

			“How bad is it?” Sophia asked, looking at his bandaged leg.

			“Not bad.” He drew up the blankets. “Grandmother Pearl, I have learned, is a wonderful medic in addition to being a diviner, a storyteller, a weather reader, and who knows what else.”

			The old woman smiled. “He has strong bones and a strong heart. Now that you’re here, he has everything he needs to get better.”

			Sophia put her arm around her and squeezed gratefully. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said.

			“It’s wonderful to hear your voice again, dear,” the old woman replied. “You’ve been busy, haven’t you? You need some food and water in you. And some rest.”

			“I believe Sophia has stopped the glaciers all on her own, Grandmother,” Calixta put in.

			“No, I didn’t.”

			“Whether it was all your own doing or not,” Grandmother Pearl said, hugging her, “the cold air has dropped and the ice is falling back. We’re on a fair wind again—can’t you feel it?”

			Sophia went to the open porthole. Leaning out, she saw the cold waters below, the city of Nochtland ahead, and the blue skies above. She could hear the sails of the boldevela, leaves flapping in the wind, and the voices of Burr and the other pirates on deck. But she also heard a sound in the distance that made her heart race: a constant murmur, like the high-pitched whine of a thousand sirens.

			Sophia drew her head back into the cabin. “It does seem a fair wind. But—that sound. What is it?”

			“It’s the Lachrima, my dear. I’m afraid there are many more in the world today than there were before.”
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			The Empty City

			1891, July 2: 12-Hour 31

			Lunabviate: to conceal one’s thoughts or feelings by presenting a blank face. From luna, or moon. The common perception that the moon has a blank face is applied to those who present a bright or pleasant expression but hide their sentiments.

			—From Veressa Metl’s Glossary of Baldlandian Terms


			THE GLACIER RETREATED to the edges of Lake Cececpan and then stopped, planting its frozen feet into the earth below and turning a cold shoulder to the sun overhead. The Glacine Age would draw back no farther. And as the glaciers cemented their hold, their hard surfaces shining starkly only three miles from Nochtland, the borders of the Ages were redrawn.

			The vast, depopulated Glacine Age stretched from the southern edges of Nochtland to the very tip of the continent. Late Patagonia had disappeared. Much of the southern Baldlands had vanished as well. Where the Ages met, three different cities lay abandoned, their streets emptied by desertion and disaster. Below ground, the mineral city remained silently calcifying, its high towers shining in the light cast by the botanist’s trees. Above the ice, in the northernmost city of the Glacine Age, the empty buildings surrounded the ruins of the great pyramid like silent mourners. And in Nochtland a strange hush had fallen upon the once busy streets.

			Thousands upon thousands had departed, fleeing the glacier’s advance. In the weeks that followed, they walked and rode on until rumors began to reach them that the great change had concluded. Some, hearing this, stopped where they stood; they put down their packs, unhitched their horses, and rested. A short respite became a longer one, until many simply began to rebuild their lives on the very spot where they had stopped. New towns sprang up in a long, meandering line stretching northward.

			But others could not believe that the glacier had truly halted its advance, and they walked on, heading farther and farther north until they found themselves in the Northern Baldlands. There, among strange people who had never even heard of the glaciers, they threw down their belongings with relief and tried to forget the catastrophe that had driven them from their now-vanished homes.

			Still others had lost more than their homes. It was in the Lachrima’s nature to seek solitude, and so it appeared at first that the thousands of Lachrima to emerge from the Glacine Age had disappeared as soon as they had come to light. But they had not disappeared. Many people who had once lived in Xela, or the high cities of Late Patagonia, now wandered the new terrain as faceless creatures; dreading human contact, they haunted the edges of every town on the route from the Baldlands to New Occident.

			As the boldevela neared Nochtland, there were some on board who were thinking of the Lachrima’s fate. Sophia, after dutifully eating and drinking what Grandmother Pearl had put before her, listened to the dull, distant wailing and thought about Blanca. Shadrack was found, Nochtland was safe, and New Occident lay waiting for them; and yet, unaccountably, she felt an uneasy grief. Blanca’s cry might have saved her, driving her from the pyramid in time—but that cry had also found its way into her heart. She had no wish to look at the map that had been the sole piece of the pyramid to survive. Handing it over to Shadrack, she sat at the foot of his bed holding the silk scarf that had once been Blanca’s veil. As she twisted the thin fabric between her fingers, she thought about the scars that it had served to conceal. Sophia realized that the more she had seen of the Lachrima’s scars, the less they had terrified her. They moved as Blanca spoke; they reflected her thoughts and emotions just as clearly as a mouth, nose, and eyes. There was even something beautiful about the way those scars had conveyed the cold, dignified determination that lay behind them.

			“Sophia,” Shadrack said now. “You need to get some sleep.”

			“I’m not sleepy. I’ll just stay here with you.”

			“Why don’t you go ask Peaches which room to use, and just try putting your head down. If you like, send Veressa to keep me company—she’ll want to see this.”

			It was easier to agree. Sophia found the Metls looking out over the side of the boldevela at the icy water below. “Veressa,” she said. “Shadrack wants to show you the map—the one I brought from the pyramid.”

			Veressa eyed her thoughtfully. “Had enough of maps for one day?”

			“Yes. I think so.”

			“Very sensible.” The cartologer rested her hand briefly on Sophia’s shoulder. “I’ll go down and see him.”

			As she left, Martin called, “Look at this, Sophia.” She joined him and saw that the wheels of the boldevela were once again visible. The waters had grown shallow. The ship shuddered as the wheels made ground, and Burr shouted orders to the pirates adjusting the sails.

			“We’re almost at the Nochtland gates,” Sophia said with surprise, looking up with at the high walls.

			“Yes, almost there,” Martin said.

			“Why are we going back?” She looked warily at the unguarded gates, which stood ominously ajar. “What about you and Theo?”

			“We’ll be fine. The last thing anyone cares about now is a few iron bones.”

			“Burr wants to go back to look for Mazapán,” Theo himself said, joining them. “Everyone says he’s probably gone, but Burr says no.”

			The boldevela rolled through the open gates, and everyone aboard fell silent. Nochtland was deserted. The fountains and canals still ran with water, and the crowded gardens still leaned out into the sunlight, but there were no people to be seen. “Everyone’s gone,” Sophia said.

			“Oh, I’m sure they’ll return,” Martin replied, “once they realize the waters are receding.”

			As she looked over the desolate city, she found it hard to believe.

			“Look, there’s someone!” Theo said, pointing to a woman who watched them from a window.

			The woman waved. “Has the storm passed?”

			“Yes!” Martin shouted, waving back. “It’s safe now.” He turned to Sophia. “You see—not everyone is gone.”

			The boldevela moved slowly through the streets until it reached the broad avenue at the city center and rumbled to a stop just outside the palace. To Sophia’s astonishment, the palace gates too stood open. There was not a guard in sight. “We’re home!” Martin exclaimed.

			While Burr and Theo went in search of Mazapán, Calixta accompanied Martin and Veressa to the palace. Sophia was aware of the pirates resting and talking to one another on the deck, but her mind was miles away, watching Blanca’s face contort as she pushed the heavy stone over the edge of the balcony. The memories were as vivid as they would have been on a map.

			“Sophia?”

			She started. Grandmother Pearl had joined her.

			“How are you doing, my dear?”

			“It’s strange,” she replied slowly.

			“What is?”

			“I can’t seem to get any of it out of my mind.”

			“You have seen and heard terrible things,” the old woman replied. “And they are not easy to forget. Nor should they be. Be patient with yourself.”

			“We might have all become Lachrima. We could all be wandering now, lost—somewhere out there.” She waved vaguely at the city around her.

			“That was not our fate. Your fate,” Pearl said quietly. “Yours is a different story.”

			Sophia reflected for a moment. “Yes. A different story. The one you told me—about the boy with the scarred face and the underground city—it’s as if I saw the story happening. It wasn’t exactly the same. But it was still very true.”

			“Ah—yes,” Grandmother Pearl replied. “That is almost always the way with stories. True to their very core, even when the events and the people in them are different.”

			Sophia looked down at her tattered, salt-encrusted boots. “The underground city was a city from another Age. The boy with the scar on his face was a woman. The city was a hall full of maps. It all happened as the story said it would, only a little differently.” She hesitated. “At least, almost all of it. I don’t think the scars were erased the way they were in the story. But even with that difference, both stories are just as sad.”

			Grandmother Pearl linked her arm through Sophia’s. “Perhaps you’re right. But you never know. There may yet be a time when you see the scars fade away.”

			—13-Hour 40: At the Nochtland Palace—

			VERESSA AND MARTIN returned to the boldevela some time later with Calixta, and they reported that the palace was entirely abandoned. Soon afterward, Theo and Burr arrived victoriously with Mazapán, his wife Olina, and large wooden crates full of food and chocolate dishes. In the dying light of the afternoon, they prepared a banquet on the ship’s deck.

			Burr and Peaches carried Shadrack up the spiral staircase, and every manner of gilded chair from the cabins was brought topside. It was a night for celebration. The meal was delicious, the chocolate tableware was superb—both as serving dishes and dessert—and there was more than enough for everyone. Peaches discovered a harp that someone had left behind in the Nochtland gardens, and for several hours the sweet, lulling sound of ballads filled the air.

			When they all finally went to bed, even Sophia had forgotten some of her troubling memories. Most of the pirates returned with Martin and Veressa to the palace, where they promptly took command of the royal suites. Theo and Sophia stayed with Shadrack on the boldevela. She fell asleep almost at once.

			But she awoke in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, panicked by a nightmare that she could not remember. She sat up, stretched her sore legs, and looked out the porthole at the pale moonlight. Her heart took a little while to stop racing. When it did, she quietly climbed out of her blankets.

			The deck of the boldevela was still littered with remnants of the feast. Sophia stepped over the plates and cups and walked to the edge, resting her arms on the polished railing.

			The moon hung over the Nochtland palace and its gardens, pale and ponderous, like the wondering face of a clock with no hands. There was the faint rushing of water from the fountains in the palace gardens.

			A footstep on the deck made her turn. Theo came up and leaned his elbows on the railing beside her. “Bad dreams?”

			“I can’t even remember what about.”

			“Maybe this’ll help,” he said, handing her a chocolate spoon.

			Sophia had to smile. She bit off a piece of the spoon and let it dissolve on her tongue. “Do you hear that?” she asked.

			Theo cocked his head. “You mean the fountains?”

			“No—something else. It’s farther away,” she hesitated. “Someone crying?”

			If she had not known him better, Sophia would have said Theo looked almost worried. “I don’t hear anything,” he said softly.

			“There must still be Lachrima in this city. Who knows how many.”

			“You’ll hear them less once you leave.”

			Sophia was silent for a moment. “I suppose everyone will go different ways now,” she said, taking another bite of chocolate.

			“Veressa and Martin said they’ll stay as long as Justa doesn’t return.”

			“Do you think she will?”

			Theo shrugged. “I doubt she’ll want to—with the ice just miles from the gates.”

			Sophia considered the blank face of the moon. “What about you?” she asked. “Are you going to stay, too?”

			“Nah. Sure, the palace is nice, but who wants to sit around all day and look at flowers? I want to be out doing things, seeing new places.”

			Sophia’s mind turned to the pirates and how quickly Theo had taken to life aboard the Swan. “I’m sure Calixta and Burr would be happy if you sailed with them.”

			“I don’t know,” Theo said doubtfully. “What I’d really like is to get into exploring.” He paused. “Do you think if I could get papers into New Occident, Shadrack could maybe get me started?”

			Sophia felt an inexplicable wave of elation wash over her, cutting through the sadness like a current. Suddenly negotiating for entrance into New Occident, contending with the July 4 border closure, and awaiting parliament’s decision at the end of August seemed trivial. “I’m sure he could,” she said. “Shadrack can get you papers, because he got them for Mrs. Clay, didn’t he? And there’s no one better to talk to about exploring,” she went on happily. “Maybe you could go with Miles when he’s back. If it weren’t for school, I’d go with you.”

			Theo smiled. “Well, maybe we could be summertime explorers.”

			Sophia laughed.

			Then he reached his bandaged hand out toward her. “You’ve got chocolate all over your chin,” he said, wiping her chin with his thumb. His hand rested briefly on her face and then slipped easily across her shoulders. Sophia leaned comfortably against him and looked up, finding the dark sky suddenly bright. The blank face of the moon looked down wistfully on the pair and tried to lean in just a little closer.

			—1891, July 6: Leaving Nochtland—

			THE GREAT MYSTERY of how and why the Glacine Age had suddenly manifested would trouble cartologers in New Occident, the Baldlands, and the United Indies for many years to come. It lay beyond their knowledge. Martin posited, and the others agreed, that being in the underground city had saved them. They were already in an outlying pocket of the Glacine Age when the rest of it arrived; the border that would otherwise have transformed them into Lachrima had left them untouched. But no one understood how the Age had shifted its borders or why draining the carta mayor had halted the glacier’s progress.

			The map that Sophia had brought with her from the pyramid seemed to hold more questions than answers. It described a strange history that began with distant tragedies—rumors of plague and illness traveling across the continent, spreading fear and then panic. The animals of the Glacine Age fell as they grazed. The birds swooped to earth to seize a worm or seed and were struck down, dead. And the people, too, fell, as the cities and towns gradually emptied. It was as though the entire Age had succumbed to an unseen poison. The mapmakers could offer no explanations: they could only record the gradual disintegration of their Age. The memories of the map faded away with the last inhabitants of what had once been a great city, and then they ended.

			After a long talk with Shadrack, which lingered considerably on the question of the four maps and the surprise of locating the carta mayor, Veressa determined that it was best for her and Martin to remain in the Baldlands. There had been no sign of Justa’s return to Nochtland, and it was rumored that she was traveling north in the attempt to rejoin her long-absent father. Besides, it would have been futile to try to persuade Martin to leave the city. He longed to study the soil of the Glacine Age—the soil that now lay only three miles from his doorstep.

			Sophia entrusted the pyramid-map and the riddle it contained to Veressa, as well as the three maps that she had kept hidden for so long. The glass map would return to Boston.

			They lingered a few days more in Nochtland, but then it was clear they had to depart—to go home. “These books are for you, Sophia,” Veressa said, as they stood outside the palace greenhouses for the last time. “A few of mine about the Baldlands that you might like and one by someone else that I’ve never been able to figure out. Maybe you can.”

			Sophia juggled the pile of books and noted the one on top with a curious title: Guide to Lost, Missing, and Elsewhere. “Thank you,” she said.

			“It’s a lovely old book of maps. Maybe you’ll understand it better than I do, since you’re the best at cartologic riddles.” She hugged Sophia.

			“Come back as soon as you can,” Martin said, embracing her as well. “There’s plenty to explore in those caves. And I shall need a mapmaker.”

			“You have Veressa, don’t you?” she teased.

			Martin scoffed. “I shall need more than one.”

			The pirated boldevela carried them to Veracruz, where they boarded the faithful Swan and set sail for New Orleans. The journey was not a pleasant one; Sophia was still troubled by her memories of Blanca, and though they had left Nochtland and Veracruz far behind, she continued to hear a distant murmur that often made her sit up straight and fall silent. She felt as seasick aboard the Swan as she had before. And, worse, she knew that when they reached New Orleans she would have to say good-bye to the pirates as well. Theo wisely left her quietly brooding to herself. Only Shadrack and Grandmother Pearl, the one with grand plans for future exploration and the other with gentle words of reassurance, dared come near her.

			“Well, Soph,” Shadrack said, as they sat side by side on the deck, “it will be good to be home so we can get back to planning. Things will be different, of course, but I believe in a good way. I’m glad Theo is staying, and not just because he knows the west better than I do; he has nerve, that boy. We’ll have to get papers for him, but I can manage. In the meantime,” he said, sitting up so abruptly that he winced, “you’ll be diving back into your cartological studies. There’s so much still to learn! Though now some of it you will have to teach me,” he added with a smile. “Won’t you?”

			Sophia leaned her head against his shoulder. “Yes, I guess so.”

			“You guess so? You were at the forefront of a great discovery, Soph!”

			But for some reason, she could not summon up the enthusiasm she knew she ought to feel. All she felt was nausea.

			When they reached New Orleans, they took leave of the pirates, who were entirely cheerful and not at all concerned about when they would meet next. “I’m sure we’ll see you before the month is out!” Burr proclaimed happily, pumping Sophia’s hand.

			“Without a doubt!” Calixta agreed. “They may not let us past the harbor, but they can’t do without the rum we deliver.”

			“So sad and so true,” her brother added.

			“I’m afraid they’re right, dear,” Grandmother Pearl said, laughing, as she enfolded Sophia in her arms.

			“Good-bye,” Sophia said, pressing her face against the soft, wrinkled cheek. “Even if it is soon, it will feel like ages to me.”

			“Then make it short, dear,” the old woman replied. “Make of the time what you want.”

			
		

	
		
			Epilogue: 

			To Each Her Own Age

			1891, December 18: 12-Hour 40

			When you lose a marble, a favorite book, or a key, where does it go? It does not go nowhere. It goes elsewhere. Some things (and people) go elsewhere and soon return. Others go elsewhere and appear to want to stay. In those cases, the only solution for the very determined is to find them: to go elsewhere and bring them back.

			—From Guide to Lost, Missing, and Elsewhere, author unknown


			IT WAS WINTER in Boston, and the school term was coming to an end. Sophia thought, as she watched the snow piling up on her walk home, that the trolleys might be stopped the next day if the snow continued to fall. If the trolleys were stopped they would cancel school, and if they canceled school she would have the whole day free.

			She made her way down East Ending Street and turned to walk backward so that she could see her footsteps disappearing. The air was gray and faintly warmer, as it always was during a snowfall. She had a sudden urge to run as she neared 34 East Ending, and she skipped through the snow the rest of the way, her satchel banging against her side and her hair streaming away from her face. She bounded up the steps of the house and threw open the door. Placing her satchel on the floor, she sat down to unlace her boots.

			“Close the door, my dear!” Mrs. Clay said, walking into the entryway and doing it for her.

			“It’s not even cold out!” Sophia exclaimed, looking up.

			“It’s cold enough for me.” She smiled and removed Sophia’s knitted hat, which was wet with snow, shook it out, and hung it on the coat rack. “Do you want any milk or coffee? I’m just making some.”

			“I’ll have coffee, thanks,” Sophia replied, following her into the kitchen in her socks.

			After Mrs. Clay had put the coffee to brew, she took two bowls from the cupboard. “Why don’t you lean out the window and get some snow from the spruce?”

			Sophia seized the bowls with delight. “You want some, too?”

			“No, dear, but I’m sure Theo does.”

			Sophia opened the window, leaned out, and scooped snow from the spruce tree into first one bowl, then the other. Then Mrs. Clay poured maple syrup over the white snow in thick, even spirals. She tucked a spoon into each bowl. “Your uncle is downstairs with Miles. Arguing, from what I hear.”

			Sophia rolled her eyes. “About the election again?” 

			New Occident was on the verge of electing a new Prime Minister, and the candidates had been the subject of many a heated debate at 34 East Ending Street. The Wharton Amendment, which would have closed the borders for citizens at the end of August, had been soundly defeated. The travelers at East Ending would have more time to plan their expedition. Shadrack hoped the defeat of Wharton’s extreme agenda augured the success of a more moderate candidate, while Miles, ever pessimistic, observed that New Occident was becoming all too accustomed to the absence of foreigners and would slide further into intolerance.

			“This time,” the housekeeper said, “over a letter from Veressa that a traveler from Veracruz brought.”

			“Veressa! What does she say?”

			“There’s a letter for you, as well,” Mrs. Clay said by way of an answer, reaching into the pocket of her apron.

			Sophia had expected a letter from Dorothy, but the handwriting was entirely unfamiliar. “Strange,” she said, sipping the coffee as she tucked the letter into her own pocket. “Did Veressa send any more maps of the glacier?”

			“I couldn’t say. The conversation was heated enough to drive me all the way upstairs. I only came down for a moment to make coffee.”

			Sophia took her mug in one hand and her bowl in the other and walked carefully out of the kitchen. “Thank you, Mrs. Clay.”

			“Be a dear—when you go down, tell Theo to come get his snow.”

			Walking as fast as she could without spilling, Sophia passed through Shadrack’s study to the bookcase that led to the map room. As she descended she heard pieces of the heated argument taking place downstairs.

			“I tell you,” Shadrack said, “snow is not the same there. It is qualitatively different. The water is different. The water is different because the soil is different. It just is.”

			“And how am I supposed to believe you without ever having seen it?” Miles shouted back. “You didn’t bother to bring back a sample. Am I supposed to go on faith?”

			“And how, I beg you to tell me, would I have brought back a sample of SNOW? I’ll remind you that it was July, and even the train rails were in danger of melting.”

			“I think,” a much younger voice said with a light laugh, “this is one problem we won’t solve by talking it over in the cellar.”

			Sophia reached the bottom of the stairs. “Did Veressa send any new maps?” she demanded. The map room, which Shadrack had put back in order upon their return, had been restored to its former glory. The shelves were loaded with books, the cabinets had been fitted with new glass, and maps were once again scattered on every surface. The only remaining sign of the destruction was the long scar across the leather surface of the table. Shadrack and Miles stood across from one another, leaning on it; Theo was in the armchair by the wall, his legs tossed over the side. His eyes widened at the sight of the bowl Sophia was holding. “Mrs. Clay made you some,” Sophia said, holding her bowl firmly. Theo jumped to his feet and raced up the stairs. “Hello, Miles.”

			“Good to see you, Sophia.” The warmth of the house and the exertion of the argument had made his cheeks pink.

			“Mrs. Clay says you got a letter from Veressa,” Sophia said to Shadrack.

			“I did.” He turned away from the table and flung himself into an armchair. “And Miles refuses to believe any portion of it.”

			“That’s not what I said,” Miles growled.

			“Have they mapped more of the glacier?” Sophia asked again.

			“For the most part,” Shadrack sighed, “she wrote with news of the new mapmaking academy. They enrolled nearly a hundred students at the start of the year.”

			“A hundred!” Sophia repeated.

			“They have the run of the palace. Best use it’s ever been put to, I imagine. They have not mapped more of the glacier, although they have made short expeditions—collecting expeditions. Martin continues to work on the theory that their manmade soil became too toxic for the Glacine Age to survive. He has tested the water of the glacier repeatedly and been unable to pinpoint the source of its toxicity, which is why Miles here rejects the theory out of hand. I pointed out,” Shadrack said, rising from his chair, “that just because Martin cannot prove how it is toxic does not mean it isn’t.”

			Miles rolled his eyes. “For Fates’ sake, man, aren’t you willing to entertain the possibility that the soil of the Glacine Age was toxic but no longer is? That’s all I’m proposing. It’s merely one possibility among several.”

			Sophia shook her head as Shadrack launched into his reply. Theo returned, eating contentedly from his bowl of snow, and she joined him as he dropped back into his armchair. “I guess they have to think about the academy now,” she said ruefully. “But Veressa promised she’d make more maps of the glacier.”

			“Who sent you a letter?” Theo asked curiously, seeing the edge of the envelope in Sophia’s pocket.

			“I don’t know.” She pulled it out and examined the unfamiliar writing. “I’ll let you know when I’ve read it. I’m going upstairs to watch the snow.”

			Theo reached his scarred hand out quickly to Sophia’s. “How many inches?”

			Sophia replied with a shy smile, pressing her fingers against his palm. “There’s at least four already. Maybe eight by tomorrow.”

			“Everyone will be on the street. We should go outside.”

			“Let’s—come get me.” She grinned. “I’ll lose track of time.”

			Her friend winked at her. “No doubt.”

			In her room, she put the bowl of watery snow and the half-filled cup of coffee on her desk and sat down. After she opened the drawer, retrieving the letter opener from its place beside Blanca’s silk scarf, she stopped to look out the window at the icicles hanging from the eaves. Her hand slipped into her pocket, and she closed her fingers around the spool of silver thread that still accompanied her everywhere: the gift from Mrs. Clay and the Fates that had led her across the ice in another Age.

			The air beyond her window seemed almost to shimmer, and though she had not lit the lamps, her room was filled with gray light. She sighed contentedly. There was nothing more beautiful than the perfect quiet that came with a snowfall. She sat for a moment longer, listening to the silence encasing her, a small smile on her face.

			Then she turned back to her desk. The letter was bulky and had no return address. Inside was a badly tattered envelope that had only her name on it and the word “Boston.” Someone from the post office had written “Please forward” along the side. Sophia cut open the second envelope and found within it yet another one. Yellowed with age, it bore her full name and address in a wide, ornate hand that made her heart skip a beat. The envelope was not sealed. She reached inside and drew out a single piece of paper that had clearly lain untouched for many years.

			The letter was short:

			March 15, 1881

			Dearest Sophia,

			Your mother and I have thought of you every moment of every day during this journey. Now, as we near what may be the end of it, the thought of you is foremost in our minds. This letter will take ages to reach you, and if we are fortunate, we will reach you before my written words ever do. But if this letter arrives and we do not, you should know that we are following the lost signs into Ausentinia. Do not think of pursuing us, dearest; Shadrack will know what to do. It is a road of great peril. We had no wish to travel into Ausentinia. It traveled to us.

			All my love,

			Your father, Bronson
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			It is difficult for us to grasp the peculiar glamour and significance the yellow metal held for the conquistadores. We respond instantly to the cool irony of a Hernán Cortés explaining to a Mexican chief that Spaniards suffer from a disease of the heart, for which gold is the only specific; but in that coolness and irony, as in almost everything else, Cortés is atypical.

			—Inga Clendinnen,
Ambivalent Conquests: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatan, 1517–1570
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			In Boston it was still 1799, but elsewhere the Ages had gone their different ways. To the north lay prehistoric snows. Across the ocean lay medieval ports. To the south lay a land of many intermingled futures and pasts. And beyond that—who could say? The world had been remade. Scholars and scientists studied the problem and found no solution. Too much was unknown. Too much of the new world was inexplicable. Consider that we do not even know for certain whether the Great Disruption was caused by mankind and, if so, which Age of mankind caused it.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

		

	
		
			Prologue

			September 4, 1891

			Dear Shadrack,

			You ask me for news of the Eerie, and I can tell you that there is no recent news of them in the Indian Territories. For more than five years they have not been seen here.

			But the rumors are true—I traveled in search of them three years ago, when I had need of a healer. It began with a boy trapped in one of the mines. For days his cries had echoed up through the shaft, terrifying any who came near it. His laments were so painful that all who heard them felt themselves sinking into paralyzed despair, and every attempt to rescue him failed. Finally, they came to me. Four of us hardened our hearts and went into the mines, seeking the lost child. We found him in the deep, deep dark, clawing uselessly at the walls. He came with us quietly, whimpering along the way. Only when we emerged from the mine did we realize that the boy had no face.

			The creatures, called “Wailings” here and “Lachrima” in the Baldlands, appear rarely in the Territories. Until I saw him myself, I had only half believed in their existence. Now I had no doubts. I had been moved by the duties of my office to rescue a trapped child; now that I saw his condition, I was moved by pity to seek a remedy. I left Salt Lick in the hands of my deputies and took the Wailing boy north, toward the Eerie Sea, in search of the Eerie and their legendary healers.

			The journey became much longer than intended, and the presence of the boy, much as I pitied him, left me despondent—almost fatally so. It was only by chance that, at the edge of the Sea, we came across an Eerie who was traveling east. She understood my errand at once. “How far has he traveled since becoming faceless?” she asked me. I could not tell her. She examined his hands, as if to answer her own question. “We will try,” she concluded. Without more discussion she agreed to lead us to the nearest Weatherer—their name for those Eerie who are most gifted as healers.

			We traveled for ten days to a place I have tried to find since and cannot. A strange corner among the pine trees, where the winds from the glacial sea make sounds like the voices of murmuring mourners. The Weatherer lived in an earth-sheltered house made of pine, with a roof of sod. It was dusk as we approached, and I saw deer and birds, squirrels and rabbits hurrying into the woods, avoiding our arrival. They scurried over the pine needles and fluttered into the branches, and they left the place in total stillness.

			The Weatherer was hardly more than a boy himself, and I never learned his name. He stood waiting for us; he had anticipated our arrival. Without even glancing at me, he led the Wailing boy by the hand to a smoothed tree stump. He placed his hands over the Wailing’s face, as if protecting it from the cold. Then the Weatherer closed his own eyes, and I could sense all of his thoughts and intentions moving through him into the boy. The Wailing leaned forward into his hands, as if accepting a blessing.

			I felt the change before I saw it. The forest around us seemed to pause, as if every tree and rock and cloud had taken notice and stopped to watch. The light shifted from the gray murkiness of dusk to a clear and pure silver. I could see dust motes in the air, unmoving as a constellation of stars. The pine needles nearest me seemed to shine like blades. The tree trunks became elaborate labyrinths of curved bark and pierced holes. Everything around me had become more vivid, crystalline, sharp. I felt the sense of despondency that I had grown accustomed to lift and dissipate. Suddenly, the clean forest air seemed to reach through my lungs into every corner of my body, surging through me with a kind of fierce, possessive joy. I have never felt more alive.

			I had not closed my eyes, but my attention had drifted to the world made new around me. When I looked again at the Weatherer, he had stepped back from the Wailing. A boy stood before him, whole and intact, an expression of wonder on his realized face.

			Since then, I have often contemplated what occurred in those woods, and I have determined that the clarity granted to me in that moment was not unlike that which transformed the Wailing boy. We are all, to some degree, dulled in our senses and our experience of the world. We are all, to some degree, suppressed by layers of accumulated grief. My unmarred features belie the gradual dulling of all those faculties that should animate a human being. We are all, to some degree, faceless.

			So, you ask me if I know the Eerie. Hardly. We left the pine woods, the boy and I, having exchanged fewer than twenty words with our guide and fewer still with the Weatherer.

			You ask if I could find them again. I cannot. As I said, I have searched again for that forest, and somehow it seems to have vanished.

			You ask if the healing powers of the Eerie are true. Without doubt. One who can heal the Lachrima can surely heal those other maladies for which we find only imperfect cures.

			Yours,

			Adler Fox

			Sheriff, Salt Lick City, Indian Territories
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			The Convert

			
			—1892, May 31: 9-Hour 07—

			In New Occident, the majority of the people cleave to the Fates, all-powerful deities who are believed to weave the future and past of every living being into their great tapestry of time. Some smaller number follow the True Cross, which has more followers in the Baldlands. The remainder adhere to more obscure sects, Nihilismianism being the most dominant among them.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			ON THE MORNING of May 31, Sophia Tims stood on Beacon Street, staring through a gap in the iron fence at the monolith before her. Junipers, tall and immobile, lined the winding lane that rose to the mansion’s entrance. The building itself, from a distance, seemed cold and forbidding, all stone walls and curtained windows. Sophia took a deep breath and glanced up again at the sign beside the gated entryway. It read:

			The Nihilismian Archive

			Boston Depository

			For the hundredth time that morning, Sophia wondered if she was making a mistake. Reaching into her skirt pocket, she took hold of the two tokens that always traveled with her: a pocket watch and a spool of silver thread. She clasped them tightly, willing them to send her some sign of assurance.

			The note leading her to the Nihilismian Archive had arrived three days earlier. Returning from yet another fruitless excursion to the Boston Public Library, she had found an envelope waiting for her on the kitchen table where Mrs. Clay, the housekeeper, had left it. There was no return address and she did not recognize the handwriting; she opened it at once. Inside was a pamphlet. On the front, an illustration of a gargoyle wearing a blindfold squatted below the title:

			THE NIHILISMIAN ARCHIVE: BOSTON DEPOSITORY

			On the inside, two long columns of text explained the archive’s purpose. It began:

			THE WORLD YOU SEE AROUND YOU IS A false world. The true world, the Age of Verity, vanished in 1799, at the time of the Great Disruption. At the Nihilismian Archive, archivists and preservationists have dedicated their lives to finding and collecting the documents of the true world that we have lost—documents from the Age of Verity. With extensive collections pertaining to the lost Age of Verity as well as this Apocryphal Age that we inhabit, the Archive strives to ascertain how far we have strayed from the true path.

			The pamphlet boasted of the archive’s forty-eight rooms of documents pertaining to every corner of the known world: newspapers, personal correspondence, manuscripts, rare books, and all other manner of printed text. It ended with one short but important sentence:

			Only Nihilismians are permitted to consult the Archive.

			On the back, in the same hand that had addressed the envelope, was written,

			Sophia—if you are still looking for your mother, you will find her here.

			Had the pamphlet arrived some months earlier, Sophia might have thrown it out with a shudder the moment she saw what it contained. She knew Nihilismians; she knew the ferocity of their convictions, and she knew that those convictions made them dangerous. Sometimes she still awoke from nightmares in which she tried to run along the roof of a speeding train, her feet heavy as lead, while a Nihilismian behind her threw a shining grappling hook straight toward her heart.

			But the last year had changed things.

			• • •

			SOPHIA COULD REMEMBER clearly the moment in December when she ran down the stairs to the hidden map room at 34 East Ending Street, clutching the clue to her long-lost parents’ disappearance. Her uncle Shadrack Elli sat at the leather-topped table beside his close friend, the famous explorer Miles Countryman, and Theodore Constantine Thackary, the boy from the Baldlands who had become one of their small family. The three were silent as Sophia, her voice choked with emotion, read the letter from her father.

			He had written it eight years before, telling Sophia that their journey had taken an unexpected turn: they were planning to follow the lost signs toward Ausentinia.

			Miles whooped for joy at the discovery, pounding a laughing Theo on the back, and begun making plans for their immediate departure. Shadrack listened with elation, which turned to bewilderment as he reread the message once, twice, three times. “I have never heard of Ausentinia or the lost signs,” Shadrack declared, perplexed. “But no matter! Someone will have heard of them.”

			And yet, it became blindingly clear as the days turned to weeks, no one had. Shadrack Elli, the greatest cartologer of New Occident, the man who could create and read nearly every sort of map in the known world, wrote to every explorer and every cartologer and every librarian he had ever known, along with many he had never met. No one had so much as heard or read the words.

			Still, Sophia had held out hope. She had faith that while she continued to learn cartology, the Fates, in their wisdom, were planning how to lead her onward with a promising thread of discovery. Their guidance had steered her true before, and surely it would again.

			Every so often, a possible lead would emerge, and Shadrack would send Miles or some other explorer friend to hunt it down. Each lead dwindled into a dead end. And as the months went by, and the list of failed attempts grew, Sophia remained convinced that surely another, better lead—perhaps the one that would finally point to Minna and Bronson—would appear.

			Then in late winter, with the election of a new prime minister, Shadrack was offered a government position as the Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages. Prime Minister Bligh was a trusted friend, and Shadrack could not refuse the offer to replace another friend, Carlton Hopish, who still languished in the Boston City Hospital. Left horribly injured and deprived of his senses by a violent attack, Carlton showed no sign of even the slightest recovery.

			As he left at dawn and returned after dinner, Shadrack’s days at the ministry grew longer and longer. Sophia still waited at home for him each evening, eager to discuss her day’s findings, but Shadrack seemingly wearied more each day. His eyes were tired, his gaze, abstracted. One evening at dinner, Sophia left to get her notebook, and when she returned, she found Shadrack slumped over the kitchen table, fast asleep. Little by little, Shadrack’s searching stopped. The lessons in cartology, which Sophia had waited desperately for each evening, stopped as well.

			The winter stretched on, and Sophia sank into a long gloom. Shadrack had no time. Miles departed in pursuit of a slim lead, taking Theo with him. Sophia struggled against the feeling that she was alone. She tried, fruitlessly for the most part, to continue the cartology lessons on her own. After school, she haunted the Boston Public Library, poring over every relevant book she could find, and at home she plumbed the depths of the map room, finding more riddles than solutions in Shadrack’s obscure collection. By the time spring arrived, she felt her hope wearing thin. She had difficulty sleeping, and this made her feel forgetful, unsteady, and unsure. There were times, as she drew in her notebook recounting the day, when tears spilled over onto the page. The careful lines of text became great gray clouds; the drawings blurred and puckered; and she could not point to the reason.

			And then, finally, the Fates sent her a sign. It first appeared at dusk. Sophia had been watching for Shadrack from her bedroom window when she saw a pale figure lingering by the front gate. It stood indecisively, taking a step toward the street and then a step back toward the house. The cobblestones shone from a recent rain shower, and a low fog had settled in around the streetlamps.

			The woman seemed familiar. She had to be a neighbor, but which one? The woman placed her hand on her heart and then lifted her palm toward Sophia’s window: a gentle gesture of affection.

			It struck Sophia like a blow. For a moment she stared, unmoving. Then she bolted from her room, throwing herself down the stairs, through the kitchen, and out into the street. The woman was still there, pale and uncertain, by the gate. Sophia stepped haltingly toward her, hardly daring to breathe. “Mother?” she whispered. Then the figure vanished.

			The following evening, she appeared again. Sophia had partly persuaded herself over the course of the long day that her mind was playing tricks on her and that the figure she had seen was conjured by exhaustion and misplaced hope. Still, she waited by the window. When she saw Minna by the gate, silent and hesitant, Sophia rose shakily and rushed out of the house.

			This time, Minna waited. She took a step backward onto the sidewalk and another onto the street. Sophia opened the gate and stepped after her. Minna moved silently over the cobblestones. “Wait, please,” Sophia pleaded.

			Minna stopped. As Sophia approached, her footsteps loud in the silence, she could see her mother’s face: pallid and insubstantial, but still discernible in the dusk light. There was something odd about her that Sophia could not place until she had closed the distance between them: the figure appeared to be made of paper. She seemed a perfect rendering of Minna Tims brought to life. She reached her hand out plaintively as Sophia neared, and then she spoke: “Missing but not lost, absent but not gone, unseen but not unheard. Find us while we still draw breath.” The last words seemed to prove the substance of the riddle, for they sounded after Minna had, once again, disappeared.

			But Sophia did not care. She felt as if she had just taken air into her lungs for the first time in months, as if she had been drowning and the words spoken at dusk by Minna’s semblance had pulled her from the deep. She was still in those dark waters, but now, at least, she could breathe. The paralyzing sadness that had gripped her all winter was something she could look at: she could see how vast it was; she could see how far she had to swim.

			The next day, the second sign appeared: the Nihilismian pamphlet. Sophia told herself, as she read the handwritten note over and over, that the Fates could not have spoken more clearly.

			She had not mentioned seeing Minna or receiving the pamphlet to Shadrack.

			There are some things that only keep their enchantment, their full promise, when they remain unspoken. Sophia knew the pale figure she had seen at dusk was improbable, and when she imagined speaking of it, she felt the power of Minna’s presence dissipate like fog. The wonder of it, the potency of the whispered words, were uncommunicable. Indeed, even in her own mind she could not approach the thought of what she had seen and heard too closely, for the moment she did a flurry of troubling questions rushed forward: What is she? Is she real? What does it mean that I can see and hear her? Sophia turned away from these questions resolutely, and she did not contemplate the vision too closely. She accepted a simpler and, to her, undeniable pair of truths: her mother was asking for her help, and the Fates were sending her a sign.

			Shadrack did not believe in the Fates. Even if she could somehow convey the sense of desperation in Minna’s message, the sense of clarity from the pamphlet, Shadrack would not see their guiding hand at work. He would see something else, and Sophia wanted to see what she saw now: an unmistakable urgency, a clear way forward. Instead of telling him, she thought about it for two days. And then she made a decision.

			• • •

			STANDING NOW BEFORE the soaring iron gates, Sophia took a deep breath. She pushed, and they swung soundlessly inward. Her boots crunched on the gravel path as she walked slowly uphill, bringing the great house into closer view. Here and there the curtains hung open. A groundskeeper near the mansion’s entrance was carefully raking the gravel, making a perfect set of concentric circles. Other than the sound of the rake combing the fine stones, the air was still.

			The groundskeeper ignored Sophia as she walked toward the granite steps. On the roof above the open doorway, the blindfolded gargoyle depicted on the pamphlet perched comfortably, its stone tongue impossibly long.

			A crimson runner beyond the open doors led across the marble floor to a tall wooden desk. Sophia held her head high and walked steadily toward it. The man behind the desk looked up as she approached and put down the book he was holding. He nodded. “Good morning.”

			“Good morning,” Sophia said. She forced herself to look the attendant in the eye. He was bald, with blue eyes so pale they seemed almost colorless. Sophia swallowed. “I am here to consult the archive.”

			The bald man nodded again without taking his eyes from her. “Patrons wishing to consult the archive may apply for an investigator’s card, which will allow them unlimited access to the depository. However,” he paused, “access is only permitted to Nihilismians.”

			“Yes, I understand,” she replied. “I am Nihilismian.”
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			The Nihilismian Apocrypha

			
			—1892, May 31: 9-Hour 09—

			The Nihilismians began sending missions to other Ages in the 1850s. The missions are intended to encourage past Ages to unfold as they did in New Occident’s past. The practical and philosophical obstacles are myriad. Imagine, for example, the folly of ensuring that explorers from the Papal States sail east to “discover” the Western Hemisphere. Nonetheless, the missions continue, and Boston alone sends dozens of missionaries to the Papal States, the Closed Empire, and the Early Pharaohs every year.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			AT FIRST, SOPHIA thought the Nihilismian pamphlet might have been sent by someone at the Boston Public Library who had been helping with her search for so many months. Perhaps one of them was secretly Nihilismian.

			Then it occurred to her that it might have come from a friend of Shadrack’s who believed, quite rightly, that he would balk at the idea of consulting a Nihilismian archive himself. Shadrack was not closed-minded, but the events of the previous summer had set him decidedly against Nihilismians. He had always believed their ideas misconceived; now, he also believed them to be dangerous.

			Then Sophia considered that the anonymous sender might be someone who actually worked at the archive: someone who knew for certain that the collection contained something of value for her search. Unlikely as it seemed that a strange Nihilismian would want to help her, the idea that some real clue existed and had already been spotted made her tremble with anticipation.

			Perhaps, she thought, as she stared at the attendant on the other side of the desk, this very man was the ally who had sent her the message. Though his persistently unblinking stare made it seem unlikely. Sophia reached to clasp the pendant that hung around her neck, clearing her throat quietly. The Nihilismian’s attention obligingly drifted to the circular amulet. Then he turned slowly and opened a drawer in his desk. He drew out a piece of paper and handed it across to Sophia with a pen. “Here is the application for an investigator’s card.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I am required to emphasize,” he said quietly, indicating the signature line, “that this application functions as a legal contract. If you sign the form and anything written there is discovered to be untrue, it will be considered fraud.”

			“I understand.” Sophia paused, but went on despite herself. “What happens when it is considered fraud?”

			The bald man gazed at her without expression. “It depends on whether the archive pursues the matter in court. The archive pursued three such fraud cases last year and won them all.” He cocked his head slightly to one side, as if considering an unspoken question. “The only thing these ‘investigators’ will be reading for some time is the mail they receive in prison.”

			Sophia nodded briskly. “I see. Thank you.” She took the pen and the form to one of the ample burgundy armchairs that made up the sitting area in the foyer. Her hands were trembling. She sat quietly for a moment, collecting herself; then she reached into her pocket and clasped the spool of silver thread for encouragement.

			She took her notebook from her satchel and placed it under the form, filling out each portion as quickly as possible.

			Name? Every Tims. Date of birth? January 28, 1878. Address? 34 East Ending Street, Boston. Was she a citizen of New Occident? Yes. Did she hereby swear that she was of the Nihilismian faith? Sophia hesitated for the barest instant. Yes. Had she been Nihilismian from birth or was she a convert? A convert. If the latter, what was the name and address of the Nihilismian who had officiated at her conversion? Seeking Montfort, 290 Commonwealth Avenue, Boston.

			Sophia signed at the bottom, slipped her notebook back into the satchel, and rose to hand the form back to the attendant.

			“We will be in touch with Seeking Montfort to confirm,” he said quietly, without looking up.

			“Of course.”

			“‘Every,’” he said thoughtfully. “March twenty-fifth. ‘Every vision around you is false, every object an illusion, every sentiment as false as a dream. You live in the Age of the apocryphal.’” He looked up at Sophia, waiting.

			“Truth of Amitto,” she murmured, pressing the amulet around her neck. Since Nihilismians adopted new names from the Book of Amitto when they converted, Sophia had chosen the name that seemed least objectionable, avoiding ones like “Purity,” “Lament,” and “Beneath.”

			The attendant cocked his head to the side again. “Please have a seat. I will call one of the archivists. Your card will be ready to pick up when you leave the archive today.”

			“Thank you.” Sophia began to turn away.

			“Every,” the attendant remarked. “Your amulet is very unusual.” Sophia raised her eyebrows. “Did you make it yourself?”

			“Yes, I did.” She held his gaze while she clasped the circular pillow of midnight blue embroidered in silver thread with a small hand, open-palmed, fingers outstretched.

			“We see that in many cases where families don’t approve. The faithful find a way.” He nodded his own approval.

			Sophia watched as he left the foyer, his heels echoing on the marble floor. Then she took a deep breath and sank back into the burgundy armchair.

			• • •

			SEEKING MONTFORT WAS, in fact, a genuine Nihilismian. But he had not officiated at any ceremony for Sophia’s conversion, and he no longer resided at 290 Commonwealth Avenue. He had passed away the previous year, leaving only his widow and an aging pair of lapdogs. Sophia calculated that she had at least three days and perhaps as many as six before the Nihilismians of the Boston Depository discovered the truth. It all depended on the zealousness of their inquiry and the cooperation of Mrs. Montfort.

			A letter sent today would arrive tomorrow. Montfort’s widow would take at least a day to reply. Sophia had visited her, in the cramped rooms made pungent by the spoiled lapdogs, with a question about a made-up relative who had converted to Nihilismianism and left on a mission to the Closed Empire. She had seen the formidable wooden cabinet where Seeking Montfort’s records resided, and she had watched as Mrs. Montfort searched rather carelessly for the imaginary document. After a few minutes, the woman had given up; she was much more interested in her yapping dogs than the history of her husband’s legal practice. If the Fates smiled upon her, Sophia figured that Mrs. Montfort might take several days to search fruitlessly through the cabinet and reply.

			Or, on the other hand, she might reply immediately.

			Sophia rose from the chair as the attendant returned, now accompanied by a tall man with a gray mustache. The man made a slight bow toward her. “Whether Moreau,” he said, extending his hand.

			“Every Tims,” Sophia replied, taking it.

			“It is a pleasure to welcome you to the Boston Depository.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Please follow me.” Walking toward the archive’s main corridor, Whether Moreau left Sophia to hurry after him. Despite the warm spring weather, the building was silent and uncommonly cold. Crimson carpeting muffled their footsteps. Sophia caught a glimpse of several rooms as they passed: high ceilings, oak bookshelves, dark wallpaper, and spherical flame lamps. Dark curtains over the windows prevented sunlight from reaching the documents.

			They arrived at a marble staircase. As they climbed, Sophia determined, glancing at him sideways, that Whether was no secret ally. He stared ahead, eyes withdrawn, almost as if he had already forgotten Sophia’s presence beside him. The dark suit he wore was pressed with a precision that bordered on ferocious, and its darkness was reflected in his well-polished shoes.

			On the second floor, they followed another corridor, finally stopping at one of its many open doorways. Sophia peered past him into a room much like the ones she had seen below.

			“Are you familiar with the structure of the Nihilismian Archive?” Whether asked, looking over her head at a point on the wall.

			“I know only what is explained in the informational pamphlet.”

			“Let me explain our organizational system before I ask about your line of inquiry.” He paused. “The archive contains forty-eight rooms,” Whether said, gesturing down the hallway. “Rooms one through thirteen are dedicated to the Age of Verity—Veritas, as we call it here. Meaning ‘truth,’ of course. These are where chronicles of time before the Great Disruption, as well as texts produced during that time, are stored. The Apocrypha rooms contain the chronicles of the Age of Delusion—the time elapsed since the Great Disruption—and, as you may note from the number of rooms, fourteen through forty-eight, that collection is larger. This would seem counterintuitive,” he continued, “as less time has elapsed since the Disruption than before it. But you will discover that documents and texts from before the Disruption are exceedingly rare. Each room has its own curator. I am the curator of room forty-five.” He indicated the open doorway.

			“So the archive is organized chronologically?”

			Whether nodded. “That is correct. We arrange all the chronicles and texts sequentially, since this method lies at the heart of the archive’s mission: to demonstrate the great abyss that separates our world from that world we lost more than ninety years ago.” He led Sophia into room 45. “We pursue this mission by contrasting and comparing the recorded differences between occurrences in the Age of Verity and the Age of Delusion.”

			Whether took Sophia to a mahogany reading table. “Please have a seat. I’ll demonstrate more clearly what I mean.”

			As Whether headed toward the back of the room, Sophia studied the space around her. Room 45 had high windows that overlooked the gardens at the rear of the building, but the curtains were again drawn, and flame lamps illuminated every corner. Bookshelves filled the walls from floor to ceiling, separated halfway up by an iron balcony that connected to a spiral staircase. Along the carpeted floor near the reading table, freestanding shelves bore the weight of row after row of precisely labeled volumes and document boxes. A young woman wearing unusual clothes—loose pants and a man’s dress shirt—was putting books from a cart onto one of the shelves. She glanced at Sophia and paused for a moment.

			Perhaps this is my secret ally, Sophia thought. She gave a slight nod. The young woman did not acknowledge her, but turned back to her task.

			Sophia swallowed. She sat up straighter in her chair, determined not to be undone by the chilliness of the Nihilismian archivists.

			A moment later, Whether returned with a large box. He spread its contents out across the table, placing side by side before Sophia two items: a folded newspaper that looked quite new and a torn single page of newspaper that looked quite old. He tapped the first with long, white fingers. “This paper, as you can see, was printed earlier this month.” The copy of The New-York Times was dated May 1, 1892. Sophia leaned forward to glance at the headlines, which included a story about the deportation of a major financier who had been discovered to be an unnaturalized native of the Baldlands, a short report about pirate raids near Seminole, and a long article about the ongoing dispute with the Indian Territories. “This, however,” Whether said, framing the older fragment of newspaper with his thumb and forefinger, “was also printed on May 1, 1892.” He leaned back and waited.

			At first glance, the paper looked identical. It was labeled New-York Times in the familiar font, and the date said “New-York, Sunday, May 1, 1892.” But then, as she examined the headlines, Sophia realized that the stories were very different. “Is Sherman’s Eye Upon It,” the page said near the middle. “The Ohio Senator declines to answer a hypothetical question,” declared the subtitle. “A Return to Barbarism,” read another headline at the far right, and below it, “Europe trembles before the Anarchist bombs. Paris and Brussels fear May Day—Foreign ignorance of the Chicago Bomb Throwing.” “Minnesota Still Wants Blaine,” said a smaller headline farther down.

			“It’s a different paper,” Sophia said, intrigued. “I don’t recognize most of these people and places.”

			“They belong to the Age of Verity,” Whether assented. “This is the 1892 that we should be living, that we lost—the 1892 that would have been without the Great Disruption.”

			“So this document survived the Disruption?”

			“Precisely. It was found in an old cabinet in the western Baldlands. Someone had used the newspaper to line a drawer. The cabinet was sold to a collector of curiosities, and the paper was recognized only then as something of value. The collector passed it on to a rare-book dealer, who in turn brought it to our attention. It is immensely illuminating—an invaluable find.”

			“Is there any overlap between the two papers?”

			“You have asked the very question that the archive strives to answer. How much does our Age of Delusion coincide, if at all, with the Age of Verity? How much of this false world can we consider true? This is what we labor continually to find, study, and prove. In this case,” he said grimly, “it seems that we have strayed very far from our intended route. Indeed, New Occident as a whole has deviated terribly. Between these two papers, there are no two stories that are alike. The Age of Verity paper mentions—as you rightly pointed out—many places and people that seem not even to exist in our world.”

			Sophia considered the room around her. “The pamphlet said your collection covers other places beyond New Occident. Is that true of every room?”

			“Indeed. Every piece of pertinent text that we can find is collected here, or in one of our affiliated archives. There are some areas for which we have more documentation than others, but this is only to be expected. In addition,” he went on, picking up a leather-bound volume, “the Apocrypha are cross-listed in indexes that use our own method of time-keeping.” He opened the volume at random and showed Sophia that it read, at the top, “A.D. 43.”

			“To us, in New Occident, today is the thirty-first of May, 1892. For inhabitants of the Closed Empire, today is May thirty-first, 1131. Yet we are living in the same moment,” Whether continued, “and our indexes take this into account.” He slid the book toward Sophia. The top left of the page read:

			1642—Accounts ledger by Tomas Batiste.

			Location: United Indies Depository.

			1642—Convent log kept by Sister Maria Therese.

			Location: United Indies Depository.

			1642—Broadsheets, collected, published in Havana.

			Location: United Indies Depository.

			Sophia looked up. “There is another depository in the Indies?”

			“There are depositories all over the world. Sixteen, to be exact. Twice a year, they send us updates of their collections so that we may enter the information in our indexes. If you look ahead a few pages,” Whether said, doing so, “you’ll see that other ages are included as well.”

			Still looking under the heading “A.D. 43,” Sophia scanned a list of documents from New Occident, dated 1842:

			1842—Newspapers, collected, published in New York.

			Location: Boston Depository.

			1842—Private diary of Maxwell Osmond.

			Location: Boston Depository.

			1842—Collected letters of Peter Simmons.

			Location: Boston Depository.

			“I understand,” Sophia said slowly. “These all were written at the same time, but in different Ages.”

			Whether nodded slightly. “These were all written—or dated, for the purposes of the archive—in A.D. 43: After the Disruption, Year 43; or, as we call it, Age of Delusion, Year 43. If you wish to review all the Apocrypha produced in a given year, you can simply consult the index. It is,” he concluded seriously, “a vivid indication of just how scattered and disrupted our apocryphal world has become.”

			“It certainly is,” she agreed. She turned back to the index, realizing with growing dread the size of the task ahead. She had no idea what she was looking for, much less the year in which it was originally written. Working in the Nihilismian Archive would present a formidable challenge in drudgery, not unlike searching for a needle in a carefully arranged haystack. How will I find anything useful in three days? Sophia asked herself, gazing at the entries with a feeling of dismay bordering on panic.

			“What is it you wish to consult at the archive?” Whether queried.

			Sophia took out her notebook and withdrew a letter. “I received this in December, long after it was written. There has been no word of its author all these years, and I was hoping the archive might contain information about the place mentioned in it.”

			Whether read the letter silently. Then he placed it on the table and looked at Sophia as if seeing her for the first time. “Bronson Tims,” he said. His expression was unreadable. “Are you related to Shadrack Elli, the cartologer?”

			“Yes. He is my uncle.”

			“You are a recent convert. Your family are not Nihilismian.” They were statements, not questions.

			“No, they are not. And yes, I am a recent convert.” There was a long pause. Whether continued to gaze at her, his face unnervingly somber. Sophia realized that the assistant who had been shelving books had stopped shelving. She stood with her hand on the cart, making no effort to conceal her stare.

			“And yet you seek two people in this world—this apocryphal world.”

			“You misunderstand my search,” Sophia said composedly. “I am Nihilismian, yes, but like my uncle I am still a cartologer. Just as your objective is to reveal the diverging histories between our world and the Age of Verity, so it is my objective to map the differences between them. I wish to confirm the location of this Ausentinia, for I have found no mention of it elsewhere.”

			Whether gazed at her pensively for a moment. “I see,” he finally said. He rose from his chair and carefully returned the two newspapers to the document box. “I will ask Remorse to assist you, since I tend to work with more experienced patrons,” he said, making no effort to conceal his condescension. “Remorse?” he asked, over his shoulder.

			“Thank you, Mr. Moreau,” Sophia said, rising from her seat. “I appreciate the introduction to the archive.”

			“Not at all,” Whether said, turning away, box in hand.

			Remorse sat down across from Sophia. “May I see the letter?” she asked without preamble. She took a pair of amber-tinted spectacles from her shirt pocket.

			Sophia studied the young woman as she read. She could not have been more than twenty years old. Her small hands, delicate and slightly tapered, still looked like the hands of a child. The buttoned work shirt she wore was frayed but carefully ironed, as were her unexpected pants. Short black hair and dark eyebrows framed her face; behind the spectacles, her eyes, as she read, were resolutely inexpressive. Probably not my ally either, Sophia concluded.

			Remorse handed the letter back and crossed her arms. “‘March fifteen, 1881,’” she said, her voice flat. “‘Dearest Sophia. Your mother and I have thought of you every moment of every day during this journey. Now, as we near what may be the end of it, the thought of you is foremost in our minds. This letter will take ages to reach you, and if we are fortunate, we will reach you before my written words ever do. But if this letter reaches you and we do not, you should know that we are following the lost signs into Ausentinia. Do not think of pursuing us, dearest; Shadrack will know what to do. It is a road of great peril. We had no wish to travel into Ausentinia. It traveled to us. All my love. Your father, Bronson.’”

			Sophia stared at her. It was disconcerting to hear her father’s affectionate words voiced so entirely without emotion by a stranger. But it was more perplexing that the stranger knew the words at all. “How did you do that?” Sophia asked.

			“I can remember anything after seeing it once,” Remorse said impassively.

			“That is an enviable skill.”

			Remorse looked away. “It depends upon what you see. There are things you want to remember. And things you don’t.”

			Sophia blinked. “Yes. There certainly are.”

			“So you are looking for Ausentinia.” Remorse said.

			“Yes. Have you ever heard of it?” She realized suddenly that Remorse might be the best shortcut through the archive. “If you remember everything you’ve seen, perhaps you have seen the name somewhere?”

			“I haven’t,” Remorse said. She looked back at Sophia. Then she rose abruptly from her seat. “I think you should look at the index for the year the letter was written. A.D. 82. I’ll go get it.” Without waiting for Sophia’s reply, she left the table and disappeared among the bookcases.

			A few minutes later, she returned pushing a library cart. “I’ve brought you the first thirty.” She began heaving the heavy volumes onto the reading table.

			Sophia frowned at the cart. “The first thirty what?”

			“The first thirty volumes of the index for A.D. 82.” Remorse paused, and for the first time her face shifted from studied blankness to mirth. “You didn’t think the index for each year was just one book? A.D. 82 contains more than three hundred volumes.”

			Three hundred volumes! Sophia thought, appalled. How will I ever read three hundred volumes in three days?
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			The Kestrel

			February 20, 1881

			I awoke on our tenth and final night aboard the Kestrel to a terrible howling. As I turned to wake Bronson, a sudden jolt threw him against me. We disentangled ourselves hurriedly and dressed. From the violent rocking of the ship and the cries of the crew, barely audible over the howling, we knew we were in the midst of a ferocious storm. Utter blackness, cut through by brilliant silver when lightning struck, filled the world beyond our porthole. I understood in that moment, with unequivocal clarity, that the night would not end well. I had missed Sophia from the moment we left Boston. Now the thought of her in her small bed, sleeping peacefully, pierced me like a blade. She was there and we were here—in a perilous storm on a vast ocean. What had we done?

			There was nothing to do but confront the disaster that awaited. Through the roar of the storm and the crashing of the waves, we heard the shouts become screams, and Bronson took my hand.

			“My love,” he said, “whatever we find outside that door, we stay together.”

			“Yes.” I squeezed his hand. He squeezed back.

			Then he took a length of rope that we had used to keep our trunks in place against the floorboards and rapidly tied it around his waist; the other end he tied around mine. “We’ll need our hands. If we have to swim, we swim together.”

			“Yes, Bronson,” I said again. “I love you, dearest.”

			He placed his hand against my cheek. “And I you, Minna.” In a flash of lightning, I saw him smile. Then his face was thrown into darkness once more, and I felt him turn to open the door.

			Water fell upon us as if dropped from a great height. I lost my balance immediately and tipped backward. The pull of the rope gave me enough time to steady myself. I stepped tentatively onto the deck, seeing nothing but feeling a tug at my waist as Bronson emerged from the cabin.

			We moved hand over hand toward the main deck. A terrible scream pierced the air, and the howling of the wind rose and fell unabated. Suddenly the ship ceased to pitch. I peered into the darkness, seeking some guidance for my slipping feet and some clue as to what had stilled us. As if to grant my wish, another flash of lightning cut across the sky, illuminating the mottled clouds.

			At first I could not understand what I saw. The stern of the ship was embedded in a rocky mass covered with kelp, as if some gigantic stone jaw had taken the Kestrel in its teeth. I heard Captain Gibbons shout, over the howling, “Abandon ship!” Then, in the next flash, I saw the scurrying of dark shapes. They emerged from the rocky mass that held the Kestrel, and I realized then, as the howling changed, that it was not made by the wind. It was more like the howling of animate creatures: dogs, or perhaps beasts.

			The shape nearest to us advanced toward the captain with the unmistakable movements of a man. Amid the thick kelp that hung like hair about his head I saw a face: white and fierce, with bared teeth, grassy beard, and glassy eyes. In the next flash, I saw the creature fling out his arms, making the sound that I had mistaken for the wind; the massive weeds that formed his lower body surged, pushing him upward; the white arms—faintly green and luminescent, as if lit from within—cast a kelp-made net that caught the sailor closest to him in its slippery mesh, throwing him flat onto the deck.

			“Minna, to the bow!” Bronson shouted, as the world plunged once more into darkness. He steered me away, and I knew he aimed for the front of the ship so that we could leap into the waves, putting ourselves at the mercy of the sea.

			The captain and his crew were of the same mind. We could hear them as we walked unsteadily toward the bow. The scene that met us there was chaos. Shapes hurled themselves into the water; others were caught and dragged by the weed nets; and still others, locked in vicious embrace, struggled against each other. There were shouts and howls, but there was no semblance of command, and as I discerned Captain Gibbons only a few steps away, fiercely wielding his blade against the creature that was attempting to seize him, I realized what would happen next.

			A net cast from behind fell upon the captain, and he was flung to the ground. “Captain!” Bronson shouted, leaping forward. I stumbled after him, almost sending us both crashing against the hapless Gibbons, who was struggling mightily. But the captain had dropped his knife. Bronson took it up before the water could carry it away, and he hacked at the net as urgently as he dared without cutting Gibbons. I fell to my knees beside him and pulled uselessly at the slick kelp; it was like trying to rend the water itself—hopeless.

			I knew that we had only a few moments before we were captured. Suddenly, the captain, roaring like a boar, was whisked away, and then, before we could stand, the net I had awaited fell upon us.

			Bronson sliced into it with a cry of frustration. I had to scream in his ear so that he would hear me. “No, Bronson, don’t. Don’t cut—pull!”

			For a moment he did not comprehend me, but then he realized, as I had, that our feet were still upon the wooden deck, and that with our combined weight we could pull against the creature that held the net. “Now,” I cried.

			We hurled ourselves against the nearby rail. Caught by surprise, the kelp creature let go. We pitched into the air, a tangled mass, leaving the ship behind.

			For a few seconds, all sound seemed to have been sucked away. Then I plunged into the water and felt the cold pressure of its weight all around me. The net of kelp had been yanked away. I was too shocked to struggle. I seemed to lose sight of where I was, and the thought passed through my mind—gently, like a curiosity—that I might be losing consciousness.

			It happened to me then: the tendency I have struggled to rein in from childhood; the habit I have almost banished, but that returns at times, unpredictable and unstoppable, throwing me off balance. I lost track of time.

			I drifted. The water was dark with patches of orange light, as beautiful as some marine phantom. Instead of seeking the surface, I found myself contemplating a vision—no, a memory—from the previous night. Bronson and I sat at Captain Gibbons’s table, sharing dinner with him as we had throughout the journey. I took a mouthful of stew, which tasted of squash and butter. The room was quiet and peaceful and the food wonderfully filling. Still, there was a source of unquiet within me, and I decided to voice it.

			“We cannot help but notice,” I said, glancing at Bronson, who nodded, “that the crew grows increasingly uneasy as we sail east.”

			Gibbons paused, staring at his bowl of stew. He took a long drink of water from his crystal glass. “It’s nothing,” he assured us, picking up his spoon. “You have sailed east before—you know mariners maintain all manner of superstition about the open seas.”

			Bronson shot me a look. “Yes, we have sailed east, though not by this route,” he said.

			“Is there a particular ‘superstition,’ as you put it, we should know of?” I asked.

			Gibbons shook his head. “My men are very level-headed on land, but there is always a point halfway across the Atlantic that seems to transform them into frightened children, cowering under their covers at the prospect of nightmares.” He smoothed his hands over the tablecloth, calming the wrinkles of the white linen.

			“Gibbons,” Bronson said amiably. “Come, tell us what it is they fear. Minna and I are not prone to panic at the telling of mariners’ tales.”

			“Of course; I apologize.” Gibbons looked up at us with a smile. “I did not wish to alarm you, but you are quite right. You are both far too reasonable to be alarmed without cause.” He shrugged. “The men believe that crossing the Atlantic carries us across a barrier—an invisible barrier, that is—separating the old world of the Papal States, the Closed Empire, the Middle Roads, and the Early Pharaohs from our Western Hemisphere.”

			“If it is invisible,” I asked, “then what does it consist of?”

			“Ah.” He smiled. “That is where the tales differ. Mariners believe that some mysterious power guards this barrier, but they do not agree on its form. You’ll hear my men talk of the Fellweeds, creatures with the Mark of the Vine who guard the old world.” He laughed and scraped the bottom of his bowl, the silver spoon clinking against the fine china. “Fellweeds,” he scoffed. “I think the real danger in the Atlantic crossing is boredom! Too many men with too much idle time, letting their minds wander every which way. Absurd.” He pushed aside his bowl, as if to push aside all thought of his men’s superstitions. “My cook has made us lemon pudding for dessert,” he announced happily.

			The memory faded, as if all the light had gone out of it. I moved listlessly with the water. Suddenly I felt a faint tug at my waist. The thought of Bronson jolted through me. My arms flailed and seized the rope; I scrambled along it hand over hand until I realized my fear—there was nothing at the other end. Only then did I fight for the surface, clawing desperately.

			When I reached it, a rush of sound filled my ears. I could not see. I heard the storm and the great howls of the Fellweeds, but where I was, and where Bronson was, I could not tell. Sinking once again below the surface, I was submerged in terror; if I did not move, I would drown. My arms fought the waves; my legs kicked frantically. When my head struck something solid I reached for it, blindly, and found myself clutching a large piece of wood.

			I took in air and opened my eyes. A piece of the ship’s mast had saved me, but the Kestrel itself was beyond salvation. In the near distance I saw the fragments of the mighty ship fall and disappear, like the bits of a broken toy, beneath the waves.
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			Truth Telling

			
			—1892, May 31: 17-Hour #—

			“Indian Country” at the time of the Great Disruption was an unofficial designation for the region to the west of the eastern seaboard of the former United States. Treaties from before the Disruption had guaranteed Indian tribes particular parcels of land, but the treaties were often violated. After the Disruption, in 1805, New Occident formalized its relationship with the Indian Territories, setting firm boundaries in a series of treaties and granting it special status as an organized incorporated territory. Unfortunately, but unsurprisingly, the settlers in the states continued to ignore the new boundaries.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			PART OF WHAT had made the winter and spring so difficult was the broken clock. The city of Boston had clocks on every corner, and every citizen of New Occident carried a lifewatch. Moreover, every citizen carried an inner clock, reliably marking the hours of the twenty-hour day, in his or her mind—every citizen other than Sophia. Her inner clock was broken. It had caused her endless inconvenience and considerable shame to lose track of time so easily, but the previous summer she had made her peace with it. She had realized that a wayward inner clock could be useful. If she concentrated on a single thought, poring over its every detail, a whole hour could feel like a second. And if she concentrated on the passing moment, imagining its hidden depths, a second could feel like an hour.

			But the sadness that had crept in with the cold of winter, first in a trickle and then in an engulfing wave, had made it impossible to concentrate. She could no longer expand and contract the time around her, bending it to her will. Once again, she found herself at the mercy of those boundless hours and seconds, helpless in their limitlessness.

			Now she felt her powers of concentration returning. They filled her with a contented thrum, a sense of steady and accomplished intention. Her first day at the Nihilismian Archive, Sophia had scanned as many of the indexes as she could until Remorse shooed her from room 45 so the archive could close. Sophia collected her membership card from the front desk and rushed home to be back by dusk.

			Minna did not appear.

			Buoyed by her new sense of purpose, Sophia was not deterred. She had decided to tell Shadrack about the Nihilismian Archive. Settling into the chair at her desk, where she had a clear view of East Ending Street, she waited.

			To make the time pass quickly, she concentrated on her last sighting of Minna, bringing forth all its detail as if immersing herself in a memory map: the dimming light, the scent of lilacs that tumbled over the gate, the distant rumble of the trolleys. And she imagined Minna herself, dark hair braided and coiled around her head, clad in a colorless traveling dress that reached the ground. A long row of buttons trailed down the front and along each sleeve. Her voice was gentle and muted, as if she spoke from behind a curtain: “Missing but not lost, absent but not gone, unseen but not unheard. Find us while we still draw breath.” When she reached out toward Sophia, her face bore a mixture of tenderness and regret. Her dress hung on her loosely, as if she had grown thin, and the hem was stained with water and mud.

			Sophia frowned. Her thoughts had taken an unexpected turn. She shook her head, trying to recall the elation that had coursed through her at the sight of her mother, but it was gone.

			Sophia opened her eyes, hearing a rapid step on the cobblestones. As she watched her uncle walk up to the side door, she felt a sudden wave of sadness. She floundered. Was it seeing Shadrack, or was it the marred memory of Minna that had overturned the smooth vessel in which she had sailed through the day? She took a deep breath to steady herself, considering the sadness critically so that she would not be engulfed by it.

			It was not sadness about one particular thing, but about many things all at once. She regretted that Shadrack was arriving so late from the ministry and that he would probably have to work more at home. It saddened her to see him tired all the time. And it saddened her that there would be no time, once again, to study cartology. The thought of all the untouched maps in the underground map room filled her with frustration. She felt bad for begrudging Shadrack his time, since everything he did for the ministry was so important. Most of all, she felt wretched about how things seemed so different between them. She could not tell if it was Shadrack’s exhaustion or her own resentment that had brought about the sense of distance, but it was there. In the past, Sophia thought unhappily, she would have run down the steps to meet him. Now, she rose slowly from her chair, dreading his weary look and his rapid departure to the study.

			Sophia walked down the steps to the kitchen, where she found Shadrack unpacking a canvas shopping bag at the kitchen table. “You’re home,” she said, putting her arms around him.

			“I’m finally home, Soph,” he replied, embracing her wearily in return. “You needn’t have waited for me. You must be hungry.”

			“Oh, I don’t mind waiting.” Sophia took up unpacking the food while Shadrack sat down exhaustedly. She heard in her own voice the resentment, the opposite meaning, pleading to be heard: I do mind. I mind waiting. Every night. It surprised her. She could hear it now, in the same way that she could see the great expanse of sadness. Could Shadrack hear it?

			“Well, I’m hungry,” Shadrack said, throwing himself back in his chair. “So hungry that I just took things off the shelves at Morton’s without really thinking. I’m glad Mrs. Clay has the chance to escape us on her night off, but our stomachs always suffer when she does.”

			He could not hear it.

			Sophia turned to the bag and stared at it, overcome by the realization. Slowly and steadily, she pushed the discovery aside. She forced herself to look at the contents of the bag. “Pickles, cold pork, cheddar cheese, a loaf of rye bread, and four tomatoes,” she said woodenly. “I’ll get plates.” It was suddenly apparent to her that this happened every night: she said things she did not mean because she wanted them to be true.

			“Another impossible day,” Shadrack sighed. He rested his elbows on the table and put his head in his hands. “Raiders in the Indian Territories, as usual. Or ‘settlers,’ as they call themselves. They simply won’t see sense. To them, any piece of land without a fence around it is land for the taking. Most of them are simply scoundrels, but some of them are Nihilismian, and they insist on pushing west, because that’s what happened in the ‘Age of Verity.’” He rolled his eyes. “They seem incapable of understanding that we inhabit this world around us, not a different one.”

			Sophia looked at him. Now is the moment to tell him about the archive, she thought. He will be upset. Then I’ll explain, and he’ll understand. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words would not come.

			Shadrack shook his head and moved on. “But enough about the ministry—I have more immediate news. Good news and bad news.”

			Sophia sank down into her chair. “What is it?”

			“I received a letter from Miles today. The man they had gone to find near the Eerie Sea who supposedly knew about Ausentinia is, very recently it seems, deceased.” He stared down at his plate before looking up to meet her gaze. “I’m sorry, Soph.”

			She had hoped for better news. “They didn’t learn anything?”

			“Miles only said that the man was dead. Most of his letter was about an attack they witnessed. Well, they witnessed the aftermath. Settlers from Connecticut on an Indian town near the border.” Shadrack ran a hand through his hair. “Prime Minister Bligh and I spent three hours today finding absolutely nothing by way of solution.”

			Ever since the previous summer, when parliament had adopted an uncompromising posture toward foreigners, closing the borders and deporting people of foreign birth, New Occident had changed. To Sophia it was most apparent in the empty storefronts, the neighbors from the Indies who had moved away, the trolley drivers she no longer saw, and the undefinable sense of sameness of Boston’s inhabitants. There were no more vendors from the Baldlands selling turquoise or palm readers from the Indies offering to tell one’s fortune. Even people from the Indian Territories and the state of New Akan, who had every right to be in Boston, had gradually drifted away.

			To them, the border closure was pointless. The Territories and New Akan were next door to the Baldlands; their families and friends lived there. People came and went all the time. The real foreigners, they argued, were settlers from places like Connecticut, who ignored existing treaties and tried to seize land in the Indian Territories. Tensions between settlers and existing residents had grown strained. Prime Minister Cyril Bligh, who wished to overturn the border closure and who sought a peaceable solution to the disagreements, had been appointed, it seemed, too late. By the time he was appointed in January, so many altercations had erupted that even his well-known skill at negotiation was ineffectual. Sophia took a deep breath. “And what’s the good news?”

			“The good news is that Miles said they are returning. It sounds to me as if they are making their way back to us now, even as we speak.” Shadrack attempted a smile. “So they will be home soon.”

			Finally, Sophia thought. “When do you think they’ll be here?”

			“It could be any day now. I know you’ll be glad to have Theo back.”

			“Yes.” It was true, she would be glad. The search for Minna and Bronson—and things in general—had become so much more difficult in his absence.

			Theo had not been particularly helpful with the search. When they went to the Boston Public Library to look for leads, Sophia spent hours reading, while Theo, after reading for a few minutes, inevitably drifted from his desk to chat with the other library patrons. Moreover, he made a joke out of everything, even things that were very serious. When a promising lead turned into a dead end, his ridiculous comments went on and on until Sophia had to laugh. Perhaps this was why things were worse without him. Dead ends were not funny, but Theo could make them seem like the funniest thing in the world.

			Sophia and Shadrack sat in silence, staring down at their untouched food. The kitchen clock over their heads ticked loudly. This is when I should say something, Sophia told herself. I must tell him about the archive. “I went to a new archive today,” she said, before she could reason her way out of talking.

			There was a pause. “Did you?” Shadrack asked. His voice was falsely bright. Sophia could see in his eyes that he hated himself for that falseness, and it filled her with sympathy. I feel the same way, she thought. I hate the falseness, too. She wanted to say something that would make it all right—something that would explain that she missed the lessons in cartology and desperately wanted his help, but that she understood, and that even though she was disappointed, he was still her beloved uncle Shadrack.

			Somehow, talking about the search for Minna and Bronson had become something that made them both feel guilty: Shadrack, because he was not doing enough to help; and Sophia, because it felt like she was accusing Shadrack of not doing enough to help. Suddenly, she did not want to tell him about the Nihilismian Archive at all. “I did.” She gave her own false smile back. “Nothing useful yet. I’ll let you know if I find something.”

			“That sounds like an excellent proposal. Come,” he said. “We should eat. We’ve both had long days. And I’m afraid I’ll have to hole up in the study to do more work after dinner.”

			Sophia nodded, burying the sense of disappointment. “Let’s eat, then.”

			—1892, June 1: 7-Hour 59—

			SHE WAS WAITING at the Nihilismian Archive when the doors opened the next day. As the bald attendant appeared in the doorway, Sophia scanned his face quickly for some sign: outrage, suspicion, alarm. None of it was there. He nodded expressionlessly when she showed him her card and ushered her in. Safe for today, then. She nodded in return and made her way up to room 45.

			Remorse had offered to leave the A.D. 82 indexes on one of the mahogany tables so that Sophia could return to her work without interruption. As she began, she found that the volumes had been moved. A.D. 82: v. 1 through A.D. 82: v. 5, which she had read already, were still neatly placed to the left of her work space. But instead of A.D. 82: v. 6, which she had left out to work on next, Sophia found A.D. 82: v. 27 in front of her. She returned the volume to the cart, where it belonged, and withdrew A.D. 82: v. 6.

			She began working her way through the volumes as quickly as possible, scanning each line and moving on to the next. Every once in a while, as her eye moved over the index entries, she heard the echo of that unforgettable voice, urging her onward: Find us while we still draw breath.

			I’m trying, she replied silently. I am trying.

			Remorse worked steadily nearby, dusting bookshelves and reorganizing volumes. At one point, when Whether had left the room, she wandered up to the table and set down her duster. “How goes the reading?” she asked expressionlessly.

			“It goes,” Sophia replied. She turned back to the index. A moment later, she realized that Remorse was still standing there. She looked up, disconcerted. “How goes your work?”

			“It goes as well.” Remorse sat down abruptly. “I won’t be here many more days. I’ve accepted a Nihilismian mission.”

			Sophia blinked. “Where are you going?”

			“The Papal States.” Remorse paused. Then she asked, “What do you think about the missions?”

			Sophia frowned. “I am not sure,” she said truthfully.

			Remorse nodded. “Some Niles think it is the most devout work in the world, going to other Ages to keep them on the right path. Last year, I heard, the mission to the Papal States prevented a disaster that would have resulted in the early death of Christopher Columbus.”

			Remorse’s voice was neutral, but Sophia replied carefully. “That does seem important. Though surely Columbus’s voyages cannot happen now the way they did in our own past.”

			Remorse cocked her head. “That is what Whether says. He says that the missions are pointless because we live in an apocryphal Age, so why should what happens in it matter? This is not a real world, anyway.”

			Sophia hesitated. Clearly Remorse did not believe this, or she would not be undertaking a mission. “I think both explanations make sense.”

			“If this is not a real world,” Remorse continued, as if Sophia had not spoken, “then why do we feel sad and angry and happy in it? We should feel nothing if this is all not real.”

			Sophia had learned enough about Nihilismians to know why they behaved as they did. They were attempting to demonstrate that they felt nothing: that they felt no sadness or happiness, because there was no reason for emotions in a false world. But she had never considered that Nihilismians might genuinely struggle to conceal what they felt. More—that they struggled not to feel. She felt a twinge of unexpected pity. “That is difficult to answer,” she said slowly. “I don’t know.”

			“Nor do I,” Remorse replied. She looked down at the table.

			“Can you say more about what your mission will be?”

			Remorse rose from her seat as abruptly as she’d taken it. “No. But I am leaving soon.” She tucked the duster under her arm. “It is not always most productive to read the volumes in order,” she said, changing the subject.

			“It is easiest to keep track of what I’ve done this way.”

			Remorse looked at her a moment longer. “Very well.” She turned away and resumed her work.

			Sophia regarded the Nihilismian, wondering about her comment. She considered that Remorse had been the one to suggest the 1881 index. Was she offering something more than general advice? Sophia looked for some flickering sign, some further indication of her meaning. But the Nihilismian dusted with perfect discipline, and she betrayed nothing.
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			News from the Eerie Sea

			
			—1892, June 2: 15-Hour 22—

			Once called “great lakes,” the bodies of water in the northwest corner of New Occident transformed with the Great Disruption. They are now glacial expanses trafficked by few. The name “Eerie Sea” has multiple meanings. One of the lakes was known as Lake Erie before the Disruption, named for the Indian tribes that lived near it. Now the sea is home to these tribes as well as the Eerie, a people who migrated east from the Pacific Coast. And lastly, there can be no doubt that the sea is, indeed, eerie. Glacial palaces with great caverns and frozen pools, the icy chambers of the sea have befuddled explorers with strange lights, sudden fogs, and mysterious sounds.

			 —From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			SOPHIA HAD SPENT three days reading the indexes for A.D. 82. In those three days she had read through nineteen volumes. Remorse encouraged her by commenting impassively that she read very fast. But Sophia knew otherwise: it was not fast enough. The three days she had known would be safe were over, and she would now need to gamble every morning as she arrived at the archive with the likelihood that she would be discovered and accused of fraud.

			Find us while we still draw breath, she heard in her head, as she walked back to East Ending Street from the trolley stop. I don’t know how to, she thought. I don’t know what else to do. There was no guarantee that A.D. 82 was even the right year. What if the clue she was looking for lay three shelves away on A.D. 83?

			So it was an especially disheartened Sophia who walked up the steps to 34 East Ending Street. She opened the side door, dropped her satchel on the bench, and suddenly froze.

			The sound of laughter reached her from somewhere inside the house. Three voices—no, four. Her pulse quickened. She listened a moment longer as a slow smile crept across her face. Then she raced down the hall, into Shadrack’s study, and down through the open doorway to the underground map room. “There she is!” she heard Shadrack say merrily as she clambered down the stairs.

			Sophia burst into the room, dimly aware that Shadrack was seated at the table and that Mrs. Clay and Miles Countryman were in the armchairs near him. Standing at the foot of the stairs, with his arms crossed over his chest and his brown eyes looking up at her expectantly, was Theo. Sophia pulled herself up short just one step shy of where he stood. Pausing for a few moments—which felt to Sophia like no time at all—she registered the astonishing sense of happiness and relief that flooded through her at the sight of him: worn-looking, taller than she remembered, but essentially the same.

			He uncrossed his arms and held out his scarred hand, a surprising tremor running through it. “Are you going to make me wait another hour for a hug, or what?” he demanded gruffly.

			Sophia pitched herself forward with a delighted laugh and wrapped her arms around him. “Where have you been?” she cried. “You’ve been gone forever!”

			“Still having trouble keeping time, I see,” he said laughingly, but the pleased smile on his face as Sophia pulled back left her no doubt that Theo had missed her, too.

			She turned away with effort to greet Miles, who embraced her happily, and whose mane of white hair, looking even more unkempt than usual, threatened her with imminent suffocation. “My dear Sophia,” Miles exclaimed, finally releasing her, “we have fought our way back to you tooth and nail, and here we are at last, back where we belong.” He grinned conspiratorially. “Although if you ask me, it is the perfect moment for another journey.” Shadrack and Mrs. Clay groaned. “It is!” Miles protested. “Sophia is finally done with her classes, the forecast in the Farmer’s Almanac is very auspicious, and I love the smell of foreign breezes in June!”

			Shadrack shook his head with mock exasperation. “At least take a few minutes to tell us about the Indian Territories before you leave in search of savory foreign breezes, Miles.”

			“Well, if we all leave together, Theo and I can report along the way!”

			Sophia and Mrs. Clay laughed.

			“Miles,” Shadrack remonstrated, “I am forced to conclude that you expressly intend to torment me. Knowing full well that the Ministry confines me to Boston like a rabbit in a pen, or a chicken in a coop, or—more accurately—a helpless prisoner in jail . . .”

			“Very well, very well,” scoffed Miles. “I can see that the Ministry has given you license to put on airs, and that now there are too many other issues of importance competing for your time, so that even the merest little sea voyage—a slight skip and a jump—is an interruption to Great Matters of State.”

			Sophia and Theo exchanged grins.

			“By all means, Miles,” Shadrack burst out, “let me resign my post at once and nominate you. I would do anything to rid myself of the unfathomable Matters of State and the inevitable headaches that accompany them.” He sighed and said in a more serious tone, “In truth, I would not wish the Ministry position on my greatest enemy.”

			“Not even the magnificent, handsome, and brilliant Gordon Broadgirdle?” Miles’s voice was heavy with sarcasm. “Surely you could spare the esteemed member of parliament a headache or two, if only to remind him of how it feels to be mortal.”

			“Well.” Shadrack smiled, as if determined to see the problem humorously. “Perhaps Broadgirdle.” He stood up with sudden energy. “But on such a night we should be celebrating, not inviting thoughts of our least favorite MP into our midst! If you’ll join me upstairs, you’ll see that I’m not entirely unprepared for a small celebration. I have ginger beer and two meat pies from the Stamp and Whistle, and Mrs. Clay bought the largest maple-sugar cake she could find at Oliver Hamilton’s. Miles and Theo, if you would kindly bring the maps to show us every mile of your progress, we will have everything we need.”

			Miles bounded for the stairs. “Theo will have to do the talking; my mouth will be full.”

			Mrs. Clay followed him, muslin skirts bunched in her hands to avoid tripping on the stairs, with Shadrack close on her heels. “Hurry, Mrs. Clay, for Fates’ sake,” Shadrack urged her. “The man will leave us nothing to eat, and we’ll be forced to make a meal of the crumbs on the floor.”

			“What a good thing the maple cake is upstairs in my apartment, then,” Mrs. Clay replied.

			“Oh, he’ll find it,” Shadrack cried. “Nothing is safe from that man’s stomach, not even the kitchen table.”

			Sophia and Theo laughingly followed. “Hey,” Theo said, grasping Sophia’s hand as they climbed the stairs. “How have you been?”

			Sophia smiled, the sudden shyness she had felt at first seeing him momentarily returning. “Fine.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m glad you’re back.”

			“Me, too. Shadrack says you’ve been spending all your time at the library.”

			Sophia looked down at her feet. “Yes. Just trying to decipher the letter. I’ve made no progress. Right now I’m trying to read through three hundred volumes that might possibly have some clue.”

			“Well, now it’s summer. Maybe,” he went on, his voice light, “it’s time to take a little break from that letter.”

			Sophia looked up at him with surprise. They had reached the top of the stairs. “Take a break from the letter?” she asked, astonished, as if he had suggested burning it in the fireplace.

			“Sure. You know, sometimes things look different after a break. Rest your head a bit. Do something other than read for a while.”

			Sophia pulled her hand away. “I’m not taking a break.”

			“I don’t mean forget about the letter—I’m not saying that. Just a break. We could persuade Shadrack to let us sail for a month with Calixta and Burr. Maybe you’ll have some new ideas.”

			“I don’t want to take a break. I want to find my parents.”

			“All right, all right,” Theo said at once, his tone conciliatory. “I just got back. I don’t want you mad at me already.” He grinned. “I can come along. We’ll go read those three hundred volumes together, and it will go twice as fast. What do you say?” He reached for her hand again.

			Sophia looked up at him, her expression softening. “I have to read them myself. But thanks. I’m glad you’re back.”

			“Sophia, Theo,” Shadrack called. He appeared in the doorway of the study. “Are you going to help us fight Miles for the food or not? He has already plunged a fork into one of the pies, and I’m not sure we can hold him off much longer.”

			“The scoundrel!” Theo exclaimed, pulling Sophia after him. The meat pies and bottles of ginger beer had pride of place on the kitchen table; as Mrs. Clay laid out the plates, napkins, and utensils, she swatted Miles’s hands away from the main course.

			When they were all seated, Shadrack divided up the first pie, poured ginger beer out for all, and raised his glass in a toast. “Welcome home, Theo and Miles. Here’s to a safe voyage concluded.”

			“And many more to come,” Miles added, raising his own glass. “Starting tomorrow.”

			They all laughed and dove into the pies, which were every bit as good as Shadrack had promised. When they had finished, leaving only crumbs and empty glasses, Mrs. Clay brought dessert down from upstairs and served generous portions of the soft yellow cake slathered in maple sugar frosting alongside cups of Charleston tea.

			Miles sat back with a satisfied sigh after his third piece. Then he began his account of the journey, describing the long route west through New York and the northwest corner of Pennsylvania that led to the Indian Territories. At times flaring into argument with Theo where his recollection of certain circumstances differed, Miles admitted that their travels west had been fairly uneventful, even up to their arrival at the Eerie Sea. “The only difficulty we encountered was a decidedly prejudicial view toward Bostonians,” Miles said sourly. “The border closure has not improved our popularity. An old man in Salt Lick actually spat at me when I told him where we came from.”

			Theo chuckled at the memory. “Miles spat back, of course.”

			“Well, I had to!” Miles protested. “I had to explain why I loathe the border closure more than he does.”

			“Apart from that lively event, the only obstacle was finding Cabeza de Cabra. We took as many days doing that, once we reached the Eerie Sea, as we did getting there from Boston.”

			“That’s true,” Miles assented.

			“No one could agree on where he lived,” Theo explained to the others, “and the lead we were following was so vague to begin with.”

			Miles and Theo had departed in late winter in pursuit of a rumor. Word had reached Boston of a hermit living near the glacial Eerie Sea, a man from the Papal States named Cabeza de Cabra who, for three hundred and sixty-four days of the year, shunned all human contact. Then, on the three hundred and sixty-fifth—the day of the winter solstice—he emerged from his solitude to rant about the end of the world, the next Great Disruption, and the mysteries of Ausentinia. He spoke a curious amalgam of Erie, Castilian, and English, and the unsolicited sermons were dismissed by the villagers as the wanderings of a madman.

			But the distant echoes of his annual ravings had traveled all the way to Boston, along with the name “Ausentinia,” which had been mentioned nowhere else except Bronson’s letter. The March snows were still falling when Miles and Theo journeyed west.

			“By the time we found the tree house where Cabeza de Cabra had been living,” Miles continued, “it was late April, and his body had been lying unattended so long the crows had taken it to pieces.”

			“Ugh,” Mrs. Clay said, shuddering.

			Shadrack sighed with disappointment. “And did you find anything there, in his home, to indicate how he might know of Ausentinia?”

			“Cabeza de Cabra lived like an animal,” Miles said, frowning. “He dressed in skins and slept on a filthy piece of hide. There were no pots and pans, shoes or books or tools. I have no idea how he fed himself. We were about to leave the place, after finding it so barren, when Theo noticed something that I, frankly, would have missed.”

			“And I only noticed it thanks to the mapmakers back home who were on my mind now and then,” Theo added, with a slight smile at Sophia. “It was a curtain. Or more like a screen. A square of dark fabric, nailed over the small window to block the sun. I was surprised how clean it was. Everything else was filthy. We pried out the nails and took it down. Sure enough, when I let it flutter in the breeze—”

			“It was a map!” exclaimed Sophia.

			“Yes,” Miles said. “Although I will eat my warmest winter hat if you or Shadrack is able to make any sense of it.”

			“Well, bring it out!” Shadrack demanded. “And get your hat, because it’s going right onto that empty cake plate.”

			“All right, all right. We’ll see how far your threats go once you’ve seen it.”

			Theo disappeared into Shadrack’s study, where he and Miles had left their packs, and returned with a bulky white bundle the length of his forearm. Shadrack and Mrs. Clay cleared the table, and Theo unrolled the fabric gently, revealing inside it a square piece of forest-green linen.

			At first, the fabric seemed unremarkable. Its edges were worn and frayed, but the surface remained clean, unbroken, and smooth. Theo carefully turned it over, and Sophia and Shadrack both gasped. The other side of the linen square was densely covered with tiny beads—even smaller than peppercorns—that had been carefully stitched onto the fabric. “Yes,” Theo said, in response to their gasps. “The moment we pulled it down we saw the beadwork, but it took me a little while to figure out what it was, since the beads don’t make any pattern or picture.”

			“Metal, clay, and glass,” Sophia breathed.

			“Exquisite,” Shadrack exclaimed, bending over the table to examine the map more closely. “I have never seen this technique, but what a simple and beautiful method—incorporating the other layers of mapping into the weather map. Brilliant.”

			“This is nothing like the maps I recall from the academy in Nochtland,” Mrs. Clay observed, looking at it with a baffled expression.

			“I have not the benefit of experience in any cartologic academy,” Miles said. “And Shadrack has never bothered to explain to me the mysterious techniques acquired there.”

			“Never bothered?” Shadrack protested. “Every time I attempt to explain these maps, you tell me they are no substitute for exploration, and then you turn a deaf ear.”

			Theo laughed. “He did the same to me.”

			“It is not my fault that you make them sound so very scholarly,” Miles said with distaste. “Are they useful? That is what I wish to know.”

			“Incredibly useful,” Sophia explained eagerly. “They can tell you everything that happened in a particular place and time. Usually a cloth map shows the weather, and if you layer it with other kinds of memory maps—a clay map to show the earth, a metal map to show everything man-made, and a glass map to show human life—you have a complete impression of what was happening.”

			Shadrack looked up with an expression of delight. “But this map has omitted the need for the others by creating a single layer of clay, metal, and glass beads. It is a significant innovation. And I have never seen a metal map made of gold—too costly—but these beads are almost certainly gold.” He paused. “Do you see any glass beads here, Soph? My impression is that they are mostly clay, with about a quarter gold and—”

			“Five glass,” Theo put in. “It took me a while to find them.” One by one, he pointed out the five clear glass beads hidden in an irregular pattern among the others.

			“Five people?” Mrs. Clay asked.

			“More than five,” Shadrack said. “But perhaps not many more.”

			“There isn’t much human life on this map,” Sophia said thoughtfully.

			“There isn’t much of anything!” Miles complained. “Go ahead, take a look at it.”

			Theo lifted it up and released a puff of air, making the cloth flutter. Then he placed it back on the table with the beads facing down. A fine network of white lines spread across the linen surface.

			“Now that the map has woken,” Shadrack said in anticipation, “we can specify the time.” He indicated a nested set of concentric circles at one corner. The outermost circle was numbered to sixty, as was the second; the third was numbered to eight, the fourth to thirty, and the innermost to twelve. “Seconds, minutes, hours, days, and months,” he murmured, “and the hours are not New Occident hours. No year. Sophia . . . ?”

			She had already gone to the cupboard. “What about barley? Or rice?”

			“I think rice.” After a brief search, she returned with a small handful of rice, which she poured onto the table. “You choose,” Shadrack said, looking up at her with a smile.

			Sophia felt a flood of happiness as she placed a grain of rice within each circle. It felt almost like old times; here they were, reading maps together, just as they used to. “To make it easy to remember,” she said, smiling back at him. “The fourth of April at four-hour, four-minute, four-second.”

			They each set a fingertip on one of the white lines fanning out across the square of fabric. Immediately, Sophia’s mind was filled with a vivid memory of a place and time she had never seen. A vast, dry landscape surrounded her in every direction. The ground was flat and dotted here and there with dark green scrub. In the distance, a few hills rose dustily into the blue sky; it was a blue so brilliant that it almost blinded her. The sun bore down heavily, and the dry heat left her breathless. The air was perfectly still. For a few moments more, Sophia surveyed in her memory the arid plain around her, and then she lifted her finger.

			“Hm,” Shadrack said. He had sat back in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest.

			“I’ll say,” Miles commented. “It’s all like that. Hot and dry and empty. Quite useless.”

			“But it can’t all be like that,” Theo countered, “Because there are those metal beads and the few glass ones. Somewhere in this map there must be some people and lots of things made by them—a city or a town or roads, or something. We just haven’t had time to look through it all yet. I mean, the map covers a whole year, so you actually need to spend a whole year in every place pictured here, and it looks like it covers at least a hundred square miles.”

			Miles shook his head. “You could spend a lifetime combing through that map. No, thank you. I’ll leave the maps to you. I’d rather go there in person.”

			“It’s in the Papal States, I think,” Shadrack said pensively.

			Miles nodded. “I agree. The landscape is undoubtedly Papal States—I would guess the southern portion of the peninsula.”

			“Yes. And supposedly Cabeza de Cabra was from the Papal States,” said Shadrack.

			“So these could be his memories?” Sophia wondered.

			“Or someone else’s, but the map likely came with him from the Papal States,” Shadrack concluded. “Unless . . . It could be that it was made in the Indian Territories using Cabeza de Cabra’s memories.”

			“We came to the same conclusion,” Miles said. “But, as I said before, remarkable as the map may be as an artifact, I can see no value in it for our search. I’m afraid that Cabeza de Cabra, if he knew anything about Ausentinia, took his secrets with him to the grave.”

			Sophia gazed at the white lines webbed across the linen square, her mind turning over each piece of information. Cabeza de Cabra had spoken of Ausentinia. He came from the Papal States, and his map showed a year’s worth of time lived there. Despite this clear connection, they had learned nothing certain. Cabeza de Cabra might not have been speaking about Ausentinia; a word so unfamiliar could easily have been distorted as it traveled so many miles by word of mouth. Nevertheless, she thought, her eyes narrowing, the map might contain some useful secret. There was no telling yet.

			Her thoughts, as well as the conversation that had been going on without her, were interrupted by a sudden knock at the front door. Then another knock sounded, rapid and light. No one ever used the front door at 34 East Ending Street. They all fell silent, and after a moment’s pause the knock was repeated. Mrs. Clay rose nervously to her feet. “Who could it be?”

			Shadrack frowned. “It is probably someone from the ministry.”

			Mrs. Clay left the kitchen, her heels clicking on the wooden floorboards.

			They waited, listening, as she opened the door, and a male voice announced itself. Moments later, Mrs. Clay reappeared, followed by a slight man in a pale gray suit.

			“Bligh!” Shadrack exclaimed, getting to his feet. “What has happened?”

			“I’m very sorry to interrupt your celebration,” Prime Minister Bligh said, taking in the half-eaten cake and the gathering at a glance, “but the matter is urgent. Broadgirdle is making his way here at this very moment. He will be attempting to persuade you to take steps to dissolve the treaties with the Indian Territories. He has some leverage to force your hand, but I do not know what it is. He does not know that I know, and he cannot know that I am here. But I had to warn you.”

			Shadrack stared at him, aghast. “Dissolve the treaties? That’s as good as declaring war.”

			Bligh shook his head. “Ignore that for the moment. What leverage might he have? What does he know about you that could hurt you? And what can we do to make it ineffective?”

			“I don’t know. I—” Shadrack ran a hand through his hair. “Nothing. Or any number of things. It depends on how dirty he is willing to get.”

			“I believe very dirty.” Bligh set his mouth in a firm line.

			There was another knock at the front door, this one loud and steady. They all stood frozen. “You must answer it,” Bligh said tersely. “It will seems suspicious otherwise.”

			Shadrack took a deep breath. “Miles, take Bligh to the map room and do not leave until I come down to find you. Sophia, Theo—upstairs. Mrs. Clay, I will wait for Broadgirdle in the study.” He quickly rolled up the map on the table.

			“Very well, Mr. Elli,” Mrs. Clay said, her voice unsteady. She left the kitchen. Bligh followed Miles out of the room in the opposite direction.

			Sophia stood rooted to the ground. “Come on,” Theo said, pulling at her hand.

			“It will be fine,” Shadrack said. He squeezed her shoulder. “Go on up. I’ll call you when this is over.”
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			Wren’s Roost

			February 20, 1881

			I clung to the piece of the Kestrel’s mast as the sea heaved around me, laden with the ship’s wreckage. While the sky remained dark and inscrutable, the howling of the Fellweeds had subsided, and I heard a distant call over the continuing crash of the waves: “Minna! Minna!” It was my husband. My throat rasped and raw with salt water, I shouted back as loudly as I could. Finally, he heard me. “Stay where you are and call my name!” he cried. “I’ll swim to you.”

			I called his name until my voice was shredded, until I saw a piece of debris moving toward me through the settling waters. Kneeling on a large, jagged piece of the deck, Bronson was using a broken plank as an oar. He pulled me up onto the makeshift raft carefully, and then we collapsed, exhausted, into each other’s arms.

			The relief was short-lived. Soon, the terror of being so lost on such a great expanse of water overtook us. I would have cried, but that my body and mind were too spent, and for a time I slept, or lost consciousness, or simply drifted in that vast emptiness made by the ocean at night.

			When I returned to the world, Bronson and I were still tightly wrapped around one another. The waters were as calm as I had ever seen them on the open sea, and the sky had begun to lighten. I realized that I had been roused by the sound of shouting voices, and I shook Bronson awake.

			We turned as one to look at the ship that sailed toward us: similar in size to the Kestrel, its figurehead was a mermaid with a small bird in her cupped, outstretched hands. The Roost, as the ship declared itself to be in fine, white letters, moved gently toward us, and a pair of deckhands tossed down a rope ladder. I thought for several seconds that I was imagining it. I could not believe our luck.

			From the ship’s name, its familiar aspect and equipment, and the loud cries in English of the sailors, we took it to be from New Occident. Indeed, Captain Wren, who met us on deck, confirmed that he had sailed from a remote port neither of us had heard of in Upper Massachusetts. Incredibly tall—as, indeed, was his entire crew—he had a keen blue gaze that spoke powerfully of both his competence as a captain and his curiosity as to our circumstances.

			The captain ushered us immediately into his cabin, where he provided us with clean clothes and tumblers of fresh water. He left us to bathe and compose ourselves. “I am anxious to be informed of your misadventure as soon as you are well enough to speak of it,” he said with a kind of formality, even stiffness, that I have not often observed in sea captains. “But I know you must be completely exhausted. Please rest, and then find me on deck when you are able.” We thanked him warmly for his kindness and set about following his generous instructions.

			Bronson has often claimed that I was as taken in as he was, and that neither of us observed anything unusual about Captain Wren and his crew. He argues with me that we were half ruined by the destruction of the Kestrel and the long night on the open sea, and that we could not have been alert, observant, and circumspect. But I maintain that my memory is correct, and that even from that first moment in Captain Wren’s cabin—indeed, from the very moment he welcomed us aboard the Roost—I suspected that he was not who he claimed to be.

			The clothes he had provided were too well made. It will sound absurd, but this made me uneasy from the start. They were finer and more compact than ours. I have mentioned that Wren and his crew were all tall men; they also had extraordinarily white and even teeth. They seemed too healthy, too well kept to be mariners. The items in Wren’s cabin, too, seemed unlike the objects in Captain Gibbons’s. I cannot explain how they seemed wrong to me, other than to say that while half of them seemed peculiarly new, as if they had never been used, the other half seemed entirely too old, as if unearthed in a curiosity shop. Some of the nautical charts, for example, which I glimpsed on his desk as I was drying myself, were printed on a paper so white that I had never seen the like. At the same time, the magnifying glass—identical to one owned by Gibbons, and made by a manufacturer in Boston—seemed to carry centuries of use. The wooden handle was cracked and blackened as if from a thousand Atlantic crossings. I can observe these things now, with hindsight, more clearly. At the time, I knew only that the sum total of Captain Wren’s cabin, however familiar in its form and composition, made me ill at ease; something was not quite right. I said as much to Bronson before we made our way up to the deck. “What do you make of him?” I asked.

			“Seems a good man,” Bronson said. He reached out to cup my chin. “Don’t worry, my love. We’re safe now.”

			“Yes. Yes, we’re safe.” I paused. “Does it not strike you that there is something different about him and his crew? He’s not like any man from Upper Mass I’ve ever known.”

			Bronson laughed. “True. Probably not from Upper Mass, though. He said that he had sailed from a port there, not that he was from there.” He put his arm around me. “Don’t worry yourself. If he had wanted to do us harm, he had only to leave us in the ocean.”

			I could not deny such sound logic, and my sense of unease was shortly put to rest by the captain’s friendly reception, even while many aspects of his bearing and the ship itself continued to strike me as unusual. He wanted to hear every detail of our misadventure.

			Bronson began by showing him the letter from Bruno Casavetti that had precipitated our voyage:

			December 2, 1880

			Minna and Bronson, my dear friends—

			I write to you in great need, with the most desperate of pleas.

			As you know, I departed from Boston six months ago to map the border between the Middle Roads and the Papal States. I cannot at this moment recount the details of how this objective changed along the way, so that I lost all possibility of fulfilling my purpose. My friends, something terrible has happened. In this place I thought I knew so well, I have discovered a new Age. I cannot explain how it came to be here, but it brings with it fear, intolerance, and persecution.

			I write to you now—on smuggled paper—thanks to the kindness of a child, whom I saved from a fate that I, sadly, was unable to escape. They believed this child to be a witch, and they believe me to be some similar agent of devilry. A terrible plague that they call lapena has wreaked havoc on the region, and the people see witchery in everything and everyone. I was able to prove them wrong in the case of the girl, Rosemary, but the case against me is stronger, and I have not the advantage of being a winsome, likable child native to their Age. 

			At present I am imprisoned in the town of Murtea (I have also seen it Murcia or Mursiya in some of Shadrack’s volumes—do not trust my spelling), and the judges slowly gather evidence against me. Loath as I am to call you here, I feel that you are my only hope. The child Rosemary will deliver my letter to a distant town so that through the royal mail it may reach the port and, from there, I hope, some traveler heading to Boston. I enclose a map and directions for locating her when you arrive. Protect her if you can—she is not to blame for this.

			I am sorry, my friends, to bring this misfortune into your path. My life is in your hands.

			Bruno Casavetti

			“Very serious indeed,” Wren agreed, handing the letter back. “And you decided to respond in person to his call for aid?”

			We described the voyage aboard the Kestrel and the terrible encounter with the Fellweeds. Captain Wren’s eyes lit up with something near excitement when we described the creatures that had destroyed our ship. “I have never seen a Fellweed,” he said, in a low, awed voice, “though I have heard them described.”

			“Frankly,” Bronson admitted, “we both thought it a mere fancy. I would never have believed the things existed if I had not seen them with my own eyes.”

			“I would have said the same before this morning,” Captain Wren agreed. “Although some part of me always wanted them to be real.”

			“Why should you wish such a thing?” I asked him, astonished. “The Fellweeds were merciless.”

			“Well, yes,” Wren replied, somewhat embarrassed. He wore an amber-tinted monocle on a golden chain, and whenever he was at ease he would twirl the monocle idly. Now the monocle came to an abrupt halt. “An idle curiosity, I suppose. In any case,” he went on, changing the subject, “it will be no difficulty to take you to Seville, if that was your destination.”

			“It was. Are you certain this does not make you deviate from your intended route?” Bronson asked.

			“Not in the least,” Captain Wren replied, without actually telling us what his intended route was. “We have ten days of sailing ahead of us, and I will look forward to your company during that time.” Wren’s tanned face and white, even teeth seemed to shine at the prospect. And he did, indeed, appear to savor our conversation. Over the next few days, we told him about our past journeys, and our dear Sophia, and how we had planned to take her with us on this voyage, but the dangers Bruno had written of prevented it. He had a thousand questions for us about Boston, which he justified by saying that he was from a remote and isolated part of Seminole, and that he had never visited our capital. I would have believed this explanation but for his unwillingness to talk about the area he claimed to call home and—more strikingly—what emerged as his surprising ignorance regarding New Occident in general.

			This ignorance was hard to place, as he certainly seemed to know a great deal about some aspects of life in New Occident. Yet at other moments he would ask a question or use a phrase that baffled us. Finally, on the third night aboard the Roost, my discomfort prompted me to confront him more directly. We had been telling him about our journey, some years prior, into the Indian Territories. Bronson, with his skillful pen, drew quick sketches of the people and places we had seen along the way. Captain Wren leaned in over the wooden table, quite literally on the edge of his seat. His bronzed hands clasped each other; his blue eyes were wide with interest at our description of riding through upper New York toward Six Nations City. “I have never been to Six Nations City. What is it like?” he asked eagerly.

			“A great trading city,” Bronson said, “much like Charleston or New York. People from all over the territories and New Occident live and trade there—more or less peaceably.”

			“An Eerie woman once told me that Six Nations City should more rightly be called ‘Sixty Nations City,’ given the variety of languages and peoples one finds there,” Wren remarked.

			Bronson and I glanced at one another. “That’s true,” Bronson finally said.

			“You’ve met the Eerie, then?” I asked. “Few people in New Occident ever have.”

			Captain Wren sat back. He looked flustered. “Yes, I had trade with some of the Eerie not long ago.”

			Now it was our turn to ask wondering questions. “There are many stories about them in New Occident,” Bronson said, “but little is known for certain. We hear that they are great healers who traveled all the way from the Pacific after the Great Disruption. Is that true?”

			“I couldn’t say,” Wren demurred. “Yes,” he added after a moment, “I believe so.”

			“Their territory is very difficult to reach,” I pressed him.

			“Is it?” the captain asked, with a cautious air. “We reached the Great Lakes from the north, not through New Occident, so perhaps I took an easier route.”

			Bronson and I glanced at one another again, this time with greater meaning. “The Great Lakes?” I queried. “Do you mean the Eerie Sea? No one in New Occident calls them ‘lakes,’ as far as I know.”

			Wren flushed. “Of course, I mean the Eerie Sea. It’s a local phrase—a seaman’s term. We have difficulty conceiving of those frozen expanses as a ‘sea.’ You can imagine.”

			By now, even Bronson had observed the patchy pattern of Wren’s knowledge. We had discussed it at length in private and reached no conclusion, other than to agree that whatever Wren was concealing could not be ill-intention toward us. He seemed to genuinely care for our well-being. Sensing this prompted me further to seek the cause of his sudden confusion. I fully expected that the explanation would be illuminating, not incriminating. “You seem to be very familiar with some aspects of New Occident, Captain Wren,” I said gently, “and very unfamiliar with others. How is that?”

			He sat silently for a moment, taken aback by my direct question. Then he smiled, and his white teeth gleamed. “I set sail for the first time when I was only a boy. I’ve spent most of my life at sea, and I’ve never had any formal schooling. You must excuse my ignorance. I am sure most of my secondhand knowledge is very ill-informed.”

			Bronson and I listened silently to this explanation, which I, at least, found entirely inadequate. My husband seemed more inclined to indulge Wren, not because he believed him, but because he trusted Wren’s motives. Politeness prevented me from pushing further, and so that evening we learned nothing more. I was ignoring my better instincts; I knew, then, that Captain Wren had no personal knowledge of New Occident at all. But I could not imagine what interest he had in pretending so arduously otherwise. So I remained silent, and the deception continued.
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			Gordon Broadgirdle, MP

			
			—1892, June 2: 18-Hour 11—

			Few explorers have encountered the Eerie, and yet rumors about them abound. The last documented contact took place in 1871, when an injured explorer from New York took refuge with an Eerie during a winter storm. He had slipped on the ice and injured his leg, and the Eerie came upon him some hours later. The explorer recounted spending the two-day storm in a refuge built high in the pines, south of the Eerie Sea; he claimed to wake to find his leg mended and his frostbite healed. One can only imagine how the exposure to cold must have clouded his mind.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			SOPHIA LEFT THE kitchen reluctantly, following Theo through the corridor and up to the second floor. They had reached the landing when they heard a booming voice: heavy and commanding, in a tone long practiced at the podium, it crashed through the house like a wave.

			“My dear Shadrack! So sorry to surprise you like this, but I simply could not wait until tomorrow.”

			Theo froze on the landing, his hand still clasping Sophia’s. His fingers gripped hers with a sudden intensity. “Ow!” Sophia exclaimed, trying to pull away as she looked at him in surprise. “What was that for?”

			His face was blank with panic. Sophia had seen that look once before, but she could not remember when or where. Fear was so unusual in Theo that it sent a flash of sharp unease through her. “What is it?” she whispered. “What’s wrong?”

			Theo’s eyes fastened abruptly on hers. “We have to go back down,” he whispered back. “Now.”

			She stared at him. “Why?”

			“Just come.”

			Sophia hesitated, more troubled by the moment. “Shadrack told us to go upstairs.”

			“They won’t see us.”

			Theo tugged at her hand, and Sophia gave in. She thought for a moment that he was leading her back to the kitchen, but instead he opened the short door to the closet tucked beneath the stairs. He edged silently past a broom, a dustpan, and a precarious pile of hatboxes to kneel on the wooden floorboards. Then he turned to Sophia, a finger raised in warning to his lips. She stepped in after him and crouched down.

			“Take a look,” Theo whispered. He pointed to a crack in the wall.

			Sophia peered through and realized she was looking into the study—the closet was situated behind a set of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. She pulled back. “This wasn’t here before!” she exclaimed as indignantly as whispering would allow.

			“Shhh!” Theo glared at her. “I cut the wallpaper in the study. It’s behind the shelf. Not even noticeable.” He turned back toward the wall. “What do you see?”

			Sophia shook her head, dumbfounded. “I can’t believe you cut the wallpaper. What for? There’s nothing to see in there.”

			“Well, I think right now there probably is, if you would only bother to look.”

			Sophia took a deep breath, shelving her outrage for the moment. She leaned in toward the crack in the wall. She saw the tops of several books. Inching herself down, she saw the back of Shadrack’s chair, his shoulders, and the back of his head. Beyond him, in front of the curtained windows, sat a huge black-haired man whom she had only seen depicted in the Boston papers: MP Gordon Broadgirdle. He wore black and gray, with a charcoal felt hat that he held loosely in his lap. She realized then that the room was silent. Shadrack was staring at an open book.

			She drew back. “Shadrack is reading something. Broadgirdle is just sitting there.”

			“What does he look like?”

			“Shadrack?”

			“No—Broadgirdle.”

			She leaned back toward the wall. “Relaxed. Arrogant.” She hesitated. “Scary. I can’t say why.”

			“But what does he look like?”

			“Oh. Very tall. Broad-shouldered. He has black hair and a full beard and a wrinkly sort of mustache. I don’t like his eyes.”

			“What about his teeth?”

			“His teeth?” She turned to Theo in astonishment.

			“Yes, his teeth,” he whispered nervously.

			Then Sophia remembered when and where she had seen that look of panic on Theo’s face: Veracruz, almost one year ago, when a raider with sharp metal teeth had chased them through the market. “You recognize him,” she said, eyes wide.

			“I recognized his voice,” Theo replied. “I’ve never heard another like it. But I might be wrong. It could be a coincidence. Can you see his teeth?”

			Sophia tried again. “I can’t,” she said soberly. “His mouth is closed. But I think someone would have mentioned it if Broadgirdle had metal teeth. No one in New Occident has them.” She paused. “Why don’t you look?”

			Theo took a deep breath and wiped his palms on his pants. “Okay. Okay, I’ll look at him.” He dove forward and peered through the crack. After several seconds, he pulled back.

			Just as he did, Shadrack spoke; his voice, wary and more than a little defensive, reached them clearly in the closet. “I didn’t write this.”

			Sophia leaned in to watch. Broadgirdle was smiling, revealing a row of very large, very white teeth. “Not yet, perhaps.”

			“No. Not ever. I have not written this and never will. This is not me.”

			“Shadrack,” Broadgirdle said earnestly, bending forward so that his massive shoulders crowded the space between them, “there is a larger purpose here. We are behind. Terribly behind. Those maps prove it.”

			“I don’t see it that way. You know I have a very clearly defined view on policy for the Indian Territories. It is not our land.”

			Broadgirdle suddenly rose from his seat and placed his hat carefully on his head. “I want you to think carefully about your next move, Shadrack. You have a choice, and it could be the right choice or the wrong one. I would be so disappointed if you made the wrong one. So let me say that I will be very glad to hear it is the right one.” He was still smiling, the thin mustache, wiry and mobile, contorting with the effort. But his words had no warmth to them. “Good evening. I will see you at the ministry tomorrow. I’ll let myself out.” He nodded. “Keep the book.”

			Shadrack sat motionless in his chair as Broadgirdle left the room. “I don’t understand,” Sophia whispered anxiously to Theo, still watching. “What choice? What is he talking about?”

			Theo didn’t answer. She turned and saw him slumped against the closet wall with a lost, pained look on his face. “Theo,” she said, reaching out to clasp his scarred hand. “Is it him? The man you know?”

			His words were almost inaudible. “It’s him.”

			“But he had white teeth. They were normal.”

			“He must have covered them somehow. Ivory caps or something.”

			“Who is he? Is he another raider?”

			Theo shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

			Sophia frowned. She was about to remonstrate him when she heard Shadrack finally rising from his chair. Through the peephole, she watched him open the hidden door to the map room. “Miles, Bligh. He’s gone,” Shadrack called down. Then he dropped back into his seat.

			A moment later, the two men emerged from the map room. Sophia could not see the prime minister, but Miles went to Shadrack immediately. “What did he say?” he demanded.

			Shadrack simply handed Miles the book. “He gave me this.”

			Bligh joined Miles, looking over his shoulder as the explorer first frowned at the cover, and then began furiously turning the pages. “What does he mean by giving you this dreck?”

			Shadrack did not answer.

			“I believe I understand,” Bligh said slowly, a sad expression in his gray eyes. “He wants you to feel as though you are already committed to this path. That this future is inevitable.”

			“Because of this?” Miles protested. “But that’s absurd!”

			“Of course it is.” Shadrack’s voice was weary. “But Cyril is right. That is what he wants. Naturally, I did not accede to his demands.”

			“And what will be the consequence?”

			“He did not say,” Shadrack replied. “We are to speak tomorrow.”

			“We are pressed on both sides,” Bligh said quietly. At Shadrack’s inquiring look, he added, “I was just telling Miles what Lorange informed me today. While Broadgirdle is bent on dissolving treaties with the Indian Territories, the United Indies are threatening an embargo if we do not reopen the borders.”

			Shadrack let out a breath. “An embargo would ruin us. Half our trade is to the Indies. Boston would starve.”

			“Of course it would. We must stop it at any cost.” He put his hand on Shadrack’s shoulder. “But you have been burdened with enough for one evening. Get your rest, and we will speak of it tomorrow.”

			Shadrack rose to his feet. “Thank you, Cyril. Though I’m afraid it will be a sleepless night. And we have one more matter to discuss,” he added. “The Eerie.”

			Miles shook his head. “I told him when we were downstairs. I could find no trace of where they are this season.”

			The prime minister sighed. “Poor Goldenrod. I’m afraid she’s going to die on our hands, my friends.”

			“I am sorry to let you down,” Miles said, his voice heavy with regret. “I was certain I would find them. I was somewhat constrained by Theo’s presence, but in any case I needed to return. My best contact told me that the Eerie had departed for the Prehistoric Snows, which will require a different manner of expedition.”

			“You plan to head north?” asked Shadrack.

			“At the end of the week. I’ll take a route directly into the snows.”

			“Very well,” the prime minister said as he left the study, his footsteps falling lightly on the floorboards. “Though I worry that Goldenrod may not make it through the summer.”

			“Believe me,” Shadrack said quietly, “we are well aware of it.”

			As Shadrack and Miles followed Bligh out, Sophia sat back, her brow furrowed. She turned to ask Theo what he knew about the Eerie and Goldenrod but found, to her surprise, that he was gone.

			—19-Hour 54—

			IN THE FALL and early winter, before Theo had departed with Miles for the Eerie Sea, Sophia and Theo would sometimes stay awake talking until the early hours. Theo’s room—a fourth bedroom on the second floor that had previously been tenanted by roughly five thousand disordered maps—was across the hall from Sophia’s, and it shared a wall with the house next door. Almost every night, the neighbors would play music on their Edison phonograph—a wondrous invention as yet owned by no one else in the neighborhood. Sophia and Theo would listen to the music, or talk and listen, or just talk. Many late nights were spent laughing so hard they had to cover their faces with pillows to avoid waking Shadrack. Many nights were spent remembering the previous summer: their trip by train to New Orleans, the pirates, their journey into Nochtland, and their confrontation with Blanca and the Sandmen.

			Sophia had not realized how important those evenings with the Edison phonograph had been until Theo and Miles had gone. And she had not realized, until she found Theo vanished from the closet, that she had been expecting to end this evening talking conspiratorially with her best friend, listening to the muted music next door. When Miles and Shadrack returned to the study and then descended to the map room, clearly intent on further discussion of Broadgirdle’s visit, Sophia crept out of the closet and up the stairs.

			Theo’s door was closed. When Sophia knocked quietly, there was no answer. “Theo?” Sophia said, knocking again. “Are you all right?” She waited, her ear to the door. After several seconds she began to worry. “Theo. Are you there?”

			There was a quiet scuffle as Theo walked across the room toward the door. “I’m here,” came the muffled reply.

			“May I come in?”

			There was a long pause. “I’m sorry. I can’t talk right now.”

			Sophia stood at the door, astonished. “All right,” she finally said.

			In her own room, she took out her notebook, struggling with what she knew was an unreasonable sense of injury. Theo had been frightened by something, and she understood the impulse to shut himself away. But she did wish he could have taken comfort in her company.

			For a time she wrote and drew, filling a page with the news of the evening: an account of the beaded map; a drawing of Bligh; and Broadgirdle, hulking and full of menace. When she heard Shadrack’s footstep on the stairs, she looked at her watch and found that it was already two-hour.

			“You are still awake?” Shadrack asked, standing in her doorway.

			“I was waiting for you,” she replied.

			He stayed in the doorway. “Sorry to keep you up so long.”

			“What happened?”

			Sophia watched Shadrack’s tired face contract slightly. “Broadgirdle had some ludicrous proposal about dissolving the treaties, just as Cyril said.” He looked at the notebook before her. “Writing your thoughts for the day?”

			“But what did the prime minister mean by ‘leverage’?” Sophia asked, ignoring his question.

			Shadrack ran a hand through his hair. “Broadgirdle has a nasty habit of using information about people to threaten them. If he found out I wasn’t really a cartologer, but that all my maps were drawn by you and Mrs. Clay, I would do anything he asked for him to keep my secret.”

			Sophia didn’t smile at the feeble joke. “Did he threaten you?”

			“No, no. He didn’t threaten me. He’s an unsavory character, and I have no wish to lock horns with him. But he was on good behavior tonight.” He smiled. “Truly. I would tell you if there were reason to worry.”

			“Would you?”

			“Of course.” Shadrack smiled reassuringly, but there was nothing reassuring about the emptiness of his smile, or the worry in his eyes.
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			Index A.D. 82: Volume 27

			
			—1892, June 3: 5-Hour 32—

			The Papal States emerged from the Great Disruption in what historians of the past would have termed the fifteenth century. And yet not entirely: within the Papal States, pockets of other Ages were gradually identified. Some were unpopulated and hardly noticeable; others were so small as to be insignificant; still others, no doubt, have yet to be found. But one was impossible to ignore: an Age from a past so remote, its landscape was unrecognizable. Occupying a hundred square miles west of Seville and east of Granada, it is known as the Dark Age.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s Atlas of the New World

			

			A SLIGHT SOUND woke Sophia the next morning. She opened her eyes a crack. All the familiar occupants of her bedroom rested quietly in the gray light of early dawn: the neatly ordered desk, the painting of Salem above it, the rows of books, the wooden desk chair piled with pillows, and the folded clothes over the back of the chair. But there was one unexpected occupant—a figure standing by the window.

			“Shadrack?” she mumbled. The figure turned. Sophia opened her eyes and saw a familiar shape in a long traveling dress. Her voice, low in timbre and just above a whisper, seemed to fill the room: “Take the offered sail.” Then her face came into focus. It was Minna.

			Sophia sat up abruptly. “What?” she whispered.

			Minna smiled slightly. In the dawn light, the peculiar texture of her dress and skin were more clearly visible: she seemed made of crumpled paper, translucent but tangible. Sophia could just see the contours of the desk behind her. “Take the offered sail.”

			“What do you mean, the offered sail?” Sophia rose, ready to take a step closer—

			The figure was gone.

			Sophia stood staring, eyes wide and heart pounding, at the place where her mother had been. Then she sat back down slowly. As before, the sight of Minna made her overjoyed and anxious at the same time. What did it mean? What sail? Sophia felt a flash of frustration at the riddle, and then she reminded herself that whether or not she understood the words, Minna’s appearance was a sign—a sign from the Fates.

			I have to find what I’m looking for at the Nihilismian Archive, she said to herself. Today. She hurriedly pulled on the clothes from her chair—a cotton skirt with side pockets, a linen shirt with horn buttons, gray socks, and her worn brown boots—and thrust her lifewatch and the spool of silver thread into her skirt pocket.

			As she brushed and then braided her hair, glancing at herself in the small oval mirror hanging inside her wardrobe, a door opened and closed downstairs: Shadrack was already leaving for the ministry. Sophia quickly packed her satchel and descended to the kitchen, casting a glance at Theo’s closed door on the way. She ate breakfast alone in the silent house.

			The beaded map lay on the kitchen table where Shadrack had left it the night before. She unrolled the square of linen and eyed it thoughtfully, remembering the sense of delight she had felt when they all began reading it together. It had been short-lived.

			The unexpected sound of a door opening on the second floor interrupted her thoughts. A moment later, Theo padded down the stairs and joined her at the table, reaching comfortably across it for the bread and butter. She studied him. The fear she had seen in his face the day before had vanished. He was once again the unflappable Theo she knew so well.

			He smiled. “Morning.”

			Sophia stared. “That’s it?” she asked indignantly.

			He gave her a look of wide-eyed innocence. “What?”

			“You wouldn’t even open your door last night. Are you going to tell me why?”

			Theo shrugged, buttering his bread liberally.

			“Is he a raider?”

			“Yeah,” he replied, noncommittally.

			“I guess what you said before about not lying to me isn’t true anymore,” she murmured.

			Theo put the bread down. “I’m sorry.” His voice was sober and serious. “I just can’t talk about it. I have to figure some things out first.”

			Sophia leaned back in her chair. She reminded herself that the previous summer, she had so often doubted Theo; she had pressed him for answers, and he had kept his silence for good reason. For a moment the sight of his scarred hand, cut again by the guard of Nochtland, flashed before her. “All right. I won’t ask more. But just the same,” she added, “when you’re ready to talk about who he is, I’d like to know.”

			He grinned, giving her a snap of the fingers that ended in a gesture like a pointed gun. “You’ll be the first to hear.” He nodded at the map, changing the subject. “Made any progress?”

			“No—I haven’t started reading it yet.”

			“We can do it today, if you want. Head over to see Miles and read it there.”

			Sophia looked down at the table. “I have to go to the archive.”

			Theo chewed thoughtfully. “Okay. When are you getting back?”

			“Not until the end of the day.”

			“I guess I’ll head over to see Miles on my own, then,” Theo said, reaching for another piece of bread.

			“To ask him about the Eerie?” At his obvious confusion, she added, “You must have left before he started talking about it.” She recounted the overheard conversation and the worried comments about someone named Goldenrod who might not make it through the summer. “Did you know Miles was looking for the Eerie?”

			“He didn’t say a thing about it. Deceitful old codger. Keeping things from me.” Theo didn’t seem particularly bothered.

			Sophia took the spool of silver thread from her pocket and worried the top of it, running her thumb over the wood. “You’re not the only one. Shadrack didn’t mention it to me, either. Maybe that was the whole reason for the trip—nothing to do with my parents or Ausentinia. Just to look for the Eerie.”

			“I’m sure Shadrack had good reasons for not telling you.”

			“And do you think he had good reason for pretending the conversation with Broadgirdle went well? Because he did.”

			Theo finished buttering his second piece of bread. “I’m not totally surprised.”

			Sophia frowned. “What does that mean?”

			He chewed, avoiding Sophia’s eyes. “Let’s just say that peephole has been very informative.”

			Sophia’s frown deepened. “It’s wrong to spy on Shadrack. We shouldn’t have done it.” Then she realized more fully what Theo meant. “You mean he lies to us about other things?”

			Theo looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t say that. But you know he has an important job, with complicated things happening all the time. He probably can’t tell you everything.”

			Sophia rose from the kitchen table. “I have to go.”

			“I didn’t mean to upset you.”

			She felt a wave of frustration. “Maybe not, but you did. And since we were spying, I can’t just ask him outright about what I heard.”

			“Well, I can ask Miles. I’ll tell him I overheard it all and I’ll get what I can out of him.”

			Sophia shook her head. “That just means more lying.”

			“Let me handle it,” Theo said earnestly. “I’ll figure it out—you’ll see.” He stood up as Sophia left, but she did not turn back. “I’ll let you know what I find out,” he called after her.

			• • •

			AS SOPHIA WALKED to the trolley stop, she reflected on the hypocrisy of her comment to Theo—she had concealed the truth from Shadrack about the Nihilismian Archive, and she had outright lied at the archive about who she was. She felt a disconcerting sense of wrongness in her stomach and did not know what to do about it. And now, she thought, feeling even worse, I’ll find out if my lies have been discovered.

			Insensible to the bright morning sun, the chattering of swallows, and the blooming lilacs, Sophia gazed blankly at the cobblestones until the trolley arrived. Then she paid her fare and boarded. She sat perfectly still, staring at her boots, until the trolley reached her stop.

			Before she entered the Nihilismian Archive, Sophia paused for a moment at the base of the hill. The archive almost certainly held a vital clue: a way to find her parents, an answer to Minna’s pleas, a route forward. But it might also be the end of a route. She had planned her way in carefully, but she had not planned a way out. If the attendant accused her of fraud, she had no recourse other than to run.

			She opened the gates and slowly made her way up the drive. It was too early for the gardener, and almost all of the curtains were drawn. The great mansion seemed even quieter and more forbidding than usual. She checked her lifewatch and found that it was still twenty-seven minutes to the hour. As Sophia stood in the circular gravel drive, attempting to quell her nervousness, she saw Remorse open the gates. The Nihilismian walked steadily up the path and joined Sophia. “You are here early,” she said.

			“I just want to make the most of the day,” Sophia said.

			“As do I.” Remorse took a key from her pocket. “This is my last day at the archive.”

			Sophia looked at her in surprise. “I didn’t realize you were going so soon.”

			Remorse nodded, fitting the key in the lock. “My mission leaves tomorrow for the Papal States. I have a few things to conclude here before then.”

			Sophia followed her into the cool foyer, realizing that by arriving early she had avoided the encounter with the bald attendant. But he could receive the reply any time today, she reminded herself. And then I won’t even be near the door so I can run. She pushed these thoughts aside as they ascended to the second floor.

			“I’m glad you’re here early,” Remorse said, opening the door to room 45 and gesturing for Sophia to enter. “There’s something I wanted to tell you about your search. Give me just a moment.”

			Sophia stood by the doorway of the dark room while the young woman opened the drapes on the north side of the room and one by one lit all of the flame lamps, bringing the dark wooden shelves and polished worktables, the leather chairs and deep carpets gradually into view. Sophia went to her customary table, where the volumes of A.D. 82 were piled, and waited.

			Brisk footsteps echoed in the hallway. Sophia looked with apprehension at the open doorway, fearing the attendant, but it was Whether Moreau, who said a brief good morning and settled himself at his desk without another word.

			Remorse looked over at Sophia and shook her head.

			As Remorse began pulling books from a shelf at the back of the room, Sophia sat down and tried to make sense of what had just occurred. Remorse wanted to tell her something, but not in front of Whether Moreau. What could it be? She thought back and realized that this morning had been one of only two occasions when Whether had not been there. And on the other occasion, an archive patron had been working nearby.

			Suddenly the obvious struck her: Remorse was her ally at the archive. She had sent the Nihilismian pamphlet, and she knew what and who Sophia was looking for. How Remorse knew and why she wished to help were inexplicable, but it didn’t seem to matter. She knew.

			Sophia felt her pulse quicken. Her mind flew back over their brief conversations. They had talked about Nihilismian missions and Columbus and the falsity of feelings. What else? Remorse had commented on her reading: It is not always most productive to read the volumes in order, she had said.

			That’s it! Sophia realized. She brought this index for me to read, but she told me not to read it in order. Which volume had been waiting for her on the second morning? She pushed her chair back and ran her finger over the books, trying to remember. Seventeen? No, she had already looked at seventeen. Twenty-seven!

			As she opened it, she glanced up and saw Remorse at another table nearby. She had begun mending the books she had pulled from the shelf. Working with a curved needle and heavy thread, she punctured the folded sheets of paper in practiced loops, pulling and puncturing, pulling and puncturing. She flipped through the pages of the newly sewn bundles, making sure they were even and tight. Each finished set of pages went into a pile.

			Sophia watched her for a minute before taking up volume 27. Instead of reading, she propped the book upright, on its spine. The pages ruffled across her thumb, and then they stopped of their own accord at a point halfway through. As the pages opened, she found that they had yielded to a purple ribbon of the finest velvet that lay coiled like a sleeping snake near the fold. She reached for it, her eyes wide. This was her mother’s way of marking pages. Sometimes Sophia still found lengths of ribbon in the books at East Ending Street.

			As she pulled the ribbon from between the pages, her gaze was caught on a line of text: a cluster of words that jumped out at her clearly. For a moment, she could not believe what she saw. She blinked, hard. But it was no illusion; the line of text was there, looking no different from all the other lines above and below and beside it.

			Sophia forgot to breathe. The curved shape of the letters swam before her eyes. She pushed back her chair so quickly it almost tipped backward.

			Whether cleared his throat and frowned from across the room. Remorse, putting down a bundle of pages, looked at her levelly.

			“Remorse, could I ask you a question?” Sophia said, her voice cracking on the last word.

			Remorse rose to join her. “How can I help you?” she replied.

			“Can I show you what I found?” At the Nihilismian’s nod, Sophia pointed to the page.

			“‘Diary of Wilhelmina Tims, Granada Depository,’” Remorse read aloud. “This is very good news,” she murmured.

			Sophia’s mind whirled. Her mother had written a diary! She had written a diary after leaving Boston, and the diary was in a place called the Granada Depository. She held up the sliver of purple velvet. “This was coiled up on the page and then I saw it—my mother’s name.”

			“Remarkable,” Remorse said, her face impassive.

			Sophia felt overwhelmed by a sudden wave of gratitude that she knew she could not voice. “Where is the Granada Depository? Can I go there? Or can the diary be sent here?”

			Remorse took the velvet ribbon and slowly curled it around her finger. “The depository is in the Papal States. In Granada, which lies beyond the Dark Age. And our archives do not lend their materials.”

			“So I would have to go in person?”

			Remorse inclined her head. “Precisely. And, as is the case here, only Nihilismians are granted entry. Your investigator’s card from Boston would not give you access, but you could apply again for a card in Granada.”

			Sophia took a moment to absorb this information, her understanding of what lay before her quickly reshaping itself to accommodate the circumstances. I’ll have to go in person. Shadrack and I can go. But . . . Shadrack may not have time. Even if he wanted to go halfway across the world to visit a Nihilismian archive, he might not be able to. But I could go with Burr and Calixta. They wouldn’t mind sailing to the Papal States, would they? Maybe I could persuade them. The question is, can I persuade Shadrack to let me go all the way to the Papal States without him? And how am I going to get an investigator’s card in Granada? I don’t even speak Castilian. . . .

			She saw the diary disappearing from view, like a boat sinking into the horizon.

			“Thank you. I have to go,” she heard herself saying. “I have to . . . make some plans.” Quickly, she copied the entry into her notebook. Remorse watched silently as she closed volume 27, put it back on the cart, and packed her satchel. “Thank you for all your help,” Sophia said.

			“Every—” Remorse said, getting to her feet. She glanced up at Whether and stopped. “I’m very glad you have found what you were looking for.”

			“Thank you, Remorse. You’ve been very kind.”

			She hurried out of room 45. Shadrack would be at the ministry. I just have to persuade him, she said to herself. I just have to tell him the truth, and he’ll understand.

			“Every.” Remorse had followed her into the corridor. “Wait just a moment. I wanted to tell you something. About the Papal States.”

			Sophia looked up at her. “Yes?”

			Remorse drew close and lowered her voice. “My mission is to the Papal States, you may recall.”

			“I remember.”

			“As I mentioned this morning, my ship departs tomorrow.” She glanced at the open doorway of room 45 and lowered her voice even more. “If you like, I could ask the captain if there is room for you and your uncle.”

			Sophia’s eyes widened. “For me and Shadrack?”

			“You have Nihilismian credentials,” she said with a meaningful look, “and though your uncle does not, exceptions have been made in the past for relatives and paying passengers. I believe Captain Ponder could be persuaded.” She paused. “If you travel with me, I could easily gain access to the Granada archive. After you read the diary, you can return to Boston with your uncle.”

			The Papal States. Tomorrow. Sophia could barely conceive of it. And yet, she realized the opportunity Remorse had placed before her would never occur again. Was it rash to accept? Or was she simply following the signs sent to her by the Fates? Suddenly the words Minna had spoken that morning found her, winding their way into the dark corridor of the Nihilismian Archive: Take the offered sail.

			Sophia felt a surge of elation. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, we’ll go.”

			Remorse reached out impulsively and squeezed Sophia’s hand. “I’m glad. We leave at fifteen-hour, and you can board any time after midday. The ship is called the Verity. Speak to Captain Ponder when you arrive.”

			“I will. I just have to tell Shadrack. But I promise—I’ll be there.”
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			The League of Encephalon Ages

			February 24, 1881

			Finally, on our fifth night aboard the Roost, we made a discovery that exposed the breadth of Captain Wren’s deceit.

			Some part of me had been expecting it, of course, but neither Bronson nor I anticipated the form it took. We were waiting for the captain in his cabin. He had invited us to dine with him, as he always did, but on this occasion he immediately excused himself, saying he had to attend to something on the ship. He urged us to make ourselves comfortable until he returned.

			Bronson and I sat in silence. The last two days had been tense between us. While I felt increasingly ill at ease aboard the Roost, certain as I was that something was not right, Bronson was increasingly enthralled by Captain Wren and his crew, certain that they were the kindest, canniest fellows in the world. The night before, we had almost argued about it. I insisted that we should reveal nothing more about ourselves, and Bronson fairly laughed at my insistence. I called him a fool for being so easily won over, and Bronson called me a fool for being so easily suspicious.

			So we sat in silence in Wren’s cabin, until I got up, somewhat impatiently, and went to the back of the cabin, where I began to peruse the shelves that held the captain’s library and nautical instruments. Shelves full of books always put me in mind of my brother Shadrack and make me feel at home. I ran my finger idly along the spines, none of which had titles I recognized. Imagine my surprise when I saw the very name that had just come to mind: Shadrack Elli. I exclaimed in delight.

			“What is it?” Bronson asked, condescending to speak to me.

			“Wren has a book by Shadrack!” As I said these words, however, I found myself suddenly confused. The author was, indeed, Shadrack Elli. But I knew my brother’s books quite well, and this was one I had never seen—Maps of California, the Mexican Border, and the Mexican-American War. I stared at the cover. “Could it be he published a book without telling me? There couldn’t possibly be another author with the same name. It doesn’t make any sense.”

			Bronson came up behind me and read the title over my shoulder. “That’s not one of Shadrack’s books.”

			“I know,” I said quietly. “And what is California?”

			“Check the printer’s information,” he suggested.

			I turned to the front of the book, and what I saw there gave me sudden pause: Roberts Bros., Boston, 1899. “How is this possible?” I whispered to Bronson, aghast. “When it is now 1881?”

			Bronson was frowning at the book, equally baffled, when the door opened.

			Captain Wren saw at once that something had happened. With a nervous air, he pocketed the amber monocle. Instead of speaking or asking what the matter was, he simply stared at us. I was surprised and even more confused to see fear pinching at the edges of his eyes.

			“Captain Wren,” I asked, holding up my discovery, “how is it that you have a book here written by my brother and published eighteen years from now?”

			Wren held up his hands as if to appease us, the apprehension in his eyes giving way to an equally disturbing look of resigned sorrow. “Please,” he said. “Please, do not be alarmed.”

			“I am alarmed,” I said, somewhat more loudly than I intended. I could feel Bronson’s arm slip around my waist, steadying me. “I don’t understand what this means.”

			“I will explain—I will explain it to you,” he assured us. “Please, sit down. Allow me to call for dinner as I had planned, and I will explain everything to you.”

			If Wren had wanted to harm us, some part of me reasoned, he would have had many opportunities. And besides, I wanted an explanation.

			Bronson and I took our seats. Wren rang the handbell, calling for dinner, and, as he always did, poured us glasses of wine. I noticed that the wine, which he usually took from a glass cabinet, came from a drawer in his desk and had a very unusual, pristine label, unlike any I had ever seen. For some seconds, he seemed lost in thought. Bronson took my hand—the discovery had erased the tension between us—and squeezed it.

			“It will seem to you,” Wren began with a sigh, “that I am a liar of the worst sort. And there is no doubt that I have lied to you. But I would beg you to keep in mind, as you learn of my deceit, that the deceit is not only perpetuated for a very good reason, it is required of me—by my government, by the League of Encephalon Ages, and by my own sense of honor.”

			Bronson and I shared an astonished look. A knock on the door announced the arrival of our dinner.

			Wren served us roasted chicken, broiled potatoes, and carrots with minted butter. We’d had no cause to complain of the meals aboard the Roost. They were always exceptional, if mysterious—I had never been able to get a straight answer about where all the fresh vegetables came from. But though Wren encouraged us to eat, we could not. Our food sat there, getting cold, as he began his account.

			“I am not from New Occident at all,” Wren began, looking each of us straight in the eye in turn. “I am from Australia. My entire crew is from Australia. We are carefully—meticulously, even—outfitted to resemble a ship and crew from New Occident. Each of us has been trained in the history, customs, and speech of your Age. But, as you have discovered, Minna, our training is not perfect. In point of fact, we are not permitted to have contact with anyone from your Age without approval, so there are few occasions to test the adequacy of our training.”

			“Then why the deceit?” I asked, utterly perplexed. “Why go to so much effort if you do not even speak to us?”

			“There are circumstances,” Wren continued, “in which communication is permitted. One is the circumstance that allowed me to take you on board: when a person’s life is at risk. The second, more common circumstance, relates to our mission aboard the Roost: to infiltrate and gather information about your Age.”

			We digested this. “Information?” Bronson said.

			And I said, at the same time, “Then you are spies?”

			“Yes,” Wren sighed. “I expected you to see it that way. Yes, we are spies. But let me explain further; I promise you that our intentions—at least the intentions of those aboard this ship—are entirely benign. A moment earlier, I mentioned to you the League of Encephalon Ages. Our Age, Australia, belongs to it, as do the other Ages that lie temporally beyond New Occident.”

			“What does that mean?” asked Bronson.

			“Your cartologers and historians have begun to map the ‘new world,’ as you call it, is that right?” We nodded. “If the new world were to be ordered by place in linear time according to the pre-Disruption world, some places would lie behind New Occident and others would lie before it. So the Prehistoric Snows are in the distant past, and New Occident in the nineteenth century.” We nodded once again in agreement. “The Ages that lie beyond your Age, beginning with ours, Australia—which experienced the Disruption in the twentieth century—form an alliance: the League of Encephalon Ages.”

			Wren paused, as if he had reached a difficult point in his narration. He looked down at his food and, apparently seeking a distraction, took two or three mouthfuls of chicken and potatoes. “Have you never wondered,” Wren asked, putting down his fork and reluctantly continuing, “why you have not received envoys from what you consider ‘future’ Ages?”

			This left us momentarily dumbstruck. “Of course we have. The challenges of travel are forbidding,” I suggested.

			Wren shook his head. “Not for everyone. In certain Ages, travel is less of a challenge. Australia would be easily able to send hundreds, thousands of people to your shores—every week.”

			“Future Ages would have no interest in dwelling on the past,” Bronson argued. “For the same reason that we do not pack up and move to the Papal States, where they are on the verge of burning our friend thanks to superstitious backwardness, you would not want to travel to New Occident.”

			Wren shook his head. “Bronson, you know better than anyone the curiosity of an explorer. You are, yourselves, journeying as explorers to the Papal States. Does it not seem odd that no explorers from Australia have ever turned up in Boston?”

			“I suppose you are right,” I conceded.

			“The League of Encephalon Ages,” Wren explained, after another mouthful of food, “was formed shortly after what you know as the Great Disruption. Your Age, New Occident, lies at the cusp of the divide. All the Ages after it belong to the league, and we agreed not to venture into your Age, or any earlier one.”

			“There are future Ages in the Baldlands, and we venture back and forth all the time.”

			“But those Ages are mere fragments,” Wren explained, “that lost their encephalon qualities soon after the Disruption. They do not qualify for the league.”

			“But what is the purpose of the league?” Bronson demanded.

			“The purpose,” Wren said, sitting back, his face suddenly weary, “is to protect all of you from us.” For a moment, he sat and looked off into the middle distance. Wren was so consistently a cheerful man, always radiating such good humor, that the sudden gravity of his expression seemed to alter him completely. He appeared ten years older. The lines of his tanned face seemed grooves of worry rather than laughter. He passed his large hand over his forehead, momentarily covering his eyes. “To tell you why such protection is necessary would defeat the very purpose. All our Ages are agreed that yours should not know of”—he paused, taking a deep breath—“the misfortune in ours. We are protecting you from knowledge. And we aboard the Roost are only a few among the thousands who make it our task to sustain this protection and enforce the terms of the league. In most cases, we are communicating with agents of our own; we need only be persuasive enough to pass muster from a distance.”

			“Agents?” Bronson echoed.

			“Yes,” Wren replied with an apologetic look. “There are among you—in all the pre-cephalon Ages—people from our league, pretending to be of your Age.” I opened my mouth to speak, but he continued: “I know how it must seem, but understand that we are there primarily to police ourselves: to track down and capture people of our Ages who have no permission to travel, who have broken the terms of the league treaties, who would corrupt your Ages with knowledge from ours. We were, in fact, returning from a failed mission to apprehend one of these wrongdoers when we found you. Since your lives were in danger, the terms of the league did not prevent me from hauling you from the water. But the crew and I are not accustomed to such constant and perceptive attention.” He smiled. “I feared that it was only a matter of time before we gave ourselves away.”

			Bronson and I still could not eat; we needed to absorb the captain’s words. Staggering as the information seemed, there was such an air of truth to it, and such an earnestness to Wren’s demeanor, that we did not for a moment doubt his explanation.

			I reviewed the last five days in light of this new knowledge. All the things I had considered suspicious—the subtle but noticeable difference in the health and stature of the men, the odd mixture of old and new aboard the ship, the misinformation scattered throughout Wren’s conversation—now made sense to me. It also made sense that, as I had keenly felt, Wren meant us no ill will. The curiosity I might have felt about the Encephalon Ages, their league, and their mysterious secret was superseded by my sudden, sharp appreciation of all that Wren had done for us. He had not only saved us from the sea; he had, touchingly, done his best to fit his world to ours, thereby honoring his own allegiances. I could not, perhaps, understand the secret of the Encephalon Ages, but I could certainly understand the effort it cost Wren to adhere to his principles.

			“Thank you, Captain Wren,” I finally said, “not only for your explanation but for your kindness to us. I can see, given all you have told us, that many in your position would have left us to our fate in the ocean.”

			Bronson, who had, after all, formed a greater attachment to Wren and thereby felt the deception more acutely, was somewhat slower to come around. “Yes,” he said, his face slightly flushed. “We certainly thank you for your continued hospitality aboard the ship—however strange to us its origins.”

			Wren looked vastly relieved. “It’s very good of you to say so. I wouldn’t blame you in the least for throwing such duplicitous hospitality in my face.”

			“And then?” Bronson asked. He has too forgiving a heart to stay angry long with anyone, and Wren was no exception. “It would be highly impractical now to jump into the sea because we did not like your hospitality! We may not like it,” he declared, making clear he meant just the opposite, “but we will simply have to put up with your fine wine and delicious meals and excellent company a little bit longer.”

			Wren laughed. “Very well, very well. You are most welcome to it.”

			“What I still do not understand,” I put in, placing my hand on the volume beside me on the table, “is this book by my brother.”

			“Ah,” Wren said, reaching for it. “Yes, of course. Well, it would be more accurate to say that it was written by someone with the same name as your brother. They are not the same person. In my Age, about a century ago, a man with the name Shadrack Elli who lived in Boston wrote this wonderful book. I bought it, kept it, and unwisely brought it with me. It does not, strictly speaking, meet protocol. But you can imagine the challenges of creating an entire ship that does. Your Age is not identical to the nineteenth century that existed one hundred years ago in mine. Keeping the environment accurate is very difficult.”

			“I see,” I said slowly, when Wren had finished. “Then  . . .” I paused. “Does this mean there was also a woman in your Age by the name of Wilhelmina Tims? And a man named Bronson Tims? And a little girl named Sophia?”

			Wren gave me a keen glance and smiled. “Truthfully, I do not know. It is possible, given that you have found a book by someone with your brother’s name. But many things happened differently in that past, Minna,” he added gently. “It is more different from your Age than similar to it.”

			“Of course,” I agreed. “I asked merely out of curiosity.”

			“Now that we know all of this,” Bronson said, “will you and the crew drop the pretense? Will we have a chance to see what Australians are really like?”

			“I’m afraid not, my friend,” Wren replied ruefully. “Well, of course we will drop the pretense in the sense that we will none of us claim to be from your Age. And perhaps we can introduce a few of the comforts familiar to us that we usually keep hidden.” He tapped the wine bottle and grinned. “But we cannot entirely yank off the veil, lest we imperil the integrity of our regulations. The more unfortunate circumstance,” he said, “is that we will be unable to travel with you into Seville. We are already deviating from our set course, but I considered it essential that we take you safely to port.”

			“We certainly understand,” I said. “We are very grateful to you for adjusting your route.”

			“Of course. And the other thing we can do is travel at our accustomed speed. The crew will be relieved, I’m sure. Doing so, we’ll arrive in Seville tomorrow, instead of five days from now.” Bronson and I both exclaimed in surprise. “Yes. I’m happy to bend the rules on that score. Though, sadly, it means we will be saying good-bye rather soon. Once we arrive in Seville tomorrow, you will be on your own.”
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			Guided by Remorse

			
			—1892, June 3: 9-Hour 10—

			The New States Party, founded in 1861, has long advocated peaceful integration with other Ages, rather than conquest. It has, in years past, advocated an accelerated path to statehood for the Indian Territories, and even a treaty with the western Baldlands. Its popularity tends to ebb and flow with the perceived danger posed by other Ages.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			WHEN HE HAD finished his breakfast, Theo headed to Miles’s house on Beacon Hill, a rambling and profoundly untidy brick edifice crammed from basement to attic with relics from countless journeys. However untidy, the mansion still cut an impressive figure. Miles was one of the wealthiest men in Boston. He was certainly the wealthiest explorer; but he was not one of those residents of Beacon Hill whose family had always enjoyed a fortune.

			Miles’s grandparents had been slaves at the time of the Disruption, and they had joined the rebellion that formed New Akan. In those early years after the rebellion, when the eastern seaboard looked upon the state populated by former slaves with distrust, Miles’s grandfather had built his fortune selling sugar, cotton, and rice from New Akan in the eastern states. Being a former slave himself, he was one of the few who would buy from the men and women who now ran their own farms, and who would hire former slaves in his textile mills. John Countryman acquired the mansion on Beacon Hill when he was building his fortune, as a signal to Boston of what trade with the powerful state of New Akan might accomplish. Now his grandson, Miles, occupied the palatial home with little thought of trade but with a similar ardor for exploration, the pursuit that had become his life’s passion.

			Even if Theo had not overheard the previous night’s conversation, he would probably have gone to see Miles anyway, dropped happily into an armchair, and discussed the high points of their expedition all day. As it was, he had a more particular purpose. He spent more than an hour leading Miles in a roundabout way closer and closer to the topic, until he finally was able to ask casually, “Why was Bligh so worried about Broadgirdle? He sounded friendly enough.”

			Miles snorted and threw up his hands, almost dropping the pottery he was holding. The only tidy spots in the house were the great glass cabinets in which he displayed the treasures acquired on his expeditions. He was reorganizing one now to accommodate the pieces they had just brought back. “Oh, believe me, he has good reason to be worried. Broadgirdle is the most inveterate blackmailer in New Occident. Any stain, however small—that man will find it and make it spread until his poor victim is good and dirty all the way through. How do you think he rose to become leader of his party so quickly?”

			“Where did he come from?”

			“Who knows. He bought his seat in parliament only five years ago. Apparently he made a fortune in the soap industry.” Miles gently dusted the ears of a sculpted bear.

			Theo gave a wry smile. “How perfect.”

			“Meaning?”

			“He’s washed away all traces of his past, hasn’t he?”

			“I would say it’s not very good soap.” Miles scowled. He closed the cabinet and sat down in the leather chair next to Theo. “Despite the clean, sweet-smelling appearance that the people of Boston seem to believe in, the man is still the dirtiest politician in town.”

			“Does anyone know more about him?”

			Miles looked at Theo keenly, as if suddenly hearing a different question. He leaned forward in his leather chair, his strong, wrinkled hands clasping his knees. “Why are you so interested?”

			Theo shrugged. He had planned to play his next card later on, but he did not want Miles to consider his persistence too closely. “I might have overheard him threatening Shadrack.”

			Miles groaned. “You are incorrigible. How much did you hear?”

			“Not much. Just something about the right choice and the wrong choice. I was trying to figure him out. Should we be worried?”

			“I can’t be sure,” Miles said. He shook his mane of white hair. “Broadgirdle is so cunning that everything I have ever heard is pure rumor. No one has actual proof of what he does. If the rumors are true, then I suppose yes—we should worry.” He narrowed his eyes. “Did you hear the rest? About the Eerie?”

			Theo gave a broad smile. “It is a shame you didn’t find the Eerie, isn’t it?”

			Miles grimaced. “I’m sorry for deceiving you. The prime minister himself had given me the charge and forbidden me to disclose it.” He shook his head. “Believe me, it would have made everything much easier for me if I could have told you.”

			“You might be more than four times my age, old man,” Theo said affectionately, “but you still haven’t learned to break the rules when you need to. You should have told me.” At Miles’s rueful look, he went on: “Well, will you tell me now? What’s this all about?”

			“The thing is . . .” Miles began. “There are aspects of this that would be better for you not to know—for your own good.” Theo rolled his eyes. “No, truly; I am serious. Until we identify where—who—the threat comes from, it would be irresponsible to expose you to their unwanted attention.” He sighed. “On the other hand, I have never believed safety lies in ignorance.”

			“This gets more and more interesting. Spill it.”

			Miles stood up and considered his disordered study. Beside the glass cabinet, a collection of terrifying masks covered one wall, and framed maps covered the rest. The floor was a tapestry of strewn newspapers and books. On the desk, which Miles almost never used, lay a jumble of magnifying glasses, compasses, coffee cups, pencils, and crumpled papers. “Let’s go to the conservatory,” Miles said.

			Theo looked at him in surprise. “What? It’s going to be blazing hot there.”

			“Yes,” Miles said distractedly, getting up to leave. Theo hurried to catch up.

			The conservatory lay at the rear of the house. Though the weather was mild, the summer sun had warmed the glass-paned room, and the plants were luxuriating in the humidity. Immediately, the heat began to overwhelm them. Miles closed the door. He wiped his forehead with a white handkerchief and folded it carefully, tucking it into his striped cotton shirt. Theo patiently waited for an explanation.

			“What I can tell you is brief,” Miles said in a low voice, “but even my staff should not hear it.” By “staff,” he meant the elderly couple, Mr. and Mrs. Biddle, who respectively maintained the house and cooked his meals. Theo did not believe Mr. Biddle’s hearing was robust enough for eavesdropping, and he was certain Mrs. Biddle did not care in the least about the personal matters of her eccentric employer, but he nodded sagely and did not contradict. “I was attempting to find the Eerie,” Miles said, “because of their well-known healing powers. Someone is in great need of them.” He frowned with his bushy white eyebrows.

			Theo waited. “That’s it?” he asked after a moment. “That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

			“I am about to explain!” At Theo’s impatient look, Miles settled himself in one of the wrought-iron chairs, gesturing to the one opposite. Then he leaned in. “The Eerie are legendary healers. No one knows how many of them there are altogether. Some call them not the Eerie but the Numinous. They live near the Eerie Sea—exactly where, we do not know—but occasionally a few travel beyond their realm, and where they travel they leave a trail of marvels. They might simply be a compassionate people, but Shadrack believes they are bound by a code that obliges them to heal anyone who crosses their path. Only this, he says, can explain such profound secrecy combined with such undisguised curative miracles.

			“The most gifted among them are called ‘Weatherers,’ and they are gifted indeed, if the stories are true. A blind woman gaining sight; a drowned man gaining breath; there is even a story, which I find hard to fathom, of a grievously injured child regrowing a limb that had been torn off by a bear.”

			Theo raised his eyebrows.

			“Yes,” Miles agreed. “It beggars belief. But let me tell you something more. Shadrack had sent word to the Eerie Sea last August, asking for the aid of a Weatherer. You know what happened to his dear friend Carlton Hopish—so horribly injured by Blanca and the Sandmen that he has never regained consciousness. Shadrack, in his desperation, turned to the Eerie for help. There was no reply, and this did not entirely surprise him, for they are so impossible to reach. Then, to his astonishment, in January he received a letter from an Eerie woman named Goldenrod. She begged him for news of three Weatherers who had left for Boston in response to his call for aid. They had never returned to the Eerie Sea.”

			Theo whistled. “So they came to help Shadrack after all.”

			“Apparently they did. Or they tried. No one had seen them in or even near Boston. By then, Bligh had been elected, and Shadrack showed him Goldenrod’s letter. Bligh took matters into his own hands, sending trusted delegates to search high and low for the Weatherers. He found nothing.

			“Then, in February—you remember, when the snows were at their heaviest—a most inexplicable thing happened. At a farm on the outskirts of Boston, there was a pounding on the door in the dead of night. The farmer opened his door to find a man with an unconscious woman in his arms, the snowstorm raging behind them. The woman was grievously wounded. The man wept, and he gave no explanation but this: ‘I tried to kill her, and still she healed me.’ He repeated this time and again—‘and still she healed me.’ The farmer and his wife tended to the injured woman as best they could, and they sent the strange man, so overcome with remorse, for a doctor.

			“In the morning, the doctor arrived. But what he discovered confounded him. The farmer’s wife had settled the injured woman in bed, and she was still there, still unconscious—and surrounded by yellow flowers.”

			“Flowers?” Theo looked past Miles at the greenery surrounding them.

			“Indeed. Flowers that grew from her clothes, and her skin, and even from the bedsheets! I cannot conceive it myself. The doctor examined her, unable to make any sense of her condition, but he did find something vital: letters in her pocket sent by Prime Minister Bligh. The woman was the Eerie named Goldenrod.” Miles studied his worn boots and shook his head. “Bligh has consulted the best doctors in Boston, but nothing has changed. Though her body appears to have healed, her mind is still closed. She has been unconscious ever since she was brought to the farm.” His expression was vexed. “Bligh has cared for her as best he can, but she is fading.”

			“And what about the man who brought her?”

			“Ah!” Miles said with a shrewd smile. “That is the deepest mystery. He vanished. After leaving to get the doctor, he was never seen again. Bligh naturally asked the doctor and the couple to describe him as best they could, but there was nothing of substance—tall, narrow of shoulder, long of face—with the exception of one detail. The weapon he carried. It was a grappling hook, attached to a long rope.”

			Theo gasped. “A Sandman.”

			“A Sandman,” Miles nodded.

			“But I thought the Sandmen—”

			“Had vanished? Well, they must have gone somewhere. Shadrack and I thought that without Blanca to lead them they would disband, each drifting his own way. But it seems we were wrong. Someone sent this Sandman to attack Goldenrod. And Goldenrod, instead of defending herself, healed him.” Miles sat back with a frown and wiped his forehead again. “That is what we know. As you can imagine, we want nothing more than to help her. But every attempt to reach the Eerie has failed. This is why I searched for them when we traveled west.”

			Theo mulled all this over in silence. He gazed at the ferns and the hibiscus, trying to picture them growing from clothes and skin. Where were the roots? How did they draw water? It was unimaginable. “You could have told me,” he said once more.

			Miles shook his head. “It would have made no difference. The Eerie refuse to be found.” He sighed. “I head off again in a few days to make another attempt.”

			“What if Sophia and I go with you?”

			“I’m afraid that won’t be possible. This will be a different kind of expedition.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“I will be posing as someone I am not.”

			“I do that better than you, old man!”

			“Undeniable. But it does not alter the fact that I must go alone.”

			—12-Hour 11—

			THE TRIP INTO the city center from the Nihilismian Archive felt interminable. Sophia tried concentrating on her discovery to make the time pass quickly, but it had the opposite effect. Every block drifted by too slowly; every corner brought a lingering pause. A man swept the sidewalk before a shop selling rubber boots. The store beside it advertised oysters in bright, white letters. Workers lingered during their break outside a dye shop; an engraving shop announced a summer sale; and a young servant cleaned the windows of a boardinghouse two doors down. Near the State House, a cemetery with crooked stones offered a quiet corner of shade in the busy city. After what seemed like hours, the trolley finally stopped near Boston Common. Sophia ran as fast as she could and at twelve-hour wound her way up the stairs to the ministry offices in the State House.

			The serious-looking young man at the front desk in Shadrack’s office had met Sophia once or twice before, but he either didn’t remember her or pretended not to. “Is my uncle, Shadrack Elli, here?” she asked breathlessly.

			He gave her a severe look, as though breathing audibly in the august offices of the ministry was a serious discourtesy. “He is very busy at the moment.”

			“Please just tell him that Sophia is here and that Minna wrote a diary. He’ll know what it means.”

			The young man did not deign to answer, but he rose from his chair and left by the corridor at the rear of the room, returning only a moment later with Shadrack close on his heels.

			“Sophia?”

			“Shadrack! I found a lead—a real one, this time. She wrote a diary!”

			Shadrack looked at her with astonishment. “Come,” he said, reaching out a hand. “Let’s talk in my office.”

			She hurried after him, not even sparing a glance for the disapproving clerk. As soon as Shadrack had closed his office door, Sophia related her discovery in one long, excited burst. “Remember how I told you about the new archive I visited? It was the Nihilismian Archive on Beacon Street.” Shadrack’s eyebrows rose, but he did not interrupt. “I was looking through an index of things written in 1881. The year they left. I thought it would lead to nothing, but it was Remorse’s idea. She works there—she’s Nihilismian but she’s very kind, not at all like the ones we know; she’s really been helping me, Shadrack. And today I was reading the index and it said ‘Diary of Wilhelmina Tims’—I couldn’t believe it. Her diary! It’s at the Granada Depository. But the depository doesn’t send materials or give access to anyone other than Nihilismians, so Remorse said that we could go with her. She’s going on a mission to the Papal States and she’s leaving tomorrow, and she said she would ask the captain for permission for you and me to come, too, and she’ll get us into the archive. And then we can come back. Maybe the pirates will bring us back—do you think we could ask them? But we have to go with her tomorrow.”

			Shadrack seemed to have been rendered speechless.

			Sophia watched him anxiously, searching his face for some sign of the same elation she was feeling. “It’s too wonderful to pass up, don’t you think?”

			“I think,” her uncle said slowly, “that this is certainly a wonderful lead. And though I am curious how you gained access to the Nihilismian Archive, I am very glad to know that the diary exists. But I don’t think leaving tomorrow on a Nihilismian vessel is the best way to acquire it.”

			Sophia felt something slow and unpleasant uncoiling in her stomach.

			“The diary isn’t going anywhere,” he continued. “I can send someone to get it—someone who is familiar with the Papal States.”

			“But we need a Nihilismian to get us access to the archive!”

			Shadrack gave her a pointed look. “Yes, but Sophia—how did you get into the archive in Boston?”

			Sophia felt herself blushing. “I said I was Nihilismian.”

			Shadrack shook his head. “You took a grave risk. But having done so, you realize the possibilities. If you could lie to get into the Boston archive, why couldn’t someone else do the same in Granada? This Nihilismian friend of yours is helpful, perhaps, but not essential.”

			Something began to shift inside of Sophia, as if an hourglass that had been lying on its side had been tipped and its inner sand was now, grain by grain, accumulating into a pile. She realized that what she felt was anger. “So I shouldn’t lie, but it’s acceptable for someone else to lie for the same purpose?”

			Shadrack looked apologetic in the way a person does when he expects to be forgiven: rueful, but without remorse. He could not see her anger, just as he could not see what that look of halfhearted apology had cost her for so many months. “I am simply pointing out that this particular access into the Granada Depository is not the only one. It is long and arduous and wholly unnecessary. As it happens, Soph, we will not need to lie at all. I have a contact in the Papal States who has connections with all its archives and libraries, and he can requisition a copy even if he cannot gain personal access to the Granada Depository. There is no need for us to go.”

			Sophia simply looked at him.

			She could not explain why she felt so betrayed, when she was the one who had concealed the truth. As she opened her mouth to speak, she knew her words would be hurtful ones, but she did not know how to express what she was feeling otherwise. “Last summer you started teaching me to read maps,” she said, her voice quiet but shaking.

			Shadrack looked down at the floor. “I know.”

			“You were teaching me to read maps so that we could go out into the world and find Minna and Bronson. Now it seems we no longer have need for maps. We no longer plan to go anywhere. Why?”

			Shadrack considered this in silence. Sophia waited, urging him to understand what she was asking. I want you to care about this as much as I do. Forget about the ministry. Think about your sister. Think about me. I want you back.

			But when Shadrack spoke, his air of weary regret was unchanged. “The circumstances are different now. Bligh hopes to overturn the border closure. And, as you know, I have obligations here that prevent me from traveling. I am sorry, Sophia.”

			She looked at him without speaking.

			“This clue you have found is very worthwhile,” Shadrack said, his tone placating, “and I will send for a copy of the diary at once. But it does not require us to sail across the Atlantic.”

			The sand slipping down inside her reached its peak and stopped, leaving some upper part of her empty. “I understand,” she said. She had an odd thought, as she turned to leave, about the Nihilismians and their desire to feel nothing in a world that was untrue. Their intentions made sense to her now. She felt nothing at all.

			“Sophia,” Shadrack said, putting out his hand to stop her. “It’s a wonderful find—the diary. Congratulations.”

			“Yes. It is.” She left his office and walked quietly through the narrow corridor into the waiting room, then out into the main hallway. Then she left the State House and worked her way home.

			—13-Hour 09—

			THEO FOUND HER in her room, holding the spool of silver thread. Her face was wet with tears. He edged in and sat down on the floor, then gave her a friendly smile. “Want to tell me about it?”

			Sophia held up the spool. “The Fates gave me a sign.”

			Theo waited.

			“I was at the Nihilismian Archive. I found out that there’s a diary written by Mother in a depository in Granada. And my friend Remorse at the archive says she can take us there—tomorrow. She can get us into the archive. But when I told Shadrack, he said no, that someone else would get a copy of it and send it.”

			Theo pondered this. “You wanted to go to Granada.”

			Sophia sighed. “This is the best clue we’ve found! And they need me. Mother needs me. Don’t ask me how I know. I know. I thought—I thought that he and I would go, and then the diary would tell us where she is, and then we would go from there, maybe. You were right—I want to do something. And I thought Shadrack would, too. But he has the ministry, and he says things are different now.”

			“This friend of yours, Remorse—she’s a Nihilismian?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you trust her?”

			“I do. She’s different. I like her.”

			“She said you could go with her tomorrow? What, by sail?”

			Sophia nodded.

			Theo looked out the window and then at Sophia. He gave a slow smile that ended in a grin.

			“What?”

			“Let’s go with her.”

			The spool of thread in Sophia’s hand caught the sunlight and glimmered faintly. She felt her breath expanding in her lungs. “Go with her?” she echoed.

			“You and me. We pack, we plan—or, you plan, more like—and we go. We did it before, didn’t we? We can do it again.”

			Sophia felt the tears welling up in her eyes, and she realized it was due to a surprising gain and a surprising loss. They had come about gradually, but now, in a single hour, she saw they were both decisive. That ease she had felt with her beloved uncle, the sense of always being encompassed and known, had drifted away. In its place was the certainty of finding comprehension and sympathy and humor somewhere else. Shadrack no longer understood her; Theo did.

			“I guess we could,” she whispered.
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			Alone Among the Maps

			
			—1892, June 4: 10-Hour 20—

			BOSTON: The Atlas Book Shop. Founded in 1868, the Atlas has a reputation for procuring rarities. Its proximity to the Boston State House makes it a popular source for official expeditions to remote Ages.

			—From Neville Chipping’s Map Vendors in Every (Known) Age

			

			THE ATLAS BOOK SHOP, as the hanging sign with Atlas shouldering the globe suggested, specialized in travel books, historical geography, and maps. As the bell above the door rang and Sophia crossed the worn threshold, she heard a cheery “Hullo!” from the back. “Mr. Crawford, it’s Sophia,” she called.

			“Sophia!” The top of Cornelius Crawford’s mostly bald head, his blue eyes, and a red nose emerged from behind a precarious stack of books. “Good to see you. I’m buried back here with new inventory. Let me know if you need anything.”

			“Thanks, I will.” Sophia gave him a brief wave and began searching the tight, crammed aisles for the section on the Papal States.

			She and Theo had packed their bags that morning, but Sophia could not bring herself to take any of Shadrack’s books and maps to help them. It seemed like theft to her, paired with the deception.

			Theo insisted, unconvincingly, that the two of them had not lied. Shadrack had come home late the previous evening, his face furrowed by some unvoiced concern. Over a silent dinner, it became clear to Sophia that he had either forgotten about the diary or become so preoccupied with matters at the ministry that the diary seemed unimportant by comparison. She felt a sharp stab of sadness, and her resolve hardened. When she heard him leaving the house in the morning, she sat up in bed and hugged her knees, wishing everything were different. Then she got out of bed and began packing for the journey.

			Now she was at the Atlas, buying the books and maps they would need, before meeting Theo at the Verity. She had to admit that despite the difficulty of leaving Shadrack under such circumstances, a slow pulse of excitement had begun to move through her.

			The shop was filled with the comforting smell of worn paper and leather bindings, and the sun filtered in through the half-closed blinds, as if through the branches of a tree onto the disordered floor of a paper forest. Stepping carefully over little piles of books that seemed to sprout like mushrooms from the floorboards, Sophia found the Papal States section, sat gingerly down on a pile of large volumes, and was soon lost in the pages of a history written by Fulgencio Esparragosa. Its dozens of maps and long chapters were organized around the pilgrimage routes to the religious shrines that dotted the vast peninsula. The routes had been crippled, Esparragosa explained, by the spread of the plague known in the Papal States as lapena, a dreadful illness that had paralyzed trade, dried up commerce along the pilgrimage routes, and decimated entire villages.

			No other customers entered the Atlas while she read. From time to time Cornelius, hidden at the back, spoke querulously to himself, protesting how much he had paid for the Encyclopedia of the Russias or wondering where he had put the maps of the Middle Roads.

			When Sophia looked at her pocket watch again, it was almost eleven-hour. She got to her feet and made her way to the front of the shop. “Mr. Crawford,” she called out when she reached the cashier’s box, “can I buy this book on the Papal States?”

			“Of course you can, dear,” came the muffled reply. “Just a minute.”

			While Sophia waited, she flipped through the booklet displayed on a stand nearby: Map Vendors in Every (Known) Age. It was a surprisingly useful little book, containing the addresses of prominent map sellers in New Occident, the Baldlands, the Papal States, and the Russias; there were even some entries for the Closed Empire. Sophia placed it atop the Esparragosa, and as she did so Cornelius finally emerged, huffing and puffing as though he had hauled himself out from the bottom of a volcano.

			He made a cursory attempt to straighten the wisps of hair that sprang like antennae from his head. “All right,” he said, heaving a tremendous sigh; he reached into his vest pocket for a gold monocle with an amber-tinted lens and peered through it at the books. “Fulgencio Esparragosa and Map Vendors in Every (Known) Age,” he said, writing down the titles and their prices in a little notebook. As he wrapped the books in brown paper and string, he glanced at her pack and asked, winking, “Planning a trip somewhere?”

			Sophia smiled, her excitement getting the better of her. “Perhaps.”

			“Very exciting,” Cornelius declared. He always told his customers, with faint regret, that he had never traveled out of Boston; the bookstore kept him too busy. “Well, let me know if you need anything else before you go.”

			“Don’t I need to pay you?”

			“Shadrack has an account with me, dear. He’s in here so often he just settles the bill at the end of each month.”

			Sophia handed him a pair of notes. “I want to buy these myself,” she said.

			“Very well,” he agreed, counting out the change.

			“Thank you.” Sophia placed the books in her satchel, beside her notebook and the beaded map. Now we have everything we need, she thought with satisfaction.

			• • •

			AS SOPHIA CLOSED the door behind her and the bell ceased its ringing, Cornelius Crawford ambled slowly into the Atlas’s back room. His office made the store look tidy. A wooden chair with a worn cushion stood like a lone small tree in a city of books: towers so high they blocked the window, sagging shelves overpopulated by bound books, leaning stacks that threatened to collapse if nudged the wrong way. Cornelius sat down in the chair with a deep sigh and looked at his visitor, who was perched quietly on one of the more stable book piles.

			“Well, that was unexpected,” Cornelius said.

			The visitor, a slight young woman who wore a man’s buttoned shirt and trousers, tucked her black hair behind her ears and nervously fingered the pendant of her necklace. “She didn’t hear me?”

			“You were very quiet.”

			“Why was she here, Sam?”

			Cornelius shrugged. “To buy books on the Papal States. Very natural, I’d say.”

			“Yes, but I mean why? It is too coincidental. Ten minutes after I got here?” She shook her head. “I don’t like it.”

			Sophia would not have recognized her calm, expressionless friend from the Nihilismian Archive. Though Remorse had not changed her appearance, an unrestrained vitality now animated her every word and gesture.

			She plunged her hands into her hair and held her head. “You know what this means.”

			“It doesn’t mean anything, Cassia,” Cornelius said soothingly.

			“I hate when this happens.”

			“Some coincidences are just coincidences.”

			“Sam!” Remorse sprang to her feet and crossed the room, toppling a low stack of books in the process. “You know better. A coincidence is never a coincidence. Coincidence is how pre-cephalon Ages explain what they don’t understand.”

			“I’m pretty sure I’ve seen some real ones,” Cornelius ventured. “Last week, I was looking for a book on dinosaurs, and I found one on parliament politicians from the 1820s.”

			“That’s not a coincidence, Sam, that’s a joke,” Remorse said dismissively. “And really kind of a bad one.”

			Cornelius sighed. “Okay. What are you going to do?”

			Remorse tapped her front teeth with her forefinger. “Nothing. We have to stick with the plan. We’ve already moved the container, and I have to get it to Seville. There’s no other way.” She took a deep breath and put her hands on her hips. “We shouldn’t have meddled this much. I’m afraid we’ve gone too far.”

			—11-Hour 55—

			THEO HAD HAPPILY distracted Mrs. Clay in the kitchen while Sophia came downstairs and left by the front door, carrying her bulky travel gear. He had spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon in half-pretended idleness, throwing himself repeatedly in the way of Mrs. Clay’s housekeeping until she announced, exasperated, that she was off to do the shopping. “I am happy to have you back, Theodore,” she said, “but you have such a talent for inconvenience.” Theo smiled to himself as he watched her leaving with her basket.

			He tossed the last few things into his pack, pulled the drawstring tight, and fastened the flap. Shouldering the pack, he bounded down the stairs to the first floor. He was congratulating himself on how smoothly his and Sophia’s plan had gone so far when he heard, to his surprise, Miles and Shadrack arguing at the side door. He pulled off the pack and thrust it under the kitchen table just as Shadrack came in.

			“I have already tried,” Shadrack said, scowling.

			“He must be somewhere,” Miles insisted.

			“Miles.” Shadrack turned to face him. “I beg you to say something useful. Telling me that ‘he must be somewhere’ helps me not at all.”

			Theo raised his eyebrows. Miles was prone to frequent displays of temper, but Shadrack was rarely as angry as he was now. It was disconcerting to see the old explorer relatively calm while Shadrack seethed. “Who is somewhere?” Theo asked.

			Shadrack glanced at him and began to pace. “The prime minister. I have had no word of him since yesterday morning. No one, in fact, has seen him.”

			Theo shrugged. “Maybe he needed a holiday?”

			“Bligh is not on holiday,” Shadrack snapped. “And he is not at home and he is not at the State House, and I begin to worry that something very serious has happened to him. He would never vanish in the middle—” Shadrack turned on his heel and headed for the library.

			“This has something to do with your conversation with Broadgirdle yesterday morning,” Miles accused him.

			Theo followed them, both his plans and his pack beneath the kitchen table temporarily forgotten.

			“Why is the door to the map room open?” Shadrack asked, pausing at the bookshelf. “Is Sophia here?” he asked Theo.

			“She’s out.”

			“It is really very offensive,” Miles said, beginning to look perturbed. “I take it that you told Bligh, but you will not tell me. What happened? Did Broadgirdle threaten you?”

			Shadrack held up his hand. “I am sorry, Miles, but I have told you I will not discuss it.”

			“Listen to me, Shadrack. It is not like you to be this obstinate, and while I am the first to admit that I often too readily take to argument, in this case you must see that the provocation is extreme. I demand,” he continued, raising his voice as he followed Shadrack down the stairs, “as probably your closest and certainly your oldest friend, I demand that you tell me this instant what happened during that conversation.” All of Miles’s huffing indignation was suddenly deflated as he reached the bottom of the stairs and collided directly with the back of his closest and oldest friend. Theo, a few steps above him, gave a small, involuntary gasp.

			They all stared at the horror that confronted them: Prime Minister Cyril Bligh sat in one of the chairs, his face frozen in surprise. His jacket was neatly hung on another chair. The black waistcoat he wore shone unnaturally, and the white shirt beneath it was stained dark with blood.

			Shadrack leaped forward, insensible of how the congealed blood on the carpet was staining his shoes and the blood on Bligh’s body was staining his hands. “Bligh,” he cried. “For Fates’ sake, Bligh, answer me!” He put his hands to the man’s neck for a pulse.

			Miles flew after him, seizing the prime minister’s wrist. “He is cold,” he said. “Completely cold.”

			Theo’s eyes darted around the room, taking it all in. On the table beside the prime minister lay a short knife. The blade was encrusted with blood. The mother-of-pearl handle was perfectly clean. Beside the knife were a blood-spattered heavy cotton robe and a pair of gloves. There were no footprints anywhere. The carpet on the stairs was clean.

			A deafening crash sounded above.

			Abruptly, Miles and Shadrack stopped their futile efforts to revive the prime minister. “Sophia!” Shadrack shouted, rushing toward the stairs, as the sound of pounding footsteps filled the house. Theo grabbed the bloody instruments from the table and made for the familiar wardrobe at the back of the room. In a matter of seconds, he was closeted within it.

			A phalanx of police officers rushed down the stairs, meeting Shadrack halfway with their pistols drawn. “Shadrack Elli and Miles Countryman,” the leading officer shouted, far louder than was necessary. “Put your hands over your heads. You are under arrest for conspiracy and treason, and for the murder of Prime Minister Cyril Bligh.”
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			Adrift

			
			—1892, June 4: 13-Hour 00—

			Scholars who have examined the Book of Amitto, the sacred text of the Nihilismians, have raised interesting questions about its authenticity. It is undeniable that the tone of the prose throughout is consistent and likely composed by a single author. But that author may not be, as Nihilismians maintain, from New Occident. Vocabulary and usage suggest other possible backgrounds. Therefore scholars very rightly ask: why would Amitto pretend to be from New Occident?

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			BOSTON HARBOR WAS hectic with the cries of gulls and the shouts of mariners. Its distinctive smells—molasses and sugar, coffee and rum, ocean air and seaweed—drifted by like restless travelers disembarking from their long voyages. Sophia wove her way through the crowd to the harbormaster’s office, where she posted a letter to Calixta and Burr asking them to meet her and Theo in Seville in one month. She showed her papers to one of the officers who patrolled the harbor, ensuring that no foreigners entered and that any traveling citizens had the proper paperwork. Then, her pulse quickening, she searched for the Verity.

			She found the name in white paint on a ship with tall masts and a smooth hull. The figurehead, a woman in blue wearing a white blindfold, echoed the blindfolded gargoyle at the entrance of the Nihilismian Archive. The tightly furled sails seemed ready to spring open, anticipating an imminent journey.

			As she stood gazing at the ship, a middle-aged man in a trim blue uniform approached her. He carried a Nihilismian amulet around his neck and a notebook and pencil in his hands. “Are you sailing with the mission to the Papal States?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she replied with a shaky exhalation.

			“Your name?”

			“Every Tims.”

			He scanned the pages of his notebook. “Here you are. I remember now. Remorse arranged for your passage. And you are traveling with someone else? It says ‘Every Tims and her guest, Shadrack Elli.’”

			“The name Remorse gave you is incorrect. And he isn’t here yet.”

			“You may board and I will direct him when he arrives. What is the correct name?”

			“Theodore Constantine Thackary.”

			“Very well.” He gave a brief nod. “Welcome aboard the Verity, Miss Tims. Your cabin is number seven.”

			“Thank you.”

			Sophia climbed the gangplank. The moment she reached the top, she felt the waters of the harbor gently rocking the Verity, and the seasickness she had come to know so well the previous summer struck her with full force. She took a deep breath and steadied herself, then slowly followed the signs to the cabins. As she passed the open doors, she saw more than one Nihilismian unpacking: other missionaries, like Remorse, preparing for the long Atlantic crossing. With deliberate movements, they placed folded clothes in drawers, books onto shelves, bedding onto the mattresses. Sophia opened the door to cabin 7 and surveyed the tiny room. A bunk bed with netted curtains filled half the space. A wooden chair and a desk stood under the round window, its frame painted blue.

			Sophia put her pack on the floor and her satchel on the desk. She sat down and inhaled deeply, trying to calm her stomach. She reached into her pocket and clasped the spool of silver thread. I’m here, she said to herself. I’m here and this is going to be fine. Theo and I faced worse together last year. This will be easy. Through the open door, she could hear the seagulls and the waves splashing against the ship. There was no other sound. She watched the curtains on the bed ruffle gently in the breeze in smooth, unpredictable patterns.

			The seasickness troubled her less when she closed her eyes; she had been told that ordinary seasickness improved by fixing the eye upon a steady horizon, but she knew the malady that arose from being adrift in the timelessness of the ocean manifested differently. Closing her eyes, Sophia focused on a single point in time: the morning before, when Minna had appeared to her and spoken those simple words: Take the offered sail. She saw the figure’s hazy contours and heard the voice; she pictured the rest of her room in the dawn light; slowly, she began to feel herself settle and the seasickness abate. It was such a relief to feel well again that she kept herself in the moment for as long as she could.

			The sound of the waves beyond the open doorway changed. Sophia opened her eyes and realized at once that the light had shifted and yellowed. She scrambled for her watch but could not believe what it said: fifteen-hour, seven.

			With panicked steps, she flung herself from her cabin and out into the corridor, running until she reached the rail. The city of Boston was rapidly shrinking. The Verity had set sail. And as far as she knew, neither Theo nor Remorse was aboard.
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			The Malady

			February 25, 1881

			The Roost arrived in Seville the following day, as Captain Wren had predicted. The parting from Wren and his crew left us rather wistful, for the final twenty hours were the most enjoyable we spent aboard. Released from their self-imposed subterfuge, the Australians were able to behave as they really were—that is, loud, inquisitive, and riotously good-humored.

			Much of the afternoon was spent in eager interrogation of our history and habits; they were infinitely curious about the world of New Occident and the Baldlands, which most had never seen. We found them less forthcoming about their Age, and we quickly learned that if we were to keep them cheerful, we were not to ask questions. But the evening was enjoyable as well, and we went to bed far too late and woke to find we had nearly docked. For the last portion of our journey, Captain Wren slowed the ship to a less astonishing speed, so as not to draw attention.

			As we disembarked in Seville, Captain Wren made us a gift of a watch on a heavy chain. While at first glance it seemed ordinary, a watch that might be found in any Boston shop, on closer inspection it proved to have twelve hours on its face, rather than twenty. It was Australian in more ways than this, according to Captain Wren. “I’m really not supposed to give you anything,” he said, “but as I’ve bent the rules so far already, I figured I may as well bend them a little more.” He turned the watch over. “If you press here, you’ll see that the back flips open.” We watched as he revealed a compartment with three bronze buttons the size of pinheads. “Think of this watch as a kind of magnet,” Wren explained, to our surprise, “that draws me to you should you ever need assistance. The top button will activate the magnet, and I will be alerted. Should you be in serious danger, do not hesitate to press it. I’ll find a way to reach you.”

			“What do the others do?” Bronson asked.

			“You won’t need them; they won’t be useful while you’re in the Papal States—or New Occident, for that matter.”

			“Thank you, Captain Wren, for all your kindness,” I said, pressing his hand. “I hope we never have an emergency that requires calling you, but this watch will serve as a wonderful reminder of you and the days we spent aboard the Roost.”

			After we said our good-byes, Wren sailed almost immediately, without so much as restocking his ship. He had explained that there were more than enough provisions in the hold, and that they needed to make up for lost time. We were left, rather forlornly, by ourselves on the streets of Seville.

			The city is probably quite beautiful, though I am sure we did not enjoy it as we might have. The mood of the populace was withdrawn and uneasy. On the way to the city center, we were nearly robbed twice, and it is only thanks to Bronson’s long sword and my passable Castilian that we arrived safely in the Jewish quarter, where we knew of a map store and an inn friendly to foreign travelers. Our information proved correct, and the elderly innkeeper demonstrated himself to be the kindest man we met in all the Papal States. Hearing we had nearly been robbed, Gilberto Jerez shook his head of white hair with exaggerated grief and thanked the heavens for our safe delivery. He showed us to our small but very clean room and fed us excessively with a stew of chicken and chickpeas and a dessert of figs and almonds.

			Though Seville was, on the whole, as backward and primitive as is to be expected of such an early Age, I would have stayed in Gilberto’s little inn quite happily for an entire month.

			If only the Fates had allowed us some foresight, so that we might have done so.

			Instead, we explained the urgency of our mission to the kindly Gilberto, who insisted the following day on accompanying us personally to the home of his nephew, a reliable if taciturn man of roughly my years by the name of Ildefonso. Gilberto had suggested that Ildefonso, who was a merchant and often traveled the route east, might accompany us to Murtea. Ildefonso admitted that he had no plans to travel for another few weeks in that direction, but we were able to persuade him to serve as our guide by offering fair payment in gold. Shadrack had told us, and he was right, that the Papal States value gold above all else. It is well known that in the Spains and their empire—that is to say, in the place that existed in our Age, hundreds of years earlier—gold was also valued highly. But, as with so many things, the world was not the same after the Great Disruption; the Papal States are not the Spains. In the Papal States, gold is valued above all else for a different reason.

			The dreaded Dark Age, which sits on the road between Seville and Granada, is thought to be the source of a plague known as lapena. Bruno had warned us of it in his letter, and his warning proved correct: even in Seville, where the other dangers of the Dark Age are proximate, the plague is the most feared.

			The illness begins with a marked wave of exhaustion and lethargy. The victim’s spirits become very downcast, such that all the world seems dark and oppressive. It has been described by survivors as a gradual loss of vision, so that the victim’s world seems to shrink from the edges outward. As the days pass, the victim languishes more and more, turning away all food and drink, feeling nothing for loved ones, and, finally, caring nothing for his or her own life. I have seen people afflicted with lapena, and I can confirm that it is terrible to witness. Usually, the victim dies slowly of thirst or starvation, making the grief of the victim’s family all the more terrible. It seems a choice, though clearly it is not; it is a disease that the sufferer has no power to resist. And there is one other thing which I should have mentioned at the start: lapena is contagious. Terribly so.

			There is no proven cure, but for reasons that physicians do not fully understand, there is one substance that on occasion has been observed to have an ameliorating or preventative effect: gold. More often than not, it has no effect at all. But rumor has it that the precious metal has more than once prevented the disease from taking root or even kept a sufferer from death. Gilberto himself told us that he had seen a distant relative cured after she was forced to look at her face in a mirror of beaten gold. But people have attempted far more radical cures: wearing a golden breastplate like a shield; drinking water mixed with gold flakes; even piercing the body with gold needles. For this reason, gold is in high demand in the Papal States, and every ounce of it is gathered for the purpose of warding off lapena.

			In any case, we arrived well equipped. We had spent a small fortune in Boston changing currency for gold in preparation for the journey, and we considered the gold we gave Ildefonso well spent if it would carry us to our destination safely. Shadrack had also equipped us with the best possible maps: his own of the Papal States, a glass map from a friend who had journeyed to Toledo a decade earlier, and a tea map to find lodging.

			I will say little of our journey east to Murtea, because thanks to Ildefonso it was mostly uneventful. We had thought that our gold was buying only his services as a guide, but perhaps due to Gilberto’s urging, or perhaps due to a surprising generosity, he brought along two cousins for additional protection. Ostensibly, they were to defend us from the cuatroala or “fourwing,” a fearsome beast, with, as the name would suggest, four wings; it resides in the Dark Age and ventures from that black forest to pillage and scavenge for food. We did not encounter any fourwings, but the presence of the two cousins, whom we only knew by their nicknames—“Rubio” and “El Sapo”—effectively dissuaded any highway robber who might have been tempted to make our journey difficult. Rubio, a tall, thin man with curly blond locks, carried a long sword and a dagger and made a great show of cleaning his teeth with the short blade whenever we stopped for a meal. El Sapo, who was nearly as wide as he was tall, had lost most of his teeth in previous brawls, and his callused fists were like clubs. Thanks to them and Ildefonso’s vaguely menacing silence, everyone left us to ourselves.

			The country outside of Seville was dry, even in February, and though Ildefonso considered it hilly, the landscape was in reality quite flat. We traveled on horseback, fed the horses at the roadside inns, and saw very little of the villages along the way. The farther east we traveled, the closer we came to the Dark Age, and we saw empty villages everywhere. The people in those villages still populated kept to themselves and were wary of strangers. We appreciated all the more that our guide was well-known on the route as a merchant. Instead of viewing us with suspicion, innkeepers almost universally accepted us without comment. It was evident, nonetheless, that the epidemic had done more than isolate the villages. It had also, to my eye, made the population generally sullen, unwelcoming, and hostile. As we continued along, encountering the hard faces of innkeepers and other travelers, I realized how exceptional Gilberto’s lively and generous outpouring of kindness had been.

			Our traveling companions had been very quiet on the last day of our journey; though, to be fair, they were rarely talkative. Rubio occasionally had moments of effervescent sociability, but for the most part they were a serious—that is to say, dull—trio of bodyguards. I was beginning to feel nervous about the encounter that lay before us. Either we would find Bruno dead, or we would be faced with an unpleasant confrontation with the village authorities. Riding into Murtea around midday, we asked directions from the sentry, and he pointed us to the sheriff’s office.

			Murtea was ringed by a stone wall, and once we had passed through its gate we found ourselves in a labyrinth of narrow streets, some of them cobbled, some of them dirt. It took several tries to reach the fountain at the village center and then locate beside it the sheriff’s office. Bronson and I rode in front, and our supposed guides, riding more and more slowly, followed. Here and there we passed villagers on the street, and they glanced at us warily and made no sign of welcome. When we finally found the sheriff’s office, we were greeted at the doorway—if such a scowl can be considered greeting—by a thin man wearing a long sword tipped with gold and a tattered black cape.

			We had agreed some days earlier that, while my Castilian was adequate, Ildefonso would be the one to ask the Murtean sheriff what had happened to Bruno. However, as we dismounted, I found that our three bodyguards were no longer beside us. Their horses stood with ours, seemingly as perplexed as Bronson and I; they shook their loose reins with surprised gratification. Looking quickly around the plaza, I realized that Ildefonso, Rubio, and El Sapo were sitting at some distance from each other, near the fountain. My first thought was that they were exhausted by the heat. But then, with dawning horror, I saw El Sapo fall to his side listlessly as if in a faint. He lay there, insensible to the dust and punishing sun. I knew then, without any doubt, what afflicted him. Bronson and I looked at each other, sharing the same, panicked thought: What are we to do?

			The decision was made for us. A woman we had not seen, who was standing in the shade of a building not far from the fountain, let out a piercing scream. “Lapena, lapena!” she cried, her voice rising to a shriek as she repeated the dread word over and over again, running from the plaza. Our three companions did not so much as move. Bronson and I turned as one to the sheriff, but he had already disappeared. For one deluded moment, we imagined we would go free. I think, to my shame, I actually contemplated riding off and leaving Ildefonso, Rubio, and El Sapo.

			Then four figures emerged from the sheriff’s office. They wore full suits of armor under white capes with hoods, and upon their faces were long-beaked masks of pounded gold. The white fabric of the capes glinted in the bright sunlight, and I realized that golden thread had been woven into the cloth. With their beaks and armor and white garments, the men seemed like strange, silent raptors. I recognized the sheriff only by the gold-tipped sword with which he held us at bay. While his three assistants strode purposefully toward the fountain, the sheriff curtly ordered us to raise our hands.

			In a rapid, unnerving procession, we were guided back out through the labyrinth of narrow streets. I heard some disturbance behind us, and I turned to see that the sheriff’s deputies had thrown Ildefonso, Rubio, and El Sapo face-down over their saddles and were leading them along behind us. Once again, I felt a wave of unfounded hope that they would simply turn us out of the village. It was not to be. After passing one shuttered window after another, we reached the now unmanned sentry post and stepped past the city walls onto the dry, featureless plain. We walked south, branching off the road we had arrived on, and I saw our destination on the slope of a hill: a low, long building of stone with grating on the open windows. It was the village jail, doubling as a station for quarantine, set at a safe distance from the village walls. The sheriff opened the door and motioned for us to enter. His deputies tied up the five horses and carried our inert guides into the dark jail.

			“Please, sir,” I begged him in Castilian. “Let me explain why we are here. We can leave at once if you will only tell us the whereabouts of our friend—a man who was imprisoned here some months ago  . . .” It was impossible to read the sheriff’s expression under the sinister golden beak, but his actions were clear enough. Forcing us into the jail at sword’s point, he threw the door closed behind us and locked it. Bronson and I were left there together in the darkness, along with three men who were already, inexorably, succumbing to lapena.
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			Keeping Secrets

			
			—1892, June 4: 13-Hour 27—

			Prior to the Disruption, law enforcement in Boston relied upon sheriffs, constables, and watchmen. In some parts of New Occident, this system is still in place. But beginning in the 1840s, many of the larger cities—namely Boston, New York, Charleston, and New Orleans—established police forces aimed at preventing and detecting crime. Since then, the police force has become a pillar of the criminal justice system in New Occident.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			CLUTCHING THE KNIFE and the blood-stained bundle of clothing, Theo sat perfectly still in the darkness, his back against the wardrobe wall. He breathed as quietly as he could and used the trick he always did when he needed to calm himself: he imagined himself watching from overhead. Beyond the wardrobe lay the map room, and beyond the map room stood the rest of house; East Ending Street spread out in either direction, and the streets he knew so well branched out from it until they filled the city and reached the bay. From that vantage point, he could see all the routes connecting him, in the wardrobe at 34 East Ending Street, to the innumerable places in the larger world. He wasn’t trapped—he was hiding. Watching from overhead reminded him that no matter what the circumstances, he could find a way out. There was always a way out.

			The police had taken Shadrack and Miles—the former calling for Sophia, the latter raging furiously—and left two officers guarding Bligh’s body. Theo heard them grumbling when they were assigned to stay behind.

			“When’s Grey coming, then?” one of the police officers asked the other, after more than half an hour had passed.

			“He’s on his way. Having his dinner at home, I heard, and wouldn’t be interrupted.”

			The two men shared a low chuckle. “And I heard he didn’t have a choice about it.”

			They laughed again. “You don’t have a daughter,” the officer with the older voice said more soberly. “They boss you something shocking.”

			“And you don’t have a Nettie Grey,” the younger man replied. “I met her last year when Grey got the medal. She asked me why we hadn’t arrested Juniper in the Park Street burglary.”

			“Fates above. How did she know about that?”

			“Grey tells her everything, the old fool. He’s all stone to us and all honey to her. Worships the ground she walks on. Makes her think she owns the whole of Boston.”

			“Terrifying.”

			“I’ll say. If it were me I wouldn’t interrupt dinner, either.”

			There was a noise overhead, and the officers fell silent. Theo heard slow, even steps descending the stairs. “Ives, Johnson,” said a level voice. “Good evening.”

			“Evening, Inspector Grey,” the older voice replied. “Not a good one though.”

			“So I see. Nothing has been moved?”

			“The two suspects made a bit of a mess before we could pin them.”

			“Which I suppose accounts for the carpet.”

			“Most likely, sir.”

			“Thank you. I’ll take a few minutes.”

			Silence ensued. Theo heard only quiet movements for almost half an hour, and he had to force himself to wait for their voices or their footsteps on the stairs. They are still here, he said to himself. Wait for them. Wait.

			Finally, Inspector Grey’s voice interrupted the silence. “Thank you. You may take the body. Is anyone else at home?”

			“The housekeeper is outside, sir. She arrived while we were here, and we’ve kept her waiting so as not to interfere.”

			“I’ll speak with her upstairs.”

			Theo heard first the even footsteps of Grey climbing the steps and then the messier sounds of the two officers moving and wrapping Bligh’s body. With sounds of effort they, too, left the map room.

			Theo stretched his legs with a sigh of relief. He would have to wait a while longer, but at least now he could move. The darkness made it impossible to check his watch. He sensed that it was nearing fifteen-hour. Sophia was surely waiting for him at the harbor, and he would not be there. He shook his head, telling himself that once she came home, she would understand.

			The footsteps above and the occasional high-pitched lament told him that Mrs. Clay was speaking with Grey. Their interview lasted some forty minutes, and then Theo waited roughly half that time again to be certain that the footsteps he heard overhead belonged to Mrs. Clay alone.

			Bundle and knife in hand, he climbed quietly out of the wardrobe, sidestepping the gruesome carpet and the overturned chair. He took the stairs silently and peered into the study. There was no one there. The house had grown ominously quiet. “Mrs. Clay?” he called.

			“Theo! Is that you?” A chair in the kitchen scraped against the floor, and Mrs. Clay rushed to meet him. She let out a shriek. “Fates above!”

			“This isn’t my blood—it’s Bligh’s.” She stared at him, uncomprehending. “These things are Shadrack’s; I had to take them.”

			Her eyes grew round with horror. “What have you done, Theo?”

			“I was with them when we found Bligh. I saw the knife, these gloves, and the robe—they’re Shadrack’s. So I took them and hid in the wardrobe.”

			“You’ve been in the wardrobe this whole time?”

			“Yes.” They stared at one another in silence. Theo was remembering the previous summer and considering the odd coincidence of being forced to take refuge twice in the basement wardrobe of 34 East Ending Street.

			Mrs. Clay was attempting to understand what had happened, and as yet she could not. “So the police did not see you?”

			“They didn’t see me.”

			“But what about those—things you’re holding? The police will want them.”

			Theo held the knife up meaningly, as if to remind her what it was. “Shadrack didn’t kill Bligh. But anyone who finds this will think he did. I had to take them.”

			“I need to sit down,” Mrs. Clay said. She walked back to the kitchen, and Theo followed her. “Put those horrible things in the sink.”

			“Is Sophia back?”

			“That is the other tragedy.” Mrs. Clay shook her head and took a piece of notepaper from her skirt pocket. “What on earth does this mean?”

			Theo could see it was in Sophia’s hand, and his stomach sank. “What does it say?”

			“‘Shadrack, I am sorry, but I had to go. You said to me last summer that I needed something to do. What was true then is true now. I will be in good company. And I’ve asked Calixta and Burr to meet me in Seville. Love, Sophia.’ She can’t really mean Seville?”

			“What time is it now?” Theo asked, ignoring the question. He wrapped the knife and gloves in the robe with the clean part on the outside and began washing his hands vigorously in the sink.

			“Fifteen-hour, fifteen. Your shirt has blood on it.”

			She’ll be back any moment now, Theo reassured himself. When I don’t show up, she’ll be upset, but she’ll just come home. He pulled off his shirt, dried his hands, and then joined Mrs. Clay at the kitchen table. “I think Sophia can explain it herself. She should be back soon. That letter . . . She and Shadrack had a little argument, that’s all.”

			“The Fates have turned against us,” Mrs. Clay said, her voice catching. “I can think of no other explanation. I have always warned Mr. Elli that his irreverence toward them would have consequences, but he would not listen.” She sniffled.

			“The Fates had nothing to do with it.” Theo took stock of the housekeeper’s disordered hair, her tears, and her ashen face. “Mrs. Clay,” he said more gently, reaching across the table to take her hand. “This wasn’t the Fates. It was Gordon Broadgirdle.”

			She blinked at him. “What do you mean?”

			“I have no doubt—it was him. He was here the other day threatening Shadrack, and this is just the kind of thing he would do. Commit some terrible crime and frame someone else for it.”

			“But he’s a member of parliament.”

			Theo gave a dry laugh. “He is now, sure, but he hasn’t always been. He’s a scoundrel, through and through.”

			“You speak as if you know him.”

			“I do.” Theo dropped her hand and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. He could see how the next month would unfold, as clearly as he could see his escape route from Boston. Sophia would come back to the house, and she would be devastated to find her uncle in prison. The evidence would all, neatly and precisely, confirm Shadrack’s guilt. A plodding procession of criminal justice officials would convict Shadrack and Miles of murder. Broadgirdle, the unseen architect of the entire grotesque edifice, would chuckle in the background, enjoying the spectacle.

			Theo saw his escape route crumbling as if it had been built of sand. The motto that had served him well for many years, “Every man for himself,” was of no help here. What will happen to Sophia? Theo thought. She can’t fix this by herself, nor can Mrs. Clay. He could not imagine abandoning Shadrack and Miles now, not while he had a chance to prevent what would happen. Indeed, he was perhaps the only person who could prevent it, since he knew with certainty who was responsible.

			The thought of confronting Broadgirdle made him quail. But that won’t happen, Theo thought firmly. I don’t have to talk to him or even see him. I just have to prove he’s guilty.

			He realized that Mrs. Clay was waiting for him to speak. “I know him from before,” he said. “Before I met all of you. When I lived in the Baldlands.”

			“Do you mean to say that he is not from New Occident?”

			“That’s right.”

			“But no one knows this. He pretends to be from Boston.” Mrs. Clay twisted her handkerchief. “He has no right to be in parliament!”

			“You got it. He’s just like us—forged papers and everything, I’ll bet.”

			“You must tell someone! Now—at once. Someone in parliament.”

			“That’s not a good idea.”

			“Why not? It’s an obligation, Theo! You must.”

			Theo wanted to tell Mrs. Clay the truth, and in fact he had planned to, so that she would see the rightness of what he intended. But now the words he had meant to say lodged somewhere in his chest, and other words—easier words that felt so much more palatable and that were not, in fact, entirely untrue—took their place. “Here’s the thing. Remember the other night, when Bligh asked Shadrack about leverage?” She nodded. “You know what Broadgirdle does with leverage? He blackmails people.”

			Mrs. Clay stared at him. “But Shadrack has not done anything wrong.”

			“We don’t know what kind of leverage Broadgirdle has. It could be something we don’t know about—something from his past.” He felt a twinge as he said it; the words cut unexpectedly close. “If we just go to parliament and burst out with it—‘Broadgirdle is not from New Occident!’—he might do the same with what he has on Shadrack.”

			“I see what you mean,” she said slowly. “But who is he? You still haven’t told me.”

			Theo opened his mouth to speak, not knowing what he would say until the words were out. “He was a banker on the Baldlands side of the border. He made a fortune off of railroad speculators—took their money and then found some dirty secret they were keeping and made it impossible for that money to ever leave. I saw it happen to more than a dozen people.” It sounded plausible. And it fit the circumstances of their present dilemma perfectly.

			“How did you find out?” Mrs. Clay asked, more horrified than doubtful.

			“Friend of mine who worked at the bank,” he said matter-of-factly.

			“That’s simply appalling!”

			“Yes,” Theo agreed. “Appalling.” And not half as bad as the truth, he thought.
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			Verity Revealed

			
			—1892, June 4: 15-Hour 15—

			Before the plague began to take its terrible toll, pilgrims from Ages near and far would travel to the Papal States to visit the shrines decorating the peninsula like so many precious jewels: monuments to the wondrous miracles that have taken place in this once-blessèd land. Now the shrines are less trafficked, and some have, tragically, fallen into decay. But the miracles they preserve within their crumbling walls are no less marvelous today than they were then.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 
Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			SOPHIA RACED BACK toward her cabin, trying to ignore the returning nausea that she had overcome at such a high cost. They must have put Theo in a different cabin, she told herself. He got caught up talking to someone. Or he’s exploring the ship. She felt a flash of frustration. Of course he would forget to come find me. It struck her as strange that Remorse had not visited her, either, but perhaps she had obligations to do with the mission.

			She worked her way down the covered passageway, noticing that all of the cabin doors were open and the rooms were empty. Why is there no one here? she wondered uneasily. She went up the first flight of stairs that she encountered and found a passageway identical to the one below—also empty. The fantastical, unreasonable thought flashed through her mind that she was the only passenger aboard. She could not help but remember Grandmother Pearl’s story aboard the Swan, about a Lachrima who had been set adrift on a ship it would not abandon. Sophia took a deep breath to steady her nerves and her stomach. I’m not thinking clearly, she told herself firmly. There is an explanation for this.

			A moment later, she discovered it. From a large room at the end of the passageway came the smell of roasted chicken; it turned her stomach, even as it reminded her that she was very hungry. Some thirty Nihilismians were sitting at three long dining tables, eating and conversing quietly. Sophia tumbled through the doorway. She could not see Remorse or Theo, but then again there were so many people and she was having difficulty taking them all in.

			As she hesitated, a tall man with a gray mustache rose from his seat and approached her. “Miss Tims,” he greeted her with a slight bow. “I am Captain Ponder. Are you feeling better?”

			Sophia looked at him, baffled. “I am still seasick,” she said. “I am looking for my travel companions—Theodore and Remorse.”

			The captain paused a moment. Then he turned and beckoned to the middle-aged man who had ushered her aboard ship. Wiping his mouth quickly with his napkin, he joined them. “Yes, Captain?”

			“Miss Tims is asking after her guest, Theodore Constantine Thackary.”

			The man gave her an apologetic look. “I am afraid he did not arrive, Miss Tims. I was standing where you saw me the entire afternoon, welcoming passengers until fifteen-hour.”

			“There was no note, or anything?” she asked weakly.

			“I am sorry. No.”

			Sophia swallowed hard. “I see. What about Remorse?”

			“Thank you, Veering,” the captain said, dismissing the man. “Remorse suspected that you would be unwell and chose not to disturb you,” he told Sophia, “asking that we do the same. She left this for you.” He took an envelope from his jacket and withdrew an envelope.

			Sophia took it numbly. “Do you mean she isn’t here?”

			The captain cleared his throat. “Did you expect her to be? Perhaps there has been some misunderstanding. Remorse is not aboard the Verity.”

			“But she is sailing to the Papal States for her mission.”

			The captain met her with silence. Then he spoke carefully. “This is not the case. Remorse booked a ticket for you, Every Tims, and your guest some weeks ago, but never for herself. You are Every Tims?”

			Sophia stared at him, stunned. “Yes,” she said, her voice just above a whisper.

			“I cannot say how this misunderstanding arose, but perhaps the letter holds some explanation.” Taking Sophia by the elbow, he led her to an armchair at the side of the dining room. “If you are feeling well enough afterward, please join us for the evening meal.”

			Sophia watched in silence as Captain Ponder returned to his seat. Then, with shaking hands, she opened the envelope.

			Sophia—

			I apologize for what will seem a terrible deception. It is a deception, but a necessary one. Maintain that you are traveling to the Papal States as Every Tims, and the captain will look after you well. He has sailed this route many times, and you are certain to have an uneventful journey. Ponder is more open-minded than other Nihilismians, and you will find him not discourteous to your uncle.

			You and Shadrack will be met in Seville by my associate, who will mention me by name. I expect he will also explain the need for this elaborate ruse more fully. There is something else: I have left cargo in the hold marked with your name. Give the cargo to my associate when you disembark, and he will get you access to the diary.

			Sophia, I am sorry that I could not travel with you, and I am sorry for my deceit. There are reasons why I must remain in Boston. However my actions may appear, please believe in my good intentions. This was a good decision, truly. You will not regret it.

			Your friend,

			Cassia (Remorse)

			The letter fell from her hands. Sophia did not notice. Looking up at the dining room, she realized fully what had occurred. She was traveling alone across the Atlantic, under a false identity, on a ship full of strangers, to meet another stranger. She understood, then, that this had not been a good decision at all: it was the most thoughtless, dangerous, misguided thing she had ever done.
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			Losing Bligh

			
			—1892, June 4: 17-Hour 17—

			Members of parliament pay for their seats and, based upon their views, fall in with one party or another. Every six years, voters in New Occident select which of these parties will designate the prime minister, who must already be an MP. Almost invariably, the prime minister chosen by the elected party is already a popular party leader.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			GORDON BROADGIRDLE STOOD in front of the full-length mirror in his office, surveying his ensemble. He understood, in a way many of his colleagues in parliament did not, that a man’s appearance could make the difference between success and failure. Those who admired MP Broadgirdle, which was to say most of parliament and the larger part of Boston, called him “handsome”; those who feared him, which was to say everyone who knew him, called him “imposing”; and those who feared but did not admire him called him nothing at all.

			The very few brave enough to admit that something about the handsome, imposing member of parliament made them uneasy had difficulty explaining why. Perhaps it had to do with how he parted his thick black hair right down the center of his sizable head, making a severe white line down his skull. Or perhaps it had to do with how his piercing black eyes seemed to say one thing from beneath his dark brows, while his words said another. Or perhaps it had to do with the thin mustache that clung to his upper lip like a centipede, spindly above the imposing black beard that covered much of his face. The centipede seemed to have a mind of its own. When Broadgirdle smiled, it squirmed unpleasantly.

			He caressed one end of the centipede now with a large hand, white-powdered and finely manicured; his other hand rested on his broad chest. It was a great matter of pride that his name matched his girth, and he relished the intimidating effect of his presence. It was enough to walk into a room and advance purposefully toward a slim or average-sized man, then stare down at him from a great height, like a mountain contemplating a rickety cart at its base. People who laughed at Broadgirdle’s name before meeting him were invariably reduced to silence when presented with the massive chest, the formidable black beard, and the piercing stare.

			Broadgirdle used this to his advantage. He relied on his appearance as the primary instrument of blunt force, and he reserved his words for when they were most needed. This had the effect of making those words, when he used them, seem all the more potent.

			He turned away from the mirror and examined the speech he had prepared for this occasion. It filled three white pages, and he looked it over once more, mouthing the words as he would deliver them to the Boston public, which was anxiously waiting to hear whether the rumors regarding the prime minister’s murder were just that—rumors—or whether they were based on fact.

			A light knock at the door indicated that the time had arrived. Notes in powdered hand, he strode to the door. Accompanied by his assistant, he proceeded to the long colonnade that looked out onto the steps of the State House. The crowd below, which poured out across the steps and onto Boston Common, buzzed like a hive. Its palpable anxiety was tinged with an edge of morbid excitement.

			Alone, Broadgirdle walked to the center of the colonnade and stepped up to the dais so that he was clearly visible to all below. As he came into sight the crowd hushed in a wave that fanned outward until it reached the very edges of the common. Broadgirdle waited, calm and confident.

			The task of announcing Bligh’s murder should have fallen to the parliament’s majority leader. But Broadgirdle, the minority leader, had asked to do it, and everyone was too afraid of him to refuse. Ostensibly, they had chosen Broadgirdle because of his voice—and it was true that along with his size and his stare, his voice was powerful. Rich and stentorian, it rang like the deep pealing of bells when he spoke before an audience. In private, he moderated it to a restrained but forceful current. He waited now, gazing down, until everyone in the crowd was silent. Then he spoke.

			“People of Boston, friends. My colleagues in parliament have asked me to make this urgent announcement because of the extraordinary turn of events that has taken place today.” He paused, and let his words hang over the crowd. No one stirred. It seemed the entire city was listening.

			“As you know, Prime Minister Cyril Bligh and I have had our differences these last few months. We have had different visions for New Occident. I wished to see a nation that was mighty in its dominance. Cyril wished to see a nation that was mighty in its compassion. These are fundamentally different ways of viewing the nation, and the world.” He paused again, and it almost seemed that his audience had grown even quieter. “It made me terribly happy,” he said, and the centipede curled awkwardly as Broadgirdle smiled, “when only three days ago our visions became radically more compatible. Cyril expressed to me his change of heart, and his desire to follow the plan I have advanced to him since the winter—the plan to unify our Western Age by force, where necessary; by expansion, where advantageous; and indeed by compassion, where possible.”

			There was wave of murmuring below: whispers of disbelief and confusion. Broadgirdle waited only a moment before moving on. “Unfortunately, by so doing, by agreeing to my plan for asserting the dominance of New Occident, Cyril made my enemies his enemies. Shadrack Elli and Miles Countryman, two of Cyril’s closest supporters, suddenly became his fiercest foes. And the foreigner who had been living secretly with Cyril these many months, an Eerie woman by the name of Goldenrod, no doubt resented his change of heart.” Broadgirdle unrolled the last sentence with a faint sneer and heavy innuendo, and the crowd obligingly gasped.

			“I am sadly accustomed to the malicious retribution of my opponents and their underhanded methods. I am thereby prepared to deal with them. Cyril, as a man championing compassion even in the face of certain aggression, was not so accustomed or so prepared.

			“I regret very much to tell you that today, this afternoon, Prime Minister Cyril Bligh was found murdered.

			“The prime minister is dead. May he rest in peace.”

			Broadgirdle had intentionally planned his speech so that the announcement of Bligh’s death would be his final words. He knew that once the words were out the public would erupt, and he was right. A roar rose from the crowd that was part wail of lament, part howl of outrage, part cry of incomprehension. The hive had been attacked, and it swarmed now, fierce and angry and confused.

			Broadgirdle turned his massive back on the confusion and left the dais. The members of parliament who stood by the colonnade waited to shake his hand as he passed. Even the members of his own party were a little taken aback by how he had managed to insult the prime minister while seeming to eulogize him and how he had used the opportunity of Bligh’s death to make a political gambit. But they were accustomed to Broadgirdle’s bold moves, and those who had been bold enough in turn to confront him had, without exception, lived to regret it. So, one by one, his colleagues congratulated him as he walked by—some sincerely, some more ambivalently; all of them fearfully.

			Once back in his office, Broadgirdle put the speech aside to be filed and called to his assistant, a thin wisp of a man by the name of Bertram Peel. Duly scurrying to his side, Peel prepared the wooden writing desk he carried everywhere: he smoothed the paper, lifted the pencil, and looked up expectantly as he always did, at the ready.

			Bertie Peel was Broadgirdle’s greatest admirer, which was just as well, because they spent most of every day together. There is a certain kind of person who, from many years of being bullied, becomes convinced that bullies run the world, and that if they run the world they must have a right to run the world, and that if they have a right to run the world they must be running it as it is supposed to be run.

			Peel was such a person, and from this conviction he derived a great admiration for the greatest bully of them all, Gordon Broadgirdle. To Peel, Broadgirdle was a figure to be carefully observed and emulated, for even if he could never hold sway as Broadgirdle did, it fell upon him—Peel—to do his very best to try. So, in imitation of his supervisor’s habits, Peel made a vigorous center part down the middle of his head, kept well-powdered hands, and cultivated a wilted centipede of a mustache. He looked like a younger, emaciated version of Broadgirdle, which made the supposedly handsome and imposing MP appear all the more so.

			“I would like you to take a letter to our accused minister, Shadrack Elli.”

			“Certainly, sir.” Peel waited expectantly.

			“Dear Minister Elli, comma. I was aggrieved and shocked to hear of your wrongful arrest in connection with our prime minister’s death, full stop. I would like nothing more than to see you restored to freedom, full stop. In the meantime, comma, please do not hesitate to contact me if I can be of any assistance, full stop. Yours sincerely, et cetera. And deliver the letter by hand, Peel. Wait for a reply. He will say ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ We have already agreed on terms. If they do not allow correspondence put through at the jail, you will let me know, and I will speak to the warden.”

			“Very well, sir.”

			“And on your way back from police headquarters, stop by my house and tell my housekeeper to bring dinner to the State House. We have a long night of work ahead of us, Peel.”

			“Yes, we do, sir. Thank you, sir.” Peel scribbled a final note to himself so he would not forget about the dinner, and then he turned on his heel, trembling but also slightly exhilarated, as he always was when Gordon Broadgirdle, MP, showed the world what he was made of.

			—17-Hour 57—

			THEO SAW THE dispersing crowd as he made his way back to East Ending Street from Boston Harbor. When he arrived, he found Inspector Grey sitting at the kitchen table with Mrs. Clay, the one writing notes tirelessly in his notebook while the other sat rigidly, eyes damp from recent tears.

			“Inspector Grey is here to speak with you and Sophia,” Mrs. Clay said. “I told him I was worried, since you took off again so soon after coming home.” She gave him a significant look.

			Grey stood up and offered Theo his hand. “If you have a moment, I have some questions for you, young man.”

			Theo disliked anyone who called him “young man,” but he had a feeling Inspector Grey used the words more out of thoughtlessness than condescension. He seemed like the type who followed rules without ever pausing to consider what use they served. “Of course,” Theo said, attempting to strike a balance between helpful and aggrieved. “Anything I can do.”

			“Is Sophia Tims not with you?”

			“I’m afraid not,” Theo answered gravely, avoiding Mrs. Clay’s eyes. “It seems she has sailed to the Papal States.”

			“What?” Mrs. Clay exclaimed.

			Grey looked from her to Theo. “This was unexpected?”

			“She had spoken of her plans to me and to Shadrack. But she came to a decision very recently.”

			Mrs. Clay burst into tears. “I can’t believe it,” she said, burying her face in her handkerchief.

			“Why is she sailing to the Papal States?”

			“Sophia’s parents disappeared when she was very young. They were explorers. She recently learned of a clue to their whereabouts in Granada.”

			Grey eyed him in silence. “I see,” he finally said. He bent over his notebook and wrote quietly. “And where were you this morning and afternoon?”

			“I was here in the morning,” Theo said truthfully. “Then I went to meet Sophia at the public library. She never showed up.” He felt an unexpected pang of guilt at his words. They made him imagine how Sophia must have waited and waited at the harbor, finally accepting that he would not arrive. Had she suspected that something had detained him? Or had she assumed that he had simply failed her? “I came home and Mrs. Clay told me what had happened and that Sophia wasn’t here. I realized she might have left for the Papal States. So I went to the harbor. Her name is on a manifest for a ship called the Verity. It sailed at fifteen-hour.”

			Mrs. Clay sobbed into her handkerchief.

			“Fifteen-hour,” Grey repeated. “Several hours after Bligh was found. Had you seen Sophia at home earlier in the day?”

			Theo couldn’t believe Grey would consider a fourteen-year-old girl a likely murder suspect, but apparently the possibility did not strike the detective as too far-fetched. He was a rule follower, no doubt about it. “She left in the early morning. This was always the day she had in mind for leaving,” he said pointedly. “I just didn’t think she would go.”

			“These circumstances will need to be examined further,” Grey said, his expression grim. “When will Miss Tims return?”

			“Friends of ours are meeting her in Seville at the end of the month,” Theo said.

			Mrs. Clay looked up hopefully. “Are they?”

			“She should come back with them in July.”

			Grey shook his head. “That is much too late for my purposes.” He made a brief note. “I will need to see your identity papers.”

			Theo rose from his chair. “They’re just upstairs.”

			Grey eyed him placidly. “You should know better, young man. I was saying the same to Mrs. Clay. As foreigners, you would be well-advised to carry your papers with you always.”

			Theo gave him an easy grin. “What a good idea. It never occurred to me.” He left the kitchen and returned a minute later with his papers.

			Grey looked them over. Then he took Theo’s identity papers and Mrs. Clay’s, which lay on the table, and tucked them into his jacket. “I will keep these for the time being.”

			“That will make it tough to carry them around with me,” Theo said with a wry smile.

			“Not at all,” Grey replied calmly. “You and Mrs. Clay will be confined to 34 East Ending Street for the duration of this investigation.”

			“What?” she exclaimed. “But we’ve done nothing wrong!”

			“Perhaps not,” conceded Grey. “And yet this is a very serious crime, and it took place in this house. No one is above suspicion. Especially foreigners.”

			There was a long silence.

			“We aren’t foreigners,” Theo said quietly. “We live here now.”

			Grey rose from his chair, ignoring the comment. “There will be officers at the side door and front door at all times.”

			Mrs. Clay put her face in her handkerchief and filled it with quiet sobs. Theo fixed Grey with a cold stare. “It will be difficult to eat if we can’t leave the house for groceries.”

			“An officer will accompany you for essential errands. Naturally, if you are found alone beyond the confines of the house, it will be difficult to interpret it as anything other than willful uncooperativeness. And it will be necessary to arrest you.”

			“This isn’t right,” Mrs. Clay said feebly.

			“What isn’t right, madam, is the murder of a prime minister. Bear that in mind as you consider what is right and what is wrong.”
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			Verity’s Helm

			
			—1892, June—

			None know whence the Dark Age emerged. It offers a window onto a distant past too terrible to contemplate. Like a fatal leech on the fair skin of the States, it clings tenaciously to the peninsula. Only the labors of the Orders, particularly the Order of the Golden Cross, keep the dangers of the Dark Age at bay.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 
Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			SOPHIA AGONIZED OVER whether she should demand that the Verity return her to Boston Harbor. She had no notion of how difficult it would be nor how kindly the captain would respond. And then there was Theo’s absence. Why had he not appeared? What could have stopped him? She felt injured by his betrayal one moment and worried on his behalf the next. Various possibilities occurred to her, none of them satisfying: Miles had asked for his company north into the snows, and Theo had decided to go; Shadrack had found her note and extracted an explanation; some terrible accident had befallen him on the way to the harbor. They all seemed possible and impossible, and her mind would not settle. One day she felt certain he had let her down; the next she felt just as certain he never willingly would have.

			Nor could she fathom Remorse’s deception. For several days, as she learned the rhythm of the Verity and its passengers, she contemplated her conversations with the archivist, aghast at her own inadequate sense of judgment. How could I have trusted her so easily? What was I thinking? This is what comes of lying to Shadrack. And lying at the archive. She went over and over the decisions she had made. I should never have gone to the archive alone. I should have told Shadrack about the pamphlet. I should have waited for Theo at the harbor. I should have wondered why Remorse wasn’t aboard. I should have wondered why she was helping me. Sophia could see now, in hindsight, that her eagerness to find the diary and her willingness to trust the signs given by the Fates had made her rash and impulsive, qualities she sometimes admired in others but could not live with in herself.

			With time, her storm of vexation subsided. She was able to look past the humiliation, and she gradually reconciled herself to the circumstances. However foolish the route she had taken to reach it, the diary was still worth searching for. More—it was worth any number of humiliations. I would do it all again if it meant getting the diary, Sophia said to herself resolutely. And so she focused on what lay ahead. Though she had no conception of why or how, someone who could lead her to Minna’s diary was going to meet her in Seville. She reminded herself of this as she clutched her spool of silver thread and hoped, fiercely, that even this misstep was part of the plan. And if I’m being fooled again, she thought, at least I know I can count on Burr and Calixta to meet me there in July.

			Captain Ponder, just as Remorse had promised, was a very able captain. Smooth sailing left Sophia to worry about her own journey, rather than the Verity’s. The Nihilismians politely ignored her. It became clear that they considered her a recent convert, one who had not yet learned to fully school her demeanor and was thereby prone to unseemly displays of emotion. They gave her a wide berth.

			Sophia had no difficulty politely ignoring them back. For the first few days, she was too busy battling the seasickness and her dismay. When she grew tired of rebuking herself and decided to follow the path set before her, she turned her attention to the beaded map, which had remained untouched in her pack.

			With a sigh, Sophia unrolled the beaded map and set it on the little desk of her cabin. Placing her fingers on the linen sent her into the dry, changeless, and stationary landscape of the Papal States. To her surprise, the seasickness vanished. From then on, she took refuge in the barren land for long hours of the day, and sometimes when she emerged from it, the sense of solidity stayed with her long enough to keep the nausea at bay a short while.

			Sophia slipped into a routine. She fell asleep at night in the landscape of the beaded map, where the dark night sky, heavy with stars, was wonderfully still. She awoke with a lurching stomach at dawn. She retreated into the map again for an hour to calm herself before joining the Nihilismians at breakfast. In the morning, she read Esparragosa. After lunch, she wrote in her notebook and sat on the deck if the weather was fair. After dinner, she withdrew into the beaded map again, letting the brilliant sunsets remind her that somewhere, beyond the turbulent waters, lay a land where she would find firm footing.

			The map was limitless. She could spend years drifting through its landscapes. But Esparragosa was finite, and she found herself rereading him by the end of the first week. Captain Ponder surprised her on the eighth day of the journey by arriving in her cabin with a pile of books. “I cannot take credit for noticing,” he said quietly, “but another passenger observed that you were wanting in reading material. You will find my cabin well stocked, and you should feel welcome to borrow from it when you are finished with these.”

			He had brought her other histories of the Papal States. One recounted the history of the plague. Another described the Order of the Golden Cross. A third, entirely on the Dark Age, was written by none other than Fulgencio Esparragosa. Sophia dove into them with pleasure, deeply grateful to the Nihilismians for their consideration—however careful they might be to conceal it.

			She had heard of the Dark Age, but even among Shadrack’s wide circle of explorers, none had traveled to it. “To the inhabitants of the Papal States,” Esparragosa’s volume began, “the Dark Age is both familiar and strange.”

			It is familiar because we all live in its shadow, and strange because however proximate it is, we do not know it well. Soon after the Disruption, the Papacy forbade travel into the Dark Age. Its borders are patrolled by the Order of the Golden Cross. And yet the Order cannot watch the entire perimeter at every moment, and people continually pass in—to their great peril. The Spines or Espinas, with their iridescent black trunks and branches, bear thorns like teeth on every limb. Their bite, occasioned by even a slight breeze, is fatal. The Fourwing is the avian sister to the Spine: its iridescent black feathers catch and reflect the sun. Its sharp talons and beak, a more muted black, are as ferocious as its yellow eye. Fully as tall as a man, the Fourwing will devour a flock of sheep, chase away the horses, and drive an entire family from its home to lay eggs. They are now rarer, having been hunted indefatigably by the Orders in the early decades. And yet none of these horrors is so deadly as the Plague, lapena, which has already taken so many lives.

			The volume you have in your hands recounts the history of the Dark Age as it is known to cartologers today, though you must recognize, dear reader, that this knowledge is riddled with holes and embellished with fictions. Only a cartological expedition into the Dark Age, sent for the purposes of exploration, will result in a true history.

			Sophia smiled wistfully to herself, recognizing in Esparragosa’s writing the same spirit of exploration that motivated Shadrack. And so, even on a ship full of strangers, she felt rather more at home.

			• • •

			ON THE SECOND week of the journey, Sophia saw Minna again. Her absence had been disheartening, but not surprising. Without understanding what the specter was or how it appeared, Sophia had assumed it remained earthbound. She was wrong.

			It happened at dusk, when Sophia emerged from reading the beaded map and found that she felt well enough to go out on deck. She walked along it slowly, taking deep breaths and feeling grateful for her settled stomach. The moon, heavy and yellow, hung low in the cloudless sky.

			She saw a shape several paces away. At first, she thought it was one of the Nihilismians, taking the night air as she was. Then she realized the figure was faintly luminous, as if touched by the moonlight. She stopped. The figure turned and approached, though its face was still indecipherable. Then it spoke, and Sophia felt a jolt of recognition as the voice reached her. “Do not regret those you leave behind.” Sophia started and took a step backward. “Do not regret those you leave behind.”

			“How are you here?” Sophia asked, her voice shaking.

			“Do not regret those you leave behind.”

			“Why not?” she whispered.

			“Miss Tims?” A stern voice called her to attention, and she turned to find Captain Ponder standing in a nearby doorway. “Is everything well?”

			Sophia looked back at Minna, but she was gone. She shook her head, dazed. “I thought I saw something. Someone.”

			Captain Ponder observed her for a moment. “I have been to Seville every year for the last decade, and word has reached me of a new peril emerging from the Dark Age.”

			“What is it?” Sophia asked, her throat tight.

			“Wraiths that appear from among the spines. They lure the living away, into the dark forest, never to be seen again.”

			Sophia said nothing.

			“The Papal States are not as they should be, as they were in the Age of Verity.” He paused. “Dangerous illusions abound. You know this better than most: ‘Every vision around you is false, every object an illusion, every sentiment as false as a dream.’”

			“Truth of Amitto,” Sophia said reflexively. But her thoughts rebelled. She could not believe that the beloved figure that had guided her this far was a terrible wraith from the Dark Age. It was impossible. “Good night, Captain Ponder.” She turned her back on the captain and slowly made her way back to cabin 7.
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			The Road to Ausentinia

			March 15, 1881

			Rubio died on the sixth day, and Ildefonso and El Sapo died on the seventh. Whatever food and water Bronson and I did not consume remained untouched, and our jailers observed these signs without comment. For several days the fear that we, too, would fall ill paralyzed us. I think at times the fear itself was enough to make me lose my appetite. Watching three grown men kill themselves slowly, passing out of the world as if they had never belonged to it, was horrifying.

			As the days wore on, Bronson and I realized that we remained, somehow, unaffected. I was frightened and disheartened, but I still wanted to live. Every morning when I awoke I searched Bronson’s face with apprehension, terrified that I would find there the weary indifference that marked the first signs of the plague. But every morning he bore an anxious concern that mirrored mine. The desperate wish to escape, to flee that plagued continent, to return to our dearest Sophia, shone brightly in his eyes.

			We had pressed the button on Wren’s watch on the first day and every day since, but nothing came of it. I still held out hope that he might arrive—with a ship like the Roost, anything was possible. But perhaps my hope was naive.

			Even more naive was our hope that resisting the plague would be our deliverance. Surely they could not keep us quarantined if we were not ill? But on the eighth day, after the sheriff’s men in golden masks had carried away the corpses and burned them on the plain beside the jail, we discovered our error.

			We were visited by the sheriff and two other men: a scribe in black robes with a portable desk who wrote down every word of our long exchange, and a small, plump man in red and white robes. Like the sheriff’s men, he wore a beaked mask made out of pounded gold and a magnificent golden cross on a gold chain across his chest. From the sheriff’s explanation, I understood the second man to be Murtea’s priest. Communicating through the barred window, the priest asked us a series of questions, all the while clasping his pudgy, rather dirty hands reverently over his belly.

			“State your names and place of origin.”

			“Minna and Bronson Tims of Boston in New Occident.”

			“Why does your husband not answer?” the priest asked. I could not make out his expression behind the golden mask, but the tone of disapproval was unmistakable.

			“He does not speak Castilian.”

			There was a short pause. “Very well,” the priest said, making clear that it was not. “Why have you traveled to the Papal States?”

			“We came here to find news of our friend, Bruno Casavetti, who contacted us some months ago. I believe he was here, in Murtea. Was he here? Can you tell us where he is now?”

			This caused some consternation. The three men consulted with each other, and though they spoke too rapidly and quietly for me to follow their entire conversation, I heard the name “Rosemary” and the word brujo—meaning “witch”—repeatedly.

			When the priest turned back to us, it seemed that they had already formed some conclusion, for his line of questioning changed. “By what spells or dark arts do you repel the plague?”

			I was so stunned that I could not reply. “What did he say?” Bronson asked.

			“He asked what spells we use to protect ourselves from the plague,” I said, aghast.

			“Fates above,” he murmured. “This bodes ill.”

			I turned back to the cleric. “We are astonished by your question. We do not believe in spells or dark arts. We have no more idea than you do why we did not catch the disease carried by our companions. Truly, it is entirely a mystery to us.”

			“You do not believe in the dark arts?” the priest said, his voice hard. “You deny the existence of such dangerous evil?”

			“Please,” I said quickly, realizing my mistake, “we do not know what to believe. This illness and the means of treating it are entirely unknown to us. What I meant to say is that we have no knowledge of any spells or dark arts.”

			The priest and sheriff conferred once more, while the scribe diligently took notes. This time I understood nothing of their conversation, and when the priest faced me again, an air of dismissal evident in his every movement, I felt a terrible sense of foreboding. “Your sentence will be determined by midday tomorrow and communicated to you by the sheriff.” Without another word, he began to walk away, followed by the other two men.

			“Please!” I called after him. “Please let us go on our way and we promise never to return. We are not ill! We will cause you no harm.”

			They made no sign of having heard me, but continued without pause toward the walled village of Murtea, kicking up a cloud of dust in their wake.

			The relief we had felt at escaping the plague gave way to a contained panic. Bronson spent the long afternoon trying to weaken the mortar holding the bars on the rear window, and I began writing this account with the notepaper in my pack. My thoughts turned somber. I began to feel that escape would be impossible, and that whatever dread fate had befallen Bruno would befall us, too. I did not regret that we had responded to his call for aid, but I regretted with all my heart that we had arrived so precipitously and thereby placed ourselves in peril. We might have stayed longer with Gilberto Jerez. We might have sent someone on ahead of us to inquire what had happened. We might have called upon the authority of the bishop in Seville. All the alternatives seemed, from the vantage point of the Murtea jail, wiser than the one we had chosen.

			As the afternoon darkened into dusk, Bronson abandoned his hopeless task at the window and I put down my pen. I lost track of time as I wandered down the dark pathways of what might have been, before Bronson finally recalled me to the present. We sat in the growing darkness, our hands entwined, not speaking. But our thoughts traveled together over the past, lingering on Sophia and the world we had left behind in Boston. The sun set, and our spirits sank with it.

			Then, as the hours dragged, we were surprised to hear a light footstep approaching the jail. Had the sheriff arrived with our sentence? We rose and went to the barred window. But it was not the sheriff. We saw a girl—no more than twelve or thirteen years of age—approaching us.

			She wore a long dress and a shawl that covered her head. When she reached the window of the jail, she lowered the shawl so that we could see her face in the faltering light. “You are friends of Bruno?” she asked in slightly accented English.

			“Yes,” I answered, surprised. My mind leaped to the letter he had sent us. “Are you Rosemary?”

			She nodded.

			“Thank the Fates,” Bronson exclaimed. “We have found you. Or you have found us. We received the letter you sent for Bruno. Is he here? Is he well?”

			Rosemary bit her lip. Her eyes were filled with sorrow. “He is not here. He was sentenced in December, only a week after I sent the letter.”

			Bronson and I were dumbstruck. Our worst fears had come true. “What was his sentence?” I asked hoarsely.

			“He was banished to the hills north of here to follow the señas perdidas. The lost signs—the paths that once led to Ausentinia.”

			“Banished?” I echoed. “But then he is alive? We could find him by also following these—lost signs?”

			“I fear not. I will explain it to you. I have come here partly for this purpose, to explain to you what happened to Bruno, because I fear,” she paused, “it is the same as what will happen to you.” She fell silent. “It is difficult to tell.”

			“We understand, Rosemary.” I was suddenly conscious of the risk she must have taken to visit us. “We appreciate your generosity in bringing us this news. Yours is the only kind word we have had since arriving here.”

			Rosemary looked pained, but she nodded. “I will tell you what happened to Bruno.” She paused. “It all happened because of Ausentinia.”

			“Ausentinia?” I echoed.

			“Yes.” She sighed. “Ausentinia. For as long as we in Murtea can remember, there has been another Age in the hills to the north—the hills of Ausentinia. My mother told me of it from the time I was very little, before I ever visited myself.

			“From the moment you cross the stone bridge into the hills, you leave our Age behind. The paths through the hills are a labyrinth—mysterious and changing paths, that shift every time you turn your head. Yet every traveler knew how to find the way. At each juncture in the road, there is a path to the left, a path in the middle, and a path to the right. However much they might change, by always choosing the middle path, you would arrive after an hour’s travel in a beautiful valley where the city of Ausentinia shone like a piece of polished copper in the sun.

			“Pilgrims from every corner of the Papal States traveled to it, always taking the stone bridge, always following the middle path, and always finding their way to the hidden city. This is why your friend Bruno came—to visit Ausentinia.” Rosemary paused.

			“But why?” asked Bronson.

			“We call it Ausentinia here, but elsewhere it is known as La Casa de San Antonio—‘The House of Saint Antony,’ after Saint Antony of Padua, the patron saint of lost things. Ausentinia offered every person who visited something marvelous: the miracle of way-finding.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“Imagine you had lost something very precious: the key to a trunk full of treasures; a brother who had left home, never to return; a secret whispered in your ear and then forgotten. Then imagine that someone with knowledge of all things that could and would happen drew you a map: a map that told exactly where to go and what to do when, so that you would find the key, or the brother, or the whispered secret. Wouldn’t you travel any distance for such a map?”

			It sounded like something out of a dream. “Of course I would.”

			“Let me tell you of my own visit so that you may understand,” Rosemary said. “When I was little, I lived with my mother on a farm outside Murtea, some half hour’s walk from the walls. I had never known my father, and my mother was the world to me. We were very happy.

			“My mother loved to sing, and she had a beautiful voice. Wishing to be just like her, I sang, too—she called me her little warbler. The sound of our voices, filling the house and the field behind it, day and night, made me glad.

			“Then, three years ago, when I was ten, she fell ill. You know the signs now, as I did: she lost her appetite; in the mornings, she had no desire to rise from her bed. We both knew it was lapena. Before it could get worse, she did something both cruel and merciful. She left me. The note I found in her place explained that she wished to spare me not only the illness but also the sight of her losing care for everything she loved, including me.

			“I searched, day after day, in all the places where I thought she might go, but I could not find her. After two weeks had passed, I knew. She was gone. She had met her death somewhere out on the dry plains, alone. Worse still, her remains would never be buried on consecrated ground, and her soul would wander forever in purgatory. All this she had done just to spare me.

			“That was a terrible time. I cried until my eyes were swollen shut. Why had the plague not taken me, too? I wished for it and it would not come.

			“When I emerged from my grief, alive despite myself, I found that I had lost my voice. Not only my singing voice—I had entirely lost the power of speech. At first, I did not care. I had lost my mother, and any loss compared to that great loss was as nothing.

			“But as the weeks passed, something changed. The silence that settled upon the house was killing me—and I no longer wished to die. Singing would have reminded me of her and brought the memory of her into the house. I needed my voice to return.

			“So, for the first time, I crossed the stone bridge, taking the middle path at each juncture, following the dusty footpaths until, after an hour’s walking, I reached the city of Ausentinia. I remember that I arrived at midday, when the sun was high. In Murtea, the heat would be unbearable, and everyone would be indoors. But here it was cool. The city was ringed with pine and cypress trees, and their aroma filled the air. Lovely stone houses, with their shining copper roofs, basked in the sun. The market was full of vendors, and every man, woman, and child seemed to radiate contentment. I realized, as I walked along, seeking a map vendor, the cause of their happiness: nothing was ever lost for long in Ausentinia. Anything lost would soon be found. And the departure of those things that left the world forever—my mother among them—caused them less agony, I thought, for they understood the loss as final and necessary.

			“Almost half the shops on the streets sold maps. I chose one simply because I liked the sign hanging above the doorway; there was a bird on it that reminded me of a warbler. Inside, there were low counters on three sides, and behind the counters the walls were entirely covered with tiny drawers, each one the size and round shape of a Seville orange. Standing at the till was a man with a long beard and bright eyes who smiled at me as I entered.

			“I had not realized until that moment that I would not be able to explain what I needed. How could I request a map to find my voice if I had no voice? But the man simply smiled again, seeing my expression of consternation, and said, in Castilian, ‘Have no fear, Rosemary.’ He leaned forward, his elbows on the counter. ‘You have lost your voice, and you seek to find it. But I believe you seek something else as well, do you not?’ I looked at him in bafflement. ‘Your mother’s resting place,’ he said gently. I felt my eyes filling with tears. I nodded. ‘Well, child,’ he said kindly, ‘there is a map here for you, waiting only to be read.’

			“He walked along a drawer-lined wall, running his fingertips along the labels, until he found the one he wanted. Opening the drawer, he pulled out a sheet of paper that was curled into a tube and tied with a piece of white string. I weighed it in my hand—this was a famed map of Ausentinia? ‘Doesn’t look like much, does it?’ he remarked with a smile. ‘Don’t worry. It will contain what you need.’ I reached into my purse to pay him, but he stopped me. ‘No, no. We don’t accept that kind of payment. Instead, you must guide someone else, like yourself, who is out in the world, seeking just as you are seeking. Here,’ he said, handing me a second roll of paper, this one tied with a blue string, ‘is your payment. Your map will explain for whom it is intended.’

			“Giving him thanks—although I did not wholly understand him—I left the shop, and once I was out in the street I quickly unrolled the scroll with the white ribbon. There was a map drawn upon it. Below, it said, A map for the little warbler. My tears overflowed, and the page became a blur. When I had composed myself and was able to clear my eyes, I saw something that made little sense. It bore the appearance of a map—but where did it lead?

			“In the corner, a compass pointed an arrow toward ‘The Future.’ There were ‘Mountains of Solitude,’ a ‘Forest of Regret,’ and other strangely labeled regions. But a clear path stretched across it—or, rather, one clear path with many branches. The path began at Ausentinia. And on the back of the map were several paragraphs written in a fine hand. The opening read:

			Soundless, we scream in the heart; silent, we wait in the shadows; speechless, we speak of the past. Find us at either end of eleven years.

			Taking the Trail of Uncertainty, accept the guide who arrives under the full moon. Travel with him into the Meadow of Friendship, and when the cart breaks, go to the Goat’s Head. Your traveling companion is falsely accused. Speak then, and speak the truth, for both truth and falsehood lead to the Steep Ravine of Loss.

			“The map went on, explaining how I might navigate the branching paths and strange landscapes to find, at the end, my mother’s remains. Despite the many incomprehensible markings on the map and equally incomprehensible directions, I understood the beginning, and I understood the end. Tucking the scroll in my pocket, I opened the second one. It was very much like my own, but written in a language I could not read.

			“And so, with the maps I had sought, I returned home to wait.

			“At the next full moon, as the map had promised, I heard someone making his way along the path to my house. Sound carries easily on the dry plain, and while he was still at some distance, I heard not only his footsteps, but also his voice. He was singing. His voice was low and gentle, and he sang something in a foreign tongue that sounded merry and full of laughter.

			“I went to the door and opened it, watching the moon shine down upon him. When he arrived, he looked upon me with a broad smile. His sweet-sounding song was still in my ears. Of middle years, with a dark beard and a round belly, he was, I fancied, like the father I had never had, arriving at last in my hour of need. ‘My name is Bruno Casavetti,’ he said in Castilian, giving a slight bow, ‘and the monks in Granada suggested I might find lodging here. I can pay in gold, or in melodies,’ he added, with a wink. ‘Or both. Any chance you might spare a bed for an aging traveler with a heavy pack?’”
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			Winning Nettie

			
			—1892, June 5: 9-Hour 38—

			The New States Party was founded mid-century by parliament members who wished to offer a progressive approach to foreign and domestic policy. They first made their mark with the Hospital Reforms of 1864, whereby high standards were set for the care of patients in New Occident hospitals and houses of charity.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			INSPECTOR ROSCOE GREY lived not far from East Ending Street, in a neighborhood called “the Little Nickel” after a counterfeiting scandal that had taken place decades earlier. The inspector kept a small but orderly household: a pair of servants, Mr. and Mrs. Culcutty, who ran things so smoothly that it was almost imperceptible when one of Grey’s long cases kept him on the street for days at a time; and the inspector’s daughter, Nettie, who was sixteen. The three adult members of the household doted on Nettie, in part because she had lost her mother when she was only an infant, and in part because she was such a sweet and charming young person.

			The inspector, who by some accounts had become a severe man after the death of his wife, considered Nettie his sun, moon, and stars. When he returned at the end of a long day, his spirits were lifted by the sound of his daughter at the piano, and his angular face, with its sad eyes, narrow nose, and close-trimmed brown beard, seemed to lift along with them. Mr. and Mrs. Culcutty, the gentlest and most amiable couple in the Little Nickel, worshipped the very ground she walked upon. The pair had their few disagreements over matters involving Nettie, principally when one of them was thoughtless enough to disappoint her and the other was compelled to righteously champion her cause.

			There had been one such disagreement the night before, when the inspector was out very late attending to his new case, the terrible murder of Prime Minister Bligh. Nettie had wished to seek some companionship and comfort at her friend Anna’s, and Mrs. Culcutty had felt obliged to point out that it was nearly nineteen-hour and her father would not want her to leave the house, and Nettie had consequently cried, and Mr. Culcutty had indignantly told his wife that he would accompany Nettie to Anna’s house or to the end of the earth, be it nineteen-hour or not.

			There were some in the neighborhood who found Nettie Grey perhaps a little too sweet. The dressmaker two doors down, Agnes Dubois, had been known to roll her eyes when Nettie walked down the cobbled street, carrying a basket laced with ribbons and singing a sweet little tune. And the dressmaker’s friend, a music teacher named Edgar Blunt who instructed Nettie at the piano every Friday, had difficulty understanding why everyone thought he should consider it such a privilege to teach a student who was, to his ear, quite mediocre and a trifle too earnest. And the dressmaker’s neighbor, a librarian named Maud Everly, could not bring herself to admire a girl who spent so much time on her appearance and so little time on reading. But apart from these exceptional cases, the neighborhood and the Greys’ circle of acquaintances were generally inclined to think very highly of Nettie, with her broad smile and her bright blue eyes and her cascade of brown curls and her sweet, high voice.

			Theo’s first impression was rather different. From the moment he saw her through the window, dutifully practicing her scales with a look of contented self-satisfaction, he thought, What a princess. He smiled to himself.

			Theo had made his plan as soon as Inspector Grey left 34 East Ending Street the previous evening. It was simple: He would keep track of the inspector’s investigation by befriending Nettie Grey. He would prove Broadgirdle had planned Bligh’s murder. Once he had evidence that Broadgirdle was guilty, he would make sure Grey got hold of it. Shadrack and Miles would go free. Everything would return to the way it had been, and he would never have to hear another word about Gordon Broadgirdle.

			It had required patience but no ingenuity to avoid the officers at East Ending Street. The library window had provided the means, and the boredom of the police officers had offered the opportunity. Theo waited for them to drift toward one another, as they inevitably would, so that they could converse idly on the corner. They each had their respective doorways in sight, but from the corner they could see nothing happening at the rear of the house. Theo swung out into the narrow garden bed, hopped two fences into the yard of a house on East Wrinkle Street, and emerged well out of sight. It took him an hour to discover Grey’s address in the Little Nickel.

			He watched the house for another hour to make certain the inspector was not home. Then, after Nettie had been practicing scales for some twenty minutes, he knocked on the window. Nettie stopped her playing at once and turned. She blushed and gave a tentative smile.

			Theo returned the smile with a friendly wave. Finally, after several seconds of pink-cheeked hesitation, Nettie made her way to the tall casement window and opened it.

			“Hi,” Theo said, widening his smile.

			“Hi,” Nettie replied. She brushed a brown curl out of her eyes.

			“I heard you playing,” he continued, “and I couldn’t help myself; I had to see where such beautiful music was coming from.”

			Nettie batted her eyelashes. “Oh, I was just playing scales. It’s nothing.”

			“Really? Just scales? Can you play anything else?”

			Nettie nodded happily. “Of course.” She returned to the piano bench and settled in, riffling nervously through a stack of music sheets until she found the one she wanted. With a quick smile back at the opened window, she set her choice on the stand and began to play. It was a Chopin waltz, and a rather long one. The piece clearly strained the limits of Nettie’s technical abilities and affective range, but she blazed through it bravely, leaving the misplayed notes behind her like a trail of debris.

			As she played, Theo quietly climbed up through the casement window and seated himself on the upholstered chair beside it. He did his best to ignore the destruction of the Chopin waltz and studied the room. It was clearly decorated to suit Nettie: poppies on the upholstery, lace on the curtains, and porcelain figurines on the delicate side tables. In one corner was a worn leather chair and a footstool piled with books: Inspector Grey’s outpost. Grey did not keep his work here, Theo surmised, but hopefully it was all neatly stored in Nettie’s silly head.

			Nettie finished the piece and turned to Theo with a look of triumph. She seemed a little startled to find him sitting in the chair rather than leaning in through the window, but she recovered as Theo applauded loudly.

			“That was just amazing!” he cried. “Wow! You must give concerts, don’t you?”

			Nettie smiled happily. “I’m glad you liked it. I would love to give a concert someday,” she confided. “Although,” she added, her brow wrinkling slightly, “Mr. Blunt says I do not have the soul for it, whatever that means.”

			Theo shook his head. “Ridiculous. You must give a concert, even if the first is only a small one for your friends. Once they hear you, the word will spread.”

			“That’s a very good idea,” Nettie said, her eyes opening wide.

			“I’d be happy to help you organize it,” he offered, extending his scarred hand. “I’m Charles, by the way.”

			“Nettie.”

			As they shook hands, the distant sound of the front door opening reached them. “I’m home, Nettie,” a woman’s voice called out. “And I brought you a maple cake.”

			Nettie’s face flickered with momentary aversion.

			“Must you stop practicing now?” Theo asked with some concern.

			“No,” Nettie said, shaking her dark curls and frowning. “That’s just Mrs. Culcutty.”

			“How kind of her to bring you a maple cake.”

			“It is not especially kind of her,” Nettie said airily, “because she is making life very difficult for me at the moment, and the maple cake does not help one bit to make it easier.” In the end, Mrs. Culcutty’s concerns the previous evening had overridden Mr. Culcutty’s indignant chivalry, and Inspector Grey had even thanked the housekeeper for not letting Nettie out so late. Now, Mrs. Culcutty was attempting to make it up to Nettie for being strict and being right.

			Theo was the very picture of sympathetic concern. “And how is she making life difficult?”

			“She wouldn’t let me go see my friend Anna last night, even though it was a terrible night and I needed desperately to speak with her.”

			Theo shook his head with a sigh. “I completely understand. It was certainly a terrible night. Learning of the prime minister’s murder. Discovering that he’d been living with a foreigner, of all things. It is shocking.” He blinked, as if struck by a sudden realization. “Forgive me—perhaps you had a terrible night in some other way.”

			Nettie seemed touched by Theo’s thoughtfulness. “I did mean about the prime minister.” Her expression shifted from gratified to appalled. “Isn’t it simply ghastly how he was found?”

			“Horrifying.”

			“Did you happen to hear any of Broadgirdle’s speech?” Nettie asked in a low voice, leaning in.

			“I did not. But supposedly he made rather clear that Minister Elli, Miles Countryman, and the foreign woman were responsible for the murder.”

			Nettie gave a little sigh, no doubt overcome by the wickedness of the world.

			“I also heard,” Theo continued, “that the best police inspector in Boston had taken the case. I’m sure he’ll discover the truth of it.”

			Nettie gave him a sly smile. “Did you hear that?”

			Theo paused deliberately. “Someone named . . . Grey, I believe.”

			Nettie’s smiled widened, her eyes bright. “As it happens,” she said confidingly, “Inspector Roscoe Grey is my father.”

			“No!”

			“Yes! He was called away in the afternoon, and he was gone for hours, and then when he finally returned he said it would be better to tell me the details, because they were so gruesome that I would probably faint if I read them in the paper.”

			“That would certainly be worse,” Theo agreed. “And did he tell you?”

			“Certainly. I did not faint,” Nettie said with some dignity. “Even at the most disturbing aspects of the case.”

			“What were those?” Theo asked, his eyes wide.

			Nettie leaned in and spoke in a stage whisper. “He said the prime minister was absolutely coated with blood.”

			“Monsters,” Theo replied, widening his eyes as far as they would go. “I hope they confess.”

			“They are not likely to, since there was no murder weapon found on the scene.”

			Theo urged his face into an expression of amazed stupidity. “What does that mean?”

			“It means that someone took the weapon. Someone else helped Elli and Countryman commit the murder.”

			“The Eerie woman!” Theo exclaimed.

			“Precisely.” Nettie sat back with a complacent air. “The Eerie woman. Who mysteriously vanished the day Bligh was found dead.”

			Theo shook his head and eyed Nettie with frank admiration. “Astounding. Well, he certainly knows what he’s doing. I have no doubt your father will find her in no time.”

			—10-Hour 31—

			THEO LEFT THE home of Inspector Grey in high spirits. He had learned little new about the murder, other than the fact that Goldenrod had disappeared, but he had learned everything he had hoped to about the detective’s progress. He felt certain that any new development would be passed along to him by Nettie with alacrity. Grey was certainly on the wrong track. Perhaps with a little time and a few discreetly planted ideas, the investigation might find itself on the right one.

			Theo was grinning as he passed a street corner where a boy was selling the midday paper. His grin froze and then evaporated when he read the top headline.

			MP BROADGIRDLE VOWS TO CLEAR MINISTER ELLI’S NAME

			He snatched the paper.

			“Hey, you have to pay for that,” the boy protested.

			Theo ignored him and read quickly, his eyes flying over the page.

			IN A SURPRISE move, the minority leader, MP Gordon Broadgirdle, has recanted and declared himself the incarcerated minister’s champion. Before a silent and rather nonplused parliament, Broadgirdle made a seven-minute speech on the morning of June 5, insisting that he was now convinced Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages Shadrack Elli and the explorer Miles Countryman had been wrongly accused of murder. He vowed to find the foreigner mentioned in his speech, an Eerie woman by the name of Goldenrod, whom he accused of being the true perpetrator of the crime.

			Broadgirdle’s speech astonished many in his own Western Party, who consider Minister Elli more of an adversary than a candidate for support and sympathy. Having been appointed by the murdered Prime Minister Bligh of the opposing New States Party, Elli frequently pursued policies directly against the Western Party’s stated principles. Yet MP Broadgirdle contends that such partisan concerns cannot influence the pursuit of justice. “I know Minister Elli to be an honest, reliable, and patriotic man,” he said near the end of his speech. “He would never commit such an atrocity and we owe it to both him and Bligh to find the real criminal.” Broadgirdle’s actions were immediately lauded by all and sundry as magnanimous and worthy of a great political leader.

			“Pay for it or give it back,” the boy growled at Theo.

			Wordlessly, Theo returned it. He continued on his way, but his euphoric mood had been obliterated. What might have looked like good news at first glance was undoubtedly bad news. Theo knew what Broadgirdle’s sudden and spirited defense really meant. It meant that he had used his leverage, and Shadrack had ceded. He had agreed to Broadgirdle’s terms.
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			Stalking Graves

			
			—1892, June 5: 12-Hour 39—

			The Western Party was founded in 1870, with an acquisitive eye on the northern Baldlands. Always considered an unrealistic pursuit by the New States Party, expansion into the northern Baldlands was first proposed as a means of reining in the excesses of raiders, slavers, and ranchers who flourished in that region as lords in their improvised fiefdoms.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			IT HAD TAKEN Theo more than two hours to climb the six blocks up Beacon Hill. The thought of setting eyes on the man known in Boston as Gordon Broadgirdle made him want to run and run until he could run no farther. Realizing he would see Broadgirdle—and that Broadgirdle would see him—turned his legs to stone. He stopped, wheeled his stolen Goodyear around, and walked slowly back down the hill. Then the thought of Shadrack and Miles in prison brought him to a halt once more. He considered that they had no way to discover the truth while they sat behind bars. He reminded himself of Grey’s misguided investigation. Punching his leg, furious at his own unforgivable weakness, he turned and climbed two blocks uphill. He stopped again, overcome.

			And so it went, for more than two hours, until he arrived at the corner, already exhausted, his palms sweating. But he arrived determined. I’m here to prove he’s guilty, Theo told himself firmly. I know he is, and I know there’s evidence. I just have to find it. And once I find it, Shadrack and Miles will be let free.

			Broadgirdle owned one of the largest homes on Beacon Hill: a brick mansion on a corner lot. Most of the others crowded the curb, but his flaunted a long front yard protected from the street by a low, black fence of wrought iron. The curtains were open in every room, as if to declare that the occupant had nothing to hide from anyone.

			Theo stood on the opposite corner, watching the mansion with a bitter smile. He could remember when the man known as Gordon Broadgirdle would not have been fit to appear on the sidewalk in Beacon Hill, much less inhabit one of its mansions. In those days, he went by “Wilkie Graves,” and every piece of his tattered clothing was hung with silver bells. His teeth were long, jagged slivers of iron. He even wore gloves with iron claws, the better to make his point when someone disagreed with him—which was often.

			It was quite a transformation, Theo admitted, as he watched Broadgirdle alighting from his coach and striding up his front drive. His hair and teeth and beard were new; even his walk was new—he carried himself with a kind of easy imperiousness that suggested a long life of privilege. Theo remembered a more urgent, aggressive posture to his old adversary. But the eyes and the voice had not changed. Those were the same: terrifying.

			Watching Broadgirdle in his fine suit, Theo thought involuntarily about the day he had met Wilkie Graves. The memory was one he had long ago tried to bury, along with everything else that touched upon Graves in the slightest. But it returned now, unbidden, fiercely vivid despite the years it had spent hidden away.

			It had happened in a town very mistakenly named Paradise, a town as dry and dusty as any Theo had ever seen. He’d been on his own for two weeks, and food had been scarce.

			The wagon was tied outside a tavern, and it was not the usual kind of wagon. Most travelers in the Baldlands used cotton canvas that would let the light through but block the worst of the heat and cold. This one was closed, made entirely of wood, with a door at the back. The door was chained and locked. Theo calculated that the wagon had to be full of valuables. Gold bars? Paper currency? Food. He began to imagine the links of sausages hung on hooks, the bags of grain, the barrels full of apples and potatoes. He was so hungry he would have eaten an onion raw and found it delicious. So alluring was the vision that he was drawn inexorably to the wagon, even though there were many easier marks in Paradise.

			In retrospect, he always chided himself for not paying attention to the condition of the horses. If he hadn’t been so hungry, he would have thought for a moment about their mistreated hooves and the lines of dried blood on their haunches. But the vision of what lay inside the wagon drew him onward, and he slipped his tools from his pouch and began working at the lock, the imagined feast becoming more fantastic by the moment.

			That was how Graves found him: with his pick still in the lock and a stupid look of dreamy anticipation on his face. Graves had grinned, showing all his jagged teeth. He was holding a black guard dog on a leash, and the dog looked as hungry as Theo felt. “Take him, Sally,” Graves said, in that booming voice Theo came to know so well. The dog leaped at him, and Theo put out his hand with the iron bones, knowing it would not be enough to stop the dog but hoping it would be enough to save his life.

			Theo flinched at the memory. His heart was pounding. He raised the open newspaper he was holding as Broadgirdle paused in his doorway and turned to survey the street. Truly, he was almost unrecognizable. Only the voice really gave him away, for there were many men with cruel eyes. He said a brief word to his butler before passing into the foyer. The butler waved to the driver, who headed for the coach house.

			But Wilkie Graves wasn’t the only one who had transformed over the years; Theo had, too. He hadn’t changed his name, but he was many years older and many years wiser. He’d last seen Graves when he was a boy of eleven: a lot shorter, a lot dirtier, and a lot sorrier. He wouldn’t recognize me if I stood right in front of him in full sunlight, Theo told himself resolutely.

			This thought, wrested out of the barest sliver of confidence, gave him the boost he needed. Wheeling his Goodyear away from the corner, he circled Broadgirdle’s property. The mansion and its surrounding property took up a large portion of the block; its back garden bordered the street, instead of another yard. At either side of the house was a high brick wall covered with ivy; a door in the wall was firmly shut. But there was a decorative pattern—the silhouette of an owl—cut into the door, and it allowed a clear view into the garden.

			Theo crouched down and peered through. He saw a shovel stuck into the ground beside a recently turned flower bed. Theo shifted to the right. Now he saw two pairs of men’s legs. They stood on either side of the door to Broadgirdle’s garden shed. Theo stood back up. What are you up to, Graves? he thought. Why do you have men guarding your garden shed? Is this one of your old tricks, or something new? Stepping up on one of the pedals of his Goodyear, he peered in through the owl cutaway higher up on the door.

			With a muffled exclamation, Theo abruptly dropped down. He gave a low exhalation, long and slow. Well, Graves, he thought, this is new. This is definitely new. He swung his leg over the seat of the Goodyear and pedaled away as fast as he was able. Soon the steep descents of Beacon Hill had carried him far from Broadgirdle’s house, but Theo’s heart was still racing. He had seen the two men guarding the shed quite clearly. They were dressed in nondescript suits, they wore grappling hooks on their belts, and they had unmistakable scars along their cheeks: long lines that stretched from the corners of their mouths to their ears; scars that had been made by wires pulled tight against the skin.
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			Quarantine

			
			—1892, June 28: 6-Hour 00—

			The Order of the Golden Cross is among the most militant. It has built its wealth by collecting property abandoned by victims of the plague. Some have criticized the Order for benefitting from misfortune, but the Order argues that it functions as custodian for the plague, clearing the land of contagion and overseeing the houses of quarantine.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 
Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			SOPHIA FOLLOWED CAPTAIN Ponder through the ship and down into the hold. Dark and low-ceilinged, it was filled with crates stamped CANNED COD and JARRED MOLASSES and PRESERVES. The captain led her along a circuitous route through the piles of crates until they reached the very back of the hold. He held his lamp aloft. There, a tall box on wheels stood waiting. It was difficult to make out much beyond its shape. It was made of wood, and the lid, which presumably opened on hinges, had evenly spaced holes for aeration. She stood on tiptoe and tried to peer in, but the holes were too small and the hold too dark. A flutter of something green and brown was all she could see. The lid was held in place with a formidable padlock. Experimentally, she pushed her weight against one end of the box, and it rolled easily across the wooden floorboards.

			Sophia was taken aback. She had been imagining something smaller: a letter or some precious packet. The planter looked less valuable and more cumbersome than she had expected. “Remorse left me a planter?”

			“This is it.”

			Sophia considered her alternatives. They had arrived in Seville safely and in good time. In fact, they had arrived a few days early. The person sent by Remorse would not be expecting her yet, and Burr and Calixta would not arrive until July. She could not remain on the Verity; it would sail on for several months before returning to Boston. If this is what I have to do to get the diary, she said to herself, then this is what I will do. “I guess I will take it,” she said reluctantly.

			“I expect it will be difficult to move single-handedly,” Captain Ponder said. “But I will ask the crew to roll it up while the plague cleric questions you.”

			“Thank you.” As Sophia followed him back through the hold, she asked: “Do they take long? The plague clerics?”

			“It will depend on whether there has been a recent outbreak. At times they are excessively meticulous, considering that we come from a foreign port. The threat is from within, not without, but the plague clerics are not ones to overly rely on logic.” He stopped on the stairs and turned to her. “You don’t have the cold that has afflicted some of the others, do you?”

			“No—I’m fine.”

			“Just as well. A cold is a cold, but, as I said—the clerics are not renowned for their sound logic.”

			Sophia considered this. “Have you ever known someone who suffered from the plague?”

			“Once I almost stopped in a port farther north, where the plague had struck years earlier. As far as I could tell there was no one left alive. Even from a distance, I could see the bones of the inhabitants littering the dock.”

			—9-Hour 42—

			THE ENTRY TO Seville was by the Rio de Guadalquivir, which divided the city into one greater and one lesser portion. The long harbor along the riverbank was almost deserted. One ship near the Verity was casually guarded by a sleeping mariner and a brown dog. Three more ships lay abandoned, their masts sagging wearily toward the murky water. Dusty orange trees lined a road to a great stone archway, beyond which a slow traffic of people and horses made its way along the cobblestones. The buildings near the river, with chipped white walls and red tiles, had a faded aspect, as if they had been exhausted by the sun.

			Sophia had been waiting on the dock for more than an hour. The pealing of bells from the cathedral sounded, echoed by bells from smaller chapels throughout the city. For a moment Seville seemed a lively place, filled with cheerful cacophony. Then the chiming faded, and the silence seemed all the more mournful and ominous.

			Sophia wanted only to get out of the sun. She was last in line to be questioned by the plague cleric. One by one, the Nihilismian missionaries had been allowed to pass into the city, carrying their few belongings. The two remaining Nihilismians, Whence and Partial, middle-aged women who were singular only by virtue of their occasional displays of kindness to one another, stood quietly, studiously ignoring her.

			The punishing sun reminded Sophia of the Baldlands. She tried to take what relief she could by crouching behind the planter, but even in the rectangle of shade, the heat was overwhelming. The cleric conferred with his scribe as he approached Whence and Partial. He was an older man, with only a few strands of hair, a pair of bushy eyebrows, and no chin to speak of. His teeth were yellowed and crooked. The robes he wore, in white, black, and red, seemed entirely unsuited to the fierce Seville sun, but he appeared not to notice the heat.

			The cleric stopped before Partial, examined her in silence, and then spoke rapidly in Castilian to his scribe, who made a series of slow, deliberate annotations. He held his hands clasped before him and peered at Partial with milky blue eyes. “You arrive today from New Occident?” the cleric asked, in accented English.

			Partial nodded.

			“Why do you arrive?”

			“I am Nihilismian. I am here on a mission.”

			“What is this mission?”

			She sighed. “To set the Papal States on the true path.”

			“And what is the true path?”

			Partial did not respond. She seemed to be melting where she stood. Coughing suddenly, she let her head drop onto Whence’s shoulder. “Whence can tell you about the true path,” she murmured.

			The cleric glanced at his scribe, and the scribe nodded. “Are you feeling unwell?”

			“She is unwell,” Whence said, “but it is only a common cold. She is tired from the journey and the heat.” She put her arm around Partial.

			“How long has she been unwell?”

			“Some four days. She needs water and rest, that is all.”

			The cleric eyed Whence dispassionately and turned once more to Partial. Eyes closed, breathing deeply, she appeared to have fallen asleep on Whence’s shoulder. There were beads of sweat on her upper lip and forehead. The cleric’s bushy eyebrows drew together in a frown. He spoke quietly in Castilian and the scribe nodded. Walking quickly along the dock, the scribe disappeared into the stone archway that led to the city.

			“Where is he going?” Whence asked irritably. “We have been here for an hour already. Are we almost done?”

			“Almost,” the cleric said with composure. He clasped his hands before him again, and waited.

			Sophia felt the time pass slowly, but it was only a few minutes later that a pair of horsemen emerged, accompanied by the scribe. A flash of cold traveled down her spine, and she rose to her feet with a sense of foreboding. The two horsemen wore white, hooded robes that glittered in the sunlight. Their faces were obscured by golden masks: long, hooked beaks and narrow slits for eyes made them into ominous, brilliant birds. Sophia found herself thinking of the Nochtland guard; somehow, these golden horsemen appeared even more forbidding.

			They dismounted when they reached the dock and walked unhurriedly beside the scribe. As they approached, Sophia saw that their long robes shimmered from golden thread that had been woven into the white cloth. Each wore a heavy belt and a long sword in a scabbard. One of the men tossed back his hood as he approached, revealing a mass of golden curls. They did not remove their masks. With a brief nod, the plague cleric spoke to the horsemen and gestured to Partial. The golden beaks nodded in reply. Then, without so much as a word, they stepped forward and took Partial by the arms.

			“What are you doing?” Whence exclaimed. She reached out, clinging to her friend’s listless hand.

			Partial awoke enough to object and push feebly at the hands that held her. The horsemen took no notice. Half guiding, half carrying her toward the horses, they led her away. “Where are you taking me?” Partial protested. She batted ineffectually at the masked men.

			“What is happening?” Whence asked the cleric at the same time.

			“Your companion has lapena,” the cleric said calmly.

			“What? No—no, she doesn’t. It’s just a cold and she is exhausted by the heat.”

			“We shall see.”

			“But where are they taking her?”

			“To quarantine.”

			“You can’t take her to quarantine. There will be others with the plague there!”

			The cleric nodded. “All those with plague must be isolated.”

			“But she doesn’t have the plague!” Whence’s voice had grown shrill.

			The cleric examined her for a moment in silence. “How can you be certain? She has all the signs. She is tired and does not care for life. She can hardly be roused.”

			“Does not care for life? She is tired, that’s all!”

			“Her signs are advanced,” the cleric said with an air of finality. The men with the golden beaks were leaving the dock, one of them leading the horses and the other leading Partial. “You are her travel companion, are you not? What remains is to see if you, also, have any signs of these plagues.”

			Whence fell suddenly silent. She stared at the cleric with horror. Then she straightened her skirts and stood at her full height. “Very well. Ask me your questions. You will see that I am not in the least unwell.”

			The cleric squinted at her thoughtfully. “You arrive today from New Occident?” he asked, commencing his litany of questions once more.

			As Whence answered, Sophia watched, wide-eyed. She could hardly believe it had happened so fast. The Nihilismian was gone. She would be placed in quarantine, and if there was anyone there with the plague, she would surely fall ill. Sophia’s heart pounded, and her attention drifted. She felt a mixture of relief, shame, and fear: relief that she was not being led away by the men with golden masks; shame at her sense of relief; and fear that the same fate would befall her. It could not. It would not.

			The plague cleric nodded at Whence, concluding his questioning. “It is well; you may enter Seville.”

			Whence nodded in return. “Thank you.” Sophia could see that the Nihilismian was deeply shaken. She picked up her satchel and Partial’s without a word and walked slowly toward the city.

			The plague cleric turned to Sophia and the scribe looked up, expectantly, prepared to take down her replies.

			“You arrive today from New Occident?” the cleric asked.

			“Yes,” Sophia replied, a false smile stretching across her face.

			“Why do you arrive?”

			“I am here to look for my parents. They came this way many years ago, and I hope to find them.”

			The man considered this in silence. Then he echoed, “You hope to find them.”

			“Yes. I am on my way to Granada, to the Nihilismian depository, to find a document written by my mother.”

			The cleric took this in. Then he nodded slightly in the direction of the planter. “And what is this?”

			“This is a container with plants.” Sophia realized, as she gave her reply, that the heavy lock might cause some suspicion. But she could not pretend it was hers. If the cleric asked to see inside the box, she would be unable to open it.

			“And why do you bring it?”

			“I am transporting it for a friend. It is a gift for someone in Seville.”

			“Do you have the name and address of this person?”

			Sophia opened her satchel and took out Map Vendors in Every (Known) Age. She had seen an entry for Seville, and she turned the pages as calmly as she could. “Gilberto Jerez,” she said to the cleric, finding the entry in her book. “Calle Abades.”

			The cleric looked at her in silence for a moment. He spoke rapidly in Castilian to the scribe, who had been making careful note of Sophia’s replies, and the scribe responded. Then the cleric asked her, in a practiced way, “Have you recently been visited by visions or apparitions of any kind?”

			Sophia paused, feeling her heart lurch. “No, I haven’t.”

			“Do you assert that you love the life granted to you by God?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you wish this life to end?”

			“No.”

			“Do you suffer from any declining spirits or do you know anyone,” he paused, “anyone in addition to the traveler called”—he turned to the scribe, who made a brief reply from his notes— “called Par-shal, who suffers from such declining spirits?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			“If you should fall into a decline of spirits, do you accept that you must leave the city, isolating yourself, so that you may die without contaminating those who love life?”

			Sophia hesitated at the sudden prospect of such a terrible fate. The cleric watched her closely. “Yes, I do accept,” Sophia said.

			“State your name and place of origin.”

			“Every Tims, Boston, New Occident.”

			“It is well. You may enter Seville,” the cleric said. The scribe finished his notes.

			“Thank you,” Sophia said.

			“You will find,” the cleric added, as he prepared to leave, “that you will not be able to make the delivery of this plant. Gilberto Jerez died last year of the plague.”
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			Falconer and Phantom

			
			—June 29: 10-Hour 13—

			It was soon discovered by those who hunted them that the Fourwings’ golden eyes remained bright and luminous, even after the creatures died. Longer lasting than beeswax or tallow, the eyes could be used in place of candles or oil lamps. For a time they were used in the streetlamps of Seville and Granada, until it became clear that the residents would steal every last one of the precious orbs. Now they are only used in private homes.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 
Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			THE PLANTER WAS far heavier than Sophia had imagined. She was able to pull it along the wooden dock without too much difficulty, but once she reached the cobblestone streets her progress slowed. The stones were rounded and uneven, and the planter pitched and jammed at every step. Sophia’s pack, riding on the lower shelf of the planter, shifted back and forth, sliding off more than once.

			The dusty orange trees were motionless in the brilliant sun. With significant effort, Sophia reached the main plaza, where the half-built cathedral of Seville stretched upward into the blue sky, all vaulted towers and pointed spires. Sophia had read in Esparragosa’s history that construction had begun centuries before the Great Disruption. Now, with the stagnation brought about by the plague, the unfinished cathedral seemed like an abandoned fantasy.

			Her progress drew some attention. A woman wearing a long veil walked by holding two little girls by the hands. The girls, dressed in long white dresses that trailed over the paving stones, stared at Sophia with undisguised fascination. Three old men who sat near the cathedral talking, their faces withered as dried apricots, chuckled silently with their toothless mouths, pointing at the planter. At the corner where she turned off the plaza, an old woman knelt on a folded woolen blanket, her hands outstretched in supplication.

			Sophia had nothing to give her. With a desperate yank, she left the plaza and trudged on, pulling the planter into the shade. She had as her goal the bookstore listed in Map Vendors in Every (Known) Age. Even if Gilberto Jerez had died, perhaps the store was still open. And she had to find food. Though she had brought New Occident money, she had no gold or currency of any kind accepted in the Papal States.

			She had consulted her map of Seville while still at the harbor, and she followed it now in her mind, stubbornly hauling the planter over the cobblestones, even though her legs trembled and the sweat ran down her forehead. Sophia began to question her choice. Perhaps leaving the planter on the Verity would have been better. Surely she could negotiate help from Remorse’s associate without it. If he appeared, that would mean he wanted to help her and would be disposed to overlook the missing planter—wouldn’t he? Sophia felt her thoughts grow muddled in the heat.

			Suddenly, the planter seemed to glide forward of its own accord, and Sophia stumbled forward. Hurriedly stepping aside, she turned to see what had happened. A tall man wearing a hooded cape had pushed the planter with the palm of his hand; now he stopped. “Looked like you could use a hand,” he said dryly in English. His voice was deep and accented. Sophia had heard the accent before from explorers who visited Shadrack; he was from the Closed Empire. Beneath the hood she saw a stubbled chin, dark blond hair the color and length of her own, and a Roman nose. His eyes were obscured by the hood’s shadow. Sophia squinted dubiously, taking in his worn boots, the long sword visible under his cape, and the bow and quiver slung over his shoulder. His hand was still resting against the planter. “Go on,” he said, as if he were a mule driver. “I’ll push.”

			Too tired to argue, Sophia took up the handle at the front of the planter. They made quick progress, and Sophia strained to keep the map straight in her mind. They passed a street packed with butcher shops, where the meat hung in the shade and the flies described slow circles at every entryway. Then they turned on a narrow passage where two young women sat in a doorway, carding wool. A chapel tucked back from the road filled the air with the heavy scent of incense. Sophia glanced into an open shop where dried lavender hung in bunches from the ceiling. White candles of all sizes were neatly stacked on the store’s wooden shelves. After several minutes of walking through the quiet streets, they reached the address in the Jewish quarter. Sophia stopped and wiped her brow. “This is it,” she said. She turned to the gray-hooded man. “Thank you.”

			“You are welcome,” he said shortly, and headed back the way they’d come.

			Sophia watched him go, astonished. Even the friendly people in Seville are unfriendly, she thought. As the hooded man walked away, he raised his left wrist, and with an almost silent flutter of wings, a gray-brown bird of prey settled on his leather-bound forearm. The bird turned to stare back at Sophia, its black eyes disconcertingly bright.

			There was a tiny patch of shade where the rooftops blocked the sun, and she stood there, catching her breath. The narrow street could have been beautiful, with its flower boxes and painted doorways and colorfully shuttered windows. The cobblestones, wretched as they were for hauling the planter, reminded her of East Ending Street. But the very air seemed to carry suspicion and neglect. Several of the houses were visibly abandoned, with littered doorways and broken windows. The plague had taken a heavy toll.

			She knocked on the door of the map store with a sense of apprehension. Its sign hung lopsided on a single nail, and the shuttered windows did not appear to invite customers. No one answered, and Sophia knocked again with a sinking heart. After knocking a third time and receiving no reply, she slumped down in the doorway. Finding the map store had been her only inspiration.

			Sophia let her head fall back against the door of the map store and tried to prevent herself from panicking. Reaching into her pocket, she clutched the spool of silver thread for reassurance. She longed to be safely home in Boston. When she thought about home—Shadrack, Theo’s homecoming, Mrs. Clay’s maple cake—she felt tears welling up in her eyes. She wished powerfully for Theo, who not only would have known what to do in such a situation but would have made light of it. She smiled at the thought, but it did not stop the tears from falling. They were so salty they hurt. I need water, Sophia realized. That’s why I’m so weak and confused. The thought made her feel even more overwhelmed and helpless. Somewhere down the street, a door opened and closed. Sophia opened her eyes and peered in both directions, shielding her face with her hand. I am not helpless, she told herself. I will knock on every one of these doors—someone must be kind enough to give me some food and water.

			Dragging herself to her feet, Sophia shouldered her satchel, crossed the narrow street, and knocked on the low blue door directly in front of her. No one answered. She knocked again. A sound came from within, and though the door did not open a small window within it, covered with iron grating, did. Sophia looked hopefully at the window, which was just at eye level. An old woman peered out at her. “Please,” Sophia said in English. “Can you spare some food or water?” She bunched her fingers together and lifted them to her mouth, then pretended to hold a glass and tipped it back. “Please?” The woman stared at her for a moment longer, and then, without a word, the little window was slammed shut.

			It felt to Sophia like a physical blow, but the first rejection stung the most. Next door, no one answered, and in the third house she had a string of incomprehensible words hurled at her and another window slammed in her face. The fourth and fifth houses looked abandoned, but she knocked anyway. No one answered. The sixth had flowers in its flowerpots, and the shutters were open. The door, to match the shutters, was painted bright yellow. Unlike the others, it had no little window. Sophia knocked as firmly as she dared.

			After only a few seconds, the door opened slightly, and a young woman looked out. “Could you please spare any food or water?” Sophia asked, miming again. The woman paused, as if undecided. Her hair was tied back with a handkerchief, and she wore a full apron over her blue dress. The apron was covered with flour. Suddenly, there was a tussle of movement at her skirts and a small boy, no more than three years old, appeared at the woman’s knee. He pushed the door wider to get a better view and gaped up at Sophia. His cheeks were dusted with flour. Sophia smiled at him, her dry lips cracking. “Hi,” she said to him with a small wave.

			“Ay,” he said back, mimicking her wave.

			The woman had watched in silence, and then she bent forward and said something to the little boy, who disappeared abruptly as if pulled away by a string. She turned back to Sophia and, saying something in Castilian, pointed down the street. Her tone seemed encouraging, but Sophia had no idea what she meant.

			“I don’t understand,” Sophia said.

			“Agua,” the woman said. “Agua,” she repeated for emphasis. She made a motion with her hands, placing one over the other as if, Sophia thought, she were climbing a rope. No, she realized—drawing water from a well!

			“Oh! Thank you.”

			The woman held up her finger, signalling for Sophia to wait. A moment later the little boy reappeared, and he held up to his mother a brown loaf dotted with raisins. The woman smiled, kissed the boy on the top of the head, and whispered something. Obediently, he turned and offered the loaf to Sophia.

			Clearly, the exhaustion was making her weepy. She felt tears in her eyes for the second time that hour as she reached out to take the loaf. “Thank you so much,” she said. “I will never forget your kindness. Thank you.”

			The boy gave her a shy smile and folded his hands together over his stomach. The woman smiled as well, pointing again down the street.

			With another effusive expression of thanks, Sophia waved and turned away. She bit into the loaf of bread as she walked, and even though her mouth was dry and she had difficulty swallowing, it tasted delicious. The loaf was sweetened with honey, and the raisins seemed to explode on her tongue. As the narrow street curved, she found herself entering a tiny plaza. At the very middle of the deserted plaza was a stone well. Sophia hurried toward it with a gratified cry of victory. Placing the precious, unfinished loaf in her satchel, she hooked the bucket onto the clasp and lowered it into the well. The sound of the bucket hitting the water was more exquisite than she could have imagined. She drew it up, hauling hand over hand, and seized it as soon as it was within view. The water was wonderful. Drinking her fill, she placed the bucket on the stone lip of the well and sank down with a sigh. She felt immeasurably better. Her circumstances no longer seemed quite so dire; after all, she had food and water, and wasn’t that the most important thing?

			Sophia got up to retrieve the planter and her pack, and as she did so she suddenly thought about the plants. If she was parched from the heat and sun, how must they be? Sophia hauled up a full bucket of water from the well and carried it out of the tiny plaza and along the narrow street. Pouring the water in through the perforated lid required a little creative climbing, but once she had a foothold on the window ledge of the abandoned map shop, she was able to empty the bucket. She peered down into the small, round holes and thought she could make out some green stems here and there.

			After returning the bucket to the well, Sophia again began to feel exhausted. She had no idea what she would do next, but having secured food and water felt like sufficient accomplishment. Finding as much shade as she could behind the planter in the doorway of the abandoned shop, Sophia curled up against her pack. Within minutes, she was fast asleep.

			—6-Hour 42—

			SOPHIA AWOKE TO an unpleasant prodding sensation, and she opened her eyes to a street that was already gray with dusk. Standing in front of her and speaking urgently in Castilian was an old man. He jabbed her shoulder with a long pole. “Ow,” Sophia said, seizing the end of the cane. “Don’t do that. I’m awake.”

			The man responded angrily in Castilian, and Sophia got to her feet. “I don’t understand you.” She frowned, and the combined effect of her frown and her words seemed to temporarily silence him.

			“La-pe-na?” he asked very slowly and distinctly.

			“No,” Sophia replied emphatically, shaking her head. “No, I’m not sick. I’m just tired.” She tucked her hands beside her head to mime sleeping, and then for good measure she threw in the gestures for food and water. Perhaps if the old man was concerned, he would want to help.

			Instead, these gestures seemed to make him immediately lose interest. Placing the end of his pole firmly on the cobblestones and glaring at her with the full weight of his bushy eyebrows, he said something dismissive and turned away. Sophia watched him limp slowly down the street and sighed. She wondered if the young woman who had given her bread was the only kind person in all of Seville. The old man walked a few more paces, then raised his pole to the nearest streetlamp. With an expert movement he passed a tiny flame into the lamp, lighting the candle within. He lowered the pole and moved on.

			Sinking down again in the doorway, Sophia rubbed her eyes. Even with the lamplight the narrow street was getting dark. It had not yet grown cold, but the declining sun had left the air cool and dry, and Sophia had no wish to spend the night out of doors. Nor did she want to ask for help again from the kind young woman. Rising to her feet, she looked both ways and tried to gauge her chances of finding shelter in one of the empty homes. She squinted. It was really getting dark, she realized.

			Suddenly, a shape at the end of the street near the plaza caught her eye. Was someone standing in one of the doorways? It looked like a woman—Sophia could see the shape of her skirts. For a moment Sophia thought it might be the woman who had helped her, but then she realized that it was a different door. The figure began to move, gliding along the cobblestones in Sophia’s direction. Sophia stepped out into the street, a little flicker of hope lighting within her. Perhaps someone had seen her sleeping and would take pity on her. “Hello?”

			The figure moved closer, but it remained in the shadows. Sophia squinted. “Hello?” she repeated. Then the figure made a gesture, and Sophia recognized her.

			“Is it you?” Sophia whispered. The pale figure took another step. “You followed me here?” Her voice shook. She paused, and the word slipped out like a secret breathed into the ear of the Fates. “Mother?”

			Sophia drew closer. Though she could discern Minna’s pale outline, the details of her face and dress were obscured. Her face lifted slightly, and more by this than by any expression she appeared to smile. “The falconer and the hand that blooms will go with you,” Minna whispered.

			“What?” Sophia replied.

			“The falconer and the hand that blooms will go with you.” Minna raised her hand, stretching it outward.

			Sophia took another step forward, her arm raised in response.

			Without warning, a sound like a whistling reed hissed past her ear. At the same moment, a whir of movement disturbed the air. The object that had hurtled past her collided directly with the pale figure, embedding itself deeply and soundlessly, like a knife plunged into a pillow. The apparition collapsed and disintegrated.

			“No!” Sophia cried, rushing forward. She ran to where the figure had fallen, but all that remained was a long stem of a pale green wood with a blunt point: a rude arrow cut fresh from a branch. It was unmarked, intact, as if it had hit nothing at all. Sophia looked down the street and saw the man with the gray hood, his hood now pushed back, walking toward her with his bow in his hand. “What have you done?” she cried.

			“Nothing of consequence,” he said brusquely.

			“Where is she? She might still be here.” Sophia looked wildly up and down the street.

			The bowman took her firmly by the arm. “Stop,” he said. “She’s not here.”

			“Let go of me! I have to find her.” She tried to shake him off.

			“I said stop,” the bowman repeated evenly. “Listen to me. That specter in the shadows is not what you think it is or who you think it is. It is an illusion.”

			“How do you know?” Sophia realized she was weeping. “How do you know? You know nothing about her. I have to find her.” She tried to pull away against the bowman’s grip.

			“I can tell you for sure.” He took her shoulders in his hands so that his face was directly in front of hers. “I promise you on my life,” he said slowly, “that the thing you saw a moment ago was an illusion. It was sent for one purpose: to draw you away and into oblivion.”

			Sophia cried and shook her head.

			“I can prove it to you,” he said softly. “Would you like me to prove it to you?”

			She shook her head again.

			“Look over my shoulder.” He knelt on the cobblestones so that Sophia could easily see the street behind him.

			She gasped and started, but the bowman held her fast. “Look carefully,” he insisted. There was a pale figure in the shadows several houses away. Tall, broad-shouldered, and with a slightly drooping head, it stood languidly by the wall.

			“Who is it?” Sophia whispered.

			“It is no one. Watch.” Without rising, he swiveled on his knees. He took the freshly cut branch that lay at Sophia’s feet, drew his bow, and loosed the arrow. It struck home, plunging soundlessly into the pale figure, which disintegrated as if it had never been. The arrow clattered onto the cobblestones. “Did you see that?” the archer asked.

			“Yes.”

			“And do you know how I know that specter is no one I have ever loved or wished with all my heart to find?” he asked, his voice hard.

			“How?”

			“Because I have sent my arrow into its heart every night for the last two years.”
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			Doubting the Champion

			
			—1892, June 6: 9-Hour 00—

			During the first half of the century, most members of parliament lived on Beacon Hill. Its proximity to the State House makes it convenient, and its views are not unpleasant. After 1850, MPs began acquiring homes on Commonwealth Avenue, near the public garden. The promenade, the flatter walkways, and the greater space for erecting palatial residences have drawn wealthier residents of Boston—MPs and ordinary citizens alike.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			THEO APPROACHED NETTIE Grey’s house with high hopes. He had spent the night pondering the case, and while he could not quite see the connections yet, he knew they were there.

			The Eerie whom Miles had told him about, Goldenrod, had been attacked by a Sandman. The Sandmen were working for Broadgirdle. Goldenrod had been convalescing at Bligh’s house. And now Bligh was dead and Goldenrod was gone. The connections lay somewhere in the questions he still could not answer. How had Broadgirdle come to work with the Sandmen? Why would he want to attack an Eerie woman? Where had Goldenrod vanished to? What did she have to do with Bligh’s death? Theo shook his head. He wished, for the hundredth time, that Sophia were there to help him think it through. She always saw the connections before anyone else did.

			But he hoped, as he approached the window of the Grey residence, that Inspector Grey had discovered something in the last twenty hours that would make all the connections clear.

			Nettie was practicing scales again. Theo watched her with a bemused smile. She played a scale, stopped, stared out over the piano, twirled her hair around one of her fingers, stared some more, and played another scale. Theo tapped on the glass.

			He was rewarded with a look of wide-eyed excitement; she had been expecting him. She gave a little wave. “Good morning!” she said happily, as she opened the window. “Is it already nine?”

			Theo smiled broadly. “Good morning, Nettie. It is. I wanted to arrive earlier, but we said nine and I waited until nine. I was ready to see you hours earlier.”

			Nettie gave a pleased little smile in response and opened the window more widely. Then her face collapsed into an expression of dismay. “I’m so glad you’re here, because I have the most shocking thing to tell you. I’ve been going over it and over it in my mind, and the weight of it is almost unbearable.”

			Climbing deftly over the sill and guiding her over to the poppy-patterned sofa, Theo said with concern, “Of course, Nettie. You can tell me anything. What is it?”

			Nettie fanned her face, as if the unbearable thoughts were breaking out like blisters on her cheeks. “Charles, I am so worried. I knew when my father began this investigation that it would relate to Matters of State, but I had no idea how much. Now I’m afraid Matters of State have come crashing down upon us like a tidal wave, and it has fallen to my poor father to somehow turn the tide.”

			Theo shook his head sympathetically. “Your poor father,” he echoed.

			“Oh, Charles, you have no idea.” She dropped her voice. “New Occident is on the brink of disaster, and my father is the only one who can prevent it.”

			Theo’s face obligingly took on an expression of awe, admiration, and anxiety. “What in Fates’ name do you mean?”

			“Here is the thing,” she said, pausing for a moment in order to draw out the suspense. “Father spoke yesterday to the prisoners who were arrested for murdering Prime Minister Bligh.”

			“Yes?” Theo asked encouragingly.

			“At first one of the prisoners resisted and would not speak to him at all.”

			He pursed his lips. “How rude.”

			“But finally Father won them over, and persuaded them to tell him everything.”

			“They confessed?”

			“No.” Nettie shook her head, and her curls bounced. “But he learned that Prime Minister Bligh was trying to prevent the New Occident parliament from declaring an embargo on the United Indies.”

			“You mean the Indies embargo on New Occident,” Theo corrected her automatically. “How shocking.”

			Nettie stood up and crossed her arms. She looked down at him with narrowed eyes, her expression entirely altered. “Yes, shocking.” Her voice had lost its high-pitched lilt. “I am shocked that you already knew that the embargo would be an Indies embargo. I am shocked that you’ve pretended not to know anything about any of this, when you clearly know a great deal.” She gave him a shrewd smile. “Who are you? And why are you so interested in the investigation into Bligh’s murder?”

			Theo looked up at her, thunderstruck. He hardly recognized the girl who stood before him. She had the same elaborately ribboned shoes and the same frilly dress with the same smattering of pearls, but her pretty face was twisted into a fierce scowl. “I . . .” He was momentarily lost for words.

			“You thought I was a brainless brat who would spill information to a stranger. You thought it was an easy way to get to Inspector Grey. I can see that. It’s quite obvious, Charles. What I can’t see is why. Are you working for the murderer? Are you the murderer?”

			“No!” Theo exclaimed, aghast. He jumped to his feet. “No, I’m not the murderer. I knew Bligh; I liked him. I . . .” He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I’ll be straight with you.”

			“Please,” Nettie replied.

			“I work for Shadrack Elli. He’s my employer—and a friend. And he is innocent. I know he is. I’m just trying to do everything I can to prove it. He and Miles didn’t commit this murder, but someone else did, and that person has to be found.”

			“Why not leave that to the police?”

			“I’m sure the police will conduct a good investigation. But what if the person who murdered Bligh is smart enough to make it seem like Shadrack and Miles really did commit the crime? The police don’t know them like I do. It’s their job to suspect anyone and everyone. Just by doing their jobs, they might accuse the wrong people.”

			Nettie listened to him pensively, and when he was done she tapped her fingers on her arm as if playing rapid notes. Then she sighed. “As it happens, I agree with you.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes. I don’t think Elli and Countryman are guilty. The evidence is both neat and partial in a suspicious way. And they really have no motive. I don’t believe the hogwash about Bligh changing his entire political outlook. He wasn’t the type. His political philosophy was formed over decades, matured deeply through personal experience. He would not throw it over for expedience or ambition or greed.”

			Theo stared at her with genuine astonishment.

			Nettie laughed. “I wish you could see your face.”

			“I just . . .” He shook his head. “The act is very convincing,” he said with admiration. “You’re a real pro.”

			“Thank you,” she said, smiling slightly. “I appreciate the compliment. This one is sincere, apparently.”

			“It is.” Theo grinned.

			Nettie gave a little pout, seeming for a brief second like her old self. “I know my piano playing is monstrous.” She sat on the couch. “But it helps me think.”

			Theo joined her. “So if you don’t think Miles and Shadrack are guilty, do you think your father will figure it out?”

			Nettie waved her hand dismissively. “My dear father! He is a sweetheart, but he is the most literal-minded man in New Occident. He has no imagination. He thinks of evidence as little building blocks, to be stacked up into a rigid tower, when they are really pieces of a story.”

			“But then how is he so successful?”

			Nettie looked at him with raised eyebrows. “Really? Still haven’t figured that out?”

			Theo was newly shocked. “You?”

			“There’s a reason he’s done so well in the last three years.”

			“How do you do it?”

			She sighed. “I can’t injure his pride, poor man. So I break into his study. I read all his notes on a case. And I see what’s there—what’s really there. Then I make little suggestions. Oh, believe me, it is tricky,” she continued, fully engaged. “Most of the time he only gives me an overall sense of the case, and it taxes my ingenuity something awful to think of ways to point him in the right direction without letting on that I know as much as I do.”

			Theo whistled. “Wow.” He sat up straighter. “Why are you telling me all this?”

			Nettie sat back and twirled a curl around her finger. “Because I could use some help. Someone on the ground. I don’t have the mobility you have.” The fierce scowl was back. “On the night of Bligh’s murder I tried to go out and investigate, and look what happened. Mrs. Culcutty worked herself up into a frenzy.” She shook her head with frustration. “This is going to be the most important crime of the decade, and I want to solve it.”

			Theo considered her, impressed. He had no doubt that Nettie Grey would make a formidable ally or a formidable foe. It was far better to have her on his side. “Well, I am mobile.”

			Nettie grinned. “Excellent. We have a deal. You tell me what you find and I’ll tell you what I find.”

			“Done.” As he spoke, Theo realized he would not be able to tell Nettie about the knife and the bloodied clothes, because he could not tell her who he really was and why he had been present at the discovery of Bligh’s body. And he was reluctant to talk about Broadgirdle, since his reasons for suspecting the man were ones he would never discuss. But I can tell her some things without telling her how I know them, he decided. “You first.”

			“No, you first,” Nettie replied, “as a show of good faith.”

			Theo grinned. “Fair enough. The woman everyone thinks murdered Bligh—Goldenrod? I know who she is, and I know how she ended up at Bligh’s.” He repeated what Miles had told him, omitting nothing but the explanation of how he had tangled with Sandmen the previous summer. “I’ve tracked down one or two men in Boston who use grappling hooks,” he finished. “That’s the lead I’m following now.”

			“Fascinating.” Nettie had listened attentively and without interruption, more than once pulling on a brown curl and giving it a pensive chew. “Especially given what I have to tell you. About the examiner’s report of the body.”

			“Which is?”

			“The injuries were not made by a knife. In fact, the examiner could not say what instrument made them. He said there were fourteen entry wounds, and the instrument had barbed points.”

			“Grappling hooks have barbed points,” Theo said.

			“They do.” Nettie twirled her hair thoughtfully. “So whoever attacked Goldenrod may have killed Bligh. There’s a story here we’re not seeing. Perhaps Goldenrod knows something about what’s happening in the Indian Territories—something she reported to Bligh, something that someone wants concealed.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like a railroad being built illegally or something like that.”

			“Maybe,” Theo said, unconvinced.

			“Or it could have to do with these Weatherers—the missing Eerie who never made it to Boston. Perhaps something happened to them, and Goldenrod was prevented from discovering it.”

			“That would make sense.”

			“Well, we need more, Charles,” Nettie concluded. “We need more pieces of the story.” She raised her eyebrows. “What is your next step?”

			“I’m going to keep an eye on these men with grappling hooks. See if I can learn more about what they’re doing.”

			“That sounds good. And I’m going to see what I can find in Bligh’s papers. Father brought several boxes of them home.” She gave a sly smile. “And he never looks at the sheet music I keep on the piano stand. You know how my teacher insists on my practicing scales.”

			—19-Hour 52—

			BEACON HILL WAS picturesque even in darkness. The streetlamps cast yellow light into the humid summer air, and the brick buildings seemed to lean away from them, their windows tightly shuttered. Theo walked silently across the cobblestones. He had left his stolen Goodyear at the foot of the hill, tied to a lamppost. As he approached Broadgirdle’s mansion, he slowed his pace. When he reached the brick wall, he peered through the hole in the garden door. Ordinarily, it would have been difficult to see anything in the darkness, but the back of the house was illuminated by a pair of flame lamps. Sure enough, two Sandmen were stationed before the garden shed.

			Theo waited. As twenty-hour approached, he heard the footsteps that he was expecting: four police officers hurriedly made their way up Broadgirdle’s front walk. They passed through the gate, and one of the officers pounded on the door. A light went on in a second-story window. Theo smiled to himself in the darkness, but the smile was as much to encourage himself as it was to celebrate the success of this first step. He was deeply nervous.

			More lights appeared, and finally, some minutes later, Theo heard the front door open. Broadgirdle’s booming voice cut through the still night. “Well, officers? What are you doing here at this hour?”

			“Mr. Broadgirdle, we received an anonymous tip that your life was in danger.”

			“In danger? From what?”

			“The note said that you were entertaining guests this evening and that one of them meant to assassinate you.”

			There was a pause. “Does it look to you like I am entertaining guests?”

			“Well, no, Mr. Broadgirdle, but we would nonetheless like to be certain. Especially after the tip that warned us of the prime minister’s murder at Minister Elli’s house. That one was correct, after all.”

			“Very well. Come in.”

			The officers entered, closing the door behind them. More lights were illumined on the ground floor. And then the rear door of the house opened.

			“Mortify, Until!” Broadgirdle bellowed into the darkness.

			Theo heard the scuffle of boots and then the rear door closing. He hurried to where the wrought-iron fence met the brick wall. Scrabbling up the fence, he peered into the garden. It looked deserted. He swung up onto the top of the wall, then dropped down. As his feet landed, the tension in his stomach crested, setting all of his nerves off like alarm bells. He did not have much time. Broadgirdle would allow the policemen to search the house, but his patience would soon wear thin.

			Theo padded quickly and quietly toward the shed. A light was on inside; it shone dully through the dirty windows. The door was padlocked. Of course it is, Theo thought grimly. He could hear Broadgirdle protesting from somewhere inside the house. Rounding the shed, Theo found two windows—firmly latched—and one small casement window, facing the brick wall, that was propped open. Gotcha, Graves! he thought. The space between the garden shed and the brick wall was tight—perhaps a foot and a half. Climbing into the shed was out of the question. But perhaps the window would open wide enough to let him see inside.

			Theo shimmied up the wall, propping one foot on the bricks and the other on the shed until he was just below the window. Then he pulled it open as far as the wall behind him would allow and peered in.

			A single gas lamp sat on a worn wooden worktable in the center of the room. Pruning shears, a watering can, and a roll of twine sat beside the lamp. Rakes and brooms, shovels, and a few broken beams filled one corner; empty wooden planters were stacked in another. Along the walls were more worktables covered with gardening supplies: pots, spades, burlap sacks of dirt. A chair stood by the worktable.

			There was nothing unusual in the room. It looked just like an ordinary potting shed. Theo squinted, willing the room to come into focus, waiting for the secret guarded by the Sandmen to reveal itself. Nothing happened.

			Broadgirdle’s voice reached him clearly from an open window on the second floor. “Are you satisfied now? I would like to get back to sleep.”

			Theo shook his head in frustration. He had only a moment before the Sandmen returned. Suddenly the lamp flickered, and the pruning shears, left carelessly open, took on a different aspect. Was that rust on the cutting edge of the shears, or blood?

			Unbidden, a memory of driving Graves’s wagon broke over him. It was the first time Theo had been tasked with driving it, and Graves assigned it to him only because the wagon was empty. The air was deadly dry. The horses were slow and, as always, they were injured. Their smell wafted up behind them, and Theo felt like he was just one more pile of waste, sitting on the wagon bench downwind from the horses. He was driving alone from Refugio to Castle, where he would meet Graves. At the time, he had only been aware of how he hated the wagon and hated Graves and hated himself for driving one to the other. He hated himself most for not running away, now that he was left alone and in command of two horses—albeit two very worn and rather useless horses.

			In later years, when he allowed himself to think about it, he understood that Graves had given him the task precisely with this objective in mind. He didn’t care about getting to Castle sooner on his own fast horse. He only wanted Theo to feel gutted by a lack of courage; he wanted him to feel fully, during every one of those fifty-six miles, that he was incapable of running away. Graves was good at that. He knew what the slow cultivation of fear could do to someone, especially a child. It made you totally powerless, so that even when you seemed to have your freedom, you did not.

			Theo had seen enough. He let himself drop down into the narrow space between the wall and the shed. As he hit the ground, the casement window that had been propped open suddenly slammed shut, and the sound reverberated through the quiet garden. He froze.

			There was silence from inside the house. Then several pairs of feet hurried out into the yard. “The rest of you stay inside,” one of the officers commanded. “Secure the front door and the ground-floor windows. Did that sound come from your shed?” he asked the MP.

			“I cannot say,” Broadgirdle responded gruffly. “My guess is that it is one of the neighborhood cats. I very much doubt you will find an assassin hiding in my shed.”

			His voice was terribly near. Theo felt himself shrink against the wall, wishing he could disappear into the ivy.

			“Nevertheless, sir, we’d like to check.”

			“Very well.” There was a brief pause as Broadgirdle fussed with his keys, and then the shed was unlocked. Theo crouched down. “As you see, I have nothing here but gardening supplies.”

			Theo realized that this was his only moment to escape unnoticed, unless he wanted to spend the entire night crouching in the damp darkness. While they were searching the shed, he would have to circle around it and flee through the garden. Theo knew he had to, but he could not bring himself to do it. Graves’s presence, so close and hidden by only the thin wall of a garden shed, muddled his thoughts. He felt like he was nine years old again, and shifting even a foot from where he had hidden himself seemed impossible. You can’t stay here, a voice in Theo’s head shouted at him. Move. Move now!

			With a burst of effort, he stepped as quietly as he could along the wall, away from the main house and into the darkness. Once he was clear of the shed he took a deep breath. The garden spread out before him; it seemed a mile long. I can’t do it, he thought. Someone is going to see me. Before he could doubt what he was doing, he turned to the garden wall and hauled himself up it, struggling with the creepers that tore, tore again, and finally held him. He rolled himself over the top and landed blindly in the neighbor’s garden. Crouching against the wall, he fought to steady his breathing.

			Theo could hear the men on the other side hurrying out of the shed. “A cat, you said?” the officer asked tersely. “I believe your garden has been invaded by something rather larger. I will leave two officers here—”

			“That really is not necessary.”

			“I insist. And we will wake the neighbors to see what manner of ‘cat’ has visited them.”

			Theo closed his eyes and pictured himself from overhead. He was sitting against the wall, and beyond it was the street, and beyond the street lay all of Beacon Hill, twinkling with lamps on every corner. His Goodyear was only a few blocks away. There were any number of escape routes. He just had to take one of them.

			Rising quietly from the damp ground, he walked to the rear of the much smaller garden. Broadgirdle’s neighbor, he realized with relief, was a reasonable human being who didn’t hide bloody shears in his shed. There was a simple back gate with a latch and no lock. Theo opened it and stepped out onto the sidewalk. He closed the gate soundlessly behind him and took a deep breath. Walking slowly, steadily, as if he had decided to take a turn around the neighborhood to get some fresh air, he crossed to the other side of the street. He thrust his hands into his pockets. They were shaking.

			As he walked downhill toward the Goodyear, he began to feel better. He had learned something and he had not been caught. The euphoria started to make him giddy, and all that had seemed so frightening minutes before seemed suddenly laughable. I’m on to you, Graves, he thought, grinning fiercely in the darkness. You’re guilty as sin, and I’m going to prove it. This time, you won’t get off so easy.
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			Errol’s Pursuit

			
			—1892, June 29: 17-Hour 15—

			It was thought at first that the plague befell only those who ventured into the Dark Age, but it soon became clear that it was not so discriminating. What has been observed in the decades since is that travelers from other Ages, particularly later Ages, carry a greater resistance. This has caused the papacy to suspect, logically, that some devilry practiced in future Ages protects their inhabitants unnaturally from the plague.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s History of the Dark Age

			

			ERROL FORSYTH, THE phantom hunter, sat at the table, mending his cape by the faint light of the fire. Seneca, the falcon, stood at the far end of the table, preening his feathers. They both glanced occasionally at the girl, Sophia, who, some half an hour after sighting the phantom, was still visibly upset. She had not protested when Errol began dragging the heavy wooden crate on wheels, but instead followed him dumbly, half weeping into her cupped hands. Now the planter stood outside in the courtyard of the abandoned house where he had been taking shelter for the past week, and the chickpea stew he had made earlier was bubbling over the fire.

			The girl reminded him powerfully of his younger sister Catherine, whom he had not seen for so many years. She had the same unyieldingly serious face, pensive when she was glad, brooding and sorry when she was upset. Errol smiled to himself, thinking of the time he had banished that sorry look by teaching Cat to make the thrushes eat seeds from her palm. Observing the girl, he thought to himself grimly that it would take more than a few thrushes to expunge the memory of the phantom. Poor child, he thought. He finished the seam, tied a knot, and snapped off the thread with his teeth. Then he got up and ladled the stew into two ceramic bowls painted white and blue. He placed the bowls on the table, placed a pair of spoons beside them, and turned to Sophia.

			“Come eat,” he said.

			Sophia got up wordlessly. Before sitting down, she opened her battered satchel and took out an equally battered half-eaten loaf of bread. She gazed at it a little mournfully. “It tastes better than it looks.”

			“Thank you,” Errol said gravely.

			“Thank you,” murmured Sophia. “For taking me in.” She looked up and met his gaze. “And for before, in the street. Though I don’t understand what happened.”

			“I will explain all of that to you soon enough. For now, let’s eat.”

			Sophia found, to her surprise, that the chickpeas were delicious. She was so eager to eat them that she burned her tongue. Without saying a word, Errol ladled more into her bowl and sat back to eat his own. After the second bowl, a hunk of the bread, and a glass of water, Sophia began to feel somewhat better. She looked around the room.

			They were in a house that had once been comfortable. The shelves were carefully built into the wall and stacked with the blue-and-white dishes. The mullioned windows had fine lace curtains, and copper pots hung above the open fire. The table and chairs were worn but well cared for, and above the table hung an iron candelabrum that at one point had fully illuminated the room. Now there were only two candles, burned down to pale stumps.

			The phantom hunter looked entirely out of place among the pretty crockery and dainty curtains. Even without his gray hood, he seemed like a creature more fit for the wild outdoors than a candlelit kitchen. Tall and angular, he had broad, callused hands with blunt fingers. His dark blue eyes met Sophia’s and held them, making her more uncomfortable by the second. She could read nothing in those eyes about the man behind them, but she felt that her every thought, every moment of her past, was visible to him.

			“Does your bird eat bread?” Sophia asked, scattering crumbs on the table. It examined them coldly.

			“Seneca is a falcon. He eats meat, and he hunts it himself.”

			“Oh. So you are both hunters.”

			“I suppose you could say that. Seneca hunts mice; I hunt phantoms. You can see which one of us is wiser.” Errol lifted his finger and Seneca clacked closer to him, then pushed his head against it. “I found him near Córdoba when he was only a ball of white feathers. Could not hunt at all, then.” Seneca bit his finger gently in protest. “Even now he is a lazy hunter. You are more philosopher than predator, are you not, Seneca?” The falcon turned away from Errol and walked back to his corner of the table, then contemplated the fire with a beady eye.

			Sophia gazed solemnly at the falcon and then turned back to Errol.

			He put his spoon down. “You want me to explain what the apparitions are,” he said flatly.

			“Yes.”

			“People here believe they emerge from the Dark Age. That they are sent to lure us into those dark pathways so we will be eaten to pieces by the spines.” He stood up, stretched, and put another log on the fire. Though the day had been blisteringly hot, the warmth had vanished with the sun, and now the night was sharp and cool. Errol sat back down. Despite his height, he moved smoothly, almost gracefully, as though every motion had a foreseen and intended conclusion. “Perhaps they are right. I do not know for certain what they are. I can only tell you how I have come to know them.”

			“All right,” she agreed.

			“I come from the Closed Empire. You may have noticed it from my speech.” Sophia nodded. “I serve a lord there, my family does, near York. I was the falconer before I left three years ago. My twin brother worked with milord’s horses.” He looked up at Sophia, as if expecting some response. She looked back at him expectantly. “My twin brother is named Oswin,” he went on. “It was three years and seventeen days ago that I saw Oswin drawn away by a specter.”

			Sophia caught her breath. “Drawn away?”

			Errol gave a small nod. “He saw an apparition—unclear, insubstantial, but still recognizable—and was transfixed by it. I saw it all happen, for I was not far away. We stood in the field at dusk. I was returning from the stables, and he waited for me, as he often did, so that we might walk together and talk before sitting down to supper. But before I reached him, the phantom appeared.”

			“Who was it?”

			“It was not a person. It was the phantom of a thing—an animal. A horse that ran away when we were children. I recognized it by the toss of its head, and so did Oswin. I heard Oswin call to it by name. I followed, thinking as my brother did that some strange spirit of the horse, or the horse itself, had returned to us.” He shook his head. “But it was not the horse or its spirit. It was a fell thing that drew him across one field and then another. I pursued him, caring nothing for the horse but gravely distressed by how my brother seemed not to heed or even hear me. The night deepened, and we passed into the forest.” Errol turned to the fire. Sophia waited. “I lost him there,” he said, in a hard voice. “In the darkness. Though I could still pursue his trail. In the town beyond the forest they had seen him, and in the town farther south they had, also.” He passed a hand quickly over his eyes. “I will not tire you by telling you of every sign I sought and found, but suffice to say that I pursued Oswin for a year, farther and farther south, until we were at the very edge of the Papal States, and I began to doubt my own sanity.

			“But here,” he said slowly, “I found that others had seen phantoms. It was not so uncommon as it had seemed to me in York. I saw them for myself—other specters. As dusk fell, they emerged, each with its intended destination. The people in the cities and towns north of here live in mortal fear of the phantoms, believing if they are bewitched by them, they will be drawn into the Dark Age.

			“Then I had a chance discovery. I ran out of arrows.” Errol paused and smiled briefly to himself. “The mistake of a novice. So I cut new ones from an orange tree—crude things with too much bend and hardly a point. And when I launched them at the apparitions, they vanished. Now I cut fresh arrows each day. The green wood is, as yet, the only method I have found for banishing the shadows—at least for a single night. They always reappear.”

			Sophia felt a rapid pulse of relief. She’ll be back again tomorrow, she thought. She’s not gone.

			Errol picked up his spoon, then put it down again. “By then, I had reached the road from Seville to the border of the Dark Age. And there I lost the trail. No one had seen Oswin, though plenty had seen him farther north. He was easy to mark—a pale, blond youth from the Closed Empire, identical in appearance to me. Many before had seen him. But then all sign of him vanished. That was two years ago.”

			He was silent for so long Sophia thought his story had ended. Seneca walked across the table once, examined Errol’s plate, then retreated to his corner and turned his back on them. Sophia felt her caution of the phantom hunter fading. He was just like her, this Errol Forsyth: seeking lost family, across great distances and with impossible prospects. Here, she thought, reaching into the pocket for the spool of thread, is someone who will understand what I am doing. The Fates have been kind to place him in my way.

			Suddenly Errol spoke again. “Then I began to see Oswin’s likeness. It always arrives at dusk—that was what you saw. A sad, pathetic thing. With a strange face that seemed made of some page from a monk’s book. I do not know what it means.” He frowned, and his eyes, reflecting the fire, seemed filled with flames. “I refuse to believe that he is dead. I have seen the phantoms of the dead, and this is not one of them. True phantoms are heavy, toxic with grief. These are light, as if illuminated by a searching flame. He is alive,” he said fiercely. “I am sure of it.”

			“Does he speak to you, too?”

			“Yes. Always some nonsense.”

			“He says the same thing each time?”

			“No. Different things. I have long since stopped listening. The words have no meaning. It is not Oswin, that specter.” He took a breath and his face relaxed, growing pensive. “For the last two years, I have traveled all throughout the towns and cities here, but I have had no further sign of him. I have circled the perimeter of the Dark Age twice, but I will not venture into it.”

			Sophia considered him. “Because it is not allowed by the Orders, or because it is too dangerous?”

			“I care nothing for what the Orders allow or do not allow. But the Dark Age is not to be trifled with. It may belong to some distant past, but it is still here. It is the dark heart of the Papal States. We all have one,” he said, his eyes narrowing, “a dark point at our center, where it is wise not to enter or look too closely. My Dark Age is as dark as any other.” He flexed his hands. “I refuse to believe he is there. Not Oswin.” He took his eyes from the fire to look at her. “And you must have lost your mother, or she would not have appeared to you as a phantom.”

			Sophia nodded. The piercing blue gaze seemed kinder now, though the expression on Errol’s face was unchanged. “She and my father disappeared when I was small. They were explorers. I’m here because I think there may be word of them in Granada. My mother left a diary there. I was to travel with another woman from Boston. Remorse. But she never boarded the ship. She . . . I don’t know. She made arrangements for me to meet someone in Seville at the port. They weren’t there. I am not sure if they ever will be. So who knows if I will ever get to Granada.” Errol gazed at her a moment longer after she had stopped speaking, then nodded.

			“I will go with you,” he said without looking at her, standing up to throw another log on the fire.

			She hesitated, surprised by the offer. “Thank you. But I can’t keep you from your search.”

			“You are not keeping me from it. And it is a long road to Granada. It circles north all the way around the border of the Dark Age. Besides, this is what I do: wander futilely, hunting my brother’s ghost while my brother himself continues to elude me.” He spoke without bitterness, but with a heavy sadness that sounded to Sophia very like defeat.

			“I should wait here, in Seville,” she said with a sigh. Then she looked up and was surprised to see the phantom hunter smiling.

			It was the first time she had seen him smile, and it made him look suddenly younger. He let out a brief laugh. “You do not trust me!” he exclaimed.

			“That’s not true,” Sophia replied earnestly. “I am grateful for your offer to help—very grateful. But I did sent word to friends in the United Indies before leaving Boston. I think perhaps I should wait for them here. They can be trusted—they are not Nihilismian like the others.”

			“Ah. Nihilismians.” He paused. “And this woman who left you alone on the ship and made arrangements for you that did not come through—she was Nihilismian?”

			“Yes.”

			Errol raised his eyebrows. His face was serious once more as he turned to look at the fire. “In truth you would be wise,” he said, “to be cautious of strangers. I am surprised you found a Nihilismian trustworthy. And you do not know me—cannot know what I am or am not.” He shook his head. “You have nothing to fear from me, but you should bolt the door of my room, to make sure. A cautious young lady would not easily stay the night in an empty house with a hooded stranger. We will bolt the outside door as well.”

			Sophia felt embarrassed by the reprimand. No doubt he was right. She trusted too readily. “All right. Thank you.”

			—19-Hour 42—

			THE BED IN the little room overlooking the courtyard was softer and more comfortable than Sophia had imagined. But she could not sleep. Restless thoughts and persistent uncertainties kept her mind turning. The pretty room, which had clearly belonged to a girl her own age or younger, filled her with morbid thoughts about the deaths that had likely occurred in her place of refuge. Perhaps, she comforted herself, the family moved away to avoid lapena. But then, why would they leave all their belongings?

			Sophia sighed and turned over restlessly. She could not decide what to do. Was it wiser to stay in Seville and wait for Remorse’s ally? Or would it be better to travel east to the Granada Archive at once? Sitting up, she leaned forward and opened the shutters to the window overlooking the courtyard. Moonlight poured into the room. She looked out at the roofs of Seville and imagined the plague creeping through the city on shadowy feet. Despite her exhaustion, she realized, she would not be sleeping.

			Sophia took her notebook from her satchel. She filled the pages, drawing and writing by the light of the moon. The plague cleric, Whence and Partial, the boy and his mother who had given her bread, the lamplighter, Errol Forsyth, and the specter of Minna Tims. She could hardly believe it had all happened in one day. As she drew, the tolling of bells marked the night hours: the second vigil, the third vigil, the fourth vigil, and matins.

			It was close to dawn, though the sky was still dark, when Sophia suddenly heard a strange sound: a stretching and creaking, like the wall of a house resisting the wind. Then a sharp cracking and splintering cut through the air: the sound of wood being smashed to pieces. For a moment, she thought of the front door, but no—the sound came from the courtyard. A clattering explosion, followed by the report of wood on stone, drove her to the window.

			She looked down and saw the planter in pieces. The plants that had been growing inside the wooden container were now bursting from it; the soil lay scattered, the fully blossomed flowers partly trampled, as if someone had walked through them.

			Sophia pulled away from the window with a gasp. “Errol!” she shouted. She unbolted her door and rushed out into the corridor. She could hear him in the room across the narrow hall, stumbling across the floorboards.

			He pounded on the door of his room. “Open the door. Sophia. Sophia! Unbar the door!”

			But Sophia stood motionless in the corridor. She stared up at the figure that stood not five paces away, blocking her path. Tall and strangely illuminated, emitting a golden light like the flame of a candle, the woman held her hand out toward Sophia, commanding her stillness. “Do not move,” she said, her voice sinuous as a velvet ribbon, winding its way around Sophia so that she felt rooted to the floor. Then the woman turned her palm upward, and a cluster of golden blossoms sprang from her hand. “Be gone,” the woman whispered. With a slight movement, she tossed the blossoms toward Sophia. They burst into a dense fog of petals and pollen, heavy and thick as a storm cloud. Sophia could see nothing but a yellow mist, and her breath seemed to lodge in her throat. She could hardly breathe.
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			The Lost Signs Are Lost

			March 15, 1881

			It was no surprise to us that Bruno had not only been kind to Rosemary but had become her teacher and friend. She told us how, during the year he stayed at the farm, Bruno had related stories of all his adventures, sung often, and laughed more. He tried to coax her out of silence with his poor Castilian, and when this did not work, he switched to his native English. Neither drew Rosemary into speech, but she slowly learned the unfamiliar language, even as she communicated with him mostly by signs. Bruno read out loud to her from his many books in English, sharing the world of New Occident through their pages. Bruno was never impatient or vexed at her muteness, which he treated with a delicacy that, at times, almost allowed her to forget its existence.

			These qualities were the same ones that had endeared Bruno Casavetti to us when we first met him in Boston years earlier, and they were the qualities that had made him such a beloved companion on more than one expedition. They were the reasons why we had gone into such a remote Age to find him, leaving little Sophia behind. We listened with great emotion to Rosemary’s stories of Bruno’s kindness—and, finally, with dread to her account of his final months in Murtea.

			“Bruno became captivated by Ausentinia,” she told us, “as I knew he would. He had originally traveled to the Papal States with the intention of mapping the perimeter of the Dark Age, but Ausentinia had distracted him. Rumor of the House of Saint Antony drew him to Murtea, and once he discovered the rumors were true, its marvels kept him close by. Bruno wanted to understand how such a wondrous Age had come to be. He crossed the stone bridge to Ausentinia every day, returning only at dusk. He visited each map store asking every manner of question and receiving friendly but uninformative replies. None of them had a map for Bruno. He became convinced that the entire origin and existence of Ausentinia was something the inhabitants concealed: the one lost answer for which no map would be drawn.

			“And then, one day in November, he returned to the farm with a stricken look that filled me with fear. He would hardly meet my gaze. I pressed his arm and signed to ask him what had happened. He looked up at me then, his expression filled with grief. ‘It is gone,’ he said quietly. ‘Ausentinia is gone. The Dark Age has taken it.’

			“I was shocked, naturally, and my face said as much. Bruno explained as best he could. ‘As I took the path to the stone bridge, I came across Pantaleón, the priest’s nephew. He was heading into Ausentinia as well. We walked together, talking, toward the stone bridge. But then when we crested the hill we saw’—he swallowed—‘we saw that the paths to Ausentinia were gone. Not even the hills were there. Black moss met the stone bridge on the other side. I saw the spines—they were young ones, with their thorny trunks and long limbs. I have seen the Dark Age before, as I stood at a safe distance, and there is no doubt in my mind. Somehow, inconceivably, it has arrived, taking the hills of Ausentinia with it.

			“‘It was Pantaleón who saw the yellow hills in the distance. He pointed, and I could see that he was right. Pieces of Ausentinia had yet survived, like amber islands in a sea of black. As we looked, something even more unbelievable occurred. The shape of the Age before us changed. An Ausentinian hill in the near distance expanded, replacing a portion of the dark forest. Then, more shocking still, the earth on the far side of the stone bridge transformed as well—the familiar tall, yellowed grass appeared. Pantaleón and I stared, dumbfounded. I did not understand what I was seeing. But Pantaleón, with his typical impulsiveness, ran to look more closely. I called him back, but he ignored me.’

			“Bruno wiped his brow. ‘If only I had stopped him!

			“‘Pantaleón crossed the bridge and rushed across the grass to the very edge of the black moss, and as he did I heard a rush of wind like the sound of an approaching storm. Pantaleón reached to touch the moss, an expression of wonder on his face. I saw behind him what appeared to be a gust of wind, moving through the spines. Pantaleón rose, but he was too late. When I uncovered my eyes, everything beyond the bridge was black once more, as if darkness had extinguished a frail yellow flame. I could not see Pantaleón.’ Bruno looked up at me then, his face filled with horror. ‘But I could hear him screaming, running through the spines. And then . . . nothing.’

			“Bruno and I sat in silence; both of us struck dumb now. After a time, he sighed. ‘I do not understand what I saw.’ He got to his feet. ‘But I must tell the priest what has happened to his nephew. Perhaps some brave soul will go in search of him and see if he is still alive.’ I nodded, understanding that the errand was necessary, but I felt a curious sense of unease and then dread, which grew in my stomach after he had gone. The story had unsettled me, of course, but I felt a fear of something much nearer: some impending danger that I could not fathom. Finally, unsure what else to do, I hurried to the village to find Bruno at the priest’s house.

			“As I neared Murtea’s walls, I saw the peddler who travels between Granada and Murtea. He is an old man, hunched and dried as the hills, but he still walks the route every other week. He was arguing with a man from the village, and I heard their voices grow shrill. Suddenly, the enraged customer raised his sword, and with vicious strokes he began to hack the old man’s cart to pieces. For a moment, I felt a strange relief that he was attacking the cart and not the old man. And then my mind understood what my eyes were seeing. A broken cart. A broken cart. The words from the map came back to me. When the cart breaks, go to the goat’s head. I lost no time; I did as the map instructed me.”

			“But what is the goat’s head?” I asked Rosemary.

			“Our sheriff,” she said. “Alvar Cabeza de Cabra. His name means ‘head of goat,’” she explained for Bronson’s benefit. “I ran to the village plaza, where I knew the sheriff would be, and there I found my dear Bruno already bound, looking at the sheriff and the priest with an expression of complete bewilderment. I ran up to him and clawed at his bonds. ‘Seize her,’ the priest said. ‘No doubt this little witch assisted him.’ I was no match for the sheriff, who held my hands behind my back before I could even turn to face him. ‘Did you teach the brujo a trick or two?’ the priest asked me cruelly. ‘Did you tell him to bring the Dark Age upon us? To send my nephew into its depths?’

			“Then, as if it had never been gone, my voice returned. ‘No!’ I screamed. ‘He is no witch. He wanted to help Pantaleón. You must believe him!’

			“The priest regarded me with disgust. ‘No doubt it was his witchcraft,’ he hissed, ‘that gave you back your voice as well. Was it a pact of some kind? An exchange of his soul for your wretched voice? I will see that you both pay for this.’”

			Rosemary broke off. “I cannot bear to tell you the rest of it,” she said quietly.

			“Please,” I said, though my eyes were already damp with tears. “I am sorry for the pain it causes you, but I beg you to tell us what became of him.”

			“They placed us both in this same jail,” Rosemary went on, with effort, “and in time the villagers discovered that what Bruno had said was indeed true. The Dark Age had overtaken Ausentinia. It had reached the very edge of the stone bridge. None dared enter in search of Pantaleón. Bruno began to lose hope that they would ever listen to reason. Certainly the priest did not.

			“Without telling me, he decided to confess to the charges. He could not explain how the Dark Age had arrived, but he pretended that he had made a pact with the Devil, sending Pantaleón into the Dark Age in exchange for my voice. He told them that I was innocent.

			“It was then they let me go, and I sent the letter that brought you here. The following week they sentenced him. His sentence was cruel. He was condemned to cross the stone bridge, so that he would suffer the same fate Pantaleón suffered.”

			Bronson and I gasped.

			Rosemary covered her eyes with her hand, aggrieved. “That was before they truly understood the consequences of passing into the Dark Age.”

			“What consequences do you mean?” I asked her—

			My account is interrupted. I have no more time. I must write my final thoughts, and I hope that someone—perhaps the sheriff, who has been kinder than I expected—will see that these pages are safeguarded. I will be able to write nothing more in them.

			We have been condemned for witchcraft—for resisting the plague by means of dark arts. At noon we will be taken to the stone bridge. If we are able to avoid the Dark Age, we will follow the lost signs to the city of Ausentinia. It is our only chance of finding safety. Perhaps they are still there, beneath the dreaded darkness.

			I wish I could say otherwise, but I confess that as the hour draws near, I am afraid. I see my husband sitting across from me, as handsome as the day I met him. His skin is powdered with dust from the dry air; his gentle eyes are filled with sadness. He tries to smile at me. . . .

			What will become of us? Will we survive, and what does survival through such a trial mean? I wonder what our Sophia is doing at this moment. Drawing at her little desk, perhaps. Walking with Shadrack by the river. Sleeping with that look of surprised calm that overtakes her.

			I promise you, dear heart, that we will find our way to you again.

			Minna Tims

			March 17, 1881

			Murtea, Papal States
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			Goldenrod’s Cure

			
			—1892, June 30: 4-Hour 11—

			And yet the people of the Papal States are far more divided as to the plague’s cause and its treatment. Some believe it is a curse sent northward from the Early Pharaohs. Others, particularly those sympathetic to Nihilismian explanations, believe it is essentially a fatal melancholy brought on by the grief of inhabiting the world of the Great Disruption.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 

			Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			SOPHIA REELED AND fell backward. She felt as though all the air had been wrenched from her lungs in one solid mass. From a great distance, she heard an insistent pounding and a loud voice calling her name: Errol. She realized that she was not on the floor but was being held—cradled. The strange woman had caught her. “What—” she said thickly, trying to raise her head.

			“It will take a few moments,” the woman said, in her low voice. “I have called it away and it has obeyed me, but you will need a moment to recover.”

			“Sophia!” Errol shouted. “Sophia, answer me!”

			“Called what away?” Sophia asked weakly.

			“The wanderer that was beginning to make a home inside you.”

			Sophia shook her head. She was feeling better, but the woman’s words confused her. “Wanderer?” she repeated.

			“What people here call a sickness—the plague.”

			Horrified, Sophia sat up suddenly, still dizzy and dazed. “I had the plague?”

			“A wanderer crept into your head a few hours ago, and it was thinking about staying a while.” The woman smiled. “I called it away.” She looked around her with a sense of observation. “This house is full of them.”

			“Sophia!” Errol pounded on the door.

			Sophia scrambled to her feet. “My friend—Errol—might be sick, too. Please, can you help him?”

			The woman rose to her feet and without a word threw back the bolt and stepped aside. The door flew open. Errol leaped forward, his sword held high. Seneca beat the air over his head and whirled, screaming, into the dark hallway. “No!” Sophia cried. The woman’s back was already to the wall, the point of Errol’s sword at her neck. She eyed him coldly.

			Sophia rushed between them. “She didn’t hurt me! She didn’t hurt me, Errol.”

			Errol had not taken his eyes off of the woman. Slowly, he lowered his sword, but only by a little. He pulled Sophia toward him and held her protectively. “Who are you?” he growled at the woman. “And where did you come from?”

			A slight smile pulled at the edge of her mouth. “Goldenrod,” she said quietly. “I come from the Eerie Sea.”

			“How did you get here?” Errol demanded.

			Goldenrod motioned with her chin. “I came across the ocean in a wooden coffin.”

			Sophia gasped. “You were in the planter!”

			“I was fading—I had been for months. You, Sophia, gave me sun and water, and they revived me.” She gave a slight bow. “I owe you my life.”

			Sophia blinked. “Sun and water?”

			“People of New Occident know little about us,” Goldenrod said, “and I suspect you cured me by chance.”

			“You are one of the Eerie?”

			“That is your name for us, yes.”

			“I thought the planter held . . . plants.”

			Goldenrod smiled. “You were not entirely wrong.” She held out her hands. It was difficult to see in the dawn light that seeped into the corridor, but Sophia thought that Goldenrod’s hands looked faintly green.

			Errol had relaxed his grip, though he still had one hand on Sophia’s shoulder and the other on his sword. “What manner of creature lives on sun and water?”

			Goldenrod reflected. “The wanderer has been with you longer. In a few hours, you will begin to feel its presence.”

			Sophia whirled and looked up at Errol’s scowling face with concern. “He has it? He’s sick?” She turned back to Goldenrod. “Please help him.”

			“What do you mean?” Errol retorted, raising his sword again.

			“She means the plague.” Sophia wrapped her hands around his arm, lowering the sword. “Let her help you, Errol. She can make it go away. The whole house is contaminated.”

			“I have withstood the plague for two years,” he scoffed, “and it seems unlikely I would fall to it now.”

			“Sophia, step aside,” Goldenrod said calmly.

			“Stop!” Errol commanded, raising his sword.

			Sophia pulled away, and in the same moment Goldenrod raised a cluster of blossoms in her open palm. Errol’s eyes opened wide. With her slight toss, the petals expanded, enveloping Errol in a pale cloud that clung to the air around him. “Be gone,” Goldenrod said quietly. “Find another place to wander.”

			Errol sneezed violently and staggered backward, dropping the sword. Sophia jumped forward and tried to catch him, but his weight was such that they both collapsed. Seneca, from where he perched in a windowsill, gave a brief squawk of disapproval. Errol sneezed again. “Good God,” he said. He put his hand to his head.

			Sophia waited, partly crushed by the weight of Errol’s head and shoulders, which she had at least prevented from hitting the floor.

			Errol shook his head once or twice and opened his eyes. He struggled to push himself upright, fumbling for his sword. “You’ll not bury me in your foul powders again,” he said, eyeing Goldenrod threateningly. “My sword will find that hand before you can use it.”

			“We should leave this place,” Goldenrod said, ignoring him to peer into the rooms on either side of the corridor. “There are wanderers in every room, and they are restless.”

			“All right,” Sophia said, looking around worriedly. “Are you feeling better, Errol?”

			Errol reached out his hand, still sitting propped up against the wall, and seized Sophia’s arm. “What did I tell you about trusting too readily? You have only just met her.”

			“From what I heard as I awoke in the streets of Seville,” Goldenrod said calmly, “Sophia has only just met you, as well.”

			Errol clambered to his feet and glared at the Eerie. Sophia watched them with apprehension. He seemed as tightly wound as a spring; his fists were clenched, and his eyes were narrowed to slits. Goldenrod stood with her arms at her sides, but her still face shone with a quiet intensity. The air between them in the narrow corridor seemed to grow heavier; the silence deepened.

			As Sophia considered how best to disturb it, an urgent pounding on the front door reverberated through the house. Errol scowled, not taking his eyes from Goldenrod. The pounding continued. At the sound of a shout, Errol turned his head, his expression altered. “It is the Golden Cross,” he said quietly. “Wait here.” He took a few steps toward the stairway, but the barked commands, clearly audible if not intelligible to the other two, stopped him in his tracks. He turned back and stared at Sophia. “They are looking for a girl—a foreigner, who was seen lying in the street last night speaking with a lamplighter. An informer has accused her of carrying lapena.”

			Sophia gasped. “How did they know I was here?”

			“The informers are paid in gold for their intelligence. They will go to great lengths for it.” He walked brusquely in his bare feet to the bedroom. “Get your things. We have less than a minute before they break down the door.”

			Sophia rushed to her bedroom and collected her things. Without bothering to change out of her nightgown, she stuffed her strewn clothes into her pack and pulled on her boots. She hurried into the hallway to find Errol already dressed, wearing his cape and carrying his bow and quiver. He pointed down the corridor. “There is a back stairway in the last room on the right. It leads down to the courtyard, and from there we exit onto a narrow alley behind the house.”

			The pounding on the door and the shouted commands stopped. A sudden crash of wood against wood broke the dawn air.

			“We are out of time,” Errol said. He rushed down the corridor, entering the room on the right and racing down the narrow stairway in the corner. Sophia plunged after him with Goldenrod in her wake. They emerged in the stone patio, where the broken planter lay as if exploded. From the shouts behind them, Sophia could tell that the Order had made their way inside. She heard them crashing through the rooms as Errol opened the door to the alley and ushered them through, closing it carefully behind them.

			“Now we do not run,” he said. “We walk calmly. Hood up,” he said to Goldenrod, giving her a sharp look. “And conceal your arms, for God’s sake.” Goldenrod pulled her brown hood over her head and withdrew a pair of long brown gloves from her cape, which she pulled on swiftly. “Take Sophia’s hand. We are a family of travelers heading east.”

			“But anyone can see that we do not belong here,” Sophia whispered frantically.

			“That is why we are leaving the city,” Errol said, pulling up his own hood. “We head east, toward Granada, on the road that circles north of the Dark Age.”

			—5-Hour 32—

			ERROL FORSYTH HAD always heard about the Faierie from his mother and father when he was a child, and more especially from his grandfather, who maintained that the soul of a childhood friend had been stolen by one when they were both in the forest, climbing a tree. But he had never seen one. Nonetheless, Errol believed in their existence just as he believed in the existence of people from the Russias: though he did not know any personally, he accepted that they were real.

			As the dawn light met them on the streets of Seville, Errol took the opportunity to study the woman who called herself an Eerie. She wore long, green robes and a hooded cape of dark brown. Her hazel eyes had a disconcerting stillness to them that mirrored the calm of her face: a slight nose, a wide and firm mouth, and prominent bones. Her face was pale, as were her neck and shoulders—pale and white. But at the edges of her forehead, where her brown hair began, the skin was brown, and her long hair seemed to shift and spin unlike any hair he had ever seen. Before she had donned the gloves, he had seen her hands: where her arms tapered at the wrists her skin became green, so that her fingers were as bright as new maple leaves. She claimed to be human, Errol reflected, but clearly was not.

			“How did you come to find yourself in a wooden coffin?” he asked, as they walked steadily through the winding streets.

			Her expression was aloof. “I do not know. I presume someone familiar with our ways placed me in it, because I was buried in soil. It would have been the only way for me to survive a voyage of such length.”

			Sophia, despite her pounding heart and her worries about the Golden Cross, looked up at her in surprise. “Remorse did that?”

			“Who is Remorse?” Goldenrod asked.

			“The woman who put us on that ship.”

			“I do not know her. I remember nothing after the attack in Boston.”

			Sophia’s eyes opened wide. “What attack?”

			“At the outskirts of Boston, I was attacked in the darkness. A single attacker, but with more strength than I expected. I resisted for some time. Eventually I was too injured and fell into unconsciousness. Then came a long sleep from which I awoke in Seville.”

			“And why were you traveling to Boston?” Errol asked. “You said you came from the Eerie Sea.”

			For the first time, Goldenrod looked troubled. “I thought I would find what I had been seeking for months. Three of our people have disappeared, and we are in search of them. I had received word that they were in Boston. Now that so much time has passed, I am certain others have gone there in my place. I only hope they fared better. I am sure they have,” she murmured, reassuring herself.

			After a brief pause, Errol made a noise of assent. “I see.”

			He could not deny, with a wry smile inside his hood, that there was something fitting in the predicament of three travelers, all of them from distant Ages, all seeking people dear to them. But Goldenrod’s explanation of her circumstances struck him as entirely improbable. There was something more to the story, he felt certain. Perhaps a Faierie with no weapons could in fact have resisted a surprise attack in the darkness, but why had she been placed under lock and key in a wooden coffin? Was she so dangerous that she had to be not only locked up but shipped across the ocean? Or could it be that the very sight of those green hands had frightened the Bostonians into taking unnecessary measures?

			“Why are we going to Granada?” Goldenrod asked.

			“Sophia has an urgent mission there, and we cannot stay in Seville. You need not go with us.” Sophia gave him a look of admonishment. “In fact, now that we are clear of the house and immediate danger, you are welcome to leave at any time.”

			Goldenrod, untroubled, did not flinch. “We are not out of danger.”

			“We will be out of the city in fifteen minutes. As long as we do not encounter any others from the Order, we will have no difficulties.”

			“I believe you will need my help.”

			Errol snorted. “I don’t see why.” He looked up briefly and then held out his arm. Seneca, who had taken flight once they reached the patio, descended smoothly onto his leather-bound forearm.

			“You may think you know this land better than I do,” Goldenrod replied calmly. “But believe me—I know it in ways you do not.”

			Errol paused in his thoughts. That could be true, he realized. If she was Faierie, there were probably many things about her he did not yet know. “I suppose it would do no harm to have a Faierie on our side.”

			“I am not a Faierie, any more than you”—she paused, glancing at Seneca—“are a falcon.” She fixed her brown eyes on Errol’s. “But I understand how to you it must seem a likely explanation.”

			“You may travel with us. But you must wear your hood and your gloves at all times. Your appearance will draw the suspicions of the clerics.”

			Goldenrod did not reply.

			They were reaching the city limits. The bells of the cathedral and all the churches tolled laudes, and already they sounded distant. Errol felt the first rush of heat as the sun began to warm Seville in earnest. “This will be a difficult first day,” he said, pausing where the last few houses gave way to scrubby grass and dusty olive trees. “We must walk at least as far as the first inn, and in less than an hour the sun will be scorching.” He held out a leather water sack to Sophia. “Drink. There are wells along the way.”

			Sophia obligingly took a long drink of water and then passed the sack to Goldenrod. She lifted it, turned her face upward, and with her mouth open poured water over her face and head. Errol watched her, eyebrows raised. “Faierie ways,” he murmured, shaking his head. He took the water sack back and tied it to his belt. “If we are approached by travelers on the road, let me speak to them. And if we see the Order approaching from either direction, get off the road and take what cover you can. They will meet a steel-tipped arrow of mine before they can come near us.” He stepped forward onto the dry road.

			“Falcon ways,” Goldenrod said quietly.
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			Following the Mark

			
			—June 7: 12-Hour 31—

			The Remember England Party is the oldest, having been founded in 1800 on the first anniversary of the Great Disruption. Its founders, poignantly, could themselves remember the England of 1799 and earlier, having traveled there or even, in some cases, being of English birth.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			MRS. CULCUTTY ENTERED the parlor, carrying a tray loaded with tea things and a fair-sized cake. “Good afternoon, Charles,” she said with a smile. Though Mrs. Culcutty tended to be rather overprotective of Nettie, Charles had struck her from the first as a very amiable, polite young man. Most young men who visited Nettie were either wolfish fellows who took too many liberties or sheepish fellows who brought too many flowers. Charles was neither: while scrupulously proper in his behavior, he seemed pleased but not overawed in her company. When they visited together she could always hear them talking seriously, and that was a good thing. Dear Nettie had precious few moments of seriousness in her life.

			“Good afternoon, Mrs. Culcutty!” Theo replied, taking the heavy tray and placing it on the table. “How are you?”

			“I am well, thank you, but my cousin across town is suffering from a summer cold, so I will be leaving shortly to see her.” She poured Nettie and Theo each a cup of Charleston tea.

			“Oh, poor Agatha!” Nettie exclaimed. “You will take her your molasses remedy, won’t you?”

			“I certainly will. Mr. Culcutty is in the back mending the fence if you should need anything. I’ll be back for supper.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Culcutty.” Nettie gave a sweet smile. She waited for the door to close. “Now,” she said, leaning forward, “tell me the rest.”

			Theo shrugged. “There isn’t much more to tell. There was nothing there. After a few minutes, they came outside, so I hopped the fence into the neighbor’s yard.”

			Nettie closed her eyes and chewed on a lock of hair. “Describe everything you remember from inside the shed. Everything.”

			“A worktable with a lamp, a ball of twine, a watering can, and the pruning shears. Some tools in the corner.”

			“Which tools?”

			“A shovel. A couple rakes. Hand spade. Things like that.”

			Nettie opened her eyes, scowling. “Charles, I said everything.”

			“Well, I couldn’t very well take notes, could I?”

			She huffed with frustration. “What else?”

			“Lots of empty pots, some of them broken.”

			“What did the ball of twine look like?”

			“What do you mean, what did it look like? A ball of twine.”

			“Was it rolled tight, or was it loose, as if the twine had been used?”

			Theo considered. “Loose. It had been used.”

			“What was in the watering can?”

			“I couldn’t see.”

			Nettie sat back with a sigh. “If you are right, and those shears had blood on them, then someone was hurt in that shed.”

			“I don’t doubt it. Problem is who.”

			“It could be one of the missing Eerie—one of the Weatherers or Goldenrod.”

			“Or it could be the man who brought her to the farm,” Theo put in. “Don’t forget about him. If he was supposed to kill Goldenrod and he didn’t, Broadgirdle wouldn’t have been happy.”

			“I haven’t forgotten about him,” Nettie said pensively. “But I have another piece of evidence that you haven’t seen yet.” She pulled a crumpled sheet of note paper from between the music books beside her. “Read this,” she said, handing it to Theo.

			February 4, 1892

			Goldenrod—

			I have found the Weatherers. I have even seen them. Their situation is dire, and it requires either great force or great ingenuity. I am devising alternatives. Part of the obstacle lies in how visible the Mark is upon them: if I expose their captivity publicly, their appearance will invite suspicion in Boston. I fear the outcome would be disastrous, given the prejudice toward foreigners. The solution must be stealthy, and I would welcome Eerie assistance. Further, I regret to say, they will be in need of your curative powers once they are freed.

			They send you the enclosed rule. It seemed pressing.

			—B

			Theo had seen enough governmental paperwork in Shadrack’s study to recognize the late prime minister’s writing. “Where was this?” he asked.

			“In one of the boxes of Bligh’s papers,” Nettie said. She grimaced. “I was up all night reading.”

			“What about the rule at the end?”

			She shook her head. “This was mixed in with a lot of other documents. It’s clearly the letter that brought Goldenrod to Boston. My guess is that she had it with her at the farm, and Bligh saved it once she was in his care. Who knows what she did with the rule.”

			“I’m not even sure what kind of rule he means. A written rule?”

			Nettie’s eyes widened with sudden awareness and she gave a little gasp. “Of course!” she exclaimed. “Not rules but rule. How could I not have realized?”

			Theo looked at her, perplexed. “Yes, that’s what it says.”

			Nettie jumped up from her chair. “We have a little time before Mrs. Culcutty returns. Hurry!”

			Theo followed her out of the piano room and into the elegant hallway at the rear of the house. It was the first time he had seen it. Patterned wallpaper and a set of pastoral landscapes in oval frames covered the wall. Nettie stopped before a heavy oak door on the right-hand side and quickly pulled a key from her skirt pocket. “I had a copy made ages ago,” she whispered. “Easier than using a hairpin every time.”

			Inspector Grey’s office was what Theo had expected. Heavy wooden cabinets and the mahogany desk darkened the room. A navy carpet from the Indies and two worn armchairs formed a tidy sitting area where more than a dozen boxes stood in neat piles. “I should have realized the minute I read it,” Nettie muttered. She opened the top box and rifled through it, then moved on to the next. “No one says ‘rule’ unless they mean . . . this!” She held up a folded wooden ruler, worn from years of use. “I thought it was just an object from his desk, but it must be what Bligh mentioned in the letter.”

			Theo took it up skeptically. “Really? It looks like an ordinary ruler.”

			“Except for the date,” Nettie said triumphantly.

			“The date?” Theo examined the ruler more closely, and on the unruled side he saw, faintly scrawled in red: Feb 2 1892. “I see what you mean. The date would fit with the date on the letter.”

			“The Weatherers gave this to Bligh, and he sent it to Goldenrod.”

			“But what is it?” Theo asked, baffled. He handed it back to her.

			Nettie dropped into one of the worn armchairs. “I don’t know.” She seemed to think with her entire face. “No other markings in red. It must be some kind of cipher. Or perhaps it belongs to one of the Weatherers, and sending it is proof of something. Or the ruler might remind Goldenrod of a particular event that they all were part of.” She wound a curl around her index finger and tugged. “Too many alternatives. I just don’t know.” She got up again and began arranging the boxes into their original tidy stack. “Do you think Elli knows about the Weatherers as well? Could you go and ask him?”

			“They still aren’t allowed visitors.” In truth, the prison did allow visitors, and Theo’s investigation would have benefited from a long conversation with Shadrack and Miles. But it was rather difficult to visit them when he was not supposed to leave East Ending Street. Nettie Grey might be fooled by a false name, but he didn’t wish to test his luck at the New Jail. “Has your father seen the letter?” he asked in the hallway as Nettie locked the study door.

			“I’m not sure. But he wouldn’t necessarily think it’s important. He doesn’t know what we know.” Nettie wound her way back to the piano room and sat down among the poppies.

			“But you’re going to give it to him, right?” Theo asked. “It practically proves it.”

			“Proves what, exactly?” Nettie asked, more to herself than to him. She twirled her hair thoughtfully. “We can speculate that Gordon Broadgirdle kidnapped the Weatherers, and Bligh discovered it. He sent a note to Goldenrod asking her for help, and she came. She was attacked by one of the grappling-hook brutes, but survived. Bligh found her and tried to take care of her. Bligh confronted Broadgirdle on his own about the captive Weatherers, and it got him killed.”

			“That’s it,” Theo said in earnest agreement. “It makes perfect sense.”

			“It does,” Nettie agreed, “but it’s not enough. There’s no proof. And there are too many questions. Where has Goldenrod vanished to? What about the man who attacked her? And this is the most important: Why would Broadgirdle kidnap the Weatherers?” She tapped her chin. “We need more.”

			Theo ran a hand through his hair. “We need to find the Weatherers.”

			“You need to get closer to Broadgirdle.”

			He stood and walked over to the window. He looked out into the side garden, where the neighbor’s roses hung heavy with faded petals. “Maybe there’s a different way to do it.”

			“Perhaps, but this is the fastest. What other way do you have in mind?”

			Theo pressed his forehead against the glass and tried to think. Sophia would come up with some other way, he thought. But I can’t see one. He turned back to face Nettie. “Let me think about it.”

			—13-Hour 15—

			HAVING RETURNED TO East Ending Street and fended off Mrs. Clay’s anxious questions about where he had been, Theo went to his room to ponder his dilemma. There was some part of him that wanted to forget about the problem altogether. I could still leave Boston, he thought. There’s no one forcing me to stay here. But he knew this was untrue, even as the escape route unfurled in his mind. He could leave Boston, but he could not leave Shadrack and Miles and Mrs. Clay; he could not leave Sophia. It felt strange every time he thought about it, but every time he reached the same conclusion: even facing Broadgirdle would not be as bad as losing the people who now knew him best.

			What is the solution Sophia would suggest that I can’t see? He smiled as he realized the solution Sophia would propose almost certainly resided in a book. But there was no book to tell him what Broadgirdle had done with the Weatherers. He slapped his forehead in frustration. The Weatherers. They’re in the dead center of this, and I have to figure out where they are. I have to figure out who they are.

			Bligh’s letter had referred to “the Mark.” Given what Miles had said about Goldenrod and the bed of flowers, it was almost certainly the Mark of the Vine. Suddenly, Theo remembered one of the books Veressa Metl had given Sophia the previous summer. He hurried into her room and scanned the bookshelf until he found it: Origins and Manifestations of the Mark of the Vine, by Veressa Metl. Theo began paging through it, skimming as quickly as he could for some mention of the Eerie or Weatherers. Neither was in the index.

			Much of the first half of the book was theoretical, for no one could point with certainty to where or when the Mark had emerged. The second half contained observations on how the Mark of the Vine appeared in different people, and these were organized into chapters titled “Physiological Characteristics,” “Aptitudes,” “Care and Healing,” and “Behavioral Tendencies.” Those with the Mark most often manifested it on their limbs, though in one case a man’s chest was encased in bark, and in others leaves sprouted from the back like wings. Many with the Mark were gifted at working with plants, and in some cases they could grow new plants from their own bodies, without the use of seeds or shoots. Veressa posited that the Mark was not something one did or did not have; rather, it was a spectrum. Some people had very little of the Vine, and some people had a great deal. Perhaps one person might have a single thorn growing from a knuckle, while another might have the Mark on every part of the body.

			Theo only put the book aside for dinner, and it was late in the evening when he reached the penultimate chapter, “Care and Healing.” There, following a disturbing section on tree diseases, was one called “Winter Sleep.” Theo skimmed it without really taking it in. Then a light flared in his mind, and he read it again:

			Just as bulbs sleep in the earth during winter, so do some with the fullest manifestation of the Mark. Well packed in nourishing soil, such a person might comfortably rest for weeks or even months, as long as this does not extend beyond a single season. In cases where disease or injury has taxed the body to extremes, such winter sleep can even be a necessary remedy.

			Theo pictured the contents of the shed: a worktable with a few objects; a wall of tools; and three empty planters stacked beside it. They were long and wide—like coffins. I was looking at the wrong thing, he realized. Not the pruning shears, but the planters. The Weatherers were there. He kept them in winter sleep, and then he took them out. The question is, where are they now?

			He slowly closed the book, replaced it on Sophia’s shelf, and returned to his own room. There, he curled up on his bed and considered the objects around him. What were they, really? A bed, a chair, a desk, a collection of souvenirs from the pirates, and a bundle of clothes. They were, in reality, worthless. He could have easily stolen their value ten times over. And yet, at the same time, they were priceless. This room, in this house, with the people who lived in it, were worth more than anything. If need be, they were worth his life.

			There was really no choice, Theo realized. He didn’t want to, but he had to. Nettie was right—he had to get closer to Broadgirdle.
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			Wearing the Mustache

			
			—June 8: 12-Hour 20—

			While the hospital reform initiated by the New States Party did improve conditions for patients, it did not alter the rules for admittance, which continued to prove problematic—particularly at hospitals and houses of charity ministering to patients suffering from madness. Many are assumed to suffer from madness when, in fact, their symptoms disguise other conditions—at times more dangerous, at times entirely innocuous.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			THEO LEARNED OF the job because he was lingering by the State House, trying to find a way of approaching it that would not be too obvious. He kept his distance from the crowd of younger and more ragged boys that loitered just across the street, waiting for a message or a package to carry. The guards always made sure that these boys didn’t make it onto the steps, but Theo looked older and tidier, and when he approached the steps with a doubtful expression a guard immediately pointed to his right. “You’re looking for job postings? Rear door by the servants’ entrance.”

			“Thank you,” Theo said amiably. He had been looking for nothing of the kind, but this would be an easier and less visible way of gaining entry. When he reached the servants’ entrance, he found a wooden board covered with paper advertisements, and while he waited to get a sense of how much foot traffic there was, and what was required to get in, he looked over the postings. One in the center sprang out:

			JUNE 6: Bertram Peel, in the office of MP Gordon Broadgirdle, seeks a responsible and diligent assistant of good character to work full-time, beginning immediately. Inquire within.

			Theo reread the advertisement and the date three times, unable to believe what it said. Then he turned on his heel and went home.

			He did not return for two days. Theo told himself that he needed the time to work on his knowledge of parliament, but in reality it took those two days to work up his nerve.

			It was true that his knowledge of parliament was negligible. He had heard a great deal about the Ministry of Relations with Foreign Ages from Shadrack, but he had no interest in the workings of the legislature. If he was going to do this, he would have to learn. Plunging into a pile of newspapers at Miles’s house, he read everything he could about recent happenings. He was aware that a temporary prime minister had been appointed in place of Bligh and that a proper election would be held at the end of the month. He also knew, as did all of Boston, that Broadgirdle would be the candidate for the Western Party. Theo suspected that the position he was applying for was due to an increased workload resulting from Broadgirdle’s campaign. But he had not known or suspected much beyond this, and over the course of two days he did his best to memorize as many names of MPs and as many details about the histories of each party as his brain could hold.

			He arrived at the State House on June 10, dressed in a way that was meant to both flatter and disguise. The thin mustache and severely parted hair were there for Broadgirdle’s vanity; he knew that Graves, as ever, thought himself a handsome man, and he would be pleased to think that he had imitators. The kidskin gloves and the pressed suit were there for concealment: in proper clothes, with his scarred hand hidden, Theo felt confident that he would be unrecognizable.

			Or, at least, he felt confident at the State House entrance. By the time he arrived at Broadgirdle’s offices on the top floor, he was having difficulty breathing. He stood in the corridor for a moment and took deep lungfuls of air. There was sweat on his brow, and he wiped it away quickly.

			Then he walked to the door of Broadgirdle’s offices and knocked. A thin, reedy voice called, “Come in.”

			Theo found himself facing a gaunt and unbecoming personage with a hairstyle and mustache identical to his. He felt a bubble of mirth rising through his nervousness. “Mr. Bertram Peel?”

			“Yes?”

			“I am here to inquire about the office assistant position.”

			The man looked him over in silence for several seconds. Then he glanced at his watch. “You are fortunate to have arrived at a good time,” he said. “If you will have a seat, I would like to ask you a few preliminary questions.”

			“Certainly,” Theo said, taking the seat by the desk.

			Peel made a great show of procuring a clean pad of paper and testing his pen. “Your name?”

			“Archibald Slade.”

			“How did you learn of the position? Were you referred by anyone?”

			“No, I saw it posted near the servants’ entrance. I had been hoping—waiting, really—to see a position in MP Broadgirdle’s office for such a long time.”

			Peel pressed his lips together with approval or skepticism—it was hard to tell. “You are a supporter of MP Broadgirdle?”

			“Oh, absolutely,” Theo replied. “I think his vision for New Occident is exactly what we need.”

			Peel let his pen pause over the paper. “How, exactly?”

			Theo took a deep breath. Broadgirdle had made numerous campaign speeches, and his agenda was simple, at least as he presented it to the public: Look west and conquer. The self-righteous bombast with which he spoke of conquering the west managed to conceal its messiness, impracticality, and, in some cases, downright impossibility. There were not enough people in New Occident to “conquer” much of anything. The standing army was minuscule. Only people on the border with the Indian Territories had any desire to edge westward, and they were already doing it. Broadgirdle’s campaign could have easily been brought to a halt with one question: “Who?” That is, “Who will look west and conquer?”

			Theo did not say any of this. Instead, he said what Peel wanted to hear: “‘Look west and conquer!’ It is such an inspiring message. This is what people really need—a strong leader with a bold plan.”

			Peel allowed his face to relax slightly. “The other parties also have leaders with plans. Why not support those?”

			Bligh’s party, the New States Party, had chosen Gamaliel Shore, a rope maker from Plymouth, as its candidate. Like Bligh, Shore wanted to overturn the border closure because it isolated New Occident and made it a poor trade partner. This was true, but it did not sound as daring as Broadgirdle’s argument. Shore also wanted to grant the Indian Territories statehood, which would have benefitted the nation as a whole but did not have quite the same ring to it as “Look west and conquer.” Those who bothered to listen carefully realized that Shore’s policies, as a continuation of Bligh’s, were prudent and wise, while his competitor’s were brash and delusional. But not many people listened carefully.

			The third party, the vigorous but small Remember England Party, had chosen Pliny Grimes. Their campaign rested on a simple premise expressed aptly by its name. Dedicated to preserving the memory of that vanished colonial power—which, of course, had ceased to rule the states well before the Great Disruption—the Remember England Party made its decisions based entirely on the speculation of how England would have wanted it. This was a frequent refrain in their debates and discussions. “England would have wanted us to stop the pirates at all cost.” Or, “England would have warned us about the dangers of paper currency.” Or, “England would have said, ‘No land, no vote!’” In reality, the party strained its imagination and credibility at every turn, attempting to envision what an England that had not existed for more than ninety years would have done in crises trivial or extreme, none of which was conceivable in 1799. And, in any case, it was unclear who or what they meant by “England.” Surely all of England did not think the same way? As critics were keen to point out, England had itself been a hotbed of highly contradictory politics at the moment of the Great Disruption, before it was plunged into medieval obscurity.

			“I believe the entire foundation of the Remember England Party is questionable,” Theo said truthfully. “And though I have tried, I cannot understand how their plan for New Occident is even feasible. MP Gamaliel Shore,” he continued, less truthfully, “seems to me weak-willed in a situation that requires force. New Occident must take a commanding role with its neighbors.”

			Peel, who had stopped taking notes, sat back in his chair. “Very good, Mr. Slade.” He considered for a moment. “Let me see if the MP is available. I would like him to meet you briefly, if he is.”

			Theo knew that this meant he had done well, and yet his mouth had suddenly gone dry. He forced the words out. “Thank you.”

			While he waited for Peel to return, he looked around the office. A second desk—bare apart from a lamp—had been added for the new assistant. The walls were lined with tall wooden cabinets labeled carefully in what Theo already recognized as Peel’s hand. A door at the rear of the room led to a narrow corridor and an inner office. It was from this corridor that Peel now reemerged, pressing his mustache with satisfaction. “The MP has a moment to see you. Follow me.” He tucked his small wooden writing desk under one arm.

			Theo watched Peel’s retreating back, unsure that he would be able to move forward. His legs felt as though they were filled with water. He closed his eyes and imagined his escape route: back through the door of the office, down the corridor, down the stairs, out through the colonnade, and across the common. Then he opened his eyes and stepped forward, following Peel’s gaunt figure into the narrow corridor.

			Peel turned into an office on the right. Graves—Broadgirdle, Theo told himself firmly—was there. He sat behind a massive desk, his back to the doorway, contemplating the view from the window. “Here is Mr. Archibald Slade, sir,” Peel said.

			Broadgirdle turned in his chair. Theo’s first impression, seeing him at close range, was that he had not changed so much after all. The clothes and teeth and beard were new, but it was still the same face, the same expression, the same penetrating eyes. “Mr. Slade,” Broadgirdle said smoothly, putting out his hand. Though he had long arms, he barely leaned forward, forcing Theo to step up to the desk and stretch across it.

			“It’s an honor, sir.” Theo noticed, as they shook hands, that Broadgirdle glanced at the kidskin gloves. “Please excuse the gloves,” he added apologetically. “I have a skin condition.”

			“Nothing contagious, I hope?” Broadgirdle asked, smiling faintly.

			“Oh, no, sir. Nothing contagious.” He smiled back, feeling suddenly a little sick. “Just unsightly.”

			“Well, as long as it doesn’t get in the way of your writing and filing.”

			“No, certainly not.”

			Broadgirdle gave a lavish smile, showing all his white teeth. “Peel tells me you believe in forceful leadership.”

			“I do, sir. I think New Occident needs a forceful leader. Now more than ever.” Theo knew he was saying the right words, but he felt that if required to think or elaborate upon them, he would be unable to. Broadgirdle’s grin was dizzying. The too-familiar way he tapped his hand upon the desk—pattering against the surface with his third and fourth fingers, as if sending a message to the underworld—made Theo want to turn and run.

			“The opinion speaks well of you. Let me ask you the question I asked Peel when I hired him, which I like to ask of anyone who works in this office.”

			“Certainly, sir.”

			“Pretend that you are already employed here. You are walking down the corridor, and you overhear an MP from one of the opposition parties discussing a measure that would surprise and undermine our plans. The MP sees you. He demands your word that you will not mention what you have overheard to anyone. What do you do?”

			Theo knew that there were only one or two right answers, and he felt with relief that in this instance, his past knowledge of Graves—Broadgirdle—worked to his advantage. Some might think that he wanted an ethical reply. But Theo knew that Graves valued shrewdness greatly and ethics not at all. He took a deep breath. “If the MP is demanding my word, I would give it. Then I would report to you what I overheard. Finally, if the MP protested later on, I would say that he had spoken carelessly to let his words be overheard, and that he had not given me a choice in promising to stay silent.”

			Broadgirdle raised his heavy eyebrows and gave a slight smile. He sat without speaking. “Well said,” he finally replied. Theo felt gratification at the compliment and then a flood of nausea for being gratified. He sensed Peel relax slightly. “Working in the State House raises all manner of ethical dilemmas. It is important to know where one’s loyalties lie and to not be overly nice with one’s virtues.”

			“I understand, sir,” Theo said. “Thank you for the explanation.”

			Broadgirdle gave him one last, appraising look and then turned to Peel. He nodded slightly.

			“We’ll return to the front office now, Mr. Slade,” Peel said.

			“Thank you for the interview, sir.”

			Broadgirdle acknowledged him and turned to the window once again.

			“Mr. Slade, I will contact you soon about the position,” Peel said when they reached his desk. He glanced at the sheet of paper on his writing desk. “Care of the South End Post office?”

			“Correct.”

			“Thank you for coming in.”

			“Thank you.” Theo felt too shaky to say anything else. His legs carried him along his escape route: down the corridor, down the steps, and out through the colonnade to the main entrance. When he reached the common he tried to remove his gloves, but he found that the sweat had glued them to his palms. He shook his hands furiously, suddenly desperate to take them off. Finally, pulling them inside out, he was able to yank them from his fingers. He walked unsteadily across the common, feeling great relief and some surprise that he had survived.

			—June 12: 13-Hour 45—

			THE LETTER FROM Broadgirdle’s office arrived on the eleventh, announcing that he had been offered the position and asking him to present himself for work on the twelfth. Theo tried to visit Nettie’s house to tell her, but the inspector was home. He left her a note addressed To Nettie from your friend Charles in the mailbox. He spent the rest of the day preparing himself, and on the next he did what he once would have considered impossible: he worked his first day in the offices of MP Gordon Broadgirdle.

			He realized, as morning gave way to afternoon, that his contact with Broadgirdle would be limited. For one thing, Peel was fiercely jealous of his time with Broadgirdle, and he tried to be the sole point of contact with the powerful MP. Theo did not protest. Moreover, Broadgirdle spent very little time in his office; he spent most of it moving stealthily through the halls of the State House, meeting with various members of parliament and no doubt applying his leverage in as many places as he could.

			Theo tensed every time someone turned the doorknob, but by the end of the day his tension had begun to lessen. The avalanche of busywork deposited on his desk by Peel helped, too. When a young woman in a pinstripe shirt and sharply creased trousers came in, Theo welcomed the interruption with relief. “Can I help you?” he asked, getting to his feet. Peel had scrambled out of the office with his writing desk some time earlier in response to a summons from Broadgirdle.

			“I just wanted to introduce myself,” the young woman said, putting out her hand. “Cassandra Pierce. I work down the hall in MP Gamaliel Shore’s office.”

			“Archibald Slade. Very nice to meet you.”

			She gave a firm handshake. “How are you settling in?”

			“Fine, thank you.” Theo gestured at the pile of paperwork on his desk. “I have plenty to do already.”

			Cassandra smiled, tilting her head slightly. “It seems I was spared.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“I applied for your position, but was not chosen.”

			“Ah. Very sorry.”

			“Not at all.” She tucked her short black hair behind her ears. “It can be overwhelming here. All the little snubs and things that go unspoken. Let me know if I can help.”

			“Thank you. That’s very kind.”

			Cassandra paused and looked around the office. “Well, it’s nice to meet you. The assistants all have lunch together on Fridays, if you’d like to join us.”

			“Maybe I will—I appreciate it.”

			She gave him a brief wave as she left. Theo looked down at his desk and realized it was almost fourteen-hour. He tidied the papers on his desk, took his jacket from the coat stand, and left the State House.

			He felt exhausted, but the day had been a tremendous accomplishment. Though he had learned nothing new, he had successfully implanted himself in Broadgirdle’s office. He felt suddenly, exultantly certain that this would work. Broadgirdle had no idea who he was. In a day or two, he would start searching in earnest, and he would find something that explained the presence of the Sandmen, or pointed to the location of the Weatherers, or proved Broadgirdle’s involvement in Bligh’s murder. It had to be there. With luck, he would have what he needed by the end of the week.

			Distracted by these thoughts, Theo did not notice that he was being followed.

			The boy was easy to overlook. He was barefoot, because the soles of his boots had given out that winter and the way they slapped the pavement made it difficult to walk around unnoticed. Untidy did not begin to describe his hair, which looked more like a pile of crushed straw than a covering for his scalp; dirty did not begin to describe his skin, which was so covered with dust it was impossible to determine its color; and torn did not begin to describe his clothes, which seemed in danger of disintegrating entirely. His pants were held up with twine. His shirt had only one sleeve. At the very top of this bedraggled arrangement perched a very fine and well-made cap, which he had acquired the day before and was sure to keep for only a day or two longer. The best pieces were always bound to be stolen.

			The boy padded silently on his bare feet, receiving only the occasional look of pity or disgust from passing pedestrians, and he followed Theo all the way through the Little Nickel to the South End and onto East Wrinkle Street. The boy observed how Theo tousled his hair with a rather desperate movement and accelerated his pace. Running up behind Theo, he scurried around so that he was standing in front of him and stood in his way, arms crossed.

			“Uh . . . hello,” Theo said, eyeing the diminutive figure in his path. The boy had large ears and freckles, which made it difficult for him to appear menacing, however piercing his glare.

			“Hello, Archibald. Or should I say Charles. Or should I say Theodore.”

			Theo squinted and eyed the boy thoughtfully. He looked familiar—not familiar in the sense that Theo knew this particular boy, but familiar in the sense that Theo himself had once been very like this boy. It was like seeing a younger version of himself. “Scram,” he said, not unkindly. He moved to walk past him.

			“You don’t want to do that.”

			“What? Go home?”

			The boy scowled. “Ignore me. It’s a bad idea.”

			Theo smiled. It was true, he reflected. Ignoring himself when he was this age would have been a bad idea. “Okay. I’m not ignoring you. You figured out that I have three names.”

			The boy seemed momentarily disconcerted. “I did,” he asserted, attempting to keep his tone confrontational.

			Theo shrugged and looked away. “Probably someone told you. And now you want to pretend you figured it out all by yourself.”

			“No one told me! I did figure it out all by myself.”

			Theo gave him a skeptical look. “Prove it. How did you know?”

			“Easy. Saw you leaving the State House. Followed you here. Saw you sneak in. Saw you sneak out again the next day. Saw you leaving love letters over in the Little Nickel. I’ve got eyes and ears, and I’m just about invisible. It’s a good way to figure things out.”

			“All right,” Theo conceded. “But you don’t know what I’m actually doing or why I’m doing it.”

			“No, I don’t,” the boy replied stoutly, “but it seems to me that whatever you’re doing, you ought to calculate me into your expenses if you plan on staying undercover.”

			Theo laughed. “Not likely. Nice try, though.” He tried to walk away, but the boy stuck out a dirty hand to stop him.

			“I know what he has on Shadrack.” He looked up at Theo, his eyes sharp.

			“What?”

			“Broadsy made an agreement with Shadrack. I know what it is.”

			Theo made an effort to appear mildly impressed rather than desperately curious. “What is it, then?”

			“Ha,” he replied dryly. “No chance. You and I agree to terms. Then I’ll tell you what I’ve got. If you don’t like it, the terms are only good for one week. If you do, the terms are good indefinitely.”

			Theo tapped his chin, speculating. “All right. Let’s talk. What’s your name?”

			The boy looked suddenly greatly relieved. The tough talk had proved something of a strain for him. “Winston. Winston Pendle. Go by Winnie.”

			“And you’re one of the boys who work near the State House, right?”

			“Right.”

			“How many people know about this?”

			“No one, just me,” Winnie said with a touch of pride.

			“All right. First part of the terms. That’s how it has to stay.”

			“Obviously. Second part. I want a nickel a day.”

			Theo’s eyes narrowed. “Are you blackmailing me like ‘Broadsy’ does?”

			“No!” Winnie said heatedly. “I want a nickel a day for my work. I can take messages, I can hear things no one else does, and I can follow people. Like I said. I’m invisible.”

			“Okay. But we keep it at a nickel, even if things get a bit rough—which they might. No haggling.”

			Winnie looked down at the cobblestones in an attempt to conceal his glee. A nickel a day would mean three meals and maybe a pair of shoes, if he saved up. “I can handle rough work. But it can be expensive.”

			“I said no haggling.”

			“Fine.”

			“It’s a great deal and you know it,” Theo said.

			“Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is,” Winnie agreed.

			“All right. Let’s hear what you’ve got. I’ll go in this way, and you go around and knock on the side door of 34 East Ending Street in five minutes. I’m going to introduce you to Mrs. Clay. First test for you. Mrs. Clay has no idea what I’m doing at the State House, see?”

			Winnie nodded.

			“It’s for her own good. She’s a worrier. She thinks I’ve been spending all my time hanging out like you do on the common. We’re going to keep it that way, all right?”

			—15-Hour 34—

			MRS. CLAY WAS more than a little shocked by the state of Winnie’s attire, and for several minutes, while Theo explained who he was and how they had met lingering near the State House, she could do little more than stare at him. She had seen such children on the street before, of course, but she had the vague sense that their state was always temporary, and she had never had the chance to speak to one of them to ascertain whether this was true. Nodding absently as Theo finished his introductions, Mrs. Clay frowned. “And where do you sleep at night, Winnie?” she asked.

			“You know, here and there.”

			Her frown deepened. “Where are your parents?”

			Theo rolled his eyes; this line of questioning was all too familiar, and he knew it would lead nowhere. Winnie squirmed. “No idea about my father. My mother’s upstate.”

			“What do you mean, ‘upstate’?”

			“At the ’stitution.”

			“The what?”

			“The ’stitution.” Winnie looked decidedly uncomfortable. He examined his bare feet.

			Theo pushed him into one of the kitchen chairs and sat down next to him. “I have always thought, when they put you in an institution,” he said, enunciating clearly for Mrs. Clay’s benefit, “it usually means that you are too talkative in the wrong company or quiet in the wrong company or smart in the wrong company or persistent in the wrong company. Basically, it means you have been yourself but in the wrong company. Isn’t that the way of it?”

			“That’s right,” Winnie said, crossing his arms with an expression of indignant disdain that did not entirely conceal the gratitude shining in his eyes like tiny flames.

			Mrs. Clay sat down slowly, her face pale. “I see. Well, Winnie. You are always welcome to a meal here.” She had the sense that this was woefully inadequate, but the complications of doing more struck her forcibly, and she realized that she would have to think long and hard about this problem. Opening the breadbox that sat on the counter, she removed a loaf of currant bread, cut a few slices, and placed the butter beside it while the conversation continued.

			“Winnie wants to help us,” Theo went on, “and he’s going to start by telling us what he found out about the agreement between Shadrack and Broadgirdle.”

			Drawn away from thoughts of the institution by the currant bread and Theo’s prompt, Winnie straightened up in his chair. “Broadgirdle has a book. He was going to give it to Shadrack.”

			“Yes, he gave it to him. But we don’t know what it is.”

			“It’s a book written by another Shadrack.”

			Theo squinted. “What do you mean?”

			“A book written by another Shadrack Elli. Published in 1899. It’s about maps for places that don’t exist, and a war.”

			Theo’s face eased with understanding. “Ah—it’s dreck.”

			“What’s dreck?” Winnie asked. He took the opportunity to seize a piece of currant bread.

			“A word from another Age. It means trash. But really it means things from another Age that don’t belong in ours. Like that book.”

			“Well, Broadsy used the book to explain to Shadrack what he wanted. He calls it ‘westwood spansion.’”

			Theo and Mrs. Clay exchanged a glance. “He wants to take the Indian Territories and the Baldlands,” Theo said slowly, thinking aloud. “Westward expansion.”

			“And,” Winnie added with his mouth full, “he wants Shadrack to help him. He’s even agreed to get Shadrack out of jail so he can do it.”

			“But why would Mr. Elli agree to that?” Mrs. Clay protested.

			“Because of you,” Winnie said, swallowing. “Both of you.”

			Theo and Mrs. Clay stared at him, uncomprehending. “You’re from the Baldlands, aren’t you? And your papers are forged? Well, Broadsy knows. And he’s making Shadrack pay for it.”
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			Roads East

			
			—1892, June 30: 7-Hour 00—

			The silkworm that feeds from the grapevine rather than the mulberry tree was introduced by merchants from the Middle Roads. From these merchants, too, was learned the unique properties of its silk. As long as she is the exclusive wearer, the owner of such silk will impart to it a sense of her character. Even when she has left this world, one may sense her presence in the fabric made by these extraordinary creatures. It has become common practice to wear a silk, or “silkshell,” to bequeath to loved ones upon one’s death.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 

			Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			ERROL AND GOLDENROD had each traveled hundreds of miles on foot in the last year, and for each this was a point of pride. Goldenrod could not conceive of any people but hers moving smoothly and quickly over long distances; Errol, who now knew every inch of road between Seville and Granada, could not imagine anyone navigating the route more competently than he did. He glanced skeptically at Goldenrod’s dark hood more than once, thinking to himself that she was probably roasting. Likewise, Goldenrod observed his heavy boots and weaponry with a knowing smile, thinking to herself that they must weigh a good thirty pounds altogether.

			So the two traveled quickly, without speaking, but each intently aware of the other. Indeed, Errol was so focused on Goldenrod’s quick steps and Goldenrod so focused on the sound of Errol’s boots that neither noticed the difficulty Sophia had keeping up with them.

			Leaving Seville, they passed more than one traveler headed in the same direction, and after a quarter of a mile Sophia saw a great number of people clustered around a tiny stone chapel. “What is that place?” she asked, trying not to pant.

			“It is a shrine for Saint Leonora, whose silkshell lies within,” Errol replied. “The pilgrims come daily to visit.”

			“What is a silkshell?” She hoped faintly that the explanation might slow him down.

			Goldenrod stopped, dismayed. “Sophia, you are winded.”

			“Your legs are longer,” she said ruefully.

			“I am very sorry. We must keep a more reasonable pace, no matter the danger,” Goldenrod said, giving Errol a stern look.

			From then on, the falconer and the Eerie walked more slowly, and while Sophia felt that her lungs were filling with dust, she no longer had difficulty keeping pace. They passed another shrine that stood in the shade of a towering oak tree; two young women wearing veils murmured to one another in the shrine’s entrance. Errol nodded to them as he passed.

			“Do you follow the religion of the cross?” Goldenrod asked.

			“I do,” Errol said with a sharp glance in her direction. “Many of the shrines along this route are worth visiting.”

			“I suppose they mark the sites of miracles.”

			“They do indeed,” Errol said, his tone defensive. “The clerics of the Papal States do not inspire my faith in the least, but some of the miracles that have taken place here would inspire wonder in the heart of the most hardened heathen.” He spoke the last word meaningly.

			Goldenrod smiled. “Such as?”

			“At the site of that shrine we passed, a blind woman took shelter from a storm beneath the old oak tree. She not only stayed dry—when the storm passed, her vision had been restored.”

			“Truly miraculous,” Sophia agreed.

			“What a kindhearted tree,” observed Goldenrod.

			Errol looked at her, scandalized. “Perhaps I was wrong. Some heathens are too hardened, after all.”

			“Not in the least—I am really quite touched to hear of such generosity,” Goldenrod said matter-of-factly. She looked off at the horizon, where something had caught her eye. In the short time they had spent walking, Sophia had realized that the Eerie walked with her attention elsewhere, as if she were listening to a conversation in the air around her. Her impression was confirmed when Goldenrod stopped on the dusty road, her eyes alert and focused. “Four riders,” she said. “From the direction of Seville.”

			Errol looked down the road and saw nothing. “How do you know?”

			“I know,” she told him. “We have a little time. There is an abandoned house some minutes up the road—we should take shelter there.”

			“I know the house. How could you possibly know of it?”

			“Does it matter?” Goldenrod asked, walking on.

			The abandoned building was a stone farmhouse with broken shutters. They crouched inside, against the stone walls, which were still cool from the cold night. Minutes later, four riders of the Golden Cross thundered past on horseback, their masks shining like torches in the sun. They left a cloud of dust behind them that swirled and subsided, unsettling the air.

			“We should wait here until dusk,” Goldenrod said, when the road was quiet once more.

			“It will be safest,” Errol agreed. “I will travel up the road to get water.”

			“I will go,” Goldenrod said, rising. “It will be safest.”

			Errol shook his head impatiently. “It will not. And you do not know where the water is.”

			“Yes, I do.” Her voice was calm. “And you are better equipped to protect Sophia, should anything occur in my absence.”

			Sophia watched them, suspecting that Goldenrod knew quite well nothing would occur in her absence and knew, too, that she had made the one argument Errol would be incapable of denying. “Very well,” he finally said.

			Goldenrod took his water sack and two jugs from the farmhouse and headed off toward the east, her hooded cape wrapped around her. Sophia watched anxiously through the window until the Eerie reappeared, a wavering, shimmering figure in the morning heat. Goldenrod gave the first jug to Sophia and placed the other in a cool corner. She handed Errol his water sack. Under her hood, her hair and clothes were still wet from the water she had poured over herself at the well. She took off the cape with some relief and hung it on a peg, as if the little farmhouse were hers and she had just arrived from an outing. “I realize the sun is taxing to you,” she said, pulling off her gloves and placing them on the table, “but I have need of it. I will be on the other side of the house, away from the road. If there is any disturbance approaching, I will let you know.”

			Errol frowned and said nothing. “Thank you,” Sophia said. She took a long drink from the jug. Then she went to the back of the farmhouse and changed from her nightgown to her traveling clothes. After a moment’s hesitation, she left the Nihilismian amulet in her pack. Through the window, she saw Goldenrod lying on her back on the earth, her hair fanning out in every direction, absorbing the sunlight.

			Sophia smiled to herself. She had no doubt that Goldenrod bore the Mark of the Vine, as people in Nochtland called it. But Goldenrod did not describe it as such, and she seemed different, somehow, from Veressa and Martin, Sophia’s friends there. Perhaps she seemed different because among the Eerie the mark was common, rather than a sign of prestige. Moreover, what person in Nochtland could summon yellow blossoms on their palms? She was no doubt at the “far end of the spectrum,” as Veressa had described it.

			Errol sat with his eyes closed, though his forearms rested on his bent knees and his expression indicated that he was awake. Sophia sat down against the wall and took the beaded map from her satchel. Blowing gently on the fabric, she watched as the white lines took shape and then placed it on her lap. Sophia glanced at her watch to make sure she didn’t drift too long—it was eight-hour, thirty-two—and then she placed her fingers on the map, marking the time on the clock with one hand and viewing its contents with the other.

			It was early April. The parched landscape around her looked indistinguishable from the one she had just been traveling, and she felt an odd sense of recognition. She stood upon a yellow plain that stretched almost to the horizon. The land grew mustard-colored and then faintly green—almost blue—as it gave way to hills. Sophia moved along the road. She knew that her finger upon the map was allowing her to move, but she felt entirely immersed in the memory, as if she had physically traveled into it. The road ran straight, then reached a crossroads with signs that had been bleached empty by sun and wind. She chose one of the paths east, but the landscape did not change. Standing again near the crossroads, she altered the time with the fingers of her left hand, moving up an hour, then two, then an entire day. The weary hours progressed; the sun rose and set overhead. But the crossroads were empty and quiet.

			Sophia traveled farther east, following the long ribbon of road. She retraced her steps for one day, and then another, covering the middle of the map over and over again, until she was certain that while the crossroads marked the center of the map, there was nothing to be seen there.

			Suddenly Sophia remembered where she was, and that she had covered weeks of travel along the memory map’s dusty road. Lifting her finger from the map abruptly, she fumbled for her watch. Eight-hour, thirty-three—only a minute had passed? Was it a whole day later? But Errol was sitting as she had last seen him: eyes closed, head resting against the stones. No, it was true. Only a minute had passed.

			How could this be? It had not happened in all the time she had spent aboard the Verity dwelling in the beaded map. She had just now spent many days on the changeless road, yet only a short amount of time had passed in the farmhouse. Could it be—Sophia wondered, with dawning awareness—could it be something I did by losing track of time? Am I letting the time expand in one place in the map, while almost no time passes here?

			Eager to test her theory, Sophia placed her fingers upon the map once again. She set the time to its earliest point and returned to the crossroads, traveling quickly east until she thought she could go no farther. Then, as she flew along the dusty road, she saw something on the horizon. Hills, yes, but hills of a different sort. She stopped abruptly. The landscape had changed.

			She was facing directly east. To the south, she could see the walls of a town or village. To the north, the blue hills loomed within striking distance. In all her time within the map aboard the Verity, she had never seen the village or the blue hills.

			Sophia hurried to the village. Her finger dropped off the edge of the map, pulling her from the landscape; she reimmersed herself. A high stone wall bordered the village, and though she could see the entrance gate, she could not approach it. Taking the road northward, she saw a farmhouse with a sod roof and stone walls. She neared it and heard a young woman’s voice, slow and sweet, singing. Her heart pounded. Here was the first glass bead: the first person she had encountered in the map’s memories. She did not know how, for the song was surely in Castilian, but Sophia understood the words: they told the story of a lovely gray dove, struck down by an arrow, never to fly again. The song was tender and unspeakably sad. She felt pained by the sound of the girl’s voice, and she knew that the person whose memories were inscribed upon the map had known this girl and felt compassion for her. But although she could hear the song and see sections of the farmhouse, she could not see the singer. Sophia lifted her finger in frustration.

			She understand now how the map worked. Cabeza de Cabra’s map was unlike the memory maps in Shadrack’s library, because those had been the careful compilation of many memories. This map contained only his experiences—no one else’s. Sophia frowned. Truly, she was looking for a few drops of water in an ocean; a few glass beads among hundreds; a few minutes in a whole year. She sighed and looked at her watch: eight-hour, thirty-five. At least I have plenty of time to search, she thought.

			Sophia returned to the farmhouse and decided to piece together a chronology. January, February, March—she traveled northward along a dusty road that led to the hills. A stone bridge crossed a dry gully and the hills fanned out, dry and yellow but unexpectedly green and verdant farther on. Sophia’s fingers held her in early April. She inched forward to the middle of the month. Suddenly, on the twentieth, as she stood on the stone bridge facing east, she saw a figure coming toward her out of the hills: an old man, walking slowly with the support of a staff. He stopped and looked up at her. He seemed to scrutinize her—or, rather, scrutinize the person whose memories she inhabited, and finally asked, “Good morning, sheriff. First time, I take it?”

			“Yes,” Sophia found herself saying. She felt a spasm of tension in her chest. “First and last, I hope.”

			The old man smiled. “There is nothing to fear. Simply follow the middle path at each juncture. This is my third visit.”

			“And did you find what you were looking for?”

			“Always.” The stranger produced a scroll of paper from inside his tattered shirt.

			“I confess to harboring some skepticism.”

			“Young man,” he replied with a shake of his head, “the maps require some interpretation, and not a little patience. But they are the truest, canniest pieces of wisdom and prophecy I have ever known. It’s no wonder the papacy fears this place. If someone had lost Heaven and came to ask for a map back, they would get it. Believe me. No matter what you have lost, Ausentinia will help you find it.”
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			Two Maps, One Year

			
			—1892, June 30: 8-Hour 37—  and —1880: April 20—

			Many parts of the Papal States remain barren and unexplored. And wherever lands remain unexplored, of course, rumors about them abound. Most are undoubtedly spurious: tales of an Age in the northern mountains inhabited by people made entirely of lead; or a cave on the coast leading to an Age of mermen; or a region in the south where the pathways worn by travelers appear and disappear at whim.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 

			Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			SOPHIA GASPED, THE part of her that sat in the farmhouse with Errol and Goldenrod tensing with excitement while the part of her that traveled through the map continued to converse with the traveler on the bridge.

			The old man smiled. “Are you from Murtea, sheriff?”

			“I am.”

			“Tell me your name so that I might find you the next time I am there. I will come to see what guidance your map from Ausentinia has given you.”

			“Alvar. Alvar Cabeza de Cabra.”

			The old man offered his dry, withered hand. “Juan Pedrosa, of Granada. I will look for you, Alvar, and I hope your map will be auspicious.”

			“Thank you. Safe travels.” Cabeza de Cabra walked on, pausing once to turn and watch the retreating figure of the old man, who walked slowly with his staff. Then he proceeded along the path before him. It ran straight over a hill. On the other side it split three ways; Cabeza de Cabra took the middle path. He walked along until it split again, taking the middle path once more. As he walked, the way grew less dusty, and the grass on either side grew greener and taller. At the next juncture, the middle path took him through a small grove that obscured the hills, and then it began to ascend in earnest. The trees grew more densely and filled the air with a quiet rustle. Fig, lemon, orange, and olive orchards covered the hillsides, while maples and a few elms shaded the trail. As he climbed, the woods became piney, the air sharp with the scent of sap. Always taking the middle way, Cabeza de Cabra walked tirelessly, until almost an hour had passed. Then he crested a hill and paused to look out over the valley.

			The city of Ausentinia lay at its heart, the copper roofs winking in the bright sun. The steep hillsides were ribboned with narrow trails. Hurrying along the descent, Cabeza de Cabra soon arrived at the low stone wall of the entrance.

			The people he passed on the streets nodded politely. Cabeza de Cabra touched his forehead in return, taking in the buildings made of a tidy red brick and shingled with black wood or hammered copper. The houses had window boxes filled with flowers, and Cabeza de Cabra heard the deep, rolling sound of some stringed instrument from one open window and the splash of running water from another. He reached a street lined with stores, most with copper globes hung above the signs: map stores.

			The one nearest him had a broad, many-paned window, and a middle-aged woman was cleaning it pane by square pane with a look of concentration. Seeing him, the woman stopped what she was doing, studied him, and then indicated that he should enter. Cabeza de Cabra opened the door, setting off a tiny bell. A round silver table in the center of the room held a standing globe. The innumerable little drawers that lined the walls had glass fronts, so that the rolled papers in each were visible.

			“Good morning, Alvar,” the woman said. She wore a brightly colored apron, and her plump face was slightly pink.

			“Good morning,” Cabeza de Cabra replied with some surprise. “How do you know my name?”

			“It is one of the things we know, those of us with maps to give,” she said with a little wave of the hand. “You might say that my map shows you visiting me this fine morning in April.”

			“I see.”

			“But you are here not about my map. You are here to find your own.”

			“Yes, I—I have lost something. Something very dear to me.” Cabeza de Cabra cleared his throat. “Something I cannot live without.”

			“I understand,” the woman said gently. “It was the plague cleric who made you lose your faith, was it not?”

			Cabeza de Cabra was again surprised. He took a deep breath and regarded the floor for a long while. “Yes,” he finally said.

			“I have the map that you require.” She walked along the wall of drawers, standing on tiptoe to peek into one, bending slightly to peer at another. “Ah, here it is.” She opened one halfway down and drew out a scroll of paper tied with white string and what looked like a rolled-up piece of fabric tied with blue string. “This,” she said, handing him the paper, “is your map. It may be a long and difficult path, but it will guide you.”

			“Thank you,” Cabeza de Cabra said.

			“And you may have heard that we do not accept coin or currency?” At his nod, she gave him the roll of cloth. “This is the payment you will make some time in the future, as your own map describes.”

			“What is it?”

			“I believe it is a map that is yet to be written.” She smiled. “You will write it someday.”

			Cabeza de Cabra shook his head. “Very well, though all of this is beyond my comprehension. If I still believed in the teachings of the clerics, I would call it witchcraft.”

			“What a good thing you don’t, then—at the moment.”

			“I suppose so.” He touched his forehead. “Thank you.” He turned to leave the shop, pausing a moment on the street to watch the woman return to her task at the window. Then he walked on, passing the way he had come, until he found himself once again at the stone wall bordering the city. Reaching into his shirt, he withdrew the scroll of paper and opened it. On one side, a map labeled “A Map for the Faithless” showed a long route through strange lands—the Broad Plains of Privation, the Glaciers of Discontent, the Eerie Sea. Drawn in a faint, unsteady hand with black ink, the peculiar landscapes bloomed across the heavy paper like haphazard stains. On the reverse were written the following directions:

			Beaten on the edge of a threat; broken by the sound of loathing; destroyed by the dearth of mercy. I am no more than a whisper at the edge of the world, and you may never find me.

			You will travel for almost a year through the Desert of Bitter Disillusion, finding no relief in the pious waters offered you. When you see the three faces, your more arduous journey begins. Two of the faces will be empty. The third face, which binds the other two, will have twelve hours. Follow the three faces wherever they lead you, across the many Ages, for your search lies with them. You will traverse the Broad Plains of Privation and find passage across the Glaciers of Discontent. As the glaciers give way to the Mountains of Dawning Hope, you will find yourself entering the fifth Age of your journey. There, you will pass into the Limitless Plains of Learning, and find meaning where there was none before. When you see the first snowfall on the Eerie Sea, you will be ready.

			Let the three faces go on alone. Put down roots in the Forest of Belief, and make the map as the Eerie teach you. Let the gold you have saved serve a new purpose. Let the story it tells restore you. Let the map it makes shield you from the summer sun. A wanderer you have long eluded will join you, and bring you death. There, in that place, and after these travels, you may find what you seek.

			—1892, June 30: 8-Hour 37—

			AS THE SHERIFF contemplated the Ausentinian map, Sophia drew herself partially out of the memories to study it more slowly. Three faces? Twelve hours? The face with twelve hours could be a watch or a clock, but she had no idea about the two others. Perhaps three clocks, but only one with a face? The portion of the directions that stood out to her clearly involved the Eerie Sea. She did not understand the prophetic riddles any more than she understood the man whose memories she shared, but it was clear from what she knew about his future that this map had somehow led him all the way to another Age—to the Indian Territories, and then to the Eerie Sea. Surely the map that he was meant to make with the Eerie was the very one she now was reading.

			It was marvelous, and beyond comprehension, but the map from Ausentinia had drawn a tidy circle: sending Cabeza de Cabra from Ausentinia to the Indian Territories, prompting him to write a map, and guiding Sophia through that map back to Ausentinia itself. “Incredible,” she whispered.

			She lifted her finger from the cloth, dimly aware of movement in the room. Goldenrod stood in the doorway of the farmhouse, her expression troubled. “Errol,” she said.

			The falconer opened his eyes. “What is it?”

			“There are four more riders coming this way.” She paused. “But these are not pursuing us. They bring captives.”

			Errol rose to his feet. He did not ask how she knew. “Plague victims. They take them to a site of quarantine along this road.”

			“We must help them,” she said simply.

			After a moment he replied. “Very well.”

			Sophia rolled the beaded map and stowed it hastily into her satchel. “What can I do?” she asked.

			“You can stay in that corner,” Errol said, “until this is over.”

			“If you would,” Goldenrod told him, “wait to loose your arrows until the horsemen flee.”

			“Flee what?” Errol asked, readying his quiver at the window.

			“The dust from the road.”

			He gave her a look. “I think it more likely they will run from their captives than the dusty road.”

			“If you loose arrows from the farmhouse, they will come toward it.”

			“Lamentably, I cannot loose arrows from anywhere else while I am in the farmhouse.” He stood by the window holding his bow.

			A faint crease of exasperation furrowed Goldenrod’s brow. Then she went to the other window that looked out over the road and stood still, waiting. She watched Errol rather than the road.

			Sophia crouched in the corner, hugging her knees. How she wished that Theo was with them! He would be making her laugh, making it seem that the approaching danger was a thing he had planned because he thought it would be funny. But without him there, nothing funny came to mind.

			When she heard the slow shuffling of horses and people, she leaned to peer out through Goldenrod’s window. Four horsemen with gleaming masks and white cloaks rode past, just as the Eerie had said. They wore heavy golden crosses strung on chains. Behind them were ten, twelve, perhaps more people of various ages tied together at their waists and strung, as if on a leash, to one of the horse’s halters. The people stared at nothing, listlessly, vacantly. One of them suddenly sat down, and around her the rest followed suit. The rider whose horse held the leash yanked. He rode onward, dragging the prisoners.

			“Good God,” Errol muttered.

			“Wait,” Goldenrod whispered urgently.

			Errol loosed an arrow, striking the horseman’s shoulder. The other three riders turned, momentarily confused, and in a moment looked as one to the farmhouse. Errol loosed another arrow, striking a second rider, and as his horse veered, dust began to rise behind them. The cluster of captives was lost in a yellow cloud. As the last two riders advanced toward the farmhouse, the cloud became a funnel. Sophia’s eyes opened wide. It was a weirwind, narrow and tall as the spire of a church. The rider closest to it turned in his saddle. His horse skidded as the rider faced the weirwind. The next moment it swallowed them, and they disappeared into the edifice of wind and dust as if entering another world. The other rider turned to look behind him, and when he saw the weirwind he whirled, digging in his heels. “Brujos!” he shouted.

			He galloped toward the farmhouse, sword raised. Errol ran to meet him. Sophia crouched in the corner and listened as metal met metal. “So eager to meet death,” Goldenrod commented. She watched for some minutes. The sound of clanging metal stopped.

			Sophia dared to look through the window and saw Errol standing with his sword drawn. The man lay strewn before him, immobile. The weirwind was gone.

			Errol turned back toward the farmhouse, sheathing his sword. “How did you do that? Where did that windstorm come from?” he demanded as he entered.

			Goldenrod ignored his questions. “We must see to the captives,” she said, edging past him through the doorway.

			Errol shook his head, but he followed without protest. Pack and satchel in hand, Sophia hurried after them.

			The string of prisoners sat, heedless of the heat and dust, by the side of the road. Some were sprawled, however their bonds allowed, flat upon the ground. “You mean to douse them with Faierie powder?” Errol asked, coming up beside Goldenrod.

			“Will you cut their bonds, Errol? They will panic if they return to their senses and find themselves bound.”

			Errol went among the prisoners, cutting the ropes that held them to each other. Most were women. Two were aging, white-haired men. Three were children, and one of these was only just old enough to walk alone. Errol carefully cut the ropes around their waists until all were free, and then he stepped back. “Wait a moment, now,” he said to Goldenrod. “I have no need of another dose.”

			“These wanderers are cannier than the ones I know,” Goldenrod said, more to herself than to them. “I wonder where they come from.” She raised her bare hands in front of her, palms up, and they filled with yellow blooms. Errol and Sophia watched as she tossed them before her, the petals expanding like a cloud that then sank, slowly, onto the oblivious sufferers. Several of them coughed. Some began to speak, as if waking from a long slumber, and one of the children started crying. “They will be fine now.”

			“Where will they go?” Sophia asked worriedly.

			Errol was looking to the west. “They will go back to Seville. We must go on without them. And quickly.”

			“The other rider?” Goldenrod asked.

			“Yes. Who called us witches. It will not be long before he returns with reinforcements. We will have to leave, despite the sun and the risk. Come along, miting,” he said to Sophia. “Do not worry about them,” he added, indicating the recovering, disoriented plague victims. “We have greater worries.”

			Goldenrod looked at him attentively. “Is this Order of the Golden Cross so powerful? Can we not simply avoid them?”

			Errol laughed. “They cannot be avoided. They have informers everywhere, and more clerics than you can imagine. Now they suspect Sophia of carrying the plague and us of practicing witchcraft.” He frowned. “You do not like it when I accuse you of being a Faierie. Well, then. I wonder how you will like it when they accuse you of being a witch.”
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			Wanderers

			
			—1892, June 30: 17-Hour 20—

			It is not known whether the Eerie come from a far future Age or a far past Age. What is known is that they first appeared on the Pacific coast. They traveled west into the Indian Territories in pursuit of the Erie, whom they thought might be their kin. It is unknown to Erie and Eerie alike whether they share a bloodline, but the Eerie settled near their possible relations.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			“WHAT IS A miting?” Sophia asked Errol as they rode east. She sat behind Goldenrod, her arms wrapped around the Eerie’s waist. Errol had captured the horses of the two fallen riders, and Goldenrod had been able to calm them. They moved twice as fast toward Granada now, the horses kicking up dust as they went.

			“It is a little mite,” Errol said, smiling from under his gray hood.

			“What is a mite?”

			“It is like a tick. A little insect that bites you and gets under your skin and is impossible to pull out.”

			Sophia was momentarily too indignant to reply. “You think I am like a bloodsucking insect.”

			Errol laughed, a soft, low sound. “I say it with admiration. You hold on—a tough little thing with a tough little shell.”

			“Oh,” she said, somewhat appeased. “I’m not that little.”

			“No, you are not. But you are the smallest of our company and possibly the sturdiest, so I reserve the right to call you ‘miting.’”

			“But I am not the sturdiest either.”

			Errol considered. “It is not that you are the sturdiest altogether, but you are resilient in your kindheartedness. I have seen it more than once now. You worry for others when the peril is to yourself.” He smiled at her. “It is as foolish as it is honorable.”

			Sophia did not know what to say to this. “At your age,” Errol continued, “I would not have worried so for the plight of others. And you, Faierie?” His voice changed. There was a note of respect that had not been there before. “Were you so driven to rescue the helpless when you were younger?”

			Sophia could not see Goldenrod’s face, but she imagined the Eerie looking calmly ahead, untroubled. “It is our custom to offer aid to anyone we encounter, if we are able to provide it. We are all this way—it is not my particular quality.”

			• • •

			SOPHIA EXPLAINED TO Goldenrod, as she had to Errol, why she had come to the Papal States, what had happened aboard the Verity, and what waited for her at the Nihilismian depository in Granada. Goldenrod did not say that the journey seemed long for a diary, and she did not question the wisdom of leaving the port of Seville when aid was forthcoming.

			For most of the long day, Errol and Goldenrod listened for the signs they anticipated of the Golden Cross. But the hours passed quietly. By dusk, Sophia had fallen asleep against the Eerie’s back. She woke to the sound of Errol’s bow twanging in the stillness. Before her on the horse, Goldenrod sat more alertly. “What were those?”

			“Phantoms,” Errol replied quietly.

			Sophia shifted to look, but she saw only Errol, retrieving his two arrows, and a sign. LA PALOMA GRIS, the sign read, over a cracked painting of a pigeon. She felt a pang of sharp regret that she had missed seeing Minna.

			“What do you mean, ‘phantoms’?” Goldenrod asked.

			“Just that.”

			“But they spoke.”

			“Nothing of substance,” Errol replied tersely. “They will return again tomorrow at dusk if you wish to exchange words with them, though I doubt you will find it a useful conversation.” He lifted Sophia down from the horse. “I know the innkeeper here at the Gray Pigeon. She will hide us if the Order arrives.”

			The innkeeper greeted Errol with a toothless smile and a warm embrace. There were no other travelers, and after bringing them a jug of water, a pot of stew, a plate of almonds and olives, and a wide loaf of bread, she hung up her apron and retreated to her own rooms.

			They rested in a common room hung with hammocks—evidence of days long gone in which the Papal States still traded with the United Indies. As Errol and Goldenrod settled in, Sophia took the beaded map from her satchel. “Goldenrod?” Sophia peeked through the weave of her hammock to see if the Eerie was awake.

			“Yes?”

			“How did you do it? The flowers in your hands. Can all the Eerie heal that way?”

			Goldenrod’s brown hair was spread out across the hammock, and her green skirts spilled over its edges. She had removed her white headscarf and dropped it to the floor. Her soft-soled leather shoes, with long laces like her gloves, lay beside it, and her small green feet were propped on the hammock’s webbing. She shifted so that she was sitting upright and looked across at Sophia. Errol, his arms crossed over his chest where he hung in his own hammock, was listening attentively as well.

			“We call ourselves not Eerie,” she began, “but the Elodea—Elodeans. I believe we are called ‘Eerie’ by people in New Occident because we live near the Eerie Sea. They confuse us with the Erielhonan, the true Erie, who were long ago dispersed by war. It is a habit I have observed in New Occident—the misnaming of people and places based on fragmentary knowledge. We are from the far west, from the ocean. In a better world, our knowledge would not be secret. But we have learned from long experience that many people use this knowledge for ill.

			“People of the Baldlands and New Occident believe we are healers,” she said. She contemplated her palms. “But we are not healers so much as interpreters. You see how Errol can speak both the language of his people in the Closed Empire and the language of people here, in the Papal States?”

			“Yes,” Sophia said.

			“What I do is the same, only I speak not the languages of different people but the languages of different beings.”

			Errol and Sophia considered this, each imagining it to mean different things. Errol’s mind drifted to all the strange creatures—goblins, pixies, elves—of his grandfather’s stories, while Sophia thought about badgers and bears. “Do you mean beings like animals?” she asked.

			“Partly. I spoke to the horses earlier, and they told me a good deal about this Order of the Golden Cross. And Seneca, while of a reserved nature, has shared some interesting stories about Errol.” She glanced smilingly at Errol, who looked distinctly uncomfortable. “But I mean other beings, as well. In our Age—and in our history before the Great Disruption—Elodeans have always had the gift of many languages. To us, it seemed ordinary; the way of the world. It was only through contact with the people of the Baldlands and the Indian Territories—and later, people of eastern New Occident—that we realized you do not communicate as we do. This results in many conflicts, some of which you perceive and some of which you do not. The world is filled with beings with which you hold no communication.”

			“You mean the Fey world,” Errol said.

			“No, not what you believe is the Fey world, although perhaps some of those beings are the ones I mean. Consider what people call the plague here—lapena. Yes, it is an illness, much like a fever brought on by typhus or some other disease. But lapena is actually a fever of the heart. Just as with typhus, it is caused by creatures imperceptible to the eye. The tiny wanderers who cause the plague are, themselves, displaced beings; I have not understood yet from where. But they are troubled, discontented, and rootless. They take company with people in a misguided effort to make space for themselves. I speak to them, and the goldenrod blossoms give them something to cling to—like a rope thrown into the sea. They hear me, and take hold of the rope, and climb out. Yet people in the Papal States do not perceive these beings at all; they think of lapena as a kind of corruption, or a curse. The being itself goes unnoticed. So it is with other beings, too.”

			Sophia and Errol digested this. “That does not explain how you knew what was happening farther up the road,” he objected. “Or what you did with the dust.”

			Goldenrod looked up at the ceiling, her hands in her lap. “I am afraid I can say no more. I have already said too much.”

			“Can you tell us why—why you can’t say more?” Sophia tried again.

			“I can tell you this much: for some, our abilities seem a thing of power, so that beings of all kinds might be made to jump and dance and do their bidding.” Her voice was somber.

			Sophia was shocked. “The Elodea do that?”

			“No, we do not—none of us would do so willingly. But others, who have seen what we do, have tried to use us for those ends.”

			“How terrible. You mean . . .” Sophia thought through the consequences of what Goldenrod had explained. “You mean someone could tell the plague where to go, whom to make sick?”

			“Yes. And you must take my word for it that this would be as nothing, compared to the havoc that can be wrought.” Goldenrod sounded weary. She swung her legs over the side of the hammock and stepped onto the dirt floor. “I will take some night air, now that the innkeeper has gone to rest.”

			• • •

			WHILE GOLDENROD WALKED outside and Errol rested in his hammock, Sophia unrolled Cabeza de Cabra’s map. With some effort, she drew her thoughts away from the inn and rejoined the sheriff of Murtea where she had left him: the memory of reading the map that would guide him to the Eerie Sea.

			Cabeza de Cabra returned to the stone bridge, taking the middle path at each juncture, and walked back to Murtea without encountering anyone. He entered the walled village and was lost from sight.

			Sophia was beginning to understand why there were so few glass beads on the map. The city of Ausentinia accounted for many of the metal ones, but the people Cabeza de Cabra remembered were few and far between. She let the time in the map expand while she waited by the village wall; months passed. No doubt many people had come and gone, but Cabeza de Cabra had remained within, policing Murtea, overseeing his deputies, going about his day within the village’s narrow confines.

			Then, in November, there was a brief memory that appeared suddenly before her: Cabeza de Cabra led two people out of Murtea. It was clear they were prisoners. One was a man with a shaggy head of brown hair and a beard; his hands were tied. The other, accompanied by a deputy, was a girl of about Sophia’s age, who kicked and screamed so viciously the deputy lost patience and threw her over his shoulder. “Calm yourself, Rosemary, please,” the other prisoner said in English, with the unmistakable accent of New Occident.

			Sophia felt her pulse quicken. Bruno, she thought. This is Bruno Casavetti and the girl Rosemary who helped him. Cabeza de Cabra is the sheriff of Murtea.

			“No! No! No!” Rosemary cried. “He is not guilty! He is not a witch!”

			The deputy took a sharp step, jolting Rosemary on his armored shoulder.

			Sophia felt pity flooding through her—Cabeza de Cabra had compassion for this girl. “Be gentle,” he said gruffly to his deputy. “She is only a child.”

			“I beg you, Rosemary,” Bruno said, “they will only hurt you if you protest. And think of how sad that will make me.”

			Rosemary quieted, and the group moved on. Suddenly, they were gone; their path had taken them past the map’s limit.

			With some frustration, Sophia kept her finger on the map’s edge. A few minutes later, Cabeza de Cabra and his deputy reappeared. They walked back to Murtea in silence.

			In the weeks that followed, the sheriff made frequent journeys along the short stretch of road that connected the village to what Sophia presumed was the jail. Sometimes he went alone, sometimes he went with a deputy, and a few times he walked alongside a short, round man who wore a heavy golden cross. The Order of the Golden Cross had a cleric in Murtea, she realized.

			Then, in December, the sheriff visited the jail and returned with Rosemary, who, though visibly upset, did not fight him. In silence, they walked the road north, but instead of entering the village they continued to the farmhouse where Sophia had heard the song of the gray dove. She knew, then, that Rosemary had been the one singing.

			When they reached the doorway, Cabeza de Cabra paused. “I wish I could, but I can do nothing for him,” he said.

			Rosemary nodded without looking at him. “He asked me to send a letter to his friends. I do not know how to send something to New Occident. Will you help me?”

			“I will, but let it be soon, because now that Casavetti has confessed, the priest will be seeking a quick sentence.”

			“I know. I will visit him in the jail tonight so that he may write it, and then I will bring it to you.”

			“Very well.” He sighed. “Be careful, Rosemary.”

			She nodded and turned to enter the farmhouse. Cabeza de Cabra walked back to Murtea, and his footsteps felt heavy and slow.

			Only a few days later, he left the village walls once more, this time accompanied by a small crowd. The deputies and the priest were there, but so were others: grown men, old women, even a few children. They returned from the jail with Bruno in tow. He was thin and his clothes were terribly dirty.

			The procession reached the farmhouse, where Rosemary stood waiting like a sentinel, and she joined them as they walked farther north, to the stone bridge. The landscape beyond it had changed. Black trees with sharp thorns grew amid hillocks of dark purple moss. Here and there, the familiar dry grass still clung to the earth in patches.

			Sophia could not understand the fierce pounding of the sheriff’s heart, or the anxiety that he felt as he untied the prisoner’s hands. Why? What were they doing to him? Bruno turned and spoke to the crowd in English: “Fear not. I know these hills and they know me. Ausentinia will protect me. I will follow the lost signs to the city. Though I may not return here, you may trust that I will find my way to safety.” Sophia heard Rosemary weeping quietly nearby.

			Bruno crossed the bridge, stepping onto a patch of yellow grass. Then, head tucked down, he ran into the hills as if his life depended on it. There was a sudden roar of wind, and a gust moved through the black trees, pulling their limbs like desperate arms. The small crowd of people stood watching. Minutes passed. It was impossible to say if the windstorm had died down or if it had merely retreated farther into the dark hills. There was no sign of Bruno.

			“Justice has been served,” the priest declared, putting his hand upon the golden cross that hung from his neck.

			The crowd, with seeming reluctance, turned to go. There was some grumbling, as if for most of the spectators disappointment, rather than justice, had been served. Rosemary remained where she was, and Cabeza de Cabra approached her. “Come. There is nothing to see.”

			“He will return,” she said quietly, still watching the hills.

			“It is not likely.”

			“He said he would find Ausentinia. He may not be hurt.”

			“And what if his soul is taken by the Dark Age? If his face is stolen, as the sentence intends? What then, Rosemary?”

			The words emerged, as if from her own mouth, and Sophia felt a sudden fracturing within herself.

			The part of her in the Gray Pigeon knew that Cabeza de Cabra was speaking of the Lachrima, and the realization set off a sudden avalanche in her mind, a torrent of fragments that made a comprehensible whole: the letter sent to her parents; their disappearance; the vanished existence of Ausentinia and the lost signs. She understood everything that had happened as surely as if she had seen it.

			At the same time, the shock of understanding left her numb. She lost awareness of herself lying in the cool room of the roadside inn. She was no longer Sophia; she was only something that moved and thought as Cabeza de Cabra. It was as if she were truly living in the map, and nothing else existed.

			Rosemary stared fiercely at the bridge. “If he returns, I will take care of him.”

			Cabeza de Cabra rested his hand on her shoulder. “I will come back for you at sunset and take you home.”

			After that, he went to the farmhouse at least once a week to see that she was well. Later in the month, he approached the farmhouse and heard her singing a song of a gray dove, pierced by an arrow and felled. His heart was heavy, and not only because of the mourning girl. There were worse things.

			After Bruno’s sentence had been carried out, the priest condemned others to walk the stone bridge. The crowds that came to watch grew larger. The second prisoner, a young woman, was dispatched more to the priest’s satisfaction. She stepped into the tall grass near the bridge and stood, trembling. The roar of wind gathered, and the ground beneath her feet changed, transforming into black moss. Everyone could hear her terrible screams, and when she stumbled back onto the bridge, Cabeza de Cabra recoiled. Her face was gone. She had smooth skin where her face had once been. And yet from that absent mouth came terrible cries—wails that shredded their ears.

			Two other prisoners were sentenced to the same fate in February.

			And then, in March, five strangers were taken to the jail: a man and woman, explorers from New Occident, and their plague-stricken guides. Cabeza de Cabra felt curiosity and sorrow in equal measure at their arrival: they had brought lapena and, with it, a bundle of troubles. At their sentencing, he felt a stab of sympathy. The woman was fierce and determined; when the priest pronounced their sentence at the stone bridge, she looked at him as if studying a viper. Her husband was patient, with not an ounce of malice or resentment even as Cabeza de Cabra cut his bonds and explained the priest’s words.

			“You are condemned to enter the Dark Age where it has overtaken the roads that lead to Ausentinia,” he said. “Should you manage to escape, you are never to return to Murtea. You may speak your final words.”

			The priest and much of the town stood watching. The woman reached into her skirts and took out a bundle of papers and a watch on a long chain. She handed the papers to Cabeza de Cabra. “Will you please preserve these?” she asked quietly.

			“I will.”

			She handed the watch to her husband. “Shall we try Wren one last time, Bronson?”

			He smiled. “I suppose it can’t hurt.” He opened the timepiece and pressed his finger against something inside, then closed it. They stood looking at one another.

			“Tell them their time is up,” the priest said harshly.

			Cabeza de Cabra was silent.

			“Shadrack will take care of her, Minna,” Bronson said.

			“Yes. I know he will. He loves her as much as we do, doesn’t he?” She gave a small laugh that caught in her throat. There were tears in her eyes.

			“He does,” Bronson agreed quietly. “Now we do here as we did on the Kestrel.” He took the long chain of the watch and circled it around his wife’s wrist, and then his own. “Wherever we go, we go together. Whatever else we may lose in those hills, we will not lose each other.”

			“Yes, Bronson,” Minna said. Their wrists bound by the watch’s chain, they held hands and walked over the stone bridge. They stood for a moment at its far edge and then stepped forward, deliberately and with certainty, as if they knew exactly where they were going. The wind lifted up and howled and stormed in pursuit. Just as Bruno had vanished, so did Minna and Bronson, and after several minutes the crowd began to lose interest and drift away in disappointment.

			“I think we can be confident that the sentence was carried out,” the priest said to Cabeza de Cabra. When the sheriff did not respond, he added, “Do you not return to the village?”

			“I will remain here until they emerge,” he replied, still looking at the stone bridge.

			“Suit yourself.” The priest shrugged and walked away, and Cabeza de Cabra was alone.

			“Two of the faces will be empty,” he said softly to himself. “The third face, which binds the other two, will have twelve hours. Follow the three faces wherever they lead you, across the many Ages, for your search lies with them.”
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			Waging the Campaign

			
			—1892, June 22: 14-Hour 00—

			Well into the nineteenth century, the Remember England Party continued to frame a national policy around the memory of that lost imperial power, Britain. The party gradually but decisively lost what little credibility it had ever claimed. All but the most nostalgic residents of New Occident recognize that closer relations with that part of the world now called the Closed Empire would be a costly, dangerous, and no doubt depressing enterprise.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			KNOWING BROADGIRDLE HAD forced Shadrack into an agreement, and knowing that agreement was partly to protect him, Theo felt a kind of reckless fury that rose and fell in the MP’s presence. It seemed that everyone in Boston was lying, and they were lying because of Broadgirdle. Shadrack had concealed Broadgirdle’s coercion. Bligh had concealed Broadgirdle’s crime. And of course Theo himself was lying to find the explanations for the greater lies with which Broadgirdle had concealed his coercion and his crimes.

			Worse still, he realized now that his ability to lie, that comfortable talent which he had cherished as a skill, was no ability at all. It was a malignancy planted there long ago by Graves himself. Graves’s lies were a contagion. A lie from Graves engendered fear, and the fear engendered another lie, and soon the way of telling truth was entirely lost. Theo had never considered the point in his life when his own deceitfulness had begun, but now he saw clearly that it began with Graves.

			As the days passed, he plunged into the labyrinth of memories that made up those two years of his life, trying to find the first instance. He could not be sure. He recalled a moment when a concerned woman at a horse ranch accused him of being underfed. Theo had lied without considering the alternative and without considering what it signified to defend Graves. By then I was already sick with it, he thought. By then I already lied without a thought.

			He hated the lies now, including his own. He hated that he had lied to Nettie about who he really was. He hated that he had lied to Mrs. Clay about his job at the State House, and he hated that he had lied to obtain the job in the first place. He hated that Shadrack, who told the truth by instinct, had been made to tell lies as well. When Broadgirdle was absent, he raged at the injustice of it, telling himself over and over that Graves would pay—for Shadrack, for Bligh, for all of it.

			When Broadgirdle was near, looming over Peel’s desk or writing speeches in his office, the rage seemed to grow cold and still, like an ember trapped in ice. Then Broadgirdle would swagger out of the office and the rage would return, slow and silent and tormented by its powerlessness. The reckless fury made Theo more audacious in his search. He examined files when Peel left the office; he asked questions whenever they could be construed as even tangentially work-related; he observed every detail he could for its possible relevance, knowing Winnie was also watching beyond the State House.

			But, to his frustration, he had learned nothing new. A week had come and gone, and he was no closer to leaving with proof than he had been on the day of his interview. He could find nothing pointing to the location of the Weatherers; he could find no explanation for why Broadgirdle was working with the Sandmen; and he found nothing directly tying the MP to Bligh’s murder. Moreover, the revelation of how Shadrack had been pressured only made things more confusing: if Broadgirdle wanted Shadrack’s help, why would he frame him for Bligh’s murder?

			Theo felt like he was banging his head against a wall. The answer was there, on the other side, but it was impossible to get at. He was learning more than he had ever wanted about Broadgirdle’s plans for the future of New Occident, but he was learning nothing about the man’s secrets.

			Finally, on the twenty-second, Theo unexpectedly discovered a vital piece of the puzzle. Broadgirdle was once again preparing a speech; with the campaign now in full swing, he gave speeches two or three times a day. Later in the evening, he would explain to the Boston Merchants’ Guild how his policy for keeping the eastern borders closed and expanding west would, presumably, bring them great trade opportunities and wealth. With disgust, Theo heard him practicing in his office: cutting off legal trade with the Baldlands and the United Indies would help the merchants how, exactly? He shook his head and returned to the filing left to him by Bertie Peel, who was being an enthusiastic audience to Broadgirdle’s speech.

			The papers were rather dull reports on parliament minutes purchased during May, but as he was neatening the pile, something fell out onto the carpet. Theo stooped to pick it up, and his heart began to race. It was a little pamphlet whose cover said:
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			Theo opened it and read the contents.

			Do you find yourself wondering about 
the purpose of life?

			Do you ask yourself unanswerable questions about 
why the world is the way it is?

			NIHILISMIANS HAVE THE ANSWER.

			Long ago, during the Great Disruption, the prophet Amitto wrote a book of reckoning and prophecy. The Chronicles of the Great Disruption account for how the world changed, proving that the true world disappeared with the Great Disruption.

			We live in a world of illusion.

			Nothing in this world is as it should be.

			Nihilismianism can explain why.

			Nihilismianism is the way of truth.

			Find the answers you are seeking.

			“Remorse will overcome those who follow the false path and do not seek the Age of Verity.”

			—Chronicles of the Great Disruption

			Theo read with growing excitement. The pamphlet had been there, in the middle of the accounting papers. It gave him an excuse to ask Broadgirdle or Peel directly about why it was in the office. Perhaps now he would finally discover the nature of the connection between Broadgirdle and the Sandmen.

			As the fourth iteration of the speech to the Merchants’ Guild came to a close, Theo tucked the pamphlet in his shirt pocket and made a decision. The door to the inner office opened and shut; there were sharp, mincing steps in the hallway announcing Peel’s return; then Peel himself walked into the front office. “Mr. Slade,” Peel said.

			“Yes, Mr. Peel?”

			“I need to step out to collect the printed materials our MP will be distributing tonight at the guild meeting. Please continue your filing until I return.”

			“Certainly, Mr. Peel.”

			Peel left the office with a jubilant spring to his step—the campaign was making him downright giddy—and after a minute or two had passed, Theo quietly made his way to the inner office. He knocked.

			“Come in,” came the booming reply.

			Broadgirdle was standing by the window, speech in hand, surveying the common with a critical eye, as if considering what he would do with it once the common, and Boston, and New Occident were his. “Yes?” he asked, without turning.

			“Sir,” Theo said, in his meekest voice, “I wanted to ask you something very particular.”

			Broadgirdle turned from the window. “What is it, Slade?”

			“I found this paper among the materials I was filing, sir, and I was wondering—could it be—? Is it—? Are you . . . ?” Deliberately trailing off, Theo handed Broadgirdle the pamphlet and waited, doing his best to look cowed and hopeful at the same time.

			“Ah, yes,” Broadgirdle said, dropping the pamphlet on his desk. He ran his carefully manicured fingers over the thick black beard and eyed Theo keenly. “Are you Nihilismian? I had not seen you wearing a talisman.”

			Theo hesitated. Broadgirdle’s reply had told him nothing about his own beliefs. “No,” he admitted. “But I’m interested. I was hoping to learn more about it.”

			The MP nodded approvingly. “It is well worth learning about. The Nihilismians are excellent allies in the plan for westward expansion. According to their beliefs, we should by this point be a much larger nation, stretching from this eastern shore to the western shore of the Baldlands.”

			Theo was appalled. “Really?” he said with awe.

			“Yes, and I wish the entire population of New Occident looked west with as much zeal as they do. They consider it our right, as a nation, since this is the course we took in the Age of Verity.” He tapped his fingers thoughtfully.

			“How fascinating.”

			“Fascinating and helpful. I plan to work closely with the Nihilismians once I am elected. They have the right vision for what this nation should be doing: looking west, expanding, bringing gain and profit along the way.”

			“So you are not Nihilismian yourself, sir?” Broadgirdle frowned, and Theo worried that his question had been too direct. “I was hoping to talk to someone who—” He shrugged with an air of embarrassment. “I guess I need a bit of guidance.”

			Broadgirdle’s frown eased. “I was Nihilismian,” he said, his voice more subdued than usual, “once. It was through Nihilismianism that I discovered my mission. I learned of the Age of Verity, and the westward expansion that should have occurred long ago.” He considered the clean surface of his desk. “Nevertheless, a successful politician needs to be flexible in his beliefs.” He looked at Theo and smiled with the air of easy charm that won him so many adherents. “And Nihilismians are not flexible. But I maintain a . . . sympathy for their views. For their predicament.” He extended his open hand in a gesture of offering. “If you like, I could put you in touch with the Nihilismian outreach in Boston.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			With a nod, Broadgirdle returned to his contemplation of Boston Common.
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			Casting Votes

			
			—1892, June 30—

			In part, New Occident embraced the notion of purchased parliament seats so readily because it had seen enough voter fraud to last a century. A wealthy candidate could quite easily buy votes or buy muscle to compel votes. Why not, many argued, simply buy the seat outright?

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			ELECTIONS WERE ALWAYS tense affairs in Boston, as they were in almost every city and town of New Occident. As the sole opportunity to exercise voting rights at the national level, the election of the ruling party became a serious and somber duty. At the same time, because of the difficulties involved in keeping each vote fair and legal, Election Day inevitably became something of a circus. Some people didn’t mind—they liked the bedlam, the sense that anything could happen and everything was up for grabs.

			Winnie was not among them. He had been curled up in an alley near the State House since dawn, his eyes still half closed with sleep, watching the growing buzz of activity. He was uneasy. Winnie sometimes had presentiments—curious and inexplicable feelings about the future that seemed to be based on nothing at all and nonetheless often ended up being true. Winnie’s mother had been prone to similar presentiments, which, given her present circumstances, made them seem to him more dangerous than useful. Only people who had earned his absolute trust ever heard about them. He called these peculiar sensations “tweakies,” and he was having one now, on June thirtieth, Election Day.

			Even though people were moving calmly enough past the State House, Winnie had the sense that something truly explosive was going to happen, and he could not put his finger on why. The air felt still; the morning fog muffled the comforting clank and clang of the trolleys, then unveiled the cars suddenly when they turned the corner, as a magician would. The other boys who hung about the State House began to materialize from out of the fog, hungry or full, depending on their luck. At eight-hour, the polls opened, and a steady stream of voters began filing in with their printed tickets.

			All three parties—the New States Party, the Remember England Party, and the Western Party—had printed plentiful tickets with the party name and had each set up booths all over the city so that voters could pick up their tickets of choice and carry them to the State House. It was not uncommon to see some sort of chicanery around the booths, as one party stole the tickets of another or a voter was waylaid. But near where Winnie stood, Boston city police officers lined the steps of the State House, and there was no chicanery of any kind: only people climbing the steps to cast their votes.

			Despite the orderly start to the day, Winnie had a definite tweaky sense about things going awry. He would have reported this tweakiness to Theo, who could be trusted absolutely, but Theo was already closeted away in Broadgirdle’s offices, helping the MP prepare his final speech, and though Winnie had free rein of the city, trying to enter the State House would make him stick out like a fly in a bowl of pudding.

			Broadgirdle practiced his final speech only twice on the morning of June 30, so confident was he of its persuasiveness. Peel, after preparing a clean copy, fidgeted at his desk in trembling anticipation of the great event.

			At long last, Broadgirdle emerged from the inner office and stood between the desks of the first assistant and second assistant, the very picture of Political Dignity. His black hair was lacquered and combed so that it shone like a brilliant helmet. The black beard made a lustrous complement. The senior centipede appeared calm and primed, ready for anything. The carefully manicured hands were tucked away in white cotton gloves, and the imposing trunk of the MP’s person was appropriately clad in a sober-looking brown suit. Broadgirdle checked his watch and tucked it into his vest pocket. “Let us proceed, gentlemen,” he said, his voice echoing portentously through the outer office.

			Gamaliel Shore and Pliny Grimes had already given their speeches; Broadgirdle had, naturally, engineered it so that his would be last. The other candidates were safely back in their offices, and the fair-sized crowd of people outside the State House stood ready to hear the third. Ostensibly, the speeches gave undecided voters an opportunity to hear the parties’ arguments for the last time. In reality, Theo saw, as he looked out over the crowd, most of the voters had already made up their minds and had arrived to boo or cheer.

			Broadgirdle stood at the podium and looked out over the crowd. He noted that it was much smaller than the one he had addressed earlier that month, on the occasion of the prime minister’s death. Then he lifted his proud head and began:

			“People of Boston. It is my belief that a good politician uses both words and actions only as necessary, and the sparing use of both is generally advisable. I will therefore keep my comments brief. The sad loss of our beloved Prime Minister Bligh has necessitated this emergency election, and I am here to tell you why our party, the Western Party, offers not only the best plan, but the plan Bligh would have liked best. He understood, tragically too late, that this great Age of ours holds great promise. We have too long played the passive part—like a sponge, we have sat upon the eastern seaboard, soaking up the waves of foreigners who arrive from the Baldlands and the United Indies and farther, allowing them the full benefits of membership and yet gaining little in exchange. I ask you: Is this what we are? Are we a sponge? Is that how we wish to be thought of by the other Ages? The Sponge Age?”

			Broadgirdle’s voice rose with indignation, and there were cries of “Nay!” and “No sponges!” from the crowd.

			“I say to you,” he continued, “that we should not be the sponge. We must be the wave! We are a mighty Age, and we should act as is fitting for a mighty Age. We must keep our borders closed to the east, and we must surge west into the Indian Territories and into the Northern Baldlands, lifting those lands to prominence just as a powerful wave carries a vessel on its crest.”

			Broadgirdle paused for a cheer, but the reply that cut into the silence was unexpected.

			“Protect our homelands!” came a shrill shout. “Leave the Indian Territories to Indians!” Theo, standing close to the railing, looked down and saw a small group of people holding a printed banner with the words PRESERVE THE TREATIES, PROTECT OUR HOMES. They were from the Indian Territories—men and women, young and old, and the woman who had cried out in protest had a determined look. “New Occident has taken enough. The very place you stand on used to be Indian lands. And now look at it. Preserve the treaties, protect our homes!” Those with her repeated her refrain, lifting the sign high. “Preserve the treaties, protect our homes!”

			The crowd around the protesters was momentarily dumbstruck. Some of them looked up at Broadgirdle, waiting to see his reaction. Theo could see his fury building, and there was a long, tense pause.

			Theo held his breath. There was nothing Graves hated so much as public embarrassment. Most affronts struck him as amusing opportunities for repayment with interest, but insults that shamed him before a crowd enraged him, for he could not insult the entire crowd.

			Theo remembered watching, horrified, when a tavern keeper in New Orleans with less flexible morals than most of his kind had refused to serve Graves. It had not even occurred to Theo to feel pleasure at Graves’s humiliation; he knew too well the cost. Graves had grinned at the tavern keeper, showing every one of his sharp metal teeth. The tavern was silent. The patrons who knew his reputation stared in dread. “If you refused food and drink to every man with questionable dealings, you’d soon lose your business.” There was an edge of menace to his voice.

			“No matter,” the tavern keeper said firmly. He was a sandy-haired man with a reddish beard and a broad chest of his own. He crossed his arms over it. “I’d rather lose my business than give it to men such as you.”

			In response, Graves let out a low laugh. “So be it, then,” he said, but with the tone of a man who has accepted his enemy’s surrender.

			Theo had breathed a sigh of relief, not entirely understanding Graves’s final words but glad that Graves had used only words rather than a pointed pistol. They stayed in New Orleans two days more, and when they left Theo learned that the tavern had been burned to the ground by a fire that started in the middle of the night: a fire that had become explosive when the tavern’s alcohol ignited.

			Theo watched Broadgirdle now as he glared at the protestors, feeling once again the sense of dread. With effort, Broadgirdle took a deep breath. He continued, ignoring the interruption. “Your representatives in the Western Party have a message, I say. And the message is in the name. We are the last, best hope of the west. Ours is the Western Party. We must go west!”

			This was the end of the speech, and there were cheers and applause, but they were less thunderous than Broadgirdle had hoped. Peel was already trembling in anticipation; his future promised a wave of fury rather than a wave of glorious westward expansion. Broadgirdle stalked into the long corridors of the State House, Theo and Peel hurrying in his wake.

			By the time they reached the office, Broadgirdle had regained his composure. “Peel, I will remind you that we are meeting tonight at eighteen-hour after the announcement is made.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“When we meet,” he added, “I would like to know who leads that group of Indian protesters.” He folded his speech in half and handed it to Peel with a significant smile. “A name will be sufficient. I can take it from there.”

			Theo listened to the exchange, wondering how he could warn the protesters. Another part of him insisted that he needed to pursue his lead so that he could prove what Broadgirdle had done.

			With Nettie and Winnie’s assistance, Theo had developed a theory that neatly accounted for all of Broadgirdle’s machinations—almost all. He had captured the Weatherers, and when Goldenrod came in search of them, he had sent a Sandman to attack her. He had killed Bligh for knowing the location of the missing Eerie, and framing Shadrack for the murder was a neat way of gaining leverage on the most famous cartologer in New Occident.

			Theo’s newest piece of information had explained why. Broadgirdle’s Nihilismian sympathies largely drove his ambitions for westward expansion. Theo understood that a Nihilismian, even a lapsed Nihilismian, would find significance in the book written by the other Shadrack Elli: it meant that this Shadrack, of New Occident, was destined to create maps of the western lands they would acquire.

			What was missing—in more ways than one—were the three Eerie. Without knowing where they were or why Broadgirdle had taken them, the whole edifice could not stand.

			He had already decided, on the day of the final speech, that he would find a way to ask about the Eerie, even if it cost him the position. The charade had gone on long enough. Now, with Broadgirdle distracted by the protesters, would be as good a time as any. “Sir,” he said timidly.

			“Yes, Slade?”

			“You may remember the question you asked during our interview. The question about overhearing something. Which you ask of everyone who works in your office?” He looked from Broadgirdle to Peel, the very image of nervous hesitation. The nervousness, at least, was not feigned.

			Broadgirdle’s eyes sharpened. “Yes, I do. Certainly.”

			“I am afraid a similar situation has arisen. I have overheard something. And I think you should know about it.”

			“What is it?”

			Theo swallowed. “I overheard two men discussing the plan for westward expansion. They . . . were critical of it. But it seemed unimportant, until I heard them mention the Eerie.”

			Broadgirdle’s face froze. Only his eyes, lit by a kind of slow fire, seemed to register Theo’s words. “What, exactly, did they say?”

			Theo had practiced this part of the gamble. It had to sound precise and plausible, while still vague enough to cover all the possibilities of the facts he did not understand. “One of them said, ‘The three missing Eerie are no secret,’ and the other one said, ‘Though Broadgirdle would like them to be.’ I apologize, sir. That was him addressing you without a title, not me.”

			Broadgirdle’s eyes had a faraway look. “I quite understand. And who were these men, Slade?”

			This was the dangerous part. Theo had no wish to bring Broadgirdle’s wrath down upon any two men working at the State House, and yet his story depended upon their existence. “I didn’t recognize them. They were both older gentlemen. Dressed well but not overly so. One with gray hair and a mustache, the other with brown hair and a close beard.” He had given descriptions that could fit half the working population of the State House. He hoped it would be sufficient. “If I see them again I could point them out,” Theo offered.

			“That would be helpful,” Broadgirdle agreed. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention.” He glanced at Peel, who had been standing by, looking at turns furious and at turns lost. “Perhaps, Slade, it would be a good idea if you joined us this evening after the election results are in.” Peel now looked injured, as if Theo had won a prize intended for him. “We will be discussing our plans for the future, and I believe you may have an important place in them.”

			Theo bowed his head slightly in appreciation. “Certainly, sir! Thank you.”

			Broadgirdle turned to Peel. “And now, if you could take a few letters.”

			“Of course, sir. Happy to.” Peel carried his portable wooden desk into the inner office.

			That desk has seen every word Broadgirdle has dictated for months, Theo thought. If only it could talk. He sat, unsure why the idea of a writing desk that could talk was sticking in his mind. There was some connection, but it was just out of reach. He stared at the surface of his own desk and tried to follow the thought. Then he realized what it was: the writing desk’s flat surface reminded him of a map—a memory map that would tell him everything that had transpired in Broadgirdle’s office.

			Suddenly, Theo pushed back his chair. But there is a memory map: a map that’s been right in front of me and that I’ve been ignoring like an idiot. The wooden ruler! It isn’t a cipher or a message or a reminder. It’s a map.

			Without bothering to tidy his desk, Theo snatched up his jacket and made for the door. He had to get the wooden rule from Nettie.

			• • •

			INSPECTOR ROSCOE GREY was home, for once. Theo watched him through the window with desperate impatience. Grey had already spent twenty minutes dawdling in the piano room with Nettie, looking like the most relaxed person in the world. Will he never leave? Theo thought, fiddling with the mustache in his pocket. Finally, nearing fifteen-hour, he stood, patted Nettie gently on the head, and left, closing the door behind him. Theo sprang out of his hiding place in the neighbor’s rhododendron and tapped urgently on the window.

			“Charles, what is it?” Nettie asked, leaning out.

			“I have no time. It’s urgent. I need the ruler. I have to borrow it for a little while.”

			She frowned. “You’ve discovered something. Tell me.”

			“It’s only a theory. But I need to try it out.”

			“What theory?”

			“Can I please just have it? I don’t have time to argue.”

			Nettie scowled. “Fine. But the minute you test the theory, you have to tell me what it is.” She went to the piano bench and opened it. “Here,” she said, handing him the ruler through the window.

			“Thanks, Nettie.” Theo flashed her a broad grin. “You’re the best.”

			“The minute you test it,” she said, eyes narrowed.

			• • •

			THEO BURST INTO the kitchen of 34 East Ending Street.

			“Fates above, Theo,” Mrs. Clay exclaimed. “What has happened?”

			“What do you know about memory maps made of wood?”

			She clearly had not expected this question. “Made of wood?”

			“Did you ever see any at the Nochtland academy?”

			Mrs. Clay blinked. “Yes, I suppose the students worked with wood on occasion. Wood as opposed to paper, you mean.”

			“Yes, wood—a hard surface. What I want to know is how to wake a wooden map.”

			Mrs. Clay sat down at the table. “How to wake a wooden map,” she echoed. “Let me think.” She closed her eyes.

			Theo stood by, trying to calm his breathing.

			“I’m trying to picture what they would do.” She opened her eyes briefly. “You have to understand, I never took part in any of the classes.”

			“I know,” he said impatiently. “Anything you can remember.”

			She closed her eyes again. “It isn’t water or light . . . Why can’t I remember? Oh!” she exclaimed, opening her eyes. She gave a smile of triumph. “Smoke.”

			“Of course!” Theo said. “Smoke.” He dashed around the kitchen, collecting a pot, a scrap of brown grocery paper, and a box of matches. He lit the match and held it to the paper until it caught fire. Dropping it into the pot, he held the ruler over it until the smoke had coated every surface. Then he took it away. The ruler looked almost unchanged, but a slender red line had appeared on the unruled side, beside the date. Theo smiled. “I knew it,” he said. “This ruler is a memory map.”

			Mrs. Clay was still perplexed. “A memory map of what?”

			“I think it has the memories of the Weatherers who came to Boston. This ruler is going to tell us what happened to them.”
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			Seven Wings

			
			—1892, July 1: 16-Hour 11—

			There is even rumor of an Age pocketed in the south where all things lost in the world have gone to rest, so that arriving in it the traveler finds himself surrounded by every lost key, lost love, and lost dream ever to have existed. No doubt only the storytellers of the Papal States could believe in the existence of such an Age.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 

			Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			SOPHIA HAD NO notion of time passing. She was not entirely sure of where she was, either. So completely had she submerged herself in the memories of the beaded map, she felt as though she had lived a year in Alvar Cabeza de Cabra’s skin. She had seen the parched, harsh world as he saw it, grieved its losses as he grieved them, felt the feeble thread of hope given to him as he had felt it. Somewhere, like a distant echo, she felt these things as Sophia, too: the bitterness of an unknown world that would not yield its answers; the loss of her parents; the pain of knowing what had happened to them; and, with that knowledge, the frail hope of believing they might be alive. Her mind wandered as freely over her own life as it had traveled through the map, grieving and hoping and grieving again, so that when she returned to the room at the inn in the Papal States, she felt that she had been away a lifetime.

			She had changed during that lifetime. It was not just the knowledge of what had happened to her parents and the grief of seeing its cause unfold before her eyes. It was something else. Perhaps she had stayed too long with Cabeza de Cabra’s memories, or perhaps the thoughts and feelings of Murtea’s sheriff were so strong that they had marked her like a brand. Cabeza de Cabra was a man who had lost his faith and sought it. Sophia, emerging from the map, knew that her faith was gone also.

			There was no greater meaning to her parents’ loss, and there was no guiding hand that would take her to them. What had happened to them was cruel and senseless. Other people had stood by while they suffered. Sophia knew, as entirely and thoroughly as if she had always known it but wished not to: there were no Fates.

			No one was leading her anywhere. She was following only herself.

			Errol was asleep in his hammock, and Sophia realized she had been brought to awareness by Goldenrod’s appearance in the doorway. She was staring at Sophia, her eyes sharp with concern. “What has happened?”

			By way of answer, Sophia climbed out of her hammock and held up the beaded map.

			“That is an Elodean map,” Goldenrod said softly.

			Errol stirred and woke, lifting himself from the hammock.

			“Yes. They contain one man’s memories of a place not far from here.” Sophia’s own voice sounded strange to her—hoarse and dry. She realized she must have wept at some point without knowing it. “His name is Alvar Cabeza de Cabra, a man from the Papal States who traveled from here to the Eerie Sea in search of his lost faith. He was the sheriff of a town named Murtea. It was the village my parents traveled to when I was little, in search of their friend. This map tells what happened to them.”

			Errol materialized next to them, his eyes alert. Goldenrod studied Sophia keenly. “Show me,” she said.

			Sophia spread the map out over the table at the center of the room. “It is one year, which is not marked but must be 1880 and part of 1881. It begins in April. Look at April twentieth at eleven-hour, then December ninth, January eleventh, and March seventeenth—all of them at dawn.”

			Errol looked confused, but Goldenrod placed her fingers upon the map without a word. She was quiet, her brow furrowed with concentration.

			“What is she doing?” Errol whispered to Sophia with frustration.

			Having placed the map in Goldenrod’s hands, Sophia felt suddenly exhausted, as if all the time she had spent within its boundaries had suddenly caught up to her. “Reading. She will show you how when she is done. I need to rest.” She stumbled back to her hammock and crawled into it awkwardly. Before she had lifted her feet up after her, she was asleep.

			—July 2: 5-Hour 10—

			SOPHIA WOKE, DISORIENTED, to find the room dark and empty. She was unsure of the day or time. Then she remembered the map and all that she had discovered within it, and she felt her body tighten with pain. She got out of the hammock, as if still in a dream, laced up her worn leather boots, and went to find her travel companions.

			They were sitting in the candlelit dining room of the inn, speaking quietly to one another at a table while the innkeeper huddled by the fire, wrapped in a woolen shawl as if she were warding off bitter cold. Errol and Goldenrod looked up as one when Sophia entered. She could see at once that something had changed between them.

			Sophia reached into her pocket and looked at her watch; it was just after five-hour; she had slept almost until dawn. It felt as though she had been sleeping for days.

			Something had happened during the night, and now the falconer and the Eerie had a common purpose. They looked at her with shared knowledge, having come to an agreement. Both pale and serious, their faces had a surprising harmony, even with their contrasting features: Errol’s eyes blue and sharp in his angular face, Goldenrod’s dark and pensive under her calm brow.

			“Did you sleep well?” Goldenrod asked.

			Sophia nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

			“We have read the map.” The Eerie’s expression turned somber. “We understand what happened to your parents.”

			Sophia looked at them each in turn, unblinking. “They have almost certainly become Lachrima.”

			“Yes.” Goldenrod said matter-of-factly. She glanced at Errol. “That term is not known here, but I am familiar with it from the Baldlands.”

			“If we understand correctly,” he said, “this man may have followed your parents to the Eerie Sea.”

			“He did,” Sophia replied. “That is where my friends found the map. The man who wrote these memories was already dead. He followed the directions given to him in Ausentinia. And that must mean he followed them—the Lachrima, my parents—all the way there.”

			“The distance they traveled is a long one,” Goldenrod said. “A very long one. You may know that the Wailings—the Lachrima, as you call them—sometimes fade, so that they are less body and more voice.”

			“Yes, I have heard that,” Sophia replied dully.

			“This fading happens as they travel. The farther they drift from the Age in which they were made faceless, the less corporeal their presence.”

			Sophia slumped. “Then it is even worse than I had imagined.”

			“Perhaps,” Goldenrod said. “But perhaps not.” She hesitated. “I do not wish to give you false hope.”

			She turned to Errol, who nodded slightly. “Better to tell her everything, good and bad.”

			Goldenrod reached out to Sophia. “Come sit beside us,” she said. Sophia wearily obliged, sinking onto a wooden stool. Goldenrod pressed her hand, a gesture of encouragement. “There are some among us, among the Elodeans, who are truly marvelous healers in the manner all Eerie are imagined to be. We call them Weatherers. They are seers, visionaries, great interpreters. There are four such among us now, though three are missing. It was these three healers I sought in Boston. You can imagine the need we have for them. They heal every manner of ailment, great and small. And they can heal the Wailings—they can restore their features and their minds.”

			Sophia looked at her with a stirring of hope. Her mind flew to a distant place: to a dungeon in Nochtland, the capital of the Baldlands, where a veiled woman had spoken to her and issued threats. Blanca, who remembered who she was and found only pain in the memories; Blanca, who was a Lachrima but had recovered her past. Of course they can be healed, Sophia realized. If one man can do it by accident, why should it not be possible on purpose? “How? How do they heal them?”

			Goldenrod shook her head. “I am not a Weatherer. I can only explain what they have related to us, of searching through lifetimes of memory to find the memories of the Wailing before them. But it is possible.”

			“You have seen them do it?”

			“I have. Three times in my life I have seen it done.”

			“And they are entirely healed?”

			“If they are corporeal, yes.”

			Sophia’s hope subsided. “But Lachrima who have traveled far will fade.” She sighed. “Then it makes no difference.”

			“We do not know. It may or may not have happened to your parents on their long journey. If it has not, then we can seek a Weatherer’s aid.”

			Errol chimed in. “What is your wish, Sophia? Is it your intention to go seek them in this region, near the Eerie Sea?”

			Sophia swallowed. She looked away, at the innkeeper, who was staring into the fire as if contemplating a vision. A sound in the room brought the old woman’s attention back to the present, and she stood slowly, unbending each limb. With shuffling steps, she left the room. Sophia shivered. “I still wish to see the diary. Those may be my mother’s last words. I want to read them now more than ever. But I have decided that I will go to Ausentinia first. I will ask them for a map.”

			Errol and Goldenrod shared a look.

			“But it seems this place, Ausentinia, is gone,” Errol objected gently.

			Sophia shook her head. “Not gone. Perhaps its borders are shifting. Perhaps the Dark Age holds it captive. But I don’t believe it is gone.”

			Goldenrod regarded her thoughtfully, then gave Errol a significant look. He had been about to speak, but with a knowing look he closed his lips. “Very well,” she said.

			“We will accompany you east, to this town called Murtea, and help however we can,” added Errol.

			“I doubt Murtea exists,” Sophia told them. “Some months after my parents disappeared, my uncle asked many of his friends—explorers—to visit the Papal States in search of them. Nothing was ever found. Then, when we received a letter from my father last December, a letter he sent ten years ago that mentioned Ausentinia and the lost signs, my uncle Shadrack sent word to everyone he knew. No one had heard of either.

			“I have studied the same maps he studied—in fact, I have them with me here—and they do show Murtea. But the maps are old. They are the same ones he used to help plan my parents’ expedition. I think the Dark Age, after surrounding Ausentinia, moved farther outward, taking Murtea with it. Anyone who knew Murtea is gone. And who knows what the place is like now.”

			There was a strange light in Goldenrod’s eyes. “I would not be surprised if you are right,” she said softly. “We will go with you nonetheless. If we cannot find Murtea, perhaps we can find Ausentinia. And if not Ausentinia, then we will continue to Granada for the diary.” She suddenly became alert. “Someone is riding this way at great speed. Not the Golden Cross. A rider who comes alone. She comes to our aid.” She frowned. “But why—”

			A rapid shuffling of feet sounded in the doorway. The old innkeeper shouted something at Errol and then rushed away. “Fourwings,” Errol said quickly. He took up his bow and quiver and hurried to the doorway. “Come,” he called over his shoulder. “We must not remain inside. They will cave in the roof and scavenge. It is what they do.”

			“But my things—” Sophia started.

			“Leave your things, miting, if you value your life.” He pulled her through the doorway and into the pale morning.

			In the charcoal light of dawn, two winged creatures swooped and whirled overhead. They seemed small, like bats. They cried out, their voices coarse and metallic, like the sound of a knife scraping a grater. Galloping hoofbeats cut into the silence left in their wake, and Sophia saw a pale horse approaching from the east.

			“That is the horse and rider,” Goldenrod replied to the unasked question. “She means us no harm.”

			“Stay out in the open,” Errol ordered. “It will be safest.”

			Goldenrod put her arm around Sophia and pulled her close. “Can you talk to them, the fourwings?” Sophia asked. “Like you talk to Seneca?”

			“I have already tried,” the Eerie said, looking up at them with a vexed expression. “But it is like speaking to a wall. They hear nothing. They say nothing. I’ve never encountered creatures like these.”

			They had become alarmingly larger, and their cries erupted again, harsh and bitter. The horse and rider grew closer, too, until Sophia could see the rider’s cape billowing and the horse’s hooves disturbing the dust.

			Suddenly, the fourwings were upon them. One, claws extended, swooped toward the inn. It was covered with gleaming, blue-black feathers. Its beak, slightly curved, shone like a polished scythe. Its great eyes were golden, with no iris at all. The roof crumpled like paper and fell inward beneath the enormous bird’s impact, crushing the building where the travelers had just been sitting. Its flapping wings tore at the walls.

			“Stay behind me,” Errol murmured. “It has not yet seen us. They will go for the horses first and then us. We must kill both birds in quick succession. Wait for the other one.”

			The second fourwing called out, whirling down to meet its companion. It had only three wings. Where the fourth would have been was a misshapen lump, dotted with scrawny feathers. The flesh beneath was white. As the second fourwing crashed into the inn, the pale horse drew near, skidding to a halt. The rider dismounted: a woman with a crossbow.

			She quickly joined Errol and aimed at the fourwings. “Ahora,” she said. “El roto es mío.” She loosed the arrow from her crossbow just as Errol loosed his, and the fourwings both recoiled from the impact. They turned toward the four travelers, their golden eyes hard, their cries so loud Sophia covered her ears. The creatures rose up and scrabbled over the broken wall of the inn, advancing toward them.

			“Otra vez,” Errol said to the woman. Two more arrows struck the birds, and the one with three wings crumpled, an arrow lodged deep in its breast. The other lunged forward, its beak opening with a scream to reveal even white teeth and a long white tongue. The woman shot into its mouth as the beak plunged toward Errol. He drew his sword. Pressing it heavily into the bird’s neck, he pinned it to the ground. It flapped and screamed brokenly, and then the wings folded and the golden eyes grew still and glazed.

			Sophia found herself clutching Goldenrod’s robe. Slowly she released the fabric. Errol’s sword was coated with the fourwing’s oily black blood. He cleaned it on the dry grass. “Are you all right?” Goldenrod asked.

			“Fine,” he said. “Thanks to the unexpected aid,” he added to the woman with the crossbow.

			“You speak English,” she said, her own accented but clear. Her green eyes looked them over.

			“Yes,” he replied. “I am from the Closed Empire. My friends are from New Occident and the Eerie Sea. How is it you speak English? And how did you come to be here at this very moment?”

			She tossed her braid over her shoulder and set down her crossbow. Her short frame, compact and strong, belied the fragility of her face and the expression of old grief in her eyes. “I learned English long ago from a dear friend. A man named Bruno. And I came here following the directions given to me on a piece of paper: When you see seven wings, follow them to the gray pigeon. You will meet the traveler without time.

			“Which of you,” she asked, “is the traveler without time?”
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			White String, Blue String

			
			—1892, July 2: 5-Hour 51—

			Since the plague took root, many people in the Papal States have chosen a transient life. In the northern regions, they live in houseboats along the canals. In the drier regions to the south and the mountainous regions, they live in caravans. Ever moving, always on the outskirts, they believe themselves safe from the plague; there is no doubt that they are, at least, more safe from the Orders.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 
Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			“ROSEMARY,” SOPHIA BREATHED.

			“Yes,” the woman replied. “I am Rosemary. How do you know me?”

			The words came out in a torrent. “I know you from a letter that Bruno sent to my parents. My parents—Minna and Bronson Tims. They met you. Do you remember? It was more than ten years ago. And I know of you from a map written by the sheriff of Murtea, Cabeza de Cabra. It tells of you, and what happened to Bruno.” Sophia paused. “And my parents.”

			Rosemary took a step closer. “So you are the traveler without time.”

			“I have no internal clock,” Sophia agreed. “I suppose it could be me. Who described it that way?”

			Reaching into her cloak, Rosemary withdrew a scroll tied with white string. “The map given to me in Ausentinia.”

			Although she had held Ausentinian maps while she was within the sheriff’s memories, this was the first time she had seen one as herself. Sophia examined the heavy, gray-tinged paper. Unsteady lines in black ink described a mottled landscape divided by winding paths. She turned it over; the text was inscrutable. “I can’t read Castilian,” she said.

			“I will translate,” Rosemary said, taking it back.

			“Soundless, we scream in the heart; silent, we wait in the shadows; speechless, we speak of the past. Find us at either end of eleven years.

			“Taking the trail of uncertainty, accept the guide who arrives under the full moon. Travel with him into the meadow of friendship, and when the cart breaks, go to the goat’s head. Your traveling companion is falsely accused. Speak then, and speak the truth, for both truth and falsehood lead to the steep ravine of loss.

			“You will venture alone into the Valley of Vanishing Hope. As you leave the valley, you will encounter the Western Witches and a fork in the path. If the witches go free, you will be led into the Forest of Lingering Sadness, where you will spend many years before you find your way to the Caves of Fear, where Damnation dwells. Your mother’s bones will lie forever undiscovered, bleached by the sun until they crumble into dust.

			“If the witches are sentenced, you will journey alone into the Mountains of Solitude, where you will wander for many years. When you see seven wings, follow them to the gray pigeon. You will meet the traveler without time. Give her the map to Ausentinia. She will lead you to your mother’s bones, and you will place them on sacred ground so that they may rest in peace.”

			Rosemary rolled the map carefully and tied the white string around it. “When I saw the two birds, I knew. I took the maps and followed them here.”

			Sophia felt the thudding of her heart. “There is a map to Ausentinia?” she asked, hardly daring to believe it.

			This time, Rosemary produced a scroll tied with blue string. “I have it,” she said. “This is the map they gave me so that I would someday give it to you.”

			It was written in English. She glanced first at the cluster of images with curious names—“The Cave of Blindness” and “Bitter Desert”—before turning to the text on the back. She read it aloud:

			“Hidden in plain sight, encircled without a circle, trapped without a trap. Find us at the end of the path you devise, for no others can.

			“The hand that blooms must tell you of the old ones. A flock of golden birds will fly east, seeking pursuit, shining in the sun.

			“The path divides, leading to the Steep Ridge of Dread or the Low Dunes of Desire. The Low Dunes lead to Bitter Desert, where you find yourself descending into the Cave of Blindness. From there, you may or may not return.

			“Along the Steep Ridge of Dread, the golden birds turn to black. The falconer and the warbler defend you. Do not believe what is said of darkness and shadows. It springs from fear, not truth.

			“Beyond the Ridge lies the Labyrinth of Borrowed Remembering. To survive the labyrinth, you must trust your own senses. Emerging from the labyrinth, you have a choice. You defend the illusion or you do not. If the illusion dies, the path leads to Common Pond and, finally, to the Grove of Long Forgotten. Avoid the Grove at all costs. Trust your instincts, as well as your senses. Defend the illusion, taking the Path of the Chimera. Along it you may lose yourself, but you will find Ausentinia.

			“When the wind rises, let the old one dwell in your memories, as you have dwelled in the memories of others. Give up the clock you never had. When the wind settles, you will find nothing has been lost.”

			Sophia reread the paper before her. She looked back up at Rosemary. “How could someone know this? How could this all happen? Has yours come true?”

			“It has. Every part of it. There were parts that I did not understand until they were happening, and there were parts that I did not see until they had already passed. But in every case what the map foretold has come true.”

			“Then we will be pursued by the Golden Cross,” Errol said. “‘A flock of golden birds.’ Not so difficult to predict,” he added dryly.

			“There is something about these phrases,” Sophia said, frowning. “The hand that blooms. The falconer. Errol, these are the words my mother spoke to me in Seville. She said ‘the falconer and the hand that blooms will go with you.’”

			“What of it?”

			“The exact same words as on the map. You are clearly the falconer. And you,” she said to Goldenrod, “are the hand that blooms.”

			Goldenrod spoke for the first time since Rosemary had introduced herself. “Yes, it seems I am.”

			“What are the old ones?”

			The Eerie looked west, her face troubled. “Yes, I understand,” she said. “I must tell you of the old ones. But I will tell you while we travel, for there are fifty soldiers of the Golden Cross on the road from Seville, and it does not seem impossible that they are looking for us.”

			ERROL FOUND THE innkeeper huddled near an almond tree behind the shattered building. After setting her on the path north to her son’s farm, he rejoined the others. The room where they had slept, fortunately, was not as damaged as the main room of the inn. Recovering their belongings, they prepared the horses and began riding east.

			To Sophia’s disgust, Rosemary insisted on taking the eyes of the fourwings. She stored two in her pack and placed two in her caravan, which she had unhitched and left by the road when the fourwings appeared. It surprised Sophia with its colorful beauty: flowers, vines, and birds were painted all over the caravan’s walls, and over the door perched a golden swallow, wings spread as if about to take flight.

			Rosemary hitched the caravan and they continued east. “This road is well-worn from centuries of travel, though it has not been in great use of late,” she said as they rode. “Between here and the perimeter are wells at two leagues and five leagues, but no other inns. There is a shepherd near the fifth league who sells me mutton. Other food we must carry with us.”

			“And what about the perimeter?” Errol asked. “Won’t the guard be there?”

			“The guard are not so numerous that they encircle the entire Dark Age. They work in pairs, patrolling lengths of three leagues. I know many of them, and some are not unreasonable.”

			“I am surprised you think so,” Errol said with notable disdain.

			Rosemary flashed him a look. “It is a compromise, not a friendship. I have patrolled the perimeter myself for years, waiting for Bruno, and I have many times warned them of approaching fourwings, or the dark storms that drift from within the Age. They have done the same for me. Though our purposes are greatly different, where there is common assistance there can be toleration, or even mutual respect.”

			“I do not suppose you could draw upon that mutual respect with the fifty riders?”

			Rosemary shook her head tersely. “I know none of the Order from Seville.” She urged her horse onward and the caravan rolled forward.

			Sophia rode with Goldenrod, sitting in front of her this time; she looked at the unbroken morning sky. “Will you tell us of the old ones now?”

			“Yes. I said before to Errol and Sophia,” she explained for Rosemary’s benefit, “that my people, the Elodeans, are interpreters. We can speak to all living beings. Most of them,” she qualified. “Even those that are not visible or recognizable as beings.”

			“Like the plague,” Sophia put in.

			“Yes, like the wanderers known here through the damage they cause as lapena. The old ones are such beings. They are mighty and they are ancient, as our name for them suggests. They have a knowledge of the world that you and I could not begin to fathom. Indeed, most of what they do is difficult to comprehend. Our understanding of them is partial, at best. It is through them—by speaking with them—that I know of things happening at a distance. I asked one for a weirwind when the Golden Cross approached us, and the weirwind appeared. They are powerful—tremendously powerful. Sometimes they do wonderful things with their powers. Sometimes they do terrible things.”

			“What terrible things?” Sophia asked. “The weirwind?”

			“Such as the disturbance known in New Occident as the Great Disruption.”

			Sophia started. She whirled to look at Goldenrod with astonishment. “The Great Disruption?”

			“Certainly. It was caused by a conflict among the old ones.”

			“But what are these ‘old ones’?” Errol cut in. “What do they look like? They sound like the pagan gods, and I am fairly certain those do not exist. Are they invisible, or do they take different shapes?”

			“They are very much visible,” Goldenrod replied. “You see them all the time. Everywhere.”

			“I do not,” Errol declared.

			“But you do,” Goldenrod insisted. Sophia could hear the smile in her voice. “Perhaps it is more correct to say that you see them, but you do not truly see them. You see them without comprehending what they are. Among the Elodeans, we also call them ‘Climes.’ In most places, such as New Occident and the Closed Empire, they are known as ‘Ages.’”
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			Climes

			
			—1892, July 2: 6-Hour 30—

			Apart from the investigations of explorers, cartologers, and natural philosophers, there is, of course, an entire branch of science devoted to understanding the causes of the Great Disruption. Researchers in this field are so divided in their explanations that their scholarship is marked by bitterness and acrimony. The early belief that a higher power had caused the Disruption as part of some grand plan has been increasingly challenged by those who believe the inhabitants of some future Age are to blame.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			FROM HER SEAT upon the horse, in front of Goldenrod, Sophia considered the landscape before her, trying to imagine it as a being: an individual who stretched for miles, containing plains and mountains and caves, who was able to feel the waterways inside itself and the ocean lapping at its edges.

			She hesitated, disbelieving. “You mean—this place around us—it is awake?” She could feel Goldenrod breathing.

			“Yes,” the Eerie said with a smile in her voice. “Awake and aware. It is as sentient as you and I.”

			Sophia looked at the scrub grass and the yellowed almond trees, the outcroppings of stone, and the pebbly earth, stirred by their passage. “It can . . . hear us?”

			“In more ways than you can imagine. Its manner of perceiving and understanding is far more powerful than ours. We do not know how, but it seems the Climes are cognizant of everything that occurs within their sphere.”

			The sky was an inverted blue bowl overhead. “How big is it—is this one?”

			“We are at the edge of a vast Clime that stretches from the coast to include Seville and most of what we see here around us. But farther east, on the road ahead, are two others.”

			“The Dark Age,” Sophia breathed.

			“Indeed—the Dark Age. And Ausentinia. I sense its presence, though I cannot hear its voice.”

			The significance of this worked its way through Sophia’s mind. “But you can hear the Dark Age?”

			“No,” Goldenrod said, troubled. “I cannot. It is unlike any Clime I have ever encountered. It seems . . . absent. But that would be impossible.”

			Rosemary spoke for the first time. “What you say of these old ones seems very true to me. I have almost suspected this, knowing Ausentinia. The way its paths would appear and reappear, as if the city itself wished to guide us. And the Dark Age, too, though you cannot hear it. For how else would the Ages battle with one another as they have, taking pieces and losing them, fighting for them again?”

			“We saw on Cabeza de Cabra’s map that the Dark Age had pushed through the hills of Ausentinia, all the way to the stone bridge,” Sophia said.

			Rosemary gave a sharp nod. “And farther. After the sheriff left, the Dark Age expanded north and east.”

			“Past Murtea?”

			“Well past. One day we woke to find it almost at the village wall. Everyone fled. The next month, I returned with the caravan. Murtea was no more. Before it would take more than three days to ride from Seville to the border of the Dark Age. Now it takes less than two.”

			“So the Dark Age must be a Clime like any other,” Goldenrod mused. “This is what they do when they are unsettled: they shift and grow or contract. It is what happened all at once during the Great Disruption—the War of Climes.”

			“The War of Climes,” Sophia repeated. The words shocked her with the world of meaning they implied. A new map unfurled in her mind: one that was living, breathing, in conflict with itself.

			“The Climes themselves have kept its cause hidden, so I cannot tell you what provoked it—one of their many mysteries. But we know that the disagreement grew, became violent, and finally resulted in the alienation and division that we have now. And they have not been still. Of late, especially, there have been hostilities—bitter arguments that change the shape of the world as we know it. Not only here, with the Dark Age.”

			“The glacier that moved north last year . . .” Sophia began.

			“Yes. A southern Clime that rushed northward. Once again, we do not know why.”

			Sophia fell silent and became lost in thought, her mind whirling with the consequences of what Goldenrod had explained. Could it be that none of the scholars and scientists in New Occident, none of the cartologers and explorers Shadrack knew—none of them was even close to understanding the Great Disruption, because none of them perceived how the world really was? Sophia felt momentarily dizzy; the learned city of Boston suddenly seemed very tiny and very poor in knowledge. If these Climes existed, then so much of what she had considered inexplicable now made sense. The more she turned it over in her mind, the more undeniably true it appeared.

			“So they are like the pagan gods,” Errol concluded. “They do battle and subject humans to their whims without bothering to consider the consequences.”

			Goldenrod hesitated. “They are entirely different. But perhaps you could say your pagans understood by some instinct that the old ones existed, and they attempted, imperfectly, to explain them by describing gods with human aspects.”

			“War is war,” Errol said flatly. He held his arm up for Seneca, who landed with a ruffle of feathers. “Only selfish creatures engage in it.”

			“I do not disagree with you there,” Goldenrod said. “You can see why the Eerie hold this knowledge secret. With our capacity to speak to the Climes, perhaps even bend their will through persuasion . . . there are many who would want to use such capacities for terrible ends.”

			They took cover from the worst of the midday heat in Rosemary’s caravan. Through the white curtains, the sunlight illuminated a room more spacious and more lovely than Sophia had expected. At the front of the wagon, a bed built atop a low wardrobe lay below a window. Two ceiling lamps held the newly scavenged eyes from the fourwings, which were dull and lifeless in the bright sunlight. Shelves and cabinets, many of them painted with gray birds, covered the wall to her right, and these were filled with crockery, jars, and baskets. To the left, a black stove sat short and squat on a large square of painted tiles. Low leather chairs shaped like pincushions had been embroidered in blue and white thread by someone with a patient hand.

			It was evident to Sophia that much of the caravan’s contents had been made by Rosemary herself. She invited them to sit, taking a loaf of bread and a pot of butter from one of the cabinets painted with gray birds. She poured water from a blue jug.

			Sophia thanked her and ate eagerly. She had left the inn without breakfast, and it seemed ages since their meal the previous night.

			“You have a comfortable home,” Errol said to Rosemary with appreciation.

			“It is luxurious compared to how you travel, Errol,” Goldenrod remarked, smiling.

			“I care little for luxury. But I envy that you are able to carry your home with you,” he admitted to Rosemary.

			“There is little to envy,” Rosemary said matter-of-factly. “I lost an entire farm. What you see are the collected pieces of what survived.”

			“Forgive me,” he apologized. “But you must admit there is also ingenuity, along with fragments of a lost life. The crossbow—you made it yourself, did you not?”

			“I did. I grew tired of fleeing the fourwings every time I heard their detestable cries.” She handed him the crossbow and Errol examined it appraisingly. “And you? What of your home?”

			Errol handed the crossbow back. “The only shreds of home I carry are the bow and the boots. Everything else you see has been found in the Papal States, from Seneca to the laces.”

			“You must miss it,” Sophia said.

			“I do, miting. Oswin, my sister Cat, my mother and father, my grandfather; we are—” He paused. “We were a happy family.”

			Sophia offered him a smile. “I hope you will be again.”

			“There is something more you have forgotten,” Goldenrod interjected. “Surely you carry your home in your heart and mind.”

			“That is true,” Errol assented. “I carry the green hills, the smell of rain in early spring. Long evenings in winter watching my mother and sister with their sewing. The old ruins where my brother and I would play as children.” He sighed.

			“We should continue,” Rosemary said, rising from her seat. “The next stretch of road is full of abandoned farms, and there are frequent attacks from the fourwings.”

			• • •

			AS THEY LEFT the caravan for the midday heat, Errol watched Sophia, chiding himself for mentioning his parents and grandfather. He could see her slipping back into her thoughts, back into the sorrowful memories of the beaded map.

			“I will tell you what I miss most about home, miting,” Errol said as he helped her up onto the saddle before Goldenrod. “I miss the stories we told each other in the evenings. After a meal, instead of dashing out into blinding sunlight to flee mad clerics, we would tell tales.”

			Sophia gave a slight smile. “That does sound more agreeable.”

			“Vastly more agreeable,” Errol said, swinging up into his saddle. “Sometimes for laughter, sometimes for tears, sometimes for the lesson contained in the telling. As we ride east toward the Dark Age, I have in mind a story my grandfather would often recount. The story of Edolie and the woodsman. If none of you objects, I will tell it.”

			“Is it a story about an archer valiantly protecting three women in a dark forest?” Goldenrod asked lightly.

			Errol pursed his lips thoughtfully. “That is an even better story. I will tell it to you when we reach Granada. First, Edolie and the woodsman.”

			As they set off, he gathered his thoughts and finally spoke. “It is a Faierie tale. My grandfather changed it very little over the years, which leads me to believe that it was truer than most. He always began by reminding us of one important thing: Faieries are not all good and not all evil. They are much like us, in that they combine the good and the bad, and they sometimes change before our very eyes, becoming the opposite of what they were. You must judge for yourselves what manner of Faierie this story describes.”

			And with that, he began.

			“There was once a little girl who lived in a small village at the edge of the forest. She was a wayward child, who from the time she was very small came and went as she pleased, venturing into the forest despite its many dangers. Though they tried to keep her close, her parents could not contain her, and at least once with each waning and waxing of the moon the girl disappeared into the forest for hours, driving them to despair until she returned, cheerful and unharmed, recounting in her child’s voice the adventures she had had with the Faieries.

			“When she grew into adulthood, she began to lose her interest in the forest, and her parents were greatly relieved. There was no more talk of Faieries. Indeed, she no longer remembered them. They began to seem like something she had imagined in those infantile days when she liked to entertain herself with things that were not real. As will happen to young people, she lost her interest in the world of magic and began thinking about love.

			“She had heard so many stories about falling in love, a thing both wondrously beautiful and terribly painful, that she watched for it always, the way one watches for a bad cold in winter. But it did not happen. She knew all the people in her village—boys and girls, women and men—and none of them inspired that malady in her. But then, she had known them all her life. Once or twice she felt a pinch of something in her heart—something both beautiful and painful—and wondered if that was it. But no, she decided. That was not love.

			“It was customary in this place and time to marry young. When children reached Sophia’s age,” Errol said, raising his voice slightly, “they could already begin thinking of marriage.”

			Sophia turned to him in surprise.

			Errol smiled. “Not that you should, Sophia. And nor did our heroine, Edolie. In fact, for more than ten years, despite her watchfulness for the arrival of that mysterious ailment, she showed no symptoms of love, nor any interest in marriage, and her parents began to accept that she would never add to their family with a husband and children. Edolie herself began to think less about the malady she had once both dreaded and wished for.

			“She realized one morning in early spring, to her great surprise, that the absence of it was a relief. She no longer had to worry about it appearing—about what it would look like or how it would feel. She felt wonderfully unburdened, as if a monumental task that once lay ahead had been suddenly performed, unexpectedly, by someone else. It was no doubt this sense of having cleared her mind and heart that allowed her to see what she had not seen in so many years.

			“Walking at the edge of the forest that day, with her mind so newly at ease, Edolie happened to glance into the woods and she saw there, clear as anything, a caped figure retreating. Without a moment’s pause, she stepped toward it. ‘Hello?’ she called. The caped figure turned, and Edolie had a glimpse of a white face before the hood fell forward. It gave a slight whimper before ducking behind a tree. ‘Hello? Are you all right?’ Edolie asked. The figure limped on, clearly in pain, stopping to rest against one tree and then another. Edolie hurried toward it, all her thoughts focused on catching up. She gained ground quickly, calling out to no avail. Finally, she stopped just beside it. The caped figure stood immobile, its shoulders pitifully hunched. Edolie reached out with her hand. ‘Are you hurt? Can I help you?’

			“Suddenly the figure turned, and the hood fell away from its face. A Faierie seized Edolie’s outstretched hands, and three more Faieries sprang from the trees around her, seizing her by the clothes and hair. Edolie cried out, but she was so surprised that she hardly had strength to resist. The Faierie that had led her into the woods had skin so white one could see the green veins beneath. Her eyes were large and golden, her features pointed—pointed ears, a small sharp nose, and rows of small sharp teeth. The long, translucent wings on her back sharpened to delicate, blackened tips. The hair about her head, fanning and waving as if it moved through water, was golden-white tinged with green. The others were much the same: tall and imposing, beautiful but dreadful, enchanting and yet full of menace. Their sharp-toothed smiles could turn from sweet to wicked in a moment. Edolie was transfixed. Before she knew what had happened, they had wrapped her in their capes, bundling her in darkness that smelled of musty leaves and moss. And then they carried her away, deep into the woods.

			“Edolie struggled at first, but the capes seemed to have some magic in them, and the more she struggled, the tighter they wove around her, so she tried to remain still. They traveled for some time, and finally Edolie felt herself drop against the ground. She begged the Faieries to give her air, and after a moment the capes were pulled away. Edolie looked around and found herself in a small clearing surrounded by pines. The four Faieries were preparing to take their rest on the carpet of pine needles. The one who had led her into the forest took a strand of hair and wrapped it around Edolie’s wrists. The golden-white strand, sharp and strong as wire, snapped tightly into place of its own accord. ‘Wait,’ Edolie protested. ‘Why have you taken me? I having nothing that you could want. Please let me go.’

			“The Faierie gazed at her with a curious expression. Then she spoke in a whisper that sounded like the rustling of wind in a winter tree. ‘You do have something we want. Our king has fallen in love with you, and we are taking you to him.’

			“Edolie shook her head. ‘You have made a mistake. It is not me he is looking for. I have never met your king.’

			“‘Have you not?’ the Faierie asked. Then, to Edolie’s shock, the Faierie took hold of her bound hands and bit her once, hard, on her fingertip.

			“Edolie gasped, and the Faierie gave her a cruel smile before turning away and settling down to sleep, her long translucent wings trembling and then growing still. Edolie dared not move; the capes had tightened around her when she had struggled, and she suspected the Faierie’s hair would do the same. Her finger ached where the Faierie had bitten her; the tiny punctures made by the sharp teeth were bleeding freely.”

			Errol paused, taking a moment to settle Seneca on his arm.

			“I can see why you are anxious to avoid the company of Faieries,” Goldenrod commented.

			“Precisely,” Errol replied. “They are unpredictable creatures.”

			“Though as yet I have not bitten any of you. At least that I can recall,” Goldenrod said pensively.

			“Fortunately, it is Sophia who rides with you, so I will not be bitten first,” Errol said solemnly. Sophia laughed. “As the Faieries rested,” he continued, “Edolie tried to get her bearings in the forest. It was no use; the sun shone only dimly past the dense tree cover. She could not even tell what time of day it was. The light was gray and violet-tinged, as if it were early morning or early dusk. But as the time passed, the forest seemed to grow darker, and so Edolie surmised that night was falling. The Faieries seemed to be sleeping soundly. Edolie knew this would be her best chance to escape. Rising slowly so as not to cut her wrists, she watched the Faieries for any sign of movement. They slept on. Edolie stepped backward across the pine needles as quietly as she could. Step by step. Still, the Faieries did not wake. Edolie reached the edge of the clearing and went into the woods. She had no idea in which direction her village lay, but it hardly mattered. Taking one silent step and then another, she moved farther from the clearing. It took all her effort to walk slowly when she wanted so desperately to run.

			“Then she saw it: a faint flicker of yellow light in the trees ahead. Edolie burst into a run, not caring if the Faieries heard her or if the binding cut her. She ran as fast as she could, restricted as she was, and as she rushed through the trees, the yellow light grew stronger. There it was—she could see it. A cottage, with light in the windows and smoke in the chimney. She sobbed with relief.

			“And then she heard a gust of wind and a dim shriek behind her as the Faieries took to the air. Edolie, with great desperate gasps, ran the last few feet toward the cottage and pounded on the door with her bound hands. She could hear the flutter of the Faieries’ wings. She could see them, their white faces and golden-white hair swirling toward her. Their cries were high-pitched whispers, like keening winds rattling in the branches. Edolie watched them with horror, shrinking against the sturdy wooden door of the cottage. And then, at the very edge of the small clearing wherein sat the cottage, they stopped, as if they had arrived at a barrier beyond which they could not pass. At the very same moment, the door opened behind her, and Edolie fell into the room.

			“Edolie found herself on a wooden floor that gleamed, honey-colored, in the light of the fire. She looked up to see who had opened the door—who had saved her from the Faieries—and there, standing above her, was a woodsman. He was a stranger. Tall and slim, with dark eyes under heavy brows, he glared forbiddingly. Edolie felt a moment’s apprehension. But then, as his eyes locked with hers, the woodsman’s face changed. His frown vanished. His dark eyes softened with something like surprise—and then compassion. He had seen the Faierie shackles upon her wrists.

			“If you have ever tried it, you know that it is surpassingly difficult to get to your feet when your hands are bound. With some effort, Edolie managed to rise to her knees. The woodsman put out a hand to help her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, in a voice that was low and courteous, ‘that I did not open the door sooner. I never have visitors in these woods.’ He led her to a chair by the fire.

			“‘And I am sorry to intrude,’ Edolie replied. ‘I was being pursued.’

			“He nodded, motioning toward her bound hands. ‘By the Faieries.’

			“‘Yes,’ said Edolie.

			“‘Let me get that strand off your wrists,’ he said, kneeling before her.

			“‘I fear it will never come off,’ Edolie lamented. ‘It is as strong as an iron chain and as sharp as a knife’s blade.’ And, in fact, poor Edolie’s wrists had been cut to bleeding as she ran through the forest and the tight strand of hair sliced into her skin.

			“Unexpectedly, the woodsman smiled up at her from where he knelt, holding her hands. Edolie suddenly felt all of the air leave her chest, as if it had been stolen. The woodsman’s face—his clear brown eyes, his smile—seemed suddenly so familiar and dear and at the same time so wonderfully rare that she could not imagine life without it. The malady had struck her at last.

			“Edolie gazed at him, stunned. ‘You will feel a fool,’ he said, still smiling, ‘when I show you how the Faierie hair is cut.’

			“‘Will I?’ Edolie asked, wonderingly.

			“‘No blade will cut it. No metal scissor or sharpened glass. How do you think it must be done?’

			“Edolie shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’

			“The woodsman bent his face toward her hands, and Edolie stared at him uncomprehendingly. He brought his mouth to her wrist and bit at the thin strand of hair. Instantly, the bond was severed, and the golden-white thread fell to the floor. The woodsman looked up at Edolie, still smiling. ‘You see?’

			“Despite herself, Edolie smiled back. ‘I do.’

			“‘What you do not see is this. Just as Faierie hair can bind human flesh, so can human hair bind a Faierie. Tie your hair around a Faierie finger, and that Faierie heart is yours forever.’ Edolie was astonished. She stared at the strand of golden-white hair on the stone hearth and wondered at the unknown power of ordinary things.

			“‘Now,’ the woodsman said, ‘I will clean and bind those cuts, for I can see that they must be painful.’

			“And he did clean and bind them, his gentle hands wrapping the bandages around her wrists, while Edolie watched him and told him about the village and how she had strayed into the forest. The woodsman gave her a supper of mushroom stew and dark brown bread. And then he pointed her to an alcove that was tucked away at the top of a ladder: a narrow bed with a railing that overlooked the room. Edolie fell asleep watching the woodsman as he sat by the fire, whittling a stick of wood and humming, just audibly, a tune she could have sworn she knew.

			“In the morning, when Edolie awoke, the cabin was quiet and empty. It was an orderly room, with its blue dishes stacked on the shelves and the well-worn broom standing at attention by the cold fireplace. Edolie heard the sound of an ax splitting wood, and she climbed from her perch down into the cabin and peered through the window. There, she saw the woodsman splitting wood just beside his house. The sight of him filled her with a sudden, calm contentment. He is still here, Edolie thought to herself. He is real.

			“Moments later, he entered the cabin, arms laden with firewood. At the sight of her, the woodsman beamed. Edolie felt a murmur in her heart, and she wondered at how the Faieries had been so wise, despite all their petty cruelty, to lead her to this place, in these woods.

			“You will imagine how that day passed for Edolie and the woodsman. They spent all morning talking, and then morning gave way to afternoon. The woodsman was wise and funny and just the tiniest bit wistful. Edolie knew she should return to the village, but part of her never wanted to leave. Nor did the woodsman speak of guiding her back to safety. The day grew longer, and finally Edolie felt that she must think of going home, even if she did not want to. ‘It will be getting dark soon,’ she said regretfully, ‘and I should go back.’

			“The woodsman looked at her—no longer wistful, but truly sad. ‘Do you want to return?’

			“Edolie shook her head. ‘I don’t want to, but I must.’

			“‘Very well,’ the woodsman said, his face heavy with sadness. ‘I will lead you back to your village.’

			“Edolie did not speak as he made his preparations to leave the cabin. She regretted leaving, but she could not understand the woodsman’s grief. After all, she thought to herself, surely she could find her way back to the cabin, or he could find his way to the village. They would see one another again, wouldn’t they?

			“It was a long journey through the forest. As they walked through the woods in silence, with the pines rustling around them and the still-naked branches of the oaks clattering in reply, Edolie found herself wondering about the Faieries that had taken her captive the night before. She was not sure why it had not occurred to her sooner, but she wondered about the way they had stopped so close to the cabin, when surely they had the power to reach her. And she wondered at how the woodsman traveled through the forest without any concern. How was it that he came to be living there, alone?

			“Edolie glanced up at her walking companion and saw, not entirely to her surprise, that his long cape of green wool had taken on the leafy texture of Faierie garments. She could see his strong hands, now and then, lifting aside a branch so that it would not fall upon her, and they were pale in the dappled light. Edolie realized that they were nearing the edge of the forest. She could see, between the tree trunks, the rolling green hills of the field that bordered the forest. ‘Stop,’ she said.

			“The woodsman turned to face her. It was the familiar face she already loved, but altered. There were flecks of gold in his eyes, and those eyes were filled with sadness.

			“‘How could you?’ Edolie asked, aggrieved. She gazed with pain and longing at the face of the Faierie King and understood, at last, how that malady she had heard described could be so terrible and so wondrous at the same time.

			“He looked back at her, sharing her distress. ‘I did not want to,’ he whispered.

			“‘Why not just speak to me as you are?’

			“‘I knew you had forgotten me,’ he replied, ‘and I could not think how to make you remember.’ He held out his hand, pale with green veins, and Edolie saw the ring on his forefinger: a strand of hair wound tight, the color of her own. ‘We were only children. I would not have held you to the promise, had I been able to forget you, in turn. But I could not.’”

			“Edolie gazed with horror at the ring, and she knew that he was right. Those imagined hours in the forest had not been imagined at all. The beloved figure before her, so many years absent, had been in her heart since childhood. And she could see that the Faierie felt as she did, both of them wanting and not wanting that slim bond between them cut. She took his hand. ‘What will happen if I cut it?’

			“‘I cannot say if what exists between us is only the binding power of that strand, or if it is something that stands alone.’

			“Quickly, before she could change her mind, Edolie bent toward his hand and cut with her teeth the strand of hair that her childhood self had placed on the finger of the Faierie King. She tossed it to the side and looked up at him, expecting anger or indifference or something worse. Instead, she saw the face of the woodsman who had knelt over her hands by his hearth: smiling, eyes filled with delight at the prospect of surprising her.”

			Errol rode on, his eyes thoughtful. He glanced up at Seneca, who cast a brief shadow over him.

			“That is the end?” Sophia asked.

			“That is the end,” he replied.

			“What does it mean?”

			Errol ran his fingers along his chin. “What do you think it means?”

			“I think it is about the danger of losing your heart to the forest,” Rosemary said promptly. “The danger of being lost so young to a dark force you do not and cannot understand.”

			“You see it as a warning,” Goldenrod reflected. “Perhaps it is. To me, it is about the power of the things we do not remember. Things will happen, and they may vanish from your mind, but they will bind you as tightly as a chain. And this is not always a bad thing.”

			“I think it is about trusting people,” Sophia put in. “And trusting your own heart. Everything Edolie did was dangerous and even foolish, but it ended in happiness.”

			“Trusting people,” Goldenrod echoed. “Perhaps. But is it truly about people? Something I have observed about such stories is that they are often about the old ones, even when they do not seem to be. Consider the powerful pull of the forest, the way it drew Edolie without her comprehension. This seems true because it actually happens. The Climes have a way of working through us.”

			Errol shook his head. “And here I was, thinking it was a simple love story.”

			“I find it unlikely you thought that,” Rosemary said dryly. She pointed ahead. “Your story has carried us far. We are less than an hour from the perimeter.”

			“I must ask,” he said, “what we plan to do when we reach it. If I understood the sheriff’s map correctly, anyone who tries to set foot on the patches of Ausentinia that still remain is made faceless by this wind from the Dark Age.”

			“It is not the wind,” Goldenrod corrected. “It is the moving border.”

			“However it happens,” Errol continued, “you cannot speak to this Clime, the Dark Age, so we cannot negotiate our way forward. And while Sophia’s map to Ausentinia may foretell the inevitable, as Rosemary contends, it is not terribly precise. What did it say? ‘Dread or Desire’? I somehow doubt we will find signposts at the edge of the Dark Age.”

			“I have been thinking about it,” Sophia said, taking the precious map from her pocket. “The path divides, leading to the Steep Ridge of Dread or the Low Dunes of Desire. The Low Dunes lead to Bitter Desert, where you find yourself descending into the Cave of Blindness. From there, you may or may not return. Along the Steep Ridge of Dread, the golden birds turn to black. The falconer and the warbler defend you.” She looked at Errol and Rosemary. “Dread or Desire. I think I understand what it is we have to do. We desire to reach Ausentinia, and it would be tempting to find pieces of that Age if we can. But that is the wrong path. Did you notice that in Cabeza de Cabra’s map, the Dark Age devoured any portion of Ausentinia where a person stood? But Ausentinia did not do the same.”

			“I see what you mean,” Goldenrod said slowly. “Whatever provokes the Dark Age to shift its border does not so provoke Ausentinia.”

			“I had the sense reading the map,” Sophia said thoughtfully, “that the Dark Age wanted people. But Ausentinia wanted only itself—the land that had been Ausentinian.”

			“It is well observed, Sophia. I had not seen it this way, but you are right.”

			“We dread going into the Dark Age. At least I do,” Sophia said, rolling up the map. “But that is how we must go. And the golden birds will turn to black. I think that means the Golden Cross will not pursue us into the Dark Age, but the fourwings will be there instead. Errol and Rosemary, you are the falconer and the warbler.” She smiled. “You have already defended us once.”

			“I think it is true that the Golden Cross will not pass into the Dark Age,” Rosemary agreed. “They guard the border, and they attempt to kill fourwings that escape it. But they never enter it. If we pass into the Dark Age, they will give us up for lost.”

			“So they will consider their job done,” Errol said. “Very well. Then our path takes us through the Dark Age and not around it.”

			“And let us hope,” Rosemary said, under her breath, “that the worst we encounter are Faieries with sharp teeth and a handsome woodsman.”
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			Reading the Rule

			
			—1892, June 30: 16-Hour 05—

			The United Indies have exported sugar, molasses, rum, and coffee since before the Disruption. New Occident and the Baldlands are its largest markets. To a lesser extent, New Occident has imported the Indies’ rice, nutmeg, and cacao. These goods were traditionally sent as raw commodities, but as the Indies grew in wealth and manufacturing sophistication, their exports were increasingly refined.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			THE MAP WRITTEN upon the ruler was less a map and more a cluster of memories, inchoate and unclear. Pressing his finger to the wavering red line, Theo felt himself plunged into a dark space heavy with the scent of fear. He was in a dungeon, or a room that felt like a dungeon. The walls were windowless and made of brick. He could not move. He looked down and saw that he was tied hand and foot to a metal chair. Across from him, in identical chairs, sat two others: a young woman and an old man. He could not see them clearly, as dark as it was, but he felt a throb of agonized distress. They were bound just as tightly, and they were slumped, immobile.

			The memory ended and another flashed before him, terrible and piercing. It began with a scream. The dungeon was now filled with flame lamps and the smell of burned wood. The girl in the chair thrashed against the ropes that held her. The legs of the chair were blackened. Her skirts were charred at the edges, and flakes of what had been fabric lay strewn around her like black snow. A fire, cunningly devised in a metal tray with a grate, burned near her bare green feet. It had not reached her—yet. A man with long scars at either side of his mouth stood by the tray, inching it toward her with his foot. She pulled back as much as her bonds would allow, trembling with terror. Theo felt that his heart would burst. He could not bear to see her so treated. As he watched, she strained desperately against the rope, and brilliant red blooms sprouted from her palms.

			Another memory abruptly intervened. The dungeon was quiet again. The metal tray with its terrible fire had been extinguished, and it lay at the edge of the room, the ashes gray and harmless. There was a broad metal table surrounded by scattered pieces of wood and tools: a hammer, a box of nails, a wooden rule, a saw, and a pencil. Two empty wooden crates, as long and wide as coffins, sat on the floor. The third was on the metal table. The Sandmen had placed the girl within it, and they surrounded her now with loose soil until only her face, white and calm with winter sleep, lay exposed. Theo locked eyes with the old man who sat across from him, tied to the metal chair. His expression said many things at once: I am sorry. I love you. I am afraid. You can do this.

			He pulled his finger from the map. “Here,” he said, passing the rule to Mrs. Clay. “I cannot tell you what it says. You must see it for yourself.”

			—17-Hour 00—

			THE CITY OF Boston stayed up late to learn the news of who would be the next prime minister of New Occident. The polls closed at fifteen-hour, but the results were not announced until seventeen-hour, after the votes were counted. As the city waited and the summer heat stayed high, people roamed the streets, speculating, arguing, and straining the limits of the Boston police force.

			MP Broadgirdle and the other two candidates were at the State House, each at the dinners hosted by their respective parties, also waiting. Though the Western Party was widely projected as the winner, the atmosphere of celebration at its dinner was rather forced. Broadgirdle sat at the head of the long dining table and ate energetically, dominating the conversation as the other MPs nervously did their best to impersonate a crowd of jubilant supporters. Peel hovered anxiously in a corner with the rest of the parliament assistants. The servers hurried in and out of the room, carrying trays of steaming fish, pots of fragrant soup, and plates piled high with roasted meat.

			Even though they knew they had lost, the mood at the Remember England dinner was more cheerful. Pliny Grimes had given a good speech, and two of the MPs from the Western Party had been brave enough to defect, joining Remember England. This swelled their ranks from five to seven, so the results would not change the shape of parliament, but it was generally felt to be a great success, and the MPs reminded each other—yet again—that they had, at least, the notable accomplishment of having preserved a parliamentary system in New Occident.

			At sixteen-hour, the Remember England Party decided to knock on the door of the New States Party dinner at the other end of the corridor, where Gamaliel Shore was attempting to keep spirits high. They were welcomed cordially, and the general anticipation of shared defeat allowed both parties to look upon each other kindly. Raising their warm glasses of sweet wine, they toasted their two parties and the unexpected but fortuitous alliance between them.

			Theo was at 34 East Ending Street with Mrs. Clay. Their mood was somber, and not only because of the horrifying memory map. It had offered proof, but Theo knew that proof might not be sufficient for a literal-minded, rule-following police inspector. He wanted a location, which the map did not give. He needed to attend the meeting with Broadgirdle and Peel at the State House to get it.

			And so Theo had been forced to confess his ongoing deception to Mrs. Clay. He had meant to persuade her, before heading off, that this meeting would yield the essential final piece of the puzzle.

			Instead, Mrs. Clay was persuaded that Theo had been taking an unforgivable risk. She was beside herself. “Oh, Theodore, what would Mr. Elli say?” she kept repeating. She insisted that they tell Inspector Roscoe Grey about Theo’s discoveries, so that Grey could investigate Broadgirdle himself. “Let him find these poor people,” Mrs. Clay urged. “That is what he does for a living. You are putting yourself in real danger.”

			Theo insisted that he needed more. He wanted to lead the inspector to the brick-walled room. He wanted the inspector to see every scrap of proof he needed. The memory map was not enough.

			Finally, having reached no compromise, Theo and Mrs. Clay had a melancholy dinner and waited for the election results. They sat at the kitchen table, each thinking about the people who were missing from East Ending Street and how the evening could have gone differently.

			All the clocks in the house struck seventeen-hour, and Mrs. Clay sighed. “They will be announcing it now, then,” she said.

			Theo pushed his plate aside. “I guess they will.”

			“Poor Mr. Elli. He worked so hard to overturn the border closure.” The housekeeper shook her head.

			They sat in silence. Finally, Theo stood up. “Well. I’m off to the meeting.”

			“Theodore, I beg you one last time. Please stay home. You’ve done enough already, surely. I cannot force you, but I plead with you to think of the danger. This man is capable of terrible things.”

			Theo stood, wondering what else he could say to persuade her. Then, in the silence, he heard a sudden pattering of feet on the street beyond the open window. They were decidedly small feet, and they were bare. Theo reached the side door just as the knocking began. He threw the door open to see Winnie, hands resting on his knees, gasping for breath, on the step. “What is it, Winnie?”

			Mrs. Clay joined Theo at the door. “Winston, are you hurt?”

			Winnie shook his head. “Broadsy won,” he gasped. “Announced early. Landslide.”

			Mrs. Clay sighed. “We were expecting as much. I fear for this Age, I truly do.”

			Winnie straightened up, still fighting for breath. “Embargo—the Indies declared it.”

			“What?” Theo exclaimed. “Already?”

			“They were waiting in the harbor,” Winnie panted, “to declare it. And there’s a riot.” He took a breath. “At the storehouses. By the harbor. And the ships. Are overrun.”

			“Fates above,” Mrs. Clay gasped. “Over what? Broadgirdle’s election?”

			Winnie shook his head. “Molasses. Sugar. Rum. Coffee. Before it’s all gone.”

			Theo pulled his jacket off the back of the chair. “I’m going back with you.”

			“What on earth for?” Mrs. Clay exclaimed. “It will be chaos at the harbor.”

			“I can report it to Broadgirdle,” he said hurriedly. “It’s what Slade would do.”

			“Please don’t go, Theodore,” she implored. “Both of you should stay here.”

			“We won’t get too close.”

			Mrs. Clay worried the hair of her disordered bun. “Oh, take care of each other, boys! And may the Fates watch over you.”

			“Don’t worry,” Theo suggested, rather unhelpfully.

			“Got your mustache?” asked Winnie.

			“Got it. Right here.” He patted his pocket. “We have to leave by the library window.” He gave Mrs. Clay’s hand a reassuring squeeze, and they were gone.

			—17-Hour 31—

			THEY RAN SIDE by side on the cobbled street, Theo’s footsteps slow and loud compared to the swift slapping of Winnie’s bare soles. Though the streets of the South End were almost empty, the lights were on in many of the houses. People throughout the city were waiting—separately and in the safety of their houses, but nonetheless waiting—for the official announcement of the winner. Winnie reflected as they ran that, as usual, his tweakiness had been well-founded. He’d only caught a glimpse of the mayhem, but he had already seen one ship filled with rum burning in the harbor, the alcohol exploding and sending chunks of splintered wood like fallen leaves into the water.

			As they neared the harbor, they began to hear the shouts. The streetlights illumined more and more people who were standing in clusters on the pavement, talking to each other.

			Then they turned a corner, and Winnie saw the first sign of trouble. He and Theo were running toward the harbor—but here were people running away. And they were not running casually, as he was. They were really running, as if fleeing for their lives.

			Theo pulled Winnie to a halt and pushed him to the side of the street, letting people rush by unimpeded. “What is it?” he called out to one of the men who passed. “What’s happened?”

			The man didn’t answer—he was already gone. Winnie stared at a crumpled shoe that someone had abandoned by the sidewalk. There was a scream from several blocks away. Shouts, more screams, and then a growing din of breaking glass and bursting wood roared toward them.

			Winnie and Theo exchanged glances. “Run!” someone shouted. “Run for your lives!”

			Theo stood rooted to the spot, his hand on Winnie’s shoulder. Then they both saw it: a dark wave, still a few blocks away, half as tall as the brick buildings on either side of the street. It snuffed out the streetlamps and surged toward them, crushing two men who stood before it. Without a word, Theo and Winnie turned and sprinted.

			Theo realized, after only a few paces, that Winnie would not be able to keep up. His short legs, however fast they moved, would not carry him far enough. As he ran, Theo looked over his shoulder and saw the wave moving toward them, carrying debris—broken roofs, carts, and shattered windows—which it hurled against the street and the brick walls and anything else that lay in its path. They would not be able to outrace it. He glanced down at Winnie, short arms pumping. At this rate, the wave and its deadly debris would swallow them whole.

			Squinting ahead into the still-illumined street, Theo saw a narrow alley between a bakery and a fish shop, some twenty paces ahead. “We’re turning there!” he shouted to Winnie over the churn of the wave and the screams of the people running ahead and beside them.

			Winnie gave no sign of having heard. His face was blank with fear. They reached the alley, and Theo pulled Winnie by the torn edge of his shirt. Stumbling over the trash that filled the narrow passage, they dove deeper between the buildings. “The fire ladder!” Theo shouted. “I’ll hold you up, then push the ladder down to me.”

			Theo could just make out the low balcony of a fire ladder ahead. The wave had reached the opening of the alley. It funneled in between the buildings, coursing over the trash as if it were mere dust. Theo lifted Winnie by the waist, almost throwing him at the balcony. For a moment the boy clung to the metal railing, dangling helplessly. Then he scrambled up and threw himself over, onto the rails. Below, the wave had almost reached them.

			Theo jumped for the balcony; it was too high. Winnie slammed on the metal ladder with his bare foot, sending it clattering down sharply. Theo jumped again, seizing the ladder, and from there propelled himself up beside Winnie. The wave was already engulfing the base of the ladder, pooling rapidly and rising. “Climb!” Theo cried. “It’s going to keep rising—look how high it is on the street.”

			And, in fact, on the main street beyond the alley, the black glue showed no sign of slackening. Winnie and Theo climbed the metal steps until they reached the roof. Then they stopped, out of breath, and peered down. The wave had engulfed the second-story windows, but it had reached its limit there and could climb no farther. Gasping, Theo walked toward the front of the building to look out onto the street.

			All the gas lamps in sight had been extinguished. In the dim light of the moon, he could see the flotsam slowly sinking. Winnie joined him, then lay face up on the roof. His ribs rose and fell. “Whew,” he said. He realized now that the tweaky had not been about the election; it had been about this.

			Theo took a deep breath and shook his head in disbelief. “It’s molasses! Can you smell it?”

			“You bet I can smell it,” Winnie replied. “Must have been the tank on the Long Wharf.”

			“You think it burst?”

			“They might have tried to make a spigot in it.”

			Theo threw himself down on the rooftop beside Winnie. “Fitting start for Broadgirdle. A flood of molasses is just about exactly right.”
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			Losing the Mustache

			
			—1892, June 30: 18-Hour 11—

			Believe in the world we have lost, not in the world you see, for the present world is mere illusion: a misshapen distortion of the truth. Beyond it, in the evanescence of memory, lies the Age of Verity.

			—From the prophet Amitto’s Chronicles of the Great Disruption

			

			WHEN THEY HAD rested enough, Winnie and Theo moved on. They discovered a long piece of wood on the far side of the rooftop and used it as a bridge to cross over to the next building. They took the wood with them, bridging the narrow alleyways, until they had reached the end of the block. There, peering over the edge, they saw dry pavement and a great crowd of people moving west as the molasses that was trapped between the buildings seeped outward through the city streets.

			The pair scurried down the fire escape and skirted the crowd, running along the edge of the cemetery and toward the State House. The crowds began again on Boston Common: agitated knots of people, some of them weeping and consoling, some of them shouting and pointing. There was no telling how many more had been swallowed by the wave of molasses, and it would be many days before the streets were cleaned and the full damage could be understood.

			Winnie and Theo found the State House steps full, but above them the building was quiet and the colonnade dark. “Hey,” Theo said to a young man standing by himself, “did we miss the speeches?”

			The young man nodded. “Shore and Grimes gave concession speeches. Broadgirdle came out to celebrate his victory.”

			“Did he say anything about the riot?”

			He shook his head. “Nothing. Just more babble about heading west.”

			Most of the people on the steps were men, and from the look of them, most supported Broadgirdle. There was a good deal of contented chuckling and backslapping. Theo realized that it was only a matter of time before the furious, grieving people who had escaped the molasses flood came to the State House and confronted the smug, victorious supporters of the Western Party. The result would almost certainly be violent.

			Winnie, watching Theo’s face anxiously, understood what he was thinking. “More rum and fire, isn’t it? Rum here, fire there. Won’t be pretty when the fire spreads.”

			“You’re very right, Winnie,” Theo said, resting a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

			“I’ve got a tweaky sense about these things,” Winnie said, more mournfully than proudly. He felt that things had gotten tweaky enough, and he was wondering why such excitement could not space itself out a bit, enlivening days that were otherwise boring, rather than occurring all at once and thereby making it difficult to appreciate.

			Theo would have asked what he meant by “tweaky,” and in fact was about to, but a quick consultation of his watch told him that he was already late. “Winnie,” Theo said, shaking his shoulder, “I’ve got to go meet Broadgirdle and Peel. You shouldn’t wait out here, though. This is bound to get ugly. Do me a favor: go back and tell Mrs. Clay that we’re all right, would you?” Theo knew that Winnie would never stay overnight at East Ending Street if the invitation seemed an act of kindness. But if he told him to go on an errand, and Mrs. Clay insisted that he stay, then perhaps he would.

			Winnie hesitated. “Sure,” he said. “Go on now, you’re late.”

			With a brief nod, Theo walked quickly up the steps toward the State House entrance. He did not see Winnie run across the street to where the other scruffy boys were clustered, talking eagerly about all that had happened since midnight. Winnie said something to one of them and pressed a penny into his hand. The boy dashed off across the Common, toward the South End. Winnie hurried back up the State House steps and wedged himself into a tight little corner at the far side of the covered colonnade. From there, he could easily see the main door and the steps while not being seen himself. Winnie crouched down, hugged his knees to his chest, and waited.

			• • •

			AS THEO WALKED along the now empty corridors, he reached into his pocket for his mustache. It was a little the worse for wear, as was his suit. He pressed it onto his upper lip and hoped for the best.

			Approaching the offices of MP—now Prime Minister—Broadgirdle, Theo saw that the front room was empty. He could hear Broadgirdle and Peel speaking in Broadgirdle’s office. Taking a deep breath, he walked toward it. This is it, he thought, nervous but exhilarated.

			“Hello?” he called, announcing himself.

			“In here, Mr. Slade,” Broadgirdle called. “Please join us.”

			Theo gave Broadgirdle a wide grin. “Congratulations,” he said warmly. He realized, as he was about to extend his hand, that he had forgotten his gloves. With an awkward movement, he tucked his hands into his pockets.

			Broadgirdle returned Theo’s grin in a manner that seemed more menacing than celebratory. “What’s wrong, Mr. Slade? Forgot your gloves?”

			Theo realized then, too late, that he had been played. He had the impulse to turn and flee, his mind flashing through his escape route in an instant, but Peel had already moved behind him to close the door. He looked back at Broadgirdle, wanting to find the right words that would make everything return to how it had been moments earlier, when he was standing in the corridor. But he could think of nothing.

			The man Theo knew as Wilkie Graves let out a roar of laughter. “If only you could see your face, Lucky Theo. It is truly priceless. All of the inconvenience has been worth it for that face—so surprised, so utterly deflated.” He grinned even more broadly, rising from behind the desk. “Did you truly think I wouldn’t recognize you? You’ve grown a bit, but you’re still the same boy: a thief, a liar, and a coward,” he said, suddenly reaching out and seizing Theo’s arm, “with a hand that looks like it’s seen the wrong end of a meat grinder.” Theo tried to pull away and failed. Graves, still much stronger and still almost twice his size, had a viselike grip. “I believe this one is my doing, isn’t it?” he asked thoughtfully, pointing to the knuckle of Theo’s ring finger. “And this one?”

			“Let me go,” Theo finally said, his voice choked.

			“Oh, not a chance, Lucky Theo. Not. A. Chance. For a while it was worth seeing what you were up to, because of your connection to Shadrack Elli. But your speculation on the Eerie has shown that you know nothing. So, lamentably, your little deceptions are not interesting any longer.”

			“I’ll leave the office,” Theo agreed.

			“Oh, you will, but not just yet,” Graves said. He leaned forward and with a quick yank pulled off the mustache. He gave a low laugh. “Really, Lucky Theo. You haven’t changed a bit. Still too confident in yourself. Too confident in the good luck that you never really had.” His grip tightened painfully and he leaned in close.

			Theo felt a wave of disgust as he smelled the familiar scent—smoke and decay, complicated now by a perfumed hair cream. With Graves’s face inches from his own, Theo saw that his eyes were slightly bloodshot. His eyebrows were trimmed and plucked into dark bars. And at the edges of his mouth, where the black beard covered so much of his face, Theo saw, to his shock, the thin and hairless stripes made by scars.

			He gasped. “You—” he began. “You have the scars. You’re a Sandman.”

			Broadgirdle’s brow contracted; his air of jollity vanished. “What do you know about Sandmen?” he asked, biting the words.

			“I know, I know what you are,” Theo stammered. “I was there when Blanca died. Is that what this is all about? Her crazy plan?”

			Graves gave a nasty smile, his composure partially restored. “Actually the plan at the moment is all my own.” He eyed Theo coldly, without humor. “As usual, you seem to have all the right instincts and all the wrong facts. My fellows and I survived that woman’s persecutions, and we have a far greater purpose now than we did then.” He dug his fingers into Theo’s arm.

			“The closet,” Graves called to Peel.

			Theo tried to kick his way free, but the two men, despite their different sizes, were easily able to contain him. For a moment, while Peel opened the closet door, Theo was able to squirm out of Graves’s grasp. But they were both upon him again instantly, and as they pushed him into the closet, Peel took the opportunity to plant a swift kick with his rather pointy shoe in Theo’s stomach. Groaning, he fell back against the closet wall. The door closed, leaving him in total darkness apart from the sliver of light that seeped in at the bottom. The lock clicked. “Lucky Theo,” Graves said, his voice once again light, as if he could barely contain his laughter. “Just imagine you’re back in the wagon. That should make the time pass quickly.” He let out a low chuckle.

			Then the light in the office was extinguished, and Theo heard the outer door slam shut.

			He reached up and tried the closet door, even though he knew it was locked. He peered through the keyhole. In the faint, silver light that came in through the windows, he could see pieces of the empty office. The writing instruments on the politician’s desk gleamed coldly.

			Theo sat back and tried to fight the panic welling up inside him. He was sweating, his palms so slick that he could not grip the doorknob. Eyes closed, desperately trying to imagine an escape route, he threw himself against the wall. He’s right, he thought, the terror pulsing through him like poison. Graves is right. I’m the same as I was then. I’m just as helpless. I’m just as scared. I will never be any less afraid of him.

			The idea had been planted there, and there was no way to avoid remembering the wagon, just as Graves wanted him to.

			• • •

			ON THAT FIRST day, Graves had set his dog upon him and only pulled the beast back after it had chewed up Theo’s hand and forearm. Then, while he groaned in pain, Graves unlocked the wagon. “Get up,” he said.

			Theo tried to gather himself to run, but the pain was too great, and he couldn’t stop cradling his arm. Graves grabbed him by the back of the shirt and hauled him up. “You wanted to get into the wagon,” he said with false affability, “and now I’m giving you what you wanted. Get in.” He pushed Theo roughly, so that his shins hit the floor. Instinct took over when Graves pushed again, and he jumped up.

			He had seen what was in the wagon and he could not believe his eyes. In the brief seconds of light before Graves slammed the door, he gazed at them: four men and one woman, their hands shackled, the shackles attached to chains bolted into the floor. The wagon did, indeed, hold precious cargo, but not of the kind he had imagined. Graves, he realized, was a slaver.

			The trip in the wagon was interminable. The people did not speak to him, except for the man next to him who patted him awkwardly on the shoulder when Theo began crying. “Don’t worry, my boy. You’re much too scrawny. And now your hand is near useless. No one will want to buy you.” It did not offer much comfort. But the man was right. Graves had been heading to a slave auction several hours west, and every person in the wagon sold within the day—except for Theo.

			Graves did not seem bothered. “Well, you were free to begin with,” he said with equanimity. “I guess you can work for me now.” He grinned, his metal teeth gleaming.
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			A Dark Age

			
			—1892, July 2: 13-Hour 30—

			The circumstances of the first forays into the Dark Age have been lost to time, but soon after the Disruption its nature became known. Any prospect of settlement was quickly abandoned. A Papal expedition of 1433 returned, having lost all but two of its members, and declared that the Age would be prohibited to all inhabitants of the States.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s 
Complete and Authoritative History of the Papal States

			

			AS THEY RODE the final mile toward the border, Sophia contemplated the changes that had taken place in her since reading Cabeza de Cabra’s map. When she thought back on the way she had been in years past, or the last summer, or even the day before, it seemed as though she was contemplating a different person. In all her elaborate fantasies of finding her parents, she had always imagined herself the grateful recipient of some wonderful turn of events. That was gone. In fact, the person capable of feeling that was gone. Her parents would not arrive as a wondrous wish fulfilled by the kindly Fates. Instead, seeking them would be long and arduous. She might not find them. They might truly have vanished as so many others had vanished in the abyss of memories. And should she find the Lachrima that had been her parents, discovering at last those empty faces would be more painful than anything she had ever lived through.

			These thoughts did not make her feel helpless, or defeated; on the contrary—they made her feel steady, with a clearer sense of direction. But the realization did make her feel old. She had left the younger Sophia behind in Seville: an innocent girl who believed in the Fates; another phantom to haunt the city’s empty streets at dusk.

			Was this always part of growing older? Sophia wondered. Perhaps it was: realizing the world was not obliged to give you what you wanted, and, more importantly, deciding what you would do and how you would feel once the realization arrived. Would you sit back and resent the world? Would you make peace with it, and accept the unfairness without rancor? Or would you try to find and take what the world had not provided? Maybe all three, she reflected, at different moments.

			She touched the spool in her pocket and ran her thumb along the coiled silver thread. It was strange to think that this token that had meant so much to her, that had seemed to carry the power of the Fates, now seemed lifeless and inert. It was simply a spool of thread. The greatest force it carried was the memories—dear memories—of the last year of her life. There was no other power there.

			Sophia could tell that she had grown older because she did not bristle at how Errol treated her. She knew he had related his Faierie tale for the purpose of distracting her, and she appreciated both the tale and the intention. And when he said, “Well, miting, you are taking us into the dark heart of the Age. You must be sure to stay near Rosemary and myself at all times,” she did not feel annoyed at being treated like a child. It gave her a strange sense of wistfulness. She wished she were truly as sturdy and little as Errol imagined her.

			“I will,” she agreed.

			“The caravan will have to stay at the border,” Rosemary said with regret. “The spines are too dense.” She peered ahead. “I do not see any guards at this portion of the border. It is too bad, for I would have left the caravan in their care.”

			“The riders are advancing,” Goldenrod said, looking over her shoulder.

			Sophia, who could not turn around, instead regarded the dark forest. It was unlike any Age, any landscape, that she had ever seen. Though the sheriff’s memories had prepared her for a dark Age, they could not fully render the sense of strangeness emanating from the black moss, tinged faintly purple, and the tall black trees, sharp and bright as polished iron.

			Rosemary stopped her horse. She dismounted and unhitched the caravan, tying it to a stake which she drove into the ground. As she did so, Goldenrod turned to the west and Sophia saw the cluster of golden birds that the map had foretold riding toward them, glinting here and there as their masks reflected the sun.

			“So we enter the Dark Age,” Errol said. “Are you certain about this, miting?”

			“Almost,” Sophia replied nervously.

			He gave her a wry smile. “Reassuring.” He led his horse forward. “I will go first. Goldenrod and Sophia travel next, then Rosemary with the crossbow.”

			“Remember that every thorn carries poison in its tip,” Rosemary cautioned them. “A single thorn is capable of killing a grown man. I have seen it myself. Do not touch the spines for any reason.”

			Errol’s horse paced the dry ground. The black moss ahead was lush and wet, as if from some hidden moisture. Two tall spines made a black archway that seemed to invite them onward. The sharp thorns on the trunks were as long as Sophia’s forearm, and the branches lined with smaller thorns flexed slightly in the breeze.

			Errol urged his horse through the archway. Seneca shuddered. For a moment Errol paused, waiting for some rush of wind to sound, but nothing happened. He looked over his shoulder. “It seems you were right, Sophia. So far.”

			Goldenrod and Rosemary followed, the horses’ hoofbeats dulled to silence on the moss. Sophia looked around her, fascinated despite herself. The trees, she could see now, had thin, almost transparent leaves that rustled softly, filling the air with a papery murmur. The branches were unexpectedly beautiful, curving in smooth arcs outward and upward. Vines twined around the spiny trunks, with flowers like purple sponges; they expanded and contracted gently, as if breathing. On one long spine overhead, a long, luminescent worm held itself upright, describing a slow figure-eight in the air.

			From the moss below, Sophia heard a faint buzzing, and as she peered downward she saw a trickle of beetles, shiny and black, scurrying in a straight line toward a hole. The patch of soil where they burrowed was dark and rich, far moister than the dry soil of the Papal States that they had left behind.

			Sophia frowned, wondering how such a thing could be. The Dark Age lay just beside the Papal States. It received no more rain than did its neighbor, and yet it looked like a landscape that received rain daily. Suddenly Sophia’s mind recalled a similar mystery: soil that held heat while the air around it was cold. She caught her breath.

			“What is it?” Errol asked sharply, turning in his saddle.

			“Nothing. I—I realized something.”

			He looked at her, waiting.

			“I realized something about the Dark Age. Last summer, when we were in the Baldlands, we came across a future Age where the soil was man-made. It could stay warm, even in a cold place. It warmed the water. And it made seeds grow differently, into other kinds of plants. I was thinking . . . Could it be that parts of the Dark Age are man-made? That might be why Goldenrod cannot speak to it.”

			Goldenrod’s body, behind her, stiffened. “Yes,” she said. “Of course. If it were man-made, it would not hear me. Or speak.”

			Errol looked around him, baffled. “That is impossible. How could humans make this?”

			“They can,” Goldenrod replied. “I have heard that in future Ages, the manipulation and even invention of animate beings is not unheard of. But I had never imagined an entire Age.” Sophia felt her shake her head. “It would be remarkable. But conceivable.”

			“But the Dark Age is of the remote past, not the future,” objected Rosemary.

			“How do you know?” Sophia thought of Martin Metl, the botanist, and his soil experiments. She would have to find a way to gather a sample for him. “Perhaps people of the Papal States assumed it was from the remote past because it looks like it should be.”

			“I suppose that is possible.” Rosemary shook her head. “Whether made by man or God, it seems to me an abomination.”

			“I agree,” said Errol, and he led his horse onward.

			“I think it is rather beautiful,” Sophia murmured. Her mind was lit by possibilities. She began to consider what it would mean for a Clime to be both living and artificial: alive and yet not, conscious and yet not. Perhaps the people of this Age had invented ways to adapt, just as the people of the Glacine Age had invented warming soil to counter the extreme cold.

			They had progressed some two hundred yards into the forest when Rosemary halted them. “Look behind us,” she said. “You will see they stand at the border.”

			Goldenrod turned her horse carefully in the narrow path, avoiding the leaning branches of the spines. Sophia could see the glint of gold in the distance. One of the men shouted into the forest, his voice hard. “What did he say?” Sophia asked.

			“He seems to believe we are witches who live in the Dark Age, and he wishes us a speedy return to our maker.” Errol smiled wryly. “Would that we were. But since we are not witches, let me ask a question: We can ride east for some time easily enough, but the path to Ausentinia is gone. Just how are we planning to find it?”

			“I had an idea,” Sophia said. “The map told me to enter the Labyrinth of Borrowed Remembering.”

			“Yes,” Errol replied. “Very useful advice.”

			She smiled. “The truth is, I have seen the road east to Murtea and the way to Ausentinia many times. Dozens of times. In Cabeza de Cabra’s map.”

			“And you think you could navigate the route, despite the fact that we are in a different Age?”

			“I think so. I have a sense of where we are.” Sophia imagined that the Ages were not unlike memory maps, layered one atop the other. She pictured herself in a map of the Dark Age made of metal, seeing through its man-made landscape to the map of clay below it.

			“Very well, miting. I will head east, and you will tell me if we should change course.”

			The afternoon lengthened as they continued at a slow pace, choosing the ways less crowded by spines. The air in the forest was cool, despite the sun overhead, and the quiet rustling of leaves alongside the occasional buzz from the black beetles made the ride deceptively tranquil.

			Sophia waited for the fourwings to appear, scanning the patches of sky overhead, but they did not. While she reached for the familiar route in the borrowed memories of Cabeza de Cabra, another part of her mind turned over and over the words from the Ausentinian map. When you emerge from the labyrinth, you will have a choice. You will defend the illusion or you will not. She had felt confident that the Labyrinth of Borrowed Remembering meant the sheriff’s memories, even if she could not feel confident that she would navigate them perfectly. But she could not fathom what the illusion would be, or how she would defend it. Would it be an illusion of safety? A patch of Ausentinia that would seem safe? Or perhaps the illusion already existed around her: the illusion of a living Clime, which she knew to be false. How would she defend such an illusion?

			“Stop,” Errol whispered. He halted his horse. He had already drawn his sword.

			Sophia raised her head and strained to look past him. A fourwing lay directly in their path. It was curled up at the base of a spine. The nearest thorns dripped a white liquid, and the fourwing’s beak was lined with the same milky substance. It raised its head and made a hoarse, halfhearted cry. Then it buried its head in its wing as if to sleep.

			Errol waited, but the bird did not move. Slowly, he led them to the right, making a wide circle around the fourwing.

			When it lay safely behind them, Sophia turned to look up at Goldenrod. “Was it poisoned?”

			“I think it was drunk,” Errol replied with a surprised laugh.

			“The fourwings nest in the spines,” Rosemary put in. “The thorns cannot poison them.”

			“Then it was drinking from the tree,” said the Eerie.

			At this, Sophia understood why they had not heard the cries of the fourwings inside the Dark Age; in their homeland, the creatures were always sated and half intoxicated by the milk of the spines. She marveled again at the possibility that people had created this world. However much its creation was mysterious to her, she could appreciate the symmetry: a forest that protected itself from outsiders, trees that fed the creatures who lived in them, soil that gave water to the moss and trees.

			As the sun began to dip toward the horizon, Sophia reckoned that they were reaching the place that had been Murtea. They climbed a hill where the spines were short and sparse. Looking out over the dark landscape ahead of them, Rosemary cried: “There! Do you see it? A yellow patch among the black.”

			“And another one,” Goldenrod pointed.

			“Ausentinia still defends itself,” Rosemary said proudly. “I feel certain it is there, waiting for us to find it.”

			“It will be dusk soon,” said Errol. “I fear it will be almost impossible to travel safely through the spines in the dark.”

			“I have brought one of the golden eyes.” Rosemary withdrew it from her pack and held it aloft. Slung in a loose net, the orb emitted a penetrating yellow light. “Besides, the forest provides its own illumination, as you will see. I have camped by the perimeter at night and have seen the floor grow bright.”

			“Nonetheless,” Errol replied skeptically, urging his horse onward, “we should move onward while we still have some daylight.”

			The sky turned a brilliant orange and then faded to violet. The moss around them began to glow softly, as if illuminated from within. “Just as you said, Rosemary,” Goldenrod observed. “Perhaps it will not be so difficult to travel at night.”

			They reached a clearing where the moss underfoot made gentle mounds. A ring of spines around them leaned inward, creating a space like a black chapel of thorns and moss. Errol stopped abruptly. Goldenrod and Rosemary halted behind him. He swung down from his horse and took his bow, which had hung on his shoulder, and a green arrow from his quiver. “You dare follow me here,” he said in a hard voice, aiming the arrow.

			A figure emerged from the trees. Pale and luminous, it reached its hands out in a gesture of entreaty. “At the City of Foretelling, you will have a choice.”

			“A spanto,” Rosemary gasped. She crossed herself. “This bodes ill.”

			Errol’s horse, now riderless, backed up, whinnying nervously. Goldenrod reached out and took its reins; she murmured, calming it.

			“Do not speak to me of choice,” Errol said, his voice strained.

			“At the City of Foretelling, you will have a choice.”

			Errol loosed his arrow, plunging a green stem into the phantom. It crumpled and vanished like a scrap of mist.

			“Your arrow felled it.” Rosemary’s voice was hushed. “I have never seen this done.”

			“Any green branch will do,” Errol said tersely. As he returned to his mount, another figure emerged from the spines: a woman, slight and straight—Minna Tims. The horse suddenly reared; letting out a cry of terror, it turned and fled toward the trees. “No!” Goldenrod cried. “Come back!” Without warning, she seized Sophia and lowered her to the ground. Then she urged her horse toward the trees, diving between the spines.

			“Goldenrod! Are you mad?” Errol ran to the edge of the clearing and looked into the trees. With a curse, he pivoted toward Minna’s phantom and drew another green arrow from his quiver.

			“It advances, Errol,” Rosemary warned. She crossed herself again as the pale figure approached.

			Suddenly several voices echoed all at once in Sophia’s mind. She heard again the phrases Minna’s phantom had spoken in Boston: Missing but not lost, absent but not gone . . . She heard Errol recounting the tale of Edolie and the woodsman: The beloved figure before her, so many years absent, had been in her heart since childhood. She heard Rosemary speaking with pride as she looked out over the hills: Ausentinia still defends itself—

			“Stop!” she shouted. She raced to put herself between Errol and Minna’s phantom. She understood now that it was this illusion—this specter of Minna Tims—that she had to defend.

			“What are you doing?” Errol demanded, lowering his bow.

			“She’s not a phantom.” Sophia’s heart was pounding. “She’s a guide.”

			“Trust this companion, though the trust would seem misplaced.” The voice of Minna’s phantom was clear and bright.

			“What do you mean, she is a guide?” Errol demanded.

			“She is a spanto, Sophia,” Rosemary said. “A cursed phantom.”

			“Listen to her words,” Sophia urged. “They’re like the ones on the Ausentinian maps. She comes to us from Ausentinia. She is leading us there.”

			“Trust this companion, though the trust would seem misplaced,” Minna repeated.

			Errol looked at her. “How would such a thing be possible?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t understand it either, Errol, but I don’t think the phantom means us any harm.” Sophia took him by the arm, pushing the bow aside. “People say they lead you to oblivion. If the phantoms led here, through the Dark Age to Ausentinia, wouldn’t that seem like oblivion? And yet all they are doing is leading us to where the maps we want—the very maps that will guide us to Oswin and my mother—can be found.”

			Errol regarded her in silence.

			“It is too dangerous, Sophia,” Rosemary said adamantly.

			“She is the illusion that will lead us to Ausentinia.” Sophia’s voice took on a pleading note. “The map has been right until now.”

			Errol shook his head. “Very well.” He stepped away, returning the green arrow to his quiver, but he drew his sword. “I do not trust this phantom for a moment, but I hope I am right to trust you.”

			Goldenrod appeared at the edge of the clearing, leading her horse. “Your horse was stung by the thorns,” she said sadly to Errol. “I could do nothing for her.”

			“And yet Sophia would have us believe the phantoms are harmless,” Rosemary said.

			“I didn’t say that,” Sophia protested. “I said they could be guides from Ausentinia. Their words sound so much like the maps.”

			“Trust this companion, though the trust would seem misplaced,” Minna repeated. She turned and slipped away among the spines.

			“We must follow her.”

			“Sophia, wait!” Errol called.

			“I will not wait,” Sophia insisted. “She will be gone in a moment.” She plunged into the spines, following the retreating back of the pale specter.
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			Minna’s Phantom

			
			—1892, July 2: 17-Hour 00—

			Seneca the Younger, a Stoic philosopher from the ancient world, was born in Córdoba in what would become the Papal States. Today he is not popular in the land of his birth, but in the Closed Empire to the north, Seneca is widely taught and admired among scholars.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

			

			SOPHIA COULD HEAR Errol and Goldenrod call her name. She could hear them fall behind as they tried to follow her twisting route through the spines. But she was fixed on the pale figure before her, and soon their sounds faded.

			Minna’s phantom moved quickly. Sophia felt a longing in her chest that seemed to steal her breath; at first she thought it was the anxious, fervent wish that she had understood the Ausentinian map correctly. But then she realized it was simply longing to see that pale figure: to never lose sight of it; to follow it wherever it might go, as long as she could continue seeing that beloved face that turned, every few steps, to make sure Sophia was there.

			A part of her realized that she was falling under the phantom’s spell. This was what had happened to Errol’s brother, Oswin, when he pursued the phantom of his horse, heedless of where he was and who else pursued him. But the other part of her, the principal part of her, did not care. This was what she wanted. She wanted to follow Minna. It felt so unquestionably right, but she could not tell if it felt right because she was correct in reasoning that Minna would lead her to Ausentinia or simply because she wanted it to feel right.

			Her awareness of the Dark Age around her dimmed, until all she saw was Minna’s phantom. The long dress trailed over the moss, sweeping it lightly. When she paused and turned, looking over her shoulder, she smiled in a way that Sophia found achingly familiar. How could I have forgotten that smile? Sophia asked herself. She felt in it all the comfort and reassurance that she had missed over the long years of Minna’s absence. She began to wait expectantly for Minna to turn her head, to smile once more. Each time it came, Sophia felt a rush of happiness. She quickened her pace over the moss.

			The spines had become almost invisible in the darkness. Her path was illuminated only by the moss underfoot and the phantom before her. She lost track of whether they continued to move east—and, as the stepping and pausing, stepping and pausing continued, she lost track of time. Minna had not spoken again after leaving the clearing, but Sophia seemed to hear her nonetheless. It was not words that she spoke, but thoughts and feelings. Minna said that she had not wanted to leave Boston, that she had missed Sophia on every step of the journey, and that it had broken her heart when she realized Sophia would have to wait for her—and wait for her, and wait. But Minna also said something more heartening: I am here now, she said to Sophia with every pause, every turn of the head. Wherever I have been, I am here with you now.

			The dark hills grew more pronounced, and they climbed out of the forest to overlook a valley. She stood before Sophia, hands outstretched. “You have not yet met fear,” she said, smiling sweetly, and her eyes filled with tears.

			Then she placed her right hand on her heart and lifted her palm, as she had the first time she appeared in Boston. The luminous figure that seemed made of crumpled paper faded slightly and then brightened. “You have not yet met fear.” Then she was gone.

			“Mother!” Sophia exclaimed, rushing forward. She grasped at the air. “Where are you?” she cried, her own eyes filling with tears. “Come back!”

			She looked around wildly for the pale figure, and as her eyes scanned the middle distance she saw the valley before her. Stopping, dazed, she felt herself emerging from the phantom’s spell.

			She was at the top of a hill. The forest moss carpeted the ground under her feet and the slope before her. At the hill’s base, the black moss met green grass in a vivid boundary. Beyond it the grass grew tall and lush, dotted by wildflowers that turned expectant faces toward the yellow moon. Spruces, cypresses, and pine trees clustered in the valley. Birches and maples lined a dirt path leading to a stone wall, where a gated entrance stood open. The city of Ausentinia shone in the moonlight, its copper roofs gleaming like dozens of white flames.

			“Ausentinia,” Sophia whispered. With trembling fingers, she pulled the map from her pocket. “Defend the illusion, taking the Path of the Chimera. Along it, you may lose yourself, but you will find Ausentinia. When the wind rises, let the old one dwell in your memories, as you have dwelled in the memories of others. Give up the clock you never had. When the wind settles, you will find nothing has been lost.”

			Sophia looked out at the city she had wanted for so long to find.

			Then she turned to where the moss met the green grass of Ausentinia. From the moment Goldenrod described the nature of the old ones, Sophia had suspected what the map would ask of her. Now she knew for certain.

			A sudden cry drew her gaze upward. Seneca, swooping toward her, landed abruptly on her pack. Sophia was thrown off balance by the strength of his descent. “Go back, Seneca,” she said, over her shoulder. She saw the falcon’s dismissive gesture out of the corner of her eye. “Go back,” Sophia insisted. “You will have to guide them here. Tell Goldenrod where I have gone.”

			She let herself plummet downhill, her feet moving quickly over the moss. As she did, Seneca opened his wings and pushed off, taking flight. Sophia felt herself gaining momentum, and she began to brake, wondering suddenly if the weight of her pack would pitch her precipitously into Ausentinia. She threw it off, and her descent slowed.

			She stopped at the very edge of the Dark Age, looking out onto the dirt path that lay only a short step and yet a whole Age away. “I am ready,” she said, between gasps.

			A gust of powerful wind moved through the birch trees closest to her, unsettling their papery leaves so that they fluttered and came free. The wind struck her face, more sudden and violent than she had expected, and the border of Ausentinia moved through her. She disappeared into the memories of another being: the memories of the place where she stood.

			She had no sense of her body. If she had a body, that knowledge was gone.

			The world was black and red. All was darkness, except for where the sky was pierced by red flame that turned violently white and then streaked to the earth, filling the air with terrible roars and clouds of dust. When the flames turned white, the landscape was briefly illumined, and there was black, black rock in every direction. A raging impatience simmered in the back of her mind, and she knew that this was not her mind, but Ausentinia’s. Impatience and unease—a wish to be everything, to be nothing, to be otherwise. The dark earth, the red flames, the flashes of piercing light, the roaring, and the clouds of dust went on and on. They went on for longer than Sophia thought possible. The restless violence coursed through her, and there seemed no end to it. Flickering somewhere in the endless dark, Sophia in her own self felt a spark of terror: a fear that it would go on forever.

			Give up the clock you never had, she reminded herself.

			She had to lose track of time, as wholly and irretrievably as she could, so that she would not spend years wandering aimlessly through the Clime’s memories: so that the memories of Ausentinia would not erase her own. She could understand the dread all who had ever become Lachrima must have felt—the great horror of being swallowed whole by an ancient vastness. And she could sense the impulse all who had become Lachrima must have followed—the impulse to cling to oneself fiercely, as if clinging to a rock in a great ocean of time. But this, she knew, was not the way. The way was to give up oneself, to give up one’s sense of time—to let go of the rock, to float.

			Sophia plunged forward, letting herself plummet through the memories the way she had plunged downhill, the way she had rushed through the beaded map. She moved, and the dark vanished. In a moment, she had passed from a burning world of darkness to a world of water. Waves rose and fell around her. A massive, brilliant moon that seemed close enough to touch hung on the horizon. A steady sense of purpose had replaced the reckless violence: Ausentinia gazed at the moon and felt a stirring of something like contentment. Agitation still lurked below the surface of the waves, but in the air above them was tranquility. Sophia let herself float again, urging herself more quickly through the memories. The waves disappeared. Ice curved away from her in every direction, and the sun hung limply in a pale sky. As she let the time give way, slipping through her fingers rapidly, and then more rapidly, straining her own limits, the ice continued, and only the flickering light of the sun—day and night and day again—assured her that time was indeed passing.

			The ice seemed interminable: ice and indifference. A penetrating, immobilizing indifference descended until Sophia could hardly recall anything beyond it. Struggling against a sense of panic, she pushed onward; the endlessness of this unrecognizable world, these incomprehensible memories, threatened at the edges of her consciousness like a terrible promise. There had to be something familiar—somewhere, some time.

			Abruptly, as if it had never been gone, the world she knew appeared. She gasped with relief. There were hills and trees, and a bird wheeled down to settle among the rocks. The rocks crumbled and gave way, creating a deep ravine, which filled slowly with rubble. Ausentinia had shed its indifference. Curious, tentative, and searching, it made its way into the world. Sophia recalled trees growing from seed, spreading to cover great expanses, dressing and undressing with the seasons. A path appeared before her, leading three ways, and then, trudging slowly toward her, under a white garment that covered everything but her eyes, came a woman. Sophia paused to watch. The woman drew closer; her eyelashes were caked with dust and she walked wearily, taking the path lined by birches.

			Moving onward through Ausentinia’s memories, she saw the travelers, at first in small numbers. Then they grew more numerous until they became a blur. Young and old, always alone, they moved along the path. Ausentinia felt a piercing fondness for them. Sophia felt something tugging at her mind: it reached for her, drawing a thread from between her thoughts as if pulling a silver thread from a tapestry. Ausentinia needed to find a route through the Dark Age that had overtaken it, a path out of the darkness, and it tugged at Sophia’s memory insistently. The memory came free. The path she had taken through the dark forest unfurled behind her, perfectly recalled in every detail.

			Sophia opened her eyes. A light so bright that she felt blinded shone around her. Her body felt strange. Her head was light; her ears throbbed; her throat felt scraped to rawness. When she took a deep breath, her lungs ached. But the air began to restore her.

			She lifted her head. Not brilliant light, but complete darkness surrounded her. For a moment she felt a rush of terror: it had happened—she had been transformed into a Lachrima. Her hands flew to her face, and as she felt her familiar features, she realized that the darkness around her was the night sky, deepened by the gathering of clouds above her. The path between the birches to Ausentinia ran true before her.

			She had crumpled to the ground, and she raised up slightly, with effort, to look behind her. Leading up the hill through the moss was a dusty path that she knew Ausentinia had made from her memories: a route through the encroaching Age, a safe passage through the darkness.

			• • •

			HALF AN HOUR afterward, Seneca appeared and Errol crested the hill after him to find Sophia curled into herself, lying in the grass by the side of the road. He gave a shout and dropped his horse’s reins to rush toward her, Goldenrod and Rosemary hurrying behind him. When he seized her, fearing the worst, Sophia’s eyes startled open.

			“She’s alive,” he said, his voice rough with relief.

			“I told you she would be,” Goldenrod said, though she was nearly as agitated as she dropped to the ground beside them. “Ausentinia promised me that she was well.”

			“You will find nothing has been lost,” Sophia said with a weak smile.

			“You are a miracle, Sophia,” Rosemary said, clasping her hand. “You have led us to Ausentinia. You have remade the path.”

			“It was very brave of you,” Goldenrod said, pulling her into a sudden embrace, “to lose yourself so completely so that Ausentinia could be found.”
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			Making the Arrest

			
			—1892, July 1: 6-Hour 12—

			Most in New Occident consider the southern war for New Akan’s independence that took place soon after the Disruption sufficient bloodshed, and desire no further conflict with our neighbors. And yet there are those, particularly Nihilismians, who believe that a nation is made in the crucible of war, and they prepare, if not openly plan, for such an eventuality.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			INSPECTOR ROSCOE GREY was never home for lunch, and he frequently missed dinner when working on a demanding case. For this reason, the household had a careful morning routine, and it was almost never disrupted. Mrs. Culcutty set the table in the dining room and placed the morning newspaper beside the inspector’s plate. The inspector drank coffee and read the paper until Nettie arrived, yawning and with her hair in wrappers, and then they ate breakfast together and discussed the happenings of the previous day and made plans for the day to come.

			The morning of July 1, however, did not begin as it was meant to. Roscoe was standing at his mirror, straightening his thin black necktie, when there was a knock on his bedroom door. “Mr. Grey—oh, Mr. Grey, it’s Mrs. Culcutty.” Her voice was anxious.

			With a frown of surprise, he let her in. Mrs. Culcutty was out of breath from having climbed the stairs too quickly. There was a newspaper in her hands.

			Inspector Grey had fully expected to read in the morning’s paper that the Western Party had won the election and that Gordon Broadgirdle had been named prime minister. So it took him several seconds to comprehend the headlines:

			WAR DECLARED

			WESTERN PARTY WINS ELECTION: BROADGIRDLE NEW PM

			UNITED INDIES DECLARES IMMEDIATE EMBARGO

			RIOTS AT THE HARBOR CAUSE TANK EXPLOSION

			MOLASSES FLOOD CLAIMS DOZENS OF LIVES

			IN THE EARLY hours of July 1, 1892, a proclamation of secession was issued jointly by the Indian Territories and New Akan. New Occident has made a declaration of war in response.

			Shortly after Gordon Broadgirdle, the new prime minister and leader of the elected Western Party, made his victory speech at the Boston State House and declared his intent to lead New Occident toward immediate expansion westward, the proclamation of secession was delivered by a representative of the two jurisdictions. The proclamation, reproduced in full below the fold, states the intent to form an independent nation. It repudiates many of the prime minister’s stated policy objectives, in particular his adherence to the closed-border policy. Prime Minister Broadgirdle was swift in issuing a declaration of war, which was passed by a bare majority in an emergency parliament session. The prime minister plans to speak at the State House this morning to make a call for enlistment.

			Gamaliel Shore, the defeated candidate of the New States Party, could not contain his chagrin. “I fear that this secession and this war will be disastrous to New Occident. It all stems from our misguided border policy,” Shore argued, “which the New States Party would have overthrown. I am fearful indeed for the future.”

			An artist’s rendition of Broadgirdle at the podium, accompanied by Peel and other members of his party, occupied a box beside the article. Inspector Grey glanced at the other headlines. War? Secession? An embargo? A molasses flood? How had so much happened in a scant six hours? He realized that Mrs. Culcutty was still in front of him, recovering her breath and watching him anxiously. “Thank you, Mrs. Culcutty,” he said. “This is grave and urgent news, indeed. I’ll come downstairs with you.”

			“Oh, Mr. Grey, what is the meaning of it all?”

			Grey shook his head. “I hardly know. But I do know that Broadgirdle is a determined man, and if he has set us upon this course, it is because he intends to follow it. He is not one to back away from such declarations once they have been made.”

			As they reached the stairs, Nettie’s bedroom door opened and she appeared, swathed in a lavender robe, her head bristling with a colorful assortment of hair wrappers. “Father? What has happened?”

			“Come downstairs, Nettie. I will tell you over breakfast.”

			Nettie was alarmed by her father’s unexpected seriousness. “Tell me now, Father.”

			Grey paused, his hand on the oak newel of the staircase. “New Occident has declared war on the Indian Territories and New Akan.”

			Nettie gasped. “War?” She followed Mrs. Culcutty and her father hurriedly down toward the dining room, her lilac slippers pattering on the stairs and then the floorboards.

			“Yes. The Western Party was elected, which prompted an embargo from the United Indies and a proclamation of secession from the Indian Territories, allied with New Akan.” They had reached the dining room. Grey took his seat, and Mrs. Culcutty served him coffee with a trembling hand. “In addition,” he went on, scanning the paper, “this seems to have triggered riots at the Boston Harbor and some kind of explosion of a molasses tank. Though how that occurred is beyond my comprehension.”

			The dining room door opened. Mr. Culcutty wore the same anxious expression as his wife, and he had clearly been waiting for them. Roscoe motioned him inside. “Sit down, Mr. Culcutty, Mrs. Culcutty. Nettie.”

			“What will happen, Father?”

			“I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “We will go to war. Although New Occident has only a small armed force, which means Broadgirdle will need to recruit from the civilian population.”

			Nettie gazed at her father, wide-eyed. “Will you have to go to war?”

			Grey reached out and put his hand over his daughter’s. “No, my dear. I almost certainly will not. I am too old, thank the Fates, as is Mr. Culcutty,” he said, and the other man nodded. “Unless things change very much, neither one of us will be asked to enlist.”

			“Unless they change very much?” Nettie echoed. “Does that mean it might happen?”

			“Frankly, it is impossible to say, with a prime minister like this one. Broadgirdle is an extremist. He will take extreme measures.”

			“Oh, I don’t like him!” Nettie burst out. “Horrid, horrid man.”

			At the conclusion of this pronouncement, there was a knock at the front door. Mrs. Culcutty rose and headed for the foyer. The others heard the door open and then the sound of a woman’s voice, low and tense. A moment later, the housekeeper returned, accompanied by an older woman wearing an expression of deep distress and a small boy wearing almost nothing at all. Inspector Grey recognized the woman as Mrs. Sissal Clay, Shadrack Elli’s housekeeper.

			“Mr. Grey,” Mrs. Culcutty said, clearly trying to preserve some semblance of normality, “a Mrs. Sissal Clay is here with what she says is an urgent matter. One of your officers accompanied her. He is waiting at the door.”

			“I’m sorry to interrupt your breakfast, Inspector,” Mrs. Clay said apologetically, with a glance at the newspaper on the table. “Especially given the very disturbing news. But I am afraid I am here with a more immediate problem.” She paused and suddenly clasped her hands nervously.

			“Yes?” prompted Grey.

			“It has to do with Prime Minister Broadgirdle and—and Theo. Theodore Constantine Thackary.”

			“What has happened?”

			Mrs. Clay took a deep breath. “You see, Inspector, Theo has taken it upon himself to—well, to investigate the murder of Prime Minister Bligh on his own.”

			Grey frowned. He sensed an unpleasant difficulty appearing, like a dark cloud on the horizon.

			“He has been investigating the murder and has discovered a great deal. But . . .” Mrs. Clay cleared her throat. “But in so doing, he has not been entirely honest with you. In fact, neither of us has been.”

			Grey’s frown deepened.

			“Theo believes that Gordon Broadgirdle is responsible for the murder,” she continued, with difficulty. “And he decided to find evidence proving it. He has been working in Broadgirdle’s office for more than two weeks now—under a different name—and he has found some suspicious circumstances. But the difficulty is this. Last night, he was with Winston here”—she indicated the boy in rags—“and he went into Broadgirdle’s offices for a meeting. Broadgirdle left the State House half an hour later, but Theo never emerged. Winston waited all night for Theo to reappear.” She collected herself. “We are concerned for him. We are afraid something may have happened to him in that office.”

			Grey’s frown could deepen no further, but he held his watch in his hand and tapped its cover, a sure sign that his consternation had reached unusual heights. Mrs. Culcutty blinked in astonishment. Mr. Culcutty looked baffled. Nettie was listening intently with a shrewd expression that was very unlike her.

			“This is extremely dangerous, what he has done,” Inspector Grey finally said. “What is the evidence you spoke of?”

			“Theo has a map. It is not an ordinary map, but a map that records recollections. It describes another crime related to the prime minister’s murder.”

			“I see,” Grey said skeptically. “And is there any other evidence he has discovered and concealed?”

			“I suppose there is,” Mrs. Clay said, her face suddenly flushing bright red, “if you consider the gloves and robe found at the murder scene. And the knife.”

			There was a long pause, during which Mrs. Clay was too afraid to look up and meet Grey’s eye. “What gloves, robe, and knife?” he asked, his voice steely.

			She took a deep breath, as if preparing to plunge into an icy pool. She reached into the basket that she was carrying and pulled out a lumpy white bundle. Without asking permission—she was worried that if she spoke, she might not be able to continue—she put the bundle on the table. She unfolded the white sheet. Mr. and Mrs. Culcutty gasped. A pair of gloves and a robe, both bloodstained, along with a short knife, lay on the sheet. “These,” Mrs. Clay whispered. She looked down at her shoes.

			If she had looked up, she would have seen that Inspector Grey was not so much angry as he was dismayed. He was thinking, not for the first time, that well-intentioned people managed to do very foolish things, not infrequently committing serious crimes in the process. It was one of the circumstances that exasperated him most about his job. Locking up evildoers was easy—even agreeable. But there was no pleasure to be had in pursuing the crimes committed by good people who made very bad mistakes.

			“You see, Theo was there,” Mrs. Clay exclaimed, reaching out impulsively and putting a hand on the inspector’s arm. “He was there, in the room with Mr. Elli and Mr. Countryman, when they found the body. But when the officers arrived he hid, and he took these things with him. He knew Mr. Elli and Mr. Countryman were not guilty, just as he knew these things would incriminate them.”

			“And these objects have been in your possession?” the inspector asked.

			She nodded.

			“And you knew that they had been found at the murder scene?”

			She nodded again.

			Now Grey was angry. He was angry because the investigation had been derailed by these misguided efforts to conceal evidence, and he was angry because now he would have to arrest someone other than Prime Minister Bligh’s murderer. He stood. “Sissal Clay,” he said evenly. “I am arresting you for the concealment of evidence in connection with the homicide of Prime Minister Bligh.”

			“Arrest me if you must,” Mrs. Clay said, her voice shaking, “as long as I am not deported.”

			“That may well happen in the sentencing.”

			Mrs. Clay stared at him for a moment. Then she covered her face with her hands. “Oh, Inspector, please have pity!”

			Grey moved to collect the evidence. “I have no choice,” he replied, his voice betraying a hint of his anger. “You have withheld evidence and told me so.”

			“But I came here to tell you that Theo was in danger!” Mrs. Clay protested.

			“But in so doing you have admitted to a crime!” Inspector Grey said, exasperated. “The evidence against Broadgirdle is tenuous, at best, but the evidence of your transgressions and Theo’s is incontrovertible. Come with me. You have made a fine mess of things.”

			“What about Theo?” Winnie erupted. “Isn’t anyone going to help him?”

			Nettie, who to Grey’s surprise was considering the grisly murder instruments with something like thoughtful scrutiny, abruptly chimed in. “Oh, yes, Father, we must help him.”

			Grey shook his head, more irritated by the moment. “I cannot help him, my dear, until I have properly disposed of this evidence and taken in Mrs. Clay.”

			“He needs help now,” insisted Winnie.

			“I am sure he is merely pursuing his interfering investigation,” Grey said heatedly, “and will reemerge soon enough to make himself a nuisance once more. Come along,” he said to Mrs. Clay.

			“Father, the arrest can wait! And this boy Theo cannot!”

			“Henrietta, I cannot imagine why you care in the first place.”

			“She cares because she’s sweet on Theo,” Winnie burst out. “Otherwise known as Charles.”

			The room grew still. Grey, carefully holding the bundle of evidence, looked sharply at his daughter.

			For a moment Nettie stared at Winnie, and vexation flashed across her brow. Then she jumped to her feet with a scream. “Charles!” she cried. “Father, Father—we must help him!” She seized her father by the arm and shook him. “He could be hurt. We have to save him!”

			“That’s what I’m saying!” Winnie agreed.

			“Oh, do please send someone to Broadgirdle’s office!” begged Mrs. Clay.

			Inspector Grey, standing in his dining room, listening to the shrieks of his daughter and the appeals of his uninvited guests, felt that few mornings in his life had been as frustrating and inauspicious as this one. Fortunately for Roscoe Grey, he had principles, and when matters grew complicated, he could always rely on them. There was someone standing in front of him who had committed a serious crime. This necessitated action. It was his duty to take her in and deposit the evidence in its proper place. Where his duty was clear, Grey felt no uncertainty. “All right,” he said firmly, bringing the room to silence. “That’s enough.”

			“Father—” Nettie began.

			“No,” he said, holding up his hand. “Do not meddle in what does not concern you, Henrietta. I am taking Mrs. Clay to the station, along with this evidence. And yes, I will send officers to seek out Theodore. As soon as I reach the station, I will do so. He is alleged to have committed a very grave offense, and he is a person of interest in the prime minister’s murder. Believe me, I have every intention of finding him.”
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			Picking the Lock

			
			—1892, July 1: 7-Hour 15—

			It had to be accepted that if the sole requirement to garner a seat was sufficient funds, some parliament members would have questionable qualifications. Could any restrictions be reasonably set and enforced? Age, sex, soundness of mind? Law has been fairly liberal to date on this point. There are certainly woman MPs, and there are some members who, in their infirmity, have strained to present themselves as functional policymakers. But as yet no child has come forward to test the unstated but tacit age restriction.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			AFTER THE FRONT door closed, Nettie stood in the dining room, fists clenched, hair wrappers trembling, fuming with anger. “Me, meddle!” she said furiously. “He said I meddle!” Mr. and Mrs. Culcutty knew better than to try to appease her. They watched with concern, hoping the rage would pass or perhaps end in a burst of tears.

			Winnie, who perceived in Nettie’s anger a possible advantage and even the opportunity to make an unlikely ally, decided to fan the flames and see what would happen. “No one’s going to help him, then,” he said, crestfallen. “It’s just like I thought. I tried to get him help, and now he’ll get no help at all.” He sniffled.

			Nettie turned to him and glared. For a moment, Winnie feared that he might have miscalculated. “Oh, he’ll get help, all right.” Winnie was a bit taken aback by her vehemence. “My father is going to deeply, deeply regret this,” she said bitterly. “I am going to find Theo myself.” She swung around to face the Culcuttys. “You will not even think of stopping me.” She swung back around to Winnie. “And you are going to help me.”

			Winnie blinked. “All right.”

			Nettie took a deep breath. Then, in a less dragonlike tone, she said, “I just need five minutes to change into something more appropriate. I can’t go out in hair wrappers.”

			He nodded.

			Nettie turned on her heel and hurried upstairs. She took out all her hair wrappers, ran a brush quickly through her hair, chose her most sensible gray skirt and a white shirt with six pockets, pulled on gray socks and sturdy brown boots, and, finally, tucked supplies into the pockets of the shirt: string, a magnifying glass, a pencil, folded paper, a pair of gloves, and a handkerchief. Breathless and ready, she ran back downstairs.

			Mr. and Mrs. Culcutty had somewhat recovered their wits, and they had decided that a united front would make the greatest impact. As Nettie ran into the dining room, Mr. Culcutty looked stern and Mrs. Culcutty said, “My dear, I don’t think it is wise—”

			“I’m sorry, but I just don’t care what is wise at the moment,” Nettie said brusquely. “Father was very unwise this morning, and you can tell him when he returns that any unwiseness on my part is a direct result of his tremendous, unaccountable, and offensive unwiseness.” She turned away from them. “Winston,” she said commandingly.

			With a barely concealed smile, Winnie nodded.

			“We’re off.”

			• • •

			NETTIE, WITH HER impeccably ironed clothes, and Winnie, with his formidable layer of grime, made an exceedingly odd pair on the State House steps. Winnie hesitated at the entrance. “I can’t go in there,” he said. “They’ll throw me out.”

			“They have no right to throw you out,” Nettie snapped. “You’re a citizen of New Occident just like anyone else. And if they so much as look at you funny, I’ll give them a piece of my mind.”

			Winnie, rather enjoying the prospect of such a confrontation, hurriedly followed her into the august building that he had so often seen from the outside and yet never successfully entered.

			But no confrontation ensued. No one took any notice of them as they walked through the corridors of the State House. There were too many things happening that morning, and the vigilant clerks, who under normal circumstances would have looked suspiciously at the two mismatched visitors, seemed to accept that secession, war, massive riots, and a molasses flood were bound to bring strange company.

			Nettie examined the directory of offices engraved on a metal plate near the grand stairway. “Top floor,” she muttered. “Naturally.”

			Winnie followed Nettie up the stairs, looking with reluctant awe at the ceiling of the rotunda. Normally, Winnie rather disdained the State House, for he had seen the uncharitable and unpleasant side of the people who worked in it, claiming power with apparent ease and yet doing so little with it. He had never told anyone, not even Theo, why he had first gravitated toward the State House.

			After his mother’s institutionalization, Winnie had been shuttled off to an orphanage, and when he had complained to the warden (by means of incessant shrieks and a desperate left-handed punch) that his mother was not sick and they had no right to lock them both up, the warden had recommended sarcastically that if he wanted to dispute his rights he should take the matter up with his representative in parliament.

			Winnie had immediately stopped shrieking, grown thoughtful, and taken the suggestion seriously. It had cost him no small effort to procure the assistance of an older girl who could help him with the letter and send it to the correct address. But he had sent it, and he had waited for a reply, and when he finally received it, the note confused him.

			Thank you for your inquiry. MP Riche listens attentively to the comments and questions of all of his constituents. Thank you for your support.

			He had hung on to the cream-colored note card, though it was stolen twice, ripped in half once, and finally burned during a terrible showdown with Impy, the orphanage’s resident bully. Looking at the ashes, Winnie had decided that it was time to run away and take matters up with MP Riche more personally. He had arrived at the State House a few days later, only to be turned out on his ear before he so much as crossed the threshold.

			But to his surprise, he was not the only boy lingering by the steps. Jeff, Barney, Pet (short and furry), and the Eel (who could worm out of anyone’s grasp) proved better company than the orphanage crowd. Winnie became one of them, picking up stray errands from the State House when they could be had.

			He had expected the occupants to be as dignified and grand as the building, and indeed many of them were. But he learned very soon from his fellows and from his own observations that being grand was not the same thing as being great, and within a week his childish hope of finding justice by writing to MP Riche seemed like the most foolish thing he had ever felt.

			But now, as Winnie ascended the grand staircase, he felt some of his old reverence for the place returning. The power of it was real; he could see that in the building itself and in the friction that charged the air around him. What would it be like, he wondered, to use that power as he had once imagined the MPs did? Winnie stopped for a moment, his dirty foot hovering above the burgundy runner of the top step. Was it really so impossible? The people around him were not so great, however much they might be grand. Surely achieving that could not be so difficult.

			Winnie smiled. He made a pact with himself, then and there, that he would accomplish it.

			“Coming?” Nettie said. “It’s this floor.”

			“Right behind you, Henry.”

			“Don’t call me Henry,” Nettie said distractedly as she scanned the name plates beside the office doors.

			They walked side by side along the corridor. Though the atmosphere had been hectic on the ground floor, here the halls were hushed and empty. No doubt, Winnie thought to himself, the members of parliament and all their staff were busily meeting with one another and scrambling to find a way to emerge unscathed from the mess Broadgirdle had created.

			The door to Broadgirdle’s office was open, but the front room with its two desks was empty. Nettie and Winnie looked at one another. “What now?” he asked.

			“We look for clues,” Nettie determined. “You know that Theo came up here, so we try to find clues of what happened after that. You watch the hallway, and I’ll look around.”

			Winnie took up his post by the door. “Anything?” he asked after a moment.

			“Nothing yet,” Nettie said, looking through the piles on Peel’s desk. She tried the drawers and found them locked, then drifted over to the other desk. The papers there were mostly covered with doodles. “This must be where Theo works,” Nettie said in a low voice. “But there’s really nothing here.” She looked up. “Where do you think those other two doors go?”

			“Other offices?”

			The first one was locked, but the second opened onto a narrow, carpeted corridor with several closed doors. “Psst,” she said.

			Winnie abandoned his post, closing the door to the outer office behind them.

			“They’re all locked,” Nettie reported in a whisper. “At least these four. The corridor winds back around that way,” she added, pointing.

			Winnie suddenly became alert. “Did you hear that?”

			“What?”

			“Listen.”

			They stared at one another in silence, and then Winnie heard it again: a series of loud thumps, as if someone was pounding a fist on a door. There were a few seconds of silence, and then, “Graves!” came a muffled shout. “Open the door. I want to negotiate.”

			“It’s Theo!” Winnie cried.

			“Theo, it’s us—Nettie and Winnie,” she called.

			There was a moment’s silence, and then a quick series of knocks. “Here! I’m here. Inside Broadgirdle’s office, in a closet.”

			“Which is his office?”

			“First on the right.”

			They tried it again, but of course the door was locked. Theo said from inside the room: “You’ll have to pick the lock or break it down.”

			“I don’t know how to pick a lock!” Winnie exclaimed, exasperated.

			“There’s a letter opener in the front office,” Nettie ordered. “Run and get it for me.”

			He scurried out to Peel’s desk, took the letter opener, and ran back. Nettie deftly began working away at the lock. Winnie stood inches away, wide-eyed.

			“Ah!” Nettie said, her face breaking into a smile. The lock clicked.

			Winnie turned the knob and opened the door. “You did it, Henry!” he exclaimed.

			“Lots of practice,” Nettie said easily. “And don’t call me Henry.” She closed the door behind them and quickly surveyed the office. It was less luxurious than she had expected. Ample, with a good carpet and a fine leather chair, the office had pinstriped wallpaper and heavy curtains. The desk was spotless. A fine pen, a crystal ink pot, a stack of paper, and a clock were the only items on its surface.

			“The closet door is locked, too,” Theo said, then added to himself, “obviously.”

			“I can get it,” Nettie said confidently, crouching by the closet door.

			She was already working at the lock while Winnie peered out the window. Suddenly, he stiffened. He had heard something. There was no doubt: voices, very nearby. “Nettie!” Winnie said urgently. “Someone’s coming.”

			They heard a door being opened, and the unmistakable boom of Broadgirdle’s voice filled the corridor. “The curtains!” Nettie hissed. She dove behind one of the thick velvet curtains and Winnie scrambled behind the other just as the door opened.

			“Peel!” Broadgirdle roared. “Why is my office unlocked?”

			“I—I don’t know, sir. I haven’t opened it this morning.”

			“You will recall that we left it securely locked last night,” Broadgirdle said, his voice smooth.

			“I’m very sorry, sir. Perhaps the cleaning staff forgot to lock the door. I will speak to them.”

			“Do that. Officer, this way, please.”

			Nettie felt a flood of relief. Her father had come after all. Then, just as suddenly, the sense of relief evaporated.

			“With pleasure, Prime Minister,” was the oily reply. She recognized at once the voice of Manning Bacon, an officer renowned in the department for his appreciation for beer and his very compatible tendency to misplace evidence.

			“This young man has been working under false pretenses in my office, he has spread lies about me to others, and he has stolen papers from my files,” Broadgirdle said, his voice hard. “I have no idea what may have been his objective. Blackmail, perhaps. I would not be surprised if he is working for someone else.”

			“Leave that to me, Prime Minister, leave that to me. We’ll soon discover his sinister motives, be assured.”

			There was a scuffling sound as Broadgirdle opened the door and Theo tussled with Officer Bacon, whose meaty hands were as good as his name.

			Theo knew the moment the door was opened that he would not be able to get past the three men, but he tried. He kicked Bacon’s thigh and dove under Broadgirdle’s arm. Unfortunately, the much more agile Bertie Peel was standing by the door, and he captured him under one bony arm. Bacon, recovered from the kick, snapped a pair of handcuffs onto Theo’s left wrist, then yanked backward and seized his right. Theo winced in pain but uttered no complaint.

			As Bacon secured the handcuffs, Theo saw Broadgirdle, calm and complacent, his arms crossed over his chest. I might be as afraid now as I was then, Theo told himself. But that doesn’t mean I have to be silent like I was then.

			It took all his strength to look Broadgirdle in the eye. “I know who you are,” he said, low and unsteady. “You can lock me away, but you can’t lock away the truth. And you were wrong. I’m not the same as I was before, because I’m not alone anymore, with no one to tell. Now I can tell people what you’ve done. Your plans to murder Bligh. Your years as a slaver. The fact that you’re not even from New Occident. That you’re a Sandman, and that the Sandmen who work for you tortured three helpless Eerie.” His voice had gained strength, and he spoke evenly as he asked, “And once people know, they won’t stand for it. Do you think the people of Boston are so spineless that they will fight a war for a scheming slaver from the Baldlands?”

			Broadgirdle had watched Theo expressionlessly. Now he gave a hearty laugh. “Perhaps I was wrong, detective, to accuse of him of anything so rational as blackmail. Slaving? Murdering the prime minister? Torturing Eerie? Fates above! Clearly the young man is mad. You may find institutionalization is the right route for a mind so clearly deranged.”

			Behind the velvet curtain, Winnie stifled a gasp. He pressed his lips together and squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated with all his being on staying silent.

			Officer Bacon laughed. “Never you fear, Mr. Prime Minister. I’ll find the right place for him.”

			“And how goes the investigation into Prime Minister Cyril Bligh’s terrible murder?” Broadgirdle asked, his voice dripping with concern.

			“Very well, Mr. Prime Minister. Very well. Inspector Grey is on the case, and he can be dreadful slow about his investigations, but rumor has it at the station he made a great discovery this morning.”

			“Really?” Broadgirdle asked, his voice frankly curious.

			“Something to do with a map made of wood?” Bacon chuckled. “That Grey is something else. He finds the strangest things, and then snap—suddenly the whole case comes together.”

			“You see?” Theo cut in. “You thought the Eerie were helpless. But they found a way. Even through the fire and the smoke. That map proves what you did. I saw the screaming girl. Grey will see it too, and you’re done for.”

			Bacon looked at him, baffled. “Screaming girl?”

			“It’s true!” Theo said fiercely. “Ask him.”

			Broadgirdle regarded him for a moment, mustache twitching. “Another fascinating if rather bizarre invention from this very imaginative young man,” he said demurely.

			“Inspector Grey is on to you,” Theo said, his voice steely. “And he will find out the truth. And he will come after you.”

			“I think you’d better take him, Officer Bacon,” Broadgirdle said.

			“Certainly, Mr. Prime Minister.” He drew Theo toward the door. “Congratulations once again on your party’s success. Enjoy your celebrations.”
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			Confessing the Crime

			
			—1892, July 1: 8-Hour 17—

			Dreck is a term borrowed from a future Age. In that Age, it means “rubbish.” In New Occident and the Baldlands, where the material is most common, “dreck” is used to designate fragments—like the word itself—that have drifted into our Age from another.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			BY THE TIME Inspector Grey finished the paperwork for Sissal Clay, placing her in the custody of the warden for the women’s prison, he thought he had already heard as many confessions as he was going to hear that morning. He was wrong. Walking back to his office, he found Officer Bacon, one of the policemen he liked least, waiting at his door with a young man in handcuffs. He recognized Theodore Constantine Thackary.

			“He insisted on speaking with you, sir,” Officer Bacon said.

			“Inspector Grey,” someone called behind him. Grey turned to see Officer Kent approaching, accompanied by Bertram Peel. He had a sense of foreboding, as he had experienced earlier that morning, and he knew that something unpleasant was about to transpire.

			“What is it, Officer Kent?” Grey asked warily.

			“I have here Bertram Peel, from Prime Minister Broadgirdle’s office. He wants to make a confession.”

			Grey raised his eyebrows. “Is that so? What do you wish to confess?” he asked Peel, who stood rigidly, thin fingers clenched into fists at his sides.

			Peel stood for a moment longer. His eyes were on the floor, his gaze abstracted. Then he looked up. The inspector was shocked to see tears in his eyes. “I wish to confess to planning and executing the murder of Prime Minister Cyril Bligh.”

			There was stunned silence in the corridor.

			“No!” Theo exclaimed. “He didn’t do it. Don’t listen to him. It was Broadgirdle who planned it and his guards who did it. He heard me say Inspector Grey had evidence against him. And now he’s sending Peel to take the blame.”

			“I did it,” Peel said firmly.

			“No, you didn’t! He’s got something on you. What is it? Don’t let him push you around like this, Peel,” he said desperately.

			“Just as you did not let him push you around?” Peel said quietly.

			Theo had no reply.

			Grey had watched this exchange without speaking. “Do you truly wish to make this confession, Mr. Peel?”

			“I do.”

			Theo regarded the thin man who had seemed so ridiculous in his zealousness, his exaggerated self-importance, and his loyalty to Broadgirdle. Peel had no pretensions to self-importance now. He was just a man who had lived longer with Broadgirdle’s bullying. Theo saw, with surprise, a flicker of something like conviction in Peel’s eyes, and he wondered what secret—or what person—Peel was protecting. He tried to reach out to him, but his hands were bound. “I’m sorry, Peel. I am truly sorry. If I had not said what I did in the office . . .”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” he said quietly. “What’s done is done, and your words earlier made no difference. One way or another, I would have found myself coming here to confess.” He looked at the inspector. “Shall we continue?”

			Grey obligingly opened his door and ushered Peel into his office. “Take Thackary to the jail, Officer Bacon,” he said. “I can’t attend to him at the moment. I will speak with him later today.”

			• • •

			THEO DID NOT resist as Officer Bacon led him to the New Jail. His mind was on Peel. He no longer wondered what Peel was protecting; instead, he pondered the steps that would expose Peel’s confession as false, so Grey would be forced to turn his investigation to Broadgirdle. He cast about, but no solution presented itself.

			As Bacon led him through the cell block, Theo glimpsed its occupants, and his spirits sank. There were men from every walk of life there, to Theo’s experienced eye, but they all had one thing in common: stagnation. They had been there some time, and they had no expectation of leaving. Some did not even glance up as Bacon and Theo passed. The few who did look considered him vacantly, without curiosity.

			In that moment, all of Theo’s speculations about Peel and Broadgirdle vanished. He had to survive his time in the New Jail without acquiring that vacant look, and he turned all of his attention to the problem. “How long do I have to stay here?” he asked Bacon.

			“You’ll stay until a judge hears your case, which will probably be tomorrow or the day after. Once a case is assembled they’re quick, the judges,” he said with satisfaction.

			“But Shadrack Elli and Miles Countryman have been here for weeks.”

			“Because the police were assembling the case against them.”

			“What about my lawyer?”

			Bacon laughed. “If you can persuade a lawyer to take your case, congratulations. But I doubt you will find one interested in petty fraud, which at most will earn him a few bills.”

			Theo considered. “So I have to defend myself in court?”

			“I suppose you can try,” Bacon shrugged. “It will be an open-and-shut case,” he said comfortably. He stopped, ushered Theo into an open cell, and locked the door. “Hands,” he said, and Theo put them through the bars. “What did you do to this one?” he chuckled, looking at Theo’s right hand as he removed the cuffs. “Turn it inside out?”

			“Sure.” Theo snapped his fingers into a gun. “It’s a trick of mine. I’ll show you some time.”

			“Oh, I doubt I’ll be seeing you again,” Bacon said complacently. “People tend to get lost here in the New Jail. Look around you,” he said, resting his heavy frame against the bars for a moment while he clipped the keys to his belt. “We’re in New Occident, where you can buy anything, including time. Why do you think all these men are in here? Because they can’t buy a thing. That’s how it goes,” he said amiably. He ambled off, the keys jangling with each plodding step.

			Theo stood for a moment in the center of the cell. He closed his eyes, trying to organize his thoughts—trying to imagine the escape route. He could see none.

			“Don’t worry, friend,” a low voice said nearby. “The officers only ever see one side of this place. They don’t know the half of it.”

			Theo opened his eyes and turned to the adjoining cell, where a man sat loosely on his cot, his hands resting on his knees. He had Theo’s complexion, marking him as an outsider from either the Baldlands or the Indian Territories. His expression was easy, and his face was strikingly handsome—half of it was, anyhow. The right side of his face and neck, his right arm and hand, were disfigured by a gruesome burn scar. “What does that mean?” Theo asked dryly. “The New Jail is fun, and the police just don’t know it?”

			The man got up. He drew a tattered book with no covers from the inside of his shirt and handed it through the bars to Theo. “It has its moments,” he said with a gentle smile. “Books are allowed.”

			Theo took it.

			“We pass them around, clockwise. This cell has been empty for a while, so Bullfrog over on the other side of you has been starving for reading material.” He lifted his chin to point to the other cell.

			Theo turned and saw a squat man with a forlorn expression.

			“So if you could read this one quickly and pass it on, I’m sure he’d appreciate it,” the scarred man said.

			Theo looked at the coverless book in his hands: Robinson Crusoe. “I’ve already read this,” he said.

			“Perfect,” the scarred man replied. “Bullfrog will be happy to have it. It’s an adventure story, Bullfrog.”

			Theo crossed his tiny cell and handed the book to Bullfrog, whose expression brightened slightly. “The last book I read was King Lear, and it was very depressing,” he said. He immediately propped himself up on his cot and opened the pages.

			“How about this one?” the scarred man asked Theo, holding up another coverless volume.

			“Lucretius, The Nature of Things,” Theo read aloud. “Haven’t read it.”

			“Excellent.” The man reached through the bars. “I’m called Casanova,” he added.

			“Theodore Constantine Thackary,” Theo said, shaking the scarred hand with his own.

			“Ah, the dreck writer. We have one of Thackeray’s. I just read it last week,” Casanova said thoughtfully.

			“No relation,” Theo said with a wry grin.

			One half of Casanova’s face smiled, and Theo realized the desperation he had felt minutes earlier had faded, and it had been Casanova’s intention all along to accomplish it. “You surprise me,” Casanova said. “Tell me what you think of Lucretius,” he added, sitting back down on his cot. “He rather changed my view of things.”
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			Ausentinia

			
			—1892, July 2: 19-Hour 52—

			Similarly, the people of the Papal States have found use for the Fourwings’ feathers. Beautiful as they are, their iridescent black sheen is considered unsightly by most, who prefer to exploit their incredible strength. As flexible as cloth and as strong as metal, the feathers mix with adobe to make walls of remarkable durability.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s History of the Dark Age

			

			SOPHIA RODE IN front of Goldenrod, and if the Eerie’s arm had not supported her, she would have collapsed. “We are almost there, miting,” Errol said, looking up at her with concern. At the top of the hill, she saw an odd, wavering light near the city. The four of them descended, and as they came closer, Sophia realized that what she had thought was one light was many: a collection of flickering candles.

			Beyond the gates, their faces lit by the flames they carried, the people of Ausentinia lined the broad cobbled street. Sophia looked around her in astonishment. They smiled at her, their faces glad and curious and expectant. A woman with long white hair stepped forward and bowed to her formally. “You must be the traveler without time,” she said. “We have been waiting for you.”

			The travelers dismounted. Sophia walked forward, leaning on Goldenrod. The Ausentinians made way for them, and Sophia, despite her weariness, gazed in wonder. The cobbled streets were illumined by tall lamps, and she could see the closed map stores behind them, their windows reflecting the candlelight. The white-haired woman led them to a lighted doorway with a wooden sign above it marked THE ASTROLABE. They passed into the great room of a comfortable inn, where the aproned innkeeper gave them a smiling welcome.

			“You will rest here,” the white-haired woman said, “for I know your journey has been difficult.” She bowed. “Until the morning.”

			The innkeeper led them to their rooms. Sophia drank water from a white pitcher until her stomach hurt. Then she tried to unlace her boots, but it seemed too great an effort. She felt a moment of regret that she would not manage to remove them as she fell forward onto the bed and into sleep.

			—July 3: 6-Hour 37—

			ERROL FOUND GOLDENROD in the garden of the inn, resting on the soft grass beneath a flowering plum tree. In her sleep, the white scarf that bound her hair had come loose. Her gloves, no doubt pulled off in discomfort at some point in the night, lay crumpled beside her. Her small green feet were bare.

			Errol crouched down and studied her face. He could see the shape of the bones beneath her skin. At times she seemed very human. But her hands . . . He turned his gaze to the slender green fingers of her right hand, which lay only a few inches from his own. They seemed like the stems of a young tree. Errol felt that he did not need to understand how she drew strength from the sun and soil; but he did need to understand whether she was human.

			Goldenrod stretched out her palm wordlessly. Errol blinked. “You are studying my hand,” she said. “You would like to know how the blooms appear there.” She placed her hand, palm up, on Errol’s knee. “Go ahead. See if you can solve the mystery.” Her face was serious, but her voice smiled.

			Errol took her hand, cradling it in his own. He stared at the lines of her palm, which were faintly white against the pale green. The fingers were slim and soft compared to his. He placed the thumb of his left hand in the center of her palm and pressed it, then raised his eyes to hers and held her gaze. Slowly, the skin below her cheekbones turned pink.

			Errol realized he had been holding his breath. He let the air out, relieved. She was human, after all.

			• • •

			SOPHIA ATE THE apricots and bread that sat on a little table by the balcony, devouring them to the last crumb. Then she peeled off her clothes, piece by piece, and crawled into the copper tub of water that stood in the corner, a bar of soap and a white cloth folded beside it. The water had cooled slightly from steaming to warm. Sophia submerged herself, washing every inch of her skin, then wrapped herself in the vast white cloth. She began to feel her mind finally waking.

			When she joined Errol and Goldenrod in the garden, she found them talking quietly, their heads bent toward one another as if even the trees should not hear them. She watched for a moment, wondering at the quiet laugh that spilled from Goldenrod’s mouth. It seemed so unlike her. Errol touched her cheek lightly with his thumb, as if to capture the sound.

			“Sophia,” Goldenrod said, rising to her feet. “How are you feeling?”

			“A little better. Still tired,” she admitted.

			“It will take some time to feel rested,” the Eerie said reassuringly, pressing Sophia’s hand. She led her to a stone bench beneath the trees. “You shared thoughts with an old one. That requires great endurance.”

			“Is that what you would call it? Sharing thoughts?”

			“I still do not understand it, however many times my Faierie explains it,” Errol said, seeming not at all bothered by his lack of comprehension. He smiled at Goldenrod.

			Goldenrod smiled back and then turned that smile to Sophia. “Ausentinia read your memories of the route through the Dark Age.”

			“It is strange to think—now I know how a map feels when it is being read.”

			“That is how Ausentinia found its way out.”

			“But I also—saw things. Remembered things.”

			“The memories of an old one are long and powerful. You glimpsed pieces of them when Ausentinia shared your thoughts.”

			“I sensed that. But there is so much else . . .” Sophia shook her head. “Has Ausentinia spoken to you? Do you know more about how it came to be trapped within the Dark Age?”

			“Yes, it has,” said Goldenrod. “You speculated that the Dark Age was made by human hands. Ausentinia has told me that this is so. The Dark Age is not a Clime, any more than a puppet is a person. But in some ways it behaves like a Clime. And this explains why it has expanded. It was created to sustain natural life—to support the native life within it. Indeed, its only purpose is to support such life; if no creatures remained in it, the Dark Age would fade, like a tree rotted at the root. Once there were many native beings—people, plants, and animals. As it stands now, the entire Age supports only a single native creature.”

			“The fourwings?”

			She shook her head. “The wanderers—the plague. The fourwings were made to sustain them. They are home to it. But, as you know, the people of the Papal States have hunted the fourwings to rarity. Soon after the Disruption, when people first encountered the Dark Age, they attempted to cut down the dangerous spines. The fourwings defended their homes, attacking at the edges and finally flying farther and farther to deter invaders. People of the Papal States destroyed as many fourwings as they could, thereby also destroying the creatures upon which lapena survived. And so the plague looked elsewhere—left the Dark Age and wandered to others so that it might survive. Those others, people in the Papal States, are not as strong as the fourwings; they do not bear its presence well.”

			“So if the fourwings are allowed to live, the plague will return to them?”

			“Perhaps. It would take time.”

			Sophia sat in silence.

			“There is another possibility,” Goldenrod said.

			“The goldenrod,” Sophia guessed.

			The Eerie nodded. “Any Eerie bloom would do. I happen to have goldenrod.” She opened her palm, revealing a small yellow blossom.

			“Over the years, the people of the Papal States have spent a fortune on gold,” Errol said. “Gold thread. Gold chains. Gold masks. Such a waste.”

			“It is an old manner of thinking. Shielding oneself from a sickness instead of speaking to it. You cannot blame them for trying,” said Goldenrod.

			Sophia smiled. “I can imagine the Dark Age filled with goldenrod. It would be very beautiful.”

			Errol snorted. “The flower would be the only beauty in that wretched place.”

			“But it would grow differently,” Sophia reflected. “If the soil is man-made.”

			“It well might,” agreed Goldenrod. “We will see.”

			Sophia watched as Goldenrod scattered the yellow petals to the ground beside them. “I want to go with you.”

			“You need to rest,” Errol objected.

			“She will rest,” Goldenrod told him. “And then we can all go together.”

			“Every day more people die of the plague,” Sophia said. Errol and Goldenrod did not reply. Sophia bit her lip. “You should go soon. What does it look like, Goldenrod?”

			“The plague?” She pursed her lips. “Imagine a tiny moth made of light.”

			Sophia contemplated the existence of such a creature and wondered at the creation of an entire Age to sustain it. As she pictured the small moths, their wings flickering, her eyes closed. She leaned back against the birch and drifted, her breathing easy.
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			Rescue

			
			—July 3: 12-Hour 21—

			I will confess to the reader that I have traveled as far as the border of the Dark Age, and I have gazed into its depths. I find myself wondering, with optimism rather than dread, what the Age would yield if we did not prohibit further exploration.

			—From Fulgencio Esparragosa’s History of the Dark Age

			

			SOPHIA AWOKE IN her room at the Astrolabe, a pale green blanket tucked around her. Rosemary sat nearby in a wooden chair, looking out through the open doors to the balcony. She held a length of blue fabric in her hands that she fingered absently. Sophia lay quietly for a moment, content and unwilling to move. Rosemary’s expression was thoughtful. She drew her hair back with a practiced movement and braided it loosely, then pulled the braid over her shoulder and brushed the tip across her palm, as if writing something onto her skin. Then she took up the blue fabric once more and held it up before her appraisingly. Sophia pushed herself up to sit.

			“What is that?” she asked.

			“You are awake,” Rosemary said, turning to her.

			“I must have fallen asleep in the garden.”

			“Yes. Errol brought you here.” She looked down at her lap. “This is my mother’s silkshell.”

			“I’ve heard about silkshells, but I’ve never seen one.”

			Rosemary held it up. “Would you like to?”

			“What does it do?” Sophia asked.

			“When you feel the silk, you will have a sense of who she was.”

			Sophia pulled herself to the edge of the bed and took the silk in both hands. The moment she touched it, she felt herself in the presence of a woman—laughing, gentle, easily affectionate. The longer Sophia held the silk, the deeper became her sense of Rosemary’s mother. She had been a little too indulgent with her only child, and she felt, with some embarrassment, unrepentant about it. She had struggled all her life with doubts about whom to trust. She had been strong in her faith and flexible in her opinions. She had no fear of death, but she feared, at every moment, pain or hardship for her child.

			Sophia handed the silk back, overcome that Rosemary had shared with her something so precious. “It is almost like a memory map,” she said. “But without the memories—just powerful emotions.”

			Rosemary nodded, carefully folding the precious fabric. “It was kind of her to leave it for me at the end.”

			“And she wore it for you, too,” Sophia said. “For many years, it seems.” She paused. “I’m sorry we have not found her yet.”

			Rosemary smiled. “I am sure we will.” She stood up. “Are you hungry?”

			Sophia realized that she was. “Very much so.”

			“Alba says you are to ask for whatever you like. She is the elderly woman who brought us to the inn. She is a member of the council of Ausentinia, and she says the city is greatly in your debt.” She smiled again. “So what would you like to eat?”

			“Anything.”

			Sophia and Rosemary ate soup and bread and cheese in companionable silence, and when their plates of pudding with honey had been scraped clean, Rosemary suggested they walk the short distance to the border of the Dark Age so they could see what Goldenrod was planting. “That is,” she added, “if you feel well enough.”

			There was no question Sophia would go. It was more tiring than she had imagined to change into her now clean clothes and lace her boots, and she tried to conceal her labored breathing as they walked through the streets of Ausentinia. Everyone they passed smiled, often waving their thanks to the traveler without time.

			When they reached the gates, they rested in the shade of the stone wall. “We should go back,” Rosemary said. “I do not know why I did not bring the horse.”

			“It is only a short distance,” Sophia insisted, starting along the path that she had taken, only half-aware, the night before. Rosemary followed her reluctantly. “Would you . . .” Sophia hesitated. “Would you tell me what they were like when you met them?” She paused. “Minna and Bronson?”

			Rosemary did not answer right away. Her footsteps sounded heavily on the packed earth. “They were very kind,” she finally said. “They feared for their lives, and yet they behaved with great compassion. I could see that this was born from their manner of loving. Each other, and, I am sure, you. When I spoke to your mother, I felt reassured.” She smiled. “Can you imagine? Though behind bars, she was reassuring me. They were—they are—wonderful people. They came all this way to rescue a friend. I recognize it does not make it less of a loss to you, but they acted with great selflessness and humanity.”

			Sophia felt tears spilling onto her cheeks. But she also felt that her feet moved more steadily and with greater energy, and soon they had reached the hill where Ausentinia had extended into the Dark Age, drawing a dirt path through it to the Papal States beyond.

			As soon as they crested the hill, Sophia saw what the Eerie had done. In the soil of the Dark Age, the goldenrod had taken lush, explosive root, and great, golden canopies hung over the spines like clouds. Sophia gasped. “So beautiful!” she exclaimed.

			“Yes,” Rosemary agreed. “Very beautiful. She and Errol are walking the path to the Papal States, and the goldenrod will grow on either side of it.” The golden boughs wove through the Dark Age as far as they could see. “A golden specific in a dark Age. The most beautiful remedy for the most brutal plague.”

			 They sat at the top of the hill and watched the blossoms nod and sway in the breeze. When Sophia felt recovered, she rose and looked back at the valley of Ausentinia. Now she could see what had been invisible at night: a path encircling the city, bordered by cypresses and spruce trees. “Rosemary,” she said, heading downhill, “let’s take the path around the city.”

			“We should go back so you can rest.”

			“It will only take a moment,” Sophia insisted. The quiet among the trees was profound, disturbed by the occasional conversation of birds in their branches. Sophia felt more energy in the shade, and they walked slowly but steadily. Stopping to lean against the trunk of a maple tree, she admired the world Ausentinia had preserved. Then a glimmer of white caught her eye. She thought at first it was a strange kind of bird, and then she thought it might be an ornament made by some Ausentinian and placed among the trees. “Can you see what that is, Rosemary?”

			Rosemary left the path, disappearing from view. Sophia let herself sink down onto the ground, and she rested her head against the maple. Minutes passed. When she opened her eyes, Rosemary had not returned. Sophia checked her watch and found that she had been gone nearly half an hour. With a start, she rose to her feet and walked as fast she could toward the white shape that had caught her eye.

			“Rosemary,” she called, as she stepped over the pine needles. “Rosemary?” she called again, more urgently.

			There was no response, and as she reached the twisted roots of a cypress she saw why. The high, blanched roots made a kind of shelter—a room, a cage—at the tree’s base. Rosemary sat beside them. “See, Sophia, where you have led me.” Her eyes were swollen from tears. Inside the cypress shelter, as if someone had taken refuge there long ago, was a half-hidden human shape, the fragile white of dried bone. “The cross she wears on a gold chain—I recognize it without doubt.”

			Sophia knelt down and gazed at the skeletal figure. “You found your mother’s resting place,” she whispered.

			Rosemary nodded. “She came here to escape me—to protect me.” Her tears returned, and she covered her face with her hands. “But now I have found her.”
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			Leaving Prison

			
			—1892, July 5: 8-Hour 00—

			One piece of dreck discovered in 1832 created a sensation that cast a long shadow over the politics of New Occident. It was a history written in 1900, and it told of a great war that had divided the nation forty years earlier. For three decades, New Occident waited, to some degree with bated breath. The war did not transpire, of course. It never would. It belonged to a different Age.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			“THEO! THEO!” SOMEONE was calling him, but he had difficulty waking from the dream in which he knelt by the prison window, watching the grass outside grow thicker and thicker until it extinguished all the light beyond. The prison cell was dark, and he had trouble waking without the prodding of the sun.

			He opened his eyes and saw at once that there were several people standing at the barred door. He sat up. Some part of him, even while he slept, had recognized the voice. “Shadrack?” he asked uncertainly.

			“Yes—it’s me,” came the reply.

			“They let you out!” Theo got to his feet. In the dim corridor, he saw Shadrack, Miles, Mrs. Clay, Nettie, and Winnie all clustered at the entrance to his cell. A slow smile crept over his face. “It’s good to see you,” he said, surprised by how his voice caught. He reached out through the bars to embrace Shadrack.

			Miles, his face pressed between the bars, gave him a hug. “Likewise, my boy.”

			Mrs. Clay, overcome with emotion, was silent as she reached through to pat Theo’s arm. Nettie gave him a cool kiss on the cheek. Winnie, not to be deterred, reached through the bars and solemnly hugged Theo around the waist. Theo laughed, tousling the boy’s hair and kneeling to return the embrace. “Come to join me, then? There’s plenty of room.” Winnie gave a little sigh. “Hey, it’s not so bad!” Theo said with another laugh. “They sentenced me yesterday—only two months in this confounded place. A bit more than you had to put up with, though,” he said with a smile for Shadrack and Miles. “Tell me, how’d you get out?”

			“The case against Bertram Peel moved very quickly,” Shadrack said. “He gave a full confession, and his knowledge of details from the case that were never disclosed by the police made the proceedings very fast. Fortunately, Mrs. Clay’s trial was even faster.”

			Theo immediately looked to her. “Mrs. Clay?”

			“Concealing evidence, my dear.” She sniffed. “Nothing serious. Just a little fine, and well worth it.”

			He shook his head, smiling once more. “What about Broadgirdle?”

			“Off scot-free!” Miles burst out with frustration.

			“I thought as much,” Theo said calmly. He had accepted that Broadgirdle would somehow pin the murder on Peel.

			“He claims he knew nothing about it,” Miles fumed, “and that Peel acted with the Sandmen of his own initiative—an effort to curry favor. And, curse him, there is no evidence proving otherwise.”

			“Broadgirdle will remain as prime minister?”

			The little group was silent. Shadrack nodded. “I am afraid so.”

			Theo clasped the bars. “Broadgirdle is a Sandman. He has the scars. I saw them myself. Doesn’t that prove he’s tied up with this?”

			“Nettie and Winnie told us,” Shadrack said slowly. “But I’m afraid it doesn’t change anything.”

			Theo noticed that all of them were avoiding his gaze; they looked at the floor, the cell, everywhere but at him. There was something else, he realized, they had not yet told him. “What is it?” Shadrack looked at him anxiously—almost with pity. Theo felt an unexpected tremor of nervousness. “Tell me what it is,” he demanded.

			“The war in the west that Broadgirdle has begun . . .” Shadrack faltered.

			“Yes?”

			“New Occident has almost no army to speak of,” Shadrack tried again. “Broadgirdle made a call for enlistment, but he has also conscripted . . .” He swallowed. “He has conscripted the prison population of New Occident. It will be announced today—this morning.”

			Theo stared at him, not comprehending, though the words were clear enough. “Conscripted?” he echoed.

			“He’s sending the prisoners to fight the war, Theo,” Miles said, his voice coldly furious.

			Theo was silent. Winnie reached through the bars and took Theo’s hand, looking up at him with the most bewildered, forlorn expression Theo had ever seen. He smiled. “Don’t worry. You think I’m going to stand there in a uniform while someone throws bullets at me? Not likely. First chance I’ll be gone”—he snapped his fingers—“like that.”

			“Yes, we knew you would say that. But the penalty for desertion is death,” Mrs. Clay cried. She buried her face in her handkerchief. Mrs. Clay’s outburst was apparently contagious, because Nettie began sniffling and Miles had to turn away and give a series of loud, throat-clearing coughs.

			“That’s if they can catch me,” replied Theo.

			“You would not be able to return to New Occident,” Shadrack said tightly.

			Theo hesitated. Then he glanced down again at Winnie’s face, now tear-stained, and grinned. “Well, can’t do that, then. But don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. This war will be over before we know it.”

			“I hope it will,” Shadrack said. “And I will do everything in my power to ensure it happens.”

			“You are staying at the ministry?” Theo asked, surprised. “Even with Broadgirdle as prime minister?”

			Shadrack looked stricken. “Broadgirdle has . . .” And, again, he swallowed. “He has suggested I stay on in the new government. Something to do with who I was in the Age of Verity. A war map maker.”

			Theo’s eyes narrowed. “He has twisted your arm.”

			“No, no,” Shadrack said too quickly. “It is true that I can do more good in the ministry than in my study at East Ending. And there’s the Eerie.” He shook his head. “The rule map tells us what happened, but not where. I feel it is my duty to find them.”

			“What about Sophia?”

			“The pirates came to Boston Harbor on June nineteenth and left word that they would depart immediately for Seville, but I have heard nothing else. Miles wishes to sail at once for the Papal States.”

			“Wouldn’t it be better to wait for them?”

			“I cannot make up my mind,” Shadrack said, passing a hand over his forehead. “I am sick with worry, but I do not see how Miles can reach Seville before Calixta and Burr . . .”

			“I think we should wait,” Mrs. Clay said quietly.

			“And I have decided that I will sail at once,” Miles said, having recovered himself sufficiently to deliver this verdict.

			“As you see,” Shadrack told Theo with a wry smile, “we cannot make up our minds collectively, either.”

			The sharp trill of a whistle rang through the stone corridor, and the group turned as one to watch the approach of several prison guards. Theo’s cell near the end lay farthest from where the head guard stood, whistling once more before beginning his announcement.

			“Prisoners of Ward One, come to attention.” He paused, and from behind the fifty barred doors of Ward 1 came a dull scuffling and clanging and a few complaints—a few more rude retorts—before the guard cut in again. “You have been called to serve your nation. By order of Prime Minister Gordon Broadgirdle, you will be taken from this place of incarceration and trained for combat in Camp Monecan. Any prisoner unfit for combat duty will be reassigned by the Minister of War. Prisoners, place your hands through the bars so that they are clearly visible. We will be coming through to lead you from your cells.”

			The end of the guard’s announcement was met with such a din of protest from the prisoners that Theo could hardly hear his friends’ good-byes. The inmates shouted and rattled the bars and taunted the guards, who placidly walked from cell to cell, placing handcuffs on the outstretched arms of willing prisoners and, where necessary, wielding their batons to ensure compliance. “Good-bye, Theo,” Shadrack said, embracing him through the bars. “We will get you out of this mess.”

			Theo nodded. “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I’ll be all right. Find the Weatherers. And find Sophia.”

			Shadrack nodded and turned away, his face distraught.

			Reaching through the bars, Miles wrapped Theo in a bear hug and said in his ear: “It’s kind of you to put on a good show for us, Theo. You’ve got more nerve than any man I know. I admire you, my friend.” He pounded Theo roughly on the back and then pulled away, wiping his eyes hastily with his fist.

			The guards were making faster progress through the corridor than Theo had expected. They were halfway down, though the noise was only growing greater. “Good-bye, my dear boy,” Mrs. Clay said tearfully. As she embraced Theo, her sobs became uncontrollable. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said. “You’re being so brave, but I just can’t—” She pulled him closer. “Please be careful.”

			Nettie, who had veered sharply from tears to outrage, hugged him and then shook his hand firmly. “Thank you for coming to see me,” Theo said with a crooked smile, “even though I sort of lied to you about who I am.”

			“I’ve not forgiven you yet,” Nettie replied primly. “You’ll have to come back soon and make it up to me.”

			Theo took her arm. “You’re going to stay on the case, aren’t you?” he asked in a low voice.

			“Of course,” she whispered.

			“Then you should know something about Broadgirdle. You heard what I said in his office.”

			“I heard everything. I remember.”

			“His real name is Wilkie Graves. Might help.”

			Nettie’s eyes narrowed. “You really should have told me earlier,” she hissed.

			Theo smiled. “Be careful. He’s much worse than he looks.”

			He crouched down to say good-bye to Winnie, but the boy seemed unwilling to come any closer. He stood a few feet away, watching the guards and the raging inmates with evident horror. “Hey, Winnie,” Theo called. He reached out for the boy’s hand. “Come over here. Say good-bye to me properly.”

			Winnie reluctantly came closer. “I don’t want to say good-bye.”

			“I know. But hey, look on the bright side. Good thing it’s me and not you they’re sending off. Wouldn’t want to see you out there in the Indian Territories with a pistol!”

			Winnie shook his head. He looked at Theo sullenly, and suddenly the tears spilled from his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he said, gulping over the tears. “I should have gotten there sooner. I should have broken in myself. I don’t know why I didn’t. It was so stupid. Stupid. I’m so sorry, Theo.”

			Theo felt a painful tug in his throat. Winnie wiped a dirty hand across his eyes with frustration and grief. Theo saw, with sudden illumination, how like him the little boy was—not only because he lived by his wits and took care of himself, but also because having to take care of himself had convinced him that he was older in the world than he really was. He was so certain that the evils around him were his to avert, his to live with if he could not avert them. Winnie could not fathom that those evils would exist, whole and terrible in their consequences, even if he did not.

			And to think I was younger than he is now. I could do nothing. I could no more have stopped Graves’s slaving than Winnie could stop this war. Theo felt a pulse of heartbreak for the torment it had caused his younger self to take such a burden, then a wave of compassion for the boy he had been, the boy who stood before him now. If only someone could have told him then what he now saw so clearly: You are blameless. Forgive yourself.

			“Look,” Theo insisted, pulling Winnie toward him by the hand. He drew him in so that no one else could hear. “This is not your fault. I would have landed here one way or another. You understand?” Winnie nodded, but did not look up. “Winnie, look at me.” Reluctantly, he did. “Even if you only did good things every day, every moment of your life, bad things would still happen.”

			“The good is not enough,” Winnie said sadly.

			“It is enough. That’s what I’m saying. It is enough. The doing is what matters.” He squeezed Winnie’s hand. “Okay?”

			Winnie sniffed. “Okay.”

			“I want you to look after everyone for me. Mrs. Clay is a mess. And Shadrack and Miles are going to argue about what to do until nothing gets done. You’re going to have to give them the advice I would if I were here. Talk some sense to them. Can you do that?” Winnie looked back at the ground. Then he gave a short nod. “Right, then.” Theo hugged the boy and released him. “Get out of here.” He gave him a wink. “Stay out of trouble.”

			The guards, nearing the dark end of the corridor, had finally caught sight of the visitors. “You can’t be here,” one of them snapped. “There were to be no visitors after eight-hour.”

			“We are just leaving,” Shadrack said. Putting his arm around the inconsolable Mrs. Clay, he began walking down the corridor, followed by the others.

			Theo watched them go. They made a sad little procession, weaving their way through the shouting, jibing prisoners, all the way to the entrance of Ward 1. Theo sighed. He felt a spasm of sadness as Winnie turned in the doorway to wave. Theo swallowed hard and put his hands through the bars. “Theodore Constantine Thackary?” the guard barked.

			“Yes.”

			“You are hereby conscripted to the Armed Forces of New Occident. Your sentence of two months’ imprisonment will be considered served when your unit’s deployment has ended or, if this be sooner than two months, when your term of incarceration has ended.” He turned to the guard beside him. “Manacles.” The cuffs closed on Theo’s wrists, and the guards made ready to open the cell doors.

		

	
		
			Epilogue:
The Offered Sail

			
			—1892, July 15: 12-Hour 00—

			SEVILLE: Calle Abades, Libreria del Sabio. The bookstore named for Alfonso “The Wise” specializes in detailed maps of the Papal States. You will not find many useful travel maps for other Ages, but you will find guide maps aplenty for local journeys and pilgrimages.

			—From Neville Chipping’s Map Vendors in Every (Known) Age

			

			SEVILLE HAD CHANGED. The first few days after the plague had passed, no one could believe it. They considered that the brief respite was only that: a pause in the dreadful progress. But after a week, people began to hope that perhaps, after so many decades, the contagion had finally turned and fled. The hope became relief, which became elation.

			From one week to the next, Seville transformed from a shuttered and desolate city to a buoyant, living one; from a clump of dry soil to a tendril of green growth. Doors were unbolted, merchants opened their stores, horses clattered through the streets, children once more played together, and the houses of worship rang with the sound of music.

			Most people did not know what had caused the plague to end. But Sophia, as she rode alongside Goldenrod and Errol, with Seneca gliding high above them, knew for certain, and she felt a rush of unexpected happiness thinking of the part she had played. She had to remind herself that she had taken a great risk and expended all her strength in doing so. It was too easy, now, as she rode with her friends, to forget the long journey through the Dark Age and the terror of communing with a Clime.

			The time spent in Ausentinia had allowed for recovery. Sophia recovered, albeit slowly, and Ausentinia recovered gradually from its long isolation, and the Papal States recovered yet more gradually from the enduring effects of the plague. When the first traveler to Ausentinia arrived, following the path through the Dark Age and seeking a map for what he had lost, the city celebrated.

			During her days in Ausentinia, Sophia spoke frequently to Alba about her journey, and she told her of Minna’s phantom. “What I don’t understand is where the apparition came from. I was afraid of it at first, but then I became certain that it somehow came from here—from Ausentinia. But how could such a thing be?”

			Alba thought for a moment. “You are right that she came from Ausentinia. Let me ask you this: if you had arrived here seeking something you had lost, what would that thing be?”

			“My mother and father,” Sophia answered without hesitation.

			“And if Errol had arrived seeking something he had lost, what would it be?”

			Sophia paused. “His brother.”

			Alba nodded. “You would have sought maps to find these people. The maps guiding you to them, in truth, already exist. They have always existed. They are waiting here for you as they have always waited. But while Ausentinia lay trapped in the Dark Age, no one could approach the city. The guiding impulse that writes the maps of Ausentinia had to reach you, somehow—somehow find and guide you.”

			Sophia reflected in silence.

			“You might say,” Alba added, “that the apparition is the map brought to life—the physical presence of the guide that will, someday, lead you to your mother and father.”

			“So they’re not dead?” Sophia whispered.

			“They are absent,” Alba replied gently. “Not departed.”

			“Then does that mean—does it mean that bringing me to Ausentinia was part of my finding them?”

			Alba smiled. “Yes. You will not see the figure any longer, for you will have the map now to guide you. The map that will lead you to Minna and Bronson. I have been waiting for the right moment.” She paused, reaching into the folds of her cloak. “Here it is.” She gave Sophia a scroll of paper tied with white string. “And here is the map you will one day pass along to another,” she added, handing her a small leather purse fastened with blue string. “Your map will let you know when the moment is right.”

			Sophia took the scroll and the purse. She looked at the scroll but did not touch the white string. Her hand was trembling.

			“I know it has been a long wait, Sophia,” Alba said quietly. “I will let you read the map in peace.”

			• • •

			SOPHIA PATTED THE purse and the map where they sat in the pocket of her skirt. The purse, curiously, held not a scroll of any kind but a bundle of red stones that Goldenrod said were garnets. The map was similarly mystifying. Most of what was written upon it she did not understand. But the beginning was familiar, and it gave her a clear path to follow:

			Missing but not lost, absent but not gone, unseen but not unheard. Find us while we still draw breath.

			Leave my last words in the Castle of Verity; they will reach you by another route. When you return to the City of Privation, the man who keeps time by two clocks and follows a third will wait for you. Take the offered sail, and do not regret those you leave behind, for the falconer and the hand that blooms will go with you. Though the route may be long, they will lead you to the ones who weather time. A pair of pistols and a sword will prove fair company.

			For now, she was simply happy to know that the path before her lay alongside Goldenrod and Errol. She had no wish to part from them. Errol had received his own map, one as inscrutable as Sophia’s, though he believed implicitly that his brother lay at the end of it.

			But not all routes led in the same direction. Rosemary, having found what she had sought for so long, took her mother’s bones to hallowed ground. She had ridden with them as far as Seville and there said her farewells.

			As they neared the port, Sophia’s heart soared. The sight of so many ships, their tall masts cluttering the harbor, filled her with excitement. Soon, very soon, she would be home.

			“I say we find something to eat before we seek our vessel,” Errol said, dismounting. “My Faierie here might subsist on sun and air and water, but you and I need something heartier, Sophia.” He rested his hand on Goldenrod’s gloved arm and gave her a brief smile.

			“What about bread with raisins in it?” Sophia asked, allowing Errol to help her down from the saddle. “Remember the street where you found me? There’s someone there I want to thank.”

			“Very well. Bread with raisins it is.” He paused. “Can I be of service?” he asked, rather stiffly.

			Sophia turned to look at the man who stood nearby, looking keenly at the trio. He was tall, with skin bronzed almost to brown, and his broad grin flashed a row of even, white teeth.

			“It is I who wish to be of service.”

			“Richard,” Goldenrod said comfortably. She gave a warm smile as she extended her gloved hand. “It is very good to see you. I had word that you had arrived, and I understood at long last my very unusual Atlantic voyage.”

			“You are impossible to surprise,” the tall man said, bowing slightly. He spoke English with a broad accent that pulled his mouth into a smile. “But I am very glad to see you, too, safe and sound. And you,” he said, turning to Sophia, “must be Sophia Tims.”

			Sophia nodded, surprised. “Yes. How did you know?”

			“Very pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said, shaking her hand. “My name is Captain Richard Wren. I was given your description. I have been anchored in the port of Seville for some time, waiting for your arrival.” As if by habit, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a watch, examining it through an amber-tinted monocle. “Fifteen days and seven hours, to be exact.” He flashed his brilliant smile and returned the watch to his pocket.

			Sophia noticed, with sudden awareness, that he had two pocket-watch chains. “Captain Wren?” she asked, her pulse quickening. The name was familiar: Cabeza de Cabra had recorded it in his map, in his memory of watching Minna and Bronson as they prepared to cross the bridge into Ausentinia. “Who gave you my description?”

			“My associate in Boston, who, I believe,” he said with a hint of vexation, “instructed you to meet me here at the port of Seville.”

			His reply recalled her to what seemed a remote past. “Remorse?”

			“The very same. It seems there have been some unexpected mishaps and detours, but at least you are here now.”

			Sophia was astonished. “I—How—” She shook her head. “I am confused.”

			Wren gave a hearty laugh. “All will be explained, I promise. Perhaps this will help—I have here the document you have been seeking.” Captain Wren handed Sophia a packet of folded papers. “It is a copy I made of a diary in Granada, and I brought it with me for our meeting to demonstrate my good intentions. And, as you shall see, it is in small part about me.” He said this abashedly, as if he had taken a great liberty by appearing in the pages of the diary.

			Sophia took the packet of papers and stared at the cover sheet. It read:

			Personal Diary of Wilhelmina Tims. 
From the original found at the Granada Depository.
Copied on June 25, 1892, by Richard Wren.

			Sophia’s eyes opened wide. She looked up at the captain. “The diary! She wrote about you?”

			Captain Wren nodded. “Your mother and father sailed with me in 1881. Not long after, they sent a message asking for my help. For several reasons, I could not come to their aid. I am arriving now, many years later, hoping I am not too late to be of some assistance.”

			Sophia stared at the pages in silence, hardly believing she finally held her mother’s words in her hands. “Thank you,” she said, looking up at Captain Wren. “Thank you.”

			The captain bowed, beaming with satisfaction. “You are very welcome.” Turning to Errol, he gave another small bow. “And I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting . . . ?”

			“Errol Forsyth, of York,” Errol said, shaking hands with the captain. He had at first watched the man with suspicion; this had gradually faded, giving way to a cautious curiosity. “I am pleased to know someone who offered aid to Sophia’s parents, Captain Wren.”

			“Please call me Richard. I am very glad to make your acquaintance. And if I could,” he said, gesturing toward the harbor, “I would recommend that we negotiate for passage with one of these ships. We are heading west to find the author of that document, are we not?” He smiled at Sophia.

			Sophia nodded, overcome.

			Wren grinned. “Excellent. I wish the vessel your parents knew, the Roost, was here with me, but for reasons I will explain I had to find other means of travel. But we will find suitable arrangements.” He led them toward the harbor, holding one large, weathered hand over his eyes to shield them.

			The sun, as it always did in Seville, shone down so brightly that Sophia had difficulty making out all the various flags and sails that fluttered in the harbor. But as the sun hid behind a tall mast, Sophia suddenly spotted one particular flag that made her heart stop. Her eyes followed down the mast to the ship, searching eagerly for the ship’s name. There it was: the Swan. A broad smile broke out across Sophia’s face. “A pair of pistols and a sword,” she said aloud. “Fair company, indeed.”

			The hope flared up in her, quick and sudden, that Theo had found his way aboard. She could not wait to see him. “I think I know who will take us west,” she said, making her way to the dock.
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			At that time I had three children who went with me on foot, one who rode on horse back, and one whom I carried on my back.

			Our corn was good that year; a part of which we had gathered and secured for winter.

			In one or two days after the skirmish at Connissius lake, Sullivan and his army arrived at Genesee river, where they destroyed every article of the food kind that they could lay their hands on. A part of the corn they burnt, and threw the remainder in the river. They burnt our houses, killed what few cattle and horses they could find, destroyed our fruit trees, and left nothing but the bare soil and timber. But the Indians had eloped and were not to be found.

			Having crossed and recrossed the river, and finished the work of destruction, the army marched off to the east. Our Indians saw them move off, but suspecting that it was Sullivan’s intention to watch our return, and then to take us by surprize, resolved that the main body of our tribe should hunt where we then were, till Sullivan had gone so far that there would be no danger of his returning to molest us.

			This being agreed to, we hunted continually till the Indians concluded that there could be no risk in our once more taking possession of our lands. Accordingly we all returned; but what were our feelings when we found that there was not a mouthful of any kind of sustenance left, not even enough to keep a child one day from perishing without hunger.

			The weather by this time had become cold and stormy; and as we were destitute of houses and food too, I immediately resolved to take my children and look out for myself, without delay.

			—Dehgewärnis (Mary Jemison of the Seneca), 1779
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			You will understand that our priority was to prevent the advance of the Glacine Age and save our own skins—I could not indulge my inquisitive nature as I usually do. So what did we learn? We knew that Blanca, the Lachrima who had held me captive, relied upon Nihilismian recruits to do her work. We knew that Blanca altered their minds and took many of their memories with the hourglass device, a horror I had seen at work firsthand. We knew that the Sandmen, as she called them, were loyal to her, and I suspected that they were drawn to her in the first place because they perceived in her grand vision for the world a way to return to the Age of Verity. They imagined, as she did, that the consequences of the Great Disruption could somehow be reversed. But our questions outnumbered and still outnumber our answers. How did she find and recruit Sandmen? What Ages did they come from? And, most vitally, what would they do now that Blanca was gone? Would they retreat and disappear from sight? Or would they reemerge to pursue some greater, perhaps even more terrible purpose?

			—From Shadrack Elli’s private reports to Prime Minister Cyril Bligh
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			Prologue

			July 23, 1892

			Dear Shadrack,

			The foul weather in the Territories has continued. The heavy clouds, motionless and low, seem now to be a permanent fixture. I cannot remember when we last saw the sun. But now things have taken a turn for the worse. Something has happened this day that I have never seen before and that cannot be explained. I scarcely trust myself to describe it. Let me tell you how it happened.

			I awoke in the middle of the night to a commotion at my door. A woman I know from the nearby town of Pear Tree stood there. Esther had a look about her that I have seen only once before, on the face of a man who fled and outran a forest fire: grief, disbelief, and confusion swirled in her eyes. She seemed unsure of whether she was among the living or the dead. “Casper?” she whispered. “Is it you?”

			I told her it was. I did not understand the tale she related to me, and it had to be repeated many times. Even when I finally understood her words, I still could not make sense of them. 

			She said it had started in the evening, a while still before sunset, for there was yet light enough to see. She had been taking the children’s clothing down from the drying line when she saw a red vapor spilling over the stone wall of her garden. Wondering what it was, she watched the strange substance approach until it rose and swelled, immersing her and the clothesline, obscuring even her house from view. For a time she stood, waiting anxiously. She realized the vapor smelled sweet, like a flower. Then the smell changed. It grew foul—like rotting meat.

			She heard a distant scream, and the sound filled her with panic. Fighting through the fog, she burst into the house. She found the crimson vapor clogging every room and passageway, and the panic rose to terror. Calling for her children, she made her way through the house half-blind. Then she saw the intruders: three giant rats as large as full-grown men, their black eyes cruel, their yellowed teeth sharp. Seizing a knife from the kitchen, she chased them through the house, fearing what they would do or had done to her children. The rats closeted themselves in the pantry and hissed at her through the door. 

			She could not find her children anywhere.

			She called for them with growing desperation, finally stumbling outside. Then she realized that her own cries were being echoed by others everywhere, in every house of Pear Tree. The entire town blazed with panic. Something tugged at her mind, some uncertainty, but she could not place it. She knew only that something was not right. 

			It is the fog, she finally realized. I am confused, and it began with the fog. 

			She found her way along the road, though the sounds on either side were terrifying. When she finally made her way out of Pear Tree, darkness had fallen. She could tell that she had left the fog behind, because her mind began to clear. Looking back upon the town, she could see nothing in the settled darkness, but she heard ceaseless screams and shouts. The impulse to turn back and seek her children warred with the impulse to seek help elsewhere. Uncertainly, still confused by what she had seen, she came here and woke me in the dead of night. 

			I assembled all the council and within the hour we were on the road to Pear Tree. We arrived just as the gray day was dawning, putrid and damp as every day has been all this month. The crimson fog had passed, but it had left its mark in more ways than one. A thin sediment of the purest red coated every surface: the stone wall surrounding Pear Tree, the leaves of every tree, the roof of every house, the surface of every path and road. As we made our way slowly into the silent town, we saw what else the fog had left behind: the human wreckage. 

			The first thing we saw was a man sitting on his front step, holding a woman’s laced boot. When we spoke to him, he ignored us entirely. I approached and asked if he was hurt. Finally he turned his eyes to me and held up the boot, saying, “Wolves don’t wear shoes.” He seemed stunned by his own statement. We could gain nothing more from him.

			Some of the houses and barns had been burned with their occupants. The smell was unbearable. Many houses that stood intact had doors ominously ajar, and I caught glimpses of broken furniture, torn curtains, shattered windows. 

			I will not describe it further, Shadrack, for it is too horrible, but I believe in those few hours half the lives of Pear Tree were lost. 

			We returned to Esther’s home. She was shocked, of course—shocked into silence and shaking beside me as we walked. “There is something,” she said, her voice breaking, as we neared her house. “There is something I do not understand.”

			“There is much that I do not understand,” I said. 

			“How,” she went on, as if I had not spoken, “how were the rats able to barricade the door to the pantry?”

			I confess that I did not take her meaning. It seemed a pointless question in the midst of such a catastrophe. No doubt the truth had begun to dawn on her before I saw even the faintest glimmer of it. But when we reached her house I understood. Hurrying, anxious with her sudden doubt, she rushed in and made her way to the pantry door. She knocked upon it urgently. “Open the door,” she sobbed. “Open the door, I beg you.”

			There was a scuffle, and we heard heavy things shifted aside one by one. The door opened a crack and Esther’s three children peered out at us, their eyes wide with fear. 

			It is a distortion, Shadrack, a skewed perception that changes the reality before you into something dreadful. The survivors who could assemble their thoughts described to us different visions—all terrifying. There were no intruders, no monsters. The fog caused the people of Pear Tree to turn upon themselves. 

			If this is done by human hand, it is the cruelest act I have yet to see. If it is done by nature, it is no less frightening. I ask you: What is this? Is it part and parcel of the weather that plagues us, or is it something unrelated? Has it happened only in Pear Tree, or elsewhere, too? Please—tell me what you know.

			(This will be given to Entwhistle, as you asked. Instruct me if I should do otherwise in future.)

			Yours,
Casper Bearing
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			Hispaniola

			
			—1892, August 2: 7-Hour 20—

			Though the United Indies makes a legal distinction between merchants and pirates, safeguarding the privileges of the one while prosecuting (on occasion) the crimes of the other, in practice they are almost indistinguishable. Both hold property in the Indies—sometimes lavish property. Both exert considerable influence on the Indies’ government. Both enjoy access to the seas and trade with foreign Ages. Indeed, it is, for the outsider, difficult to see where merchants end and pirates begin.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

			

			SOPHIA AWOKE TO the sound of a woman singing. The voice was low and languid and sweet, as if the singer had all the time in the world; it sang of mermaids and silvery stars and moonbeams shining on the sea. It took Sophia a moment to remember where she was: Calixta and Burton Morris’s estate on Hispaniola.

			With a sigh of contentment, Sophia stretched against the soft sheets. She lay in bed with her eyes closed, listening to Calixta singing in the neighboring room as she brushed her hair and dressed. Suddenly the song was interrupted by a shout of dismay and a thump, as if from a booted foot striking a trunk. “Where are my tortoiseshell combs?” Calixta wailed.

			Sophia opened her eyes and smiled. Splinters of light were pushing their way into the dark room. As the protests next door became fervent curses, she got out of bed and opened the tall wooden shutters, revealing a small balcony. The sunlight of Hispaniola was blinding. Sophia shielded her eyes until they adjusted, and then she caught her breath with delight at the sight before her: the grounds of the estate and, beyond the grounds, the shining ocean. Marble steps led down to a long lawn bordered by bougainvillea, jasmine, and birds-of-paradise. A straight path paved in white stone cut through the lawn to the beach. The Swan, anchored at the private dock, bobbed serenely on the sparkling waters.

			“Sophia!” Calixta called. Sophia reluctantly made her way back into the bedroom, where Calixta stood holding what appeared to be a billowing curtain in a shocking shade of fuchsia. “Look what I found,” she declared triumphantly. “This will fit you perfectly!”

			“What is it?” Sophia asked dubiously.

			“Only the finest silk New Orleans has to offer,” Calixta exclaimed. “Try it on.”

			“Now?”

			“It’s midmorning, you lazy thing! We have plans to make and people to see, and I insist you be well dressed for it.”

			“Very well,” Sophia replied agreeably. Of course Calixta already has plans made, she said to herself, and of course she already has outfits chosen for everyone as part of those plans. Sophia had found on the voyage from Seville, across the Atlantic, that it was almost always better to let the pirate captain have her way.

			She slipped out of her nightgown and let Calixta help her into the silk dress, which was indeed beautiful. Sophia examined herself skeptically in the tall standing mirror beside the bed. “I look like a little girl impersonating the famous pirate Calixta Morris. And I can barely breathe.” She reached for the shoulder strap. “I’m taking it off.”

			Calixta laughed. “No, you’re not! We’ll do your hair properly and get you stockings and shoes. A little powder and orange-flower water. That’s all.” She gave Sophia a quick kiss on the cheek. “And you’re not a little girl anymore, sweetheart.” She turned to the doorway. “Yes, Millie?”

			A maid wearing a black-and-white uniform stood in the doorway. “Will you want breakfast here or downstairs, Captain Morris?”

			“Have the others woken?”

			“They are all downstairs, Captain, except for your brother.”

			“Still snoring soundly, no doubt,” Calixta muttered. “We’ll join the others downstairs, Millie—thank you.”

			Millie left the room with a brief nod.

			“Let me just get my things,” Sophia said, moving to gather her satchel.

			Calixta stopped her, taking her hand. “You’re safe here, Sophia,” she said. “Our home is yours, and you have nothing to fear. We won’t have to bolt at a moment’s notice. You can leave your things in your bedroom.”

			Sophia pressed Calixta’s hand. “I know. Thank you. Let me find my watch.”

			Damask curtains, gilded mirrors, and delicate furniture upholstered in cream and blue: Calixta’s hand lay behind the effortless luxury. Sophia’s pack, satchel, books, and clothes—gray and worn from two Atlantic crossings and a perilous journey through the Papal States—made a dirty pile that seemed to have no place in the sumptuous room. “Got it!” She tucked the watch into a hidden pocket of the fuchsia dress.

			“Down we go, then,” Calixta said. Not to be outdone by the fuchsia, she was wearing a lemon-colored silk with gold trim. She trailed a hand along the polished banister as they descended the wide marble steps to the main floor.

			Their travel companions were in the comfortable breakfast room. Sitting side by side on a white couch beside the windows, Errol Forsyth, a falconer from the Closed Empire, and Goldenrod, an Eerie from the edges of the Prehistoric Snows, looked out at the ocean with rather dazed expressions. Sophia thought to herself, not without amusement, that they seemed just as out of place in the gilded mansion as she felt in the fuchsia dress. Goldenrod sat stiffly, her pale-green hands folded in her lap, her long hair wild and windblown. She looked like a tuft of grass on a plate of porcelain. Errol, his clothes even more worn than Sophia’s, rubbed the scruff of his chin, pondering the view. Seneca, Errol’s falcon, blinked unhappily from his perch on the archer’s shoulder.

			At least Richard Wren, the Australian sea captain, seemed at ease. He stood in a wide stance before the windows, happily munching a piece of toast as he took in the view.

			“I trust you all slept well?” Calixta asked, gliding toward the table, where fruit and pastries, butter and jam, coffee and sugar awaited.

			“I can’t remember the last time I slept so well,” Wren exclaimed, saluting her appreciatively with his toast. “The most soothing sound of the waves, the softest pillows, the most comfortable bed. Calixta, I am afraid that once this search concludes, you will find me at your doorstep, an uninvited but eager guest.”

			“You are most welcome,” Calixta replied, pleased.

			“Thank you for your hospitality,” Goldenrod said, rising from the couch. “It is wonderful to be at last on land and in safe circumstances. You and your brother have given us the safest of safe havens.”

			Sophia had wondered, when she saw the Swan in the port of Seville, how Goldenrod and Errol would take to the pirates. Calixta and Burr were flashy and boisterous, while Errol and Goldenrod were grave and quiet. But to her surprise, after only a few hours, the four seemed fast friends. Their common bond with Sophia paved the way, and then, as they conversed, each pair discovered in the other the quality they most valued: loyalty. From there, it was easy for Errol and Goldenrod to find amusement in what they perceived as the pirates’ frivolities, and it was easy for the pirates to pardon what they perceived as Errol and Goldenrod’s incorrigible gloominess. The Swan’s pirate matron, Grandmother Pearl, who watched the unexpected friendship emerging among them over the course of their monthlong voyage, affectionately dubbed them “the four winds.” And Wren was like an ocean current among these four winds: warm and good-natured in temperament, he adapted to his circumstances. He could be loud and rowdy, and he could be grave and quiet.

			“Agreed,” Errol said. “We should not stay more than a day—”

			“I insist you stay a week.” It was true that two of the four winds blew much more forcefully than the others, directing them and anyone around them with merciless, if friendly, force of will. “I am only too glad that we can offer you safety,” Calixta continued, spooning brown sugar into her coffee, “when there seems to be so little of it to spare.”

			A month’s worth of newspapers had been waiting for them the previous evening. Despite their weariness, the travelers had snatched them up, reading and exclaiming while Millie and the other servants answered the volley of questions about the embargo declared by the United Indies, the secession of New Akan and the Indian Territories, the acquittal of Minister Shadrack Elli in the murder of Prime Minister Bligh, and the declaration of war by the new prime minister, Gordon Broadgirdle. “What does the morning paper say?” Calixta asked.

			“This thing they are calling ‘the Anvil’ appears to be making life difficult throughout New Occident,” Wren said.

			“‘The Anvil’? Sounds like the name of a tavern I’d rather avoid,” she replied breezily, seizing a slice of pineapple.

			Wren gave the pirate a wry look. “It’s an anvil cloud. A heavy cloud that precedes a storm.”

			The previous night, Sophia had taken a pile of newspapers upstairs and pored over them before falling asleep. Though the political events dominated the news, the growing prominence of what the newspapers called “the Anvil” had intrigued her. “But they’re using it to describe any number of things,” she put in. “Weather disruptions that have been happening all month. Sinkholes, storms, flash floods, even earthquakes.”

			“‘A second sinkhole in Charleston,’” Wren read from the paper he had picked up, “‘consumed Billings’s crossroads to the west of the city, and noxious fumes were reported emerging from the sinkhole the following evening.’” He paused. “And on the coast off Upper Massachusetts, the anvil clouds obstructed a lighthouse, causing two shipwrecks.” He shook his head. “New Occident seems to be experiencing very strange weather.”

			“It’s very worrying,” Goldenrod said, her green brow furrowed. “So many unusual patterns at once cannot be coincidental.”

			“Yes,” Calixta murmured. “Bad weather. Always annoying. Any important news?” she asked meaningly.

			Wren glanced at the paper again. “Skirmishes in the Indian Territories, but they are described in only the most general terms.”

			“I very much doubt the veracity of these reports,” Goldenrod said.

			“Naturally,” Calixta agreed. “One wonders about the reliability of the sources, and I have no doubt that Broadgirdle is doing his best to shape what we do and don’t know. Where is my useless brother?” she asked pleasantly, and considered a slice of cake drizzled with honey. “We have plans to make.”

			“I am here,” said a groggy voice from the doorway. Burr’s handsome face was still heavy with sleep as he staggered into the room. “I heard a rumor that somewhere in this fantastically overstaffed mansion one could procure a hot cup of coffee. Is it true?”

			“Oh, poor thing. You were expecting it to appear at your elbow when you woke up?”

			“I was, rather,” Burr grumbled, pouring coffee into a porcelain cup. “But you have trained everyone who works here to think of it as their mansion, and they are wonderfully independent thinkers, so apparently what I expect counts for very little.”

			“You will feel better after the coffee, my dear neglected brother.” Calixta pushed a plate toward him. “Have some cake. We need to find a way to get in touch with Shadrack, and we need to decide on our entry point to New Occident, since all the ports are closed to us.”

			“New Orleans, surely,” Wren said, sitting down at the table beside her.

			“If the Swan can take us to New Orleans, Errol and I can take Sophia north through the Indian Territories,” suggested Goldenrod.

			“Is that not too much of a detour for you?” Much as Sophia wanted their assistance, she was well aware of how every day prevented Errol from searching for his brother. Indeed, she was well aware of how every member of the company was there because of her, accepting risk and inconvenience on her behalf.

			“We go as far as you do, miting,” Errol assured her. “Until we see you safely back in Boston with your uncle.”

			“There is no safety to be had in Broadgirdle’s Boston,” Burr commented dourly.

			“The Ausentinian map says we are to part ways,” Sophia said carefully, voicing the concern that most troubled her. “I know we have discussed this before—”

			“You put too much stock in the divinatory power of those little riddles, sweetheart.” Calixta patted her hand.

			“However much the Ausentinian maps may prove true in retrospect, we cannot plan to separate because they predict that we will separate,” said Errol.

			“He is right, Sophia,” Goldenrod agreed.

			“But they are not little riddles,” Sophia insisted. They had gone over this many times on the Atlantic crossing. “Everything the maps have said has come true. And I am not saying we should plan to separate. What I am saying is that we should use the map to anticipate what might happen and plan carefully.”

			Burr suddenly looked much more awake. “Speaking of divinatory power,” he said, “that’s how we should get word to Shadrack: Maxine!”

			“Who is Maxine?” Wren and Sophia asked at the same time.

			“Yes, Maxine,” Calixta murmured. “That is actually a good idea.”

			Burr sat back with a satisfied air. “Of course it is. I am only surprised you admit it.” He turned to Sophia. “Maxine Bisset. In New Orleans. We have known her for years—utterly reliable. A bit of a fortune-teller, which is why my sister turns up her nose, but she also runs the best correspondence—”

			There was a shout from the other end of the mansion. Everyone at the breakfast table fell silent and waited, listening; they heard the anxious clatter of running feet, and then Millie’s voice calling, “Captain Morris! Captain Morris!”

			Calixta stood up just as Millie reached the room, breathless. “What has happened?”

			“Tomás has seen horsemen,” she panted, “coming this way along the road.”

			“And what of it?”

			“He was out repairing the gate. And brought this.” She handed Calixta a long, thin sheet of paper, looking rather the worse for wear from exposure to the elements. “They have been posted everywhere the last two weeks. But we thought nothing of it until now.” The group gathered around Calixta, who swore under her breath.

			A fair drawing of Richard Wren occupied the center of the flyer. Around it were written the terms:

			Reward: 2000 pieces silver

			for the capture and conveyance

			to authorities in Tortuga

			of outlaw Richard Wren

			“Why did you not tell me of this last night?” Calixta demanded.

			“I’m sorry, Captain Morris.” Millie wrung her hands. “We didn’t think. I only heard you call him ‘Richard,’ and it didn’t occur to me—”

			“How many horsemen?”

			“At least thirty, Tomás said.”

			“Too many,” Calixta said quietly.

			“It is the League.” Wren’s face had gone ashen as he realized the Australian forces from which he had fled were so closely in pursuit. “They must be searching for me everywhere on the Atlantic, for they have no way of knowing I am here.” Everyone looked at him in silence. “The safest thing would be for me to turn myself in.”

			“Absolutely not!” cried Calixta.

			“Two thousand pieces of silver are terribly tempting,” Burr conceded, “and they would jingle most cheerfully in a little wooden trunk, devised especially for silver pieces, which we could shake now and then to remind ourselves—”

			“Burr,” Calixta cut in, rolling her eyes.

			“Only jesting!” Burr smiled. “Of course we cannot give you up—absurd. But we must leave, and soon.” He pointed at the tall windows. “I can see them cresting the hill, and they will be here in minutes. Though the staff are disconcertingly adept with sword and dagger, I think my sister would prefer to keep such confrontations out of the house. Very bad for the upholstery.”

			Calixta gave him a smile full of warmth. “You can be so thoughtful, Burr.” Then she put her hands on her hips. “To the Swan, then.”

			“To the Swan!” her brother agreed. “Friends, you have three minutes to pack.”

			There was a moment’s pause, and then everyone raced from the room.
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			Pulio’s Perfumery

			
			—1892, August 2: 8-Hour 11—

			 New Orleans was a divided city during the rebellion of New Akan. The rebellion’s organizers met and recruited in New Orleans, but its opponents were a powerful majority. It is a wonder that more of the city was not destroyed in the rebellion itself. It was spared for two reasons: first, the rebellion’s intentional focus on plantations and estates; second, the opponents’ decision to flee the city at the first sign of violent unrest. New Orleans was left in the hands of the rebels, and in the wake of the revolt it has become the seat of independent New Akan.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			SOPHIA FELT GRATEFUL, as she counted the seconds aloud to keep track of them, that her shabby belongings were still piled at the foot of her bed where she had left them the night before. With no time at all to change out of the extravagant fuchsia dress, she pulled on her boots, stuffed her clothes into her pack and her books into her satchel, and threw each over a shoulder. She dashed out of the peaceful little bedroom, peaceful no longer, and rushed down the stairs to the breakfast room.

			Burr had miraculously found time to exchange his silk morning robe for the trousers, white shirt, boots, and sword belt that he usually wore. Wren carried his rucksack, Goldenrod carried next to nothing, and Errol promptly reached for Sophia’s pack when she entered the room. “Let me take that, miting,” he said.

			“Calixta!” Burr shouted.

			“Coming, coming,” came the unconcerned reply.

			“She will be trying to stuff every gown she has into a trunk,” Burr grumbled. “Dearest,” he shouted up the stairs, “why don’t you leave everything here and buy some new things in New Orleans?”

			The sound of drawers being frenziedly opened and shut suddenly stopped. Calixta appeared at the head of the stairs wearing her same lemon-colored dress and an elaborate sword belt. “An inspired suggestion,” she said.

			“I’m glad you think so. And,” Burr added, “since our front door, which I am rather fond of, will be smashed to pieces at any moment if we do not leave, could I suggest we depart immediately?”

			As Calixta pattered quickly down the stairs, Burr led the group to the rear of the house. Seneca clung to Errol’s shoulder. The glass doors stood open, and the five hurried down the marble steps, along the white stone path, and across the lawn.

			“Millie has already alerted the crew,” Calixta said to her brother, keeping pace. “They will be lifting the anchor as we speak.”

			Sophia did not turn to see the horsemen as they reached the mansion, but she heard them shouting when they spotted their quarry. The horses’ hooves pounded the lawn, and Sophia strained against the long, billowing dress, feeling it rip at the seams as she pushed herself to run faster. The pirates, Wren, and Goldenrod had already reached the dock. As the crew shouted encouragement, she raced after them and ran up the gangplank. Errol followed her with a leap, and the plank was hauled aboard in a single motion. A sudden jolt carried them away as the sails caught the wind. Some of the horsemen had reached the dock; they reined in violently, the horses wheeling perilously at the edge. More than one man drew his pistol, but every one held his weapon in the air.

			“Why don’t they shoot?” Sophia asked, gasping for breath.

			“They cannot sink the Swan with mere pistols,” Errol replied, only slightly less winded. “And they know we have cannon.” Seneca cried overhead and circled toward them, landing with a flutter on Errol’s arm.

			Sophia sank to the deck with a groan. “I was so glad to be rid of the seasickness,” she said. “And here we are again.”

			“I know, miting. I know.” Errol briefly rested a hand on her shoulder. “But it will be a short journey. And then you will be back on dry land for good. Try to lose track of time a little. We will be there before you realize it.”

			• • •

			THEY HAD ALREADY known that Richard Wren was a fugitive. What they did not know was the lengths to which the League of Encephalon Ages would go in order to find him. Wren had once been a vital member of the League, believing in its mission to protect early Ages from the destructive knowledge of future Ages. Now he was forced to flee from the very organization he had once served.

			On the first night of their long Atlantic journey, Wren had explained how he found himself in such a predicament. They were gathered in Calixta’s cabin—Burr idling with a deck of cards, Calixta cleaning her pistol, Errol mending his cape, and Goldenrod listening along with Sophia. Despite her unrelenting seasickness, Sophia was mesmerized.

			“As you’ve read in your mother’s diary,” Wren began, indicating the pages that he had copied for Sophia, “I met Minna and Bronson in February of 1881. I left them safe and sound in Seville, and then I returned with the Roost to Australia. Soon after our arrival, my crew and I were arrested.” He gave a wry smile. “There were many charges, but they all pertained to how I had broken the law in assisting your parents. The watch I gave them was the greatest breach. I soon found myself serving a very long prison sentence. Ten years, to be exact. Most of my crew were let off, fortunately.”

			“How did they know—how could they know—about any of it?” asked Sophia.

			Wren waved his hand dismissively. “The League has ways of knowing these things—many things. Sometimes it seems they know all things.”

			“An informer?” Calixta’s pistol lay disassembled before her on a canvas cloth, and she looked up at Wren with a shrewd look as she polished the handle.

			“My crew are beyond reproach,” he said. “No—it is nothing like what you can imagine. Let me put it briefly so you can understand what I am up against.” He enumerated the points on his fingers. “Each Age has its reigning wisdom. For the Papal States, which we leave behind, it is religion. It organizes and directs all forms of knowledge. In New Occident, where your uncle’s mapmaking is so prized, Sophia, it is science. Before the Disruption, the ruling wisdom in Australia, too, was science. But once we joined with future Ages, we were caught in their sway, and the future Ages are dominated by the Ars—the arts.”

			His listeners waited. The cards in Burr’s hands rasped and rustled as he shuffled them from one hand to another. When he spoke, his voice was perplexed. “As in . . . painting? And music?”

			“Those are certainly artistic forms.” Burr gestured around the cabin, filled with paintings of Hispaniola that Calixta had acquired and curated with care. A girl splitting coconuts hung by the door; a battle at sea dominated the wall above a rack of rolled maps; and a breaking storm at sunset hung across from it. Each brought a spot of lightness to the dark wood walls. “And they have more power than people generally recognize. Each of these canvases is transporting in a way that you may not immediately realize. It is why Calixta liked them in the first place, no doubt—each had an undeniable influence.”

			Calixta looked up from her work. “Of course they do.”

			Wren gave her a nod. “I’m glad you agree. But it is the impulse of the Ars—the intuitive, interpretive, imaginative faculties, the ‘Three Eyes,’ as they are called—that really lie at their foundation. They can be channeled into painting and music, theater and sculpture, as they are in your Ages, but they can also be channeled into reading and understanding and shaping the world itself. Human minds. Cities. Societies. Landscapes.”

			“I don’t understand,” Errol said flatly. The cape he was holding lay in his lap, his mending forgotten.

			“It is almost unimaginable unless you have seen what the Ars can do, just as the world seen through a microscope is unimaginable unless you have seen what one can do.”

			“What is a microscope?” Errol asked.

			Wren smiled. “I am making this too complicated. Errol, how would you communicate the purpose of the True Cross to someone who had never heard of it? Sophia, how would you explain the workings of modern medicine? The Ars are like this: a system of meaning and thought with so many centuries behind it that you must be fully immersed to understand it. And being fully immersed, you have trouble explaining the assumptions—they seem obvious to you. You understand them without knowing how.”

			“Is this the secret that the League is keeping?” Sophia asked. “The Ars?” She did not entirely understand Wren’s explanation, either, but she understood his saying that the Ars might be incomprehensible from a distance. Memory maps were like that—impossible to imagine until one had immersed oneself in the memories. Perhaps the Ars were similar: an entire world springing into being, a world that could not be described, only experienced.

			“No, no.” Wren shook his head. “That—that I will tell you another time. I merely mention the Ars so you understand how I was accused and sentenced so easily. While I was out on the ocean they knew nothing, but once I returned and was in their hands . . . everything was revealed to them. I did not even know that your parents had called me with the watch, Sophia, because I was serving my sentence already. By the time I found out—when I was released, only a few months ago—it was far too late. Still, I felt keenly my promise to help them and my failure in keeping it. I communicated with Cassia—Remorse—in New Occident, and we made a plan. Your extraction was not originally what we intended, Goldenrod, but when we learned of your circumstances, Cassia improvised.”

			“But if they punished you before for helping my parents,” Sophia said, “surely they would not let you help me now.”

			Wren looked down at his hands. “You are quite right. I can never return to Australia. I left knowing I would be a fugitive for the rest of my days.”

			Sophia looked at him wide-eyed, shocked at how much this near-stranger had lost for the sake of her and her parents. She thought of the pins that had dotted Shadrack’s map in the underground map room—the pins tracking possible sightings of Minna and Bronson after their disappearance. To think, she realized, that each of those pins could be someone like Richard Wren. Someone not just catching a glimpse of Minna and Bronson, but helping them—at great cost.

			“And will the League give pursuit?” asked Calixta.

			“Perhaps. But I suspect they have more important matters to attend to. I am a very small fish in their ocean. Most likely they will cast a rather loose net, hoping it will catch me some time. I have done everything possible to ensure they will not.”

			• • •

			IT SEEMED NOW that Wren had been very wrong. Or perhaps, Sophia reasoned, two thousand pieces of silver were a loose net for the League: they advertised a reward and waited for the pirates and smugglers and merchants of the Indies to do their work for them. But it did not seem that they had decided to forget about Richard Wren—not yet.

			On the four-day journey to New Orleans, Wren set out to change his appearance. Since the flyer had showed him long-haired and bearded, he shaved his face and head. After that, Calixta painted his face, arms, and hands with a lasting ink, drawing the elaborate swirls and patterned lines typical of the Indies tattoos.

			The Swan approached the harbor at midday, and its passengers had their first glimpse of the weather that had plagued New Occident for weeks. A bank of yellowish clouds lay piled like cotton batting to the edges of the horizon. “I have never seen clouds of that kind,” Goldenrod murmured.

			“What makes them yellow?” asked Sophia.

			Goldenrod shook her head. “I do not know. Perhaps dust?” She frowned. “They seem so still.” The clouds hung low and heavy over the docks; even with the breeze from the ocean, the air felt packed and stale.

			Calixta’s enthusiasm was not dampened by the foul weather. As soon as they had dropped anchor, she left the Swan in the hands of the skeleton crew that had manned it and hurried to secure two coaches. “Before we go to Maxine’s,” Calixta announced, “I must purchase a few things in the shops.”

			Burr groaned.

			“It was your idea!” Calixta protested.

			“I only said that to persuade you to leave.”

			“Well, it was very sound advice, and I intend to take it. Sophia rides with me.”

			“I don’t need anything.” Sophia had changed back into her worn travel clothes at the first possible moment, and she had no desire to find herself trapped once more in an elaborate silk cocoon, no matter how fashionable it might be.

			Calixta eyed Sophia’s footwear meaningfully. “What about new boots?”

			Sophia looked down. One of the laces was torn and knotted in several places. The heels were worn down by half-moons. “Well,” she admitted, “maybe new boots wouldn’t be bad. If we’re going to be traveling north for so long.”

			“Excellent!” Calixta bustled Sophia into the waiting coach and waved merrily to the others. “We’ll see you at Maxine’s in a couple of hours. Maybe a little more,” she amended.

			Burr rolled his eyes. “Before nightfall, Calixta. Do try.”

			Calixta settled into her seat, tapping the roof lightly. “Henri’s boot shop on Rue Royale, please, driver,” she called.

			As the coach jostled forward, Calixta pressed Sophia’s knee. “You must be thinking of the last time we were here. With Theo.”

			Sophia nodded. “Yes. It seems so long ago.” She looked out the window at the retreating harbor, remembering how she had lost track of time trying to find the pirates’ ship. She recalled the sudden appearance of Burr, the mad scramble to climb the gangplank, the Sandmen in pursuit, and Theo taking aim at a barrel of molasses. The last thought brought a smile to her face.

			“You’ll be back in Boston soon, sweetheart,” Calixta said. “And won’t Theo be envious when he learns of all your adventures!”

			Sophia’s smile grew wistful. “I think he will be. Especially that I’ve spent so much time with you and Burr.”

			Calixta laughed. “Poor thing. I’m sure he’s bored to pieces these days. Now,” she said, with a businesslike air, “apart from boots for you, we both need to get some new hats, petticoats, at least a pair of dresses, slippers for the evening, stockings, small clothes, not to mention a brush, hairpins, soap . . . what else?”

			“That seems quite enough.”

			“Ah!” Calixta exclaimed. “Stop here, driver!” She tapped the roof. “Perfume, of course.”

			As soon as they came to a halt, she pulled Sophia from the coach. “I really don’t think—” Sophia started.

			“Please, don’t question me when it comes to purchases. It isn’t wise.” Calixta looked up at the driver. “Wait here.”

			They were on the outskirts of the city center, and a long street lined with shops stretched before them. A millinery stood open across the way, and a pair of ladies carrying parasols looked in the window, admiring the hats. Next door, a girl in a white apron swept the steps of a pastry shop. Sophia glanced up at the sign over the doorway through which Calixta was leading her: VINCENT PULIO’S FINE FRAGRANCES.

			Scents of orange blossom and almond, musk and cinnamon, gardenia and rose wafted through the air. Calixta headed toward the counter while Sophia looked around her. Delicate tables dotted the room like little islands, laden with glass bottles. The walls were lined with shelves, where heavy jars labeled Magnolia and Honeysuckle and Meadow stood side by side. A portly man with a carefully groomed mustache stood behind the glass counter, wiping the ornate atomizers in his display case with a white cloth.

			“Vincent!” Calixta greeted him.

			“Ah!” The portly man looked up, startled. “Captain Morris.” He glanced at the doorway and then at the back of the shop, where another customer was testing a row of perfumes.

			“You seem disappointed to see me, Vincent,” Calixta observed, narrowing her eyes suspiciously. “What ails you?”

			“Me?” Vincent replied nervously. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

			Calixta laughed. “I’ve known you for seven years, Vincent. What is it?”

			“Calixta Cleopatra Morris,” came a low voice from the back of the store. Sophia turned to see the customer who had been examining bottles now facing Calixta, his sword drawn. He had long, curly hair, which he wore tied back with a length of frayed leather. His black boots, shined to perfection, were poised to spring. “I will not call you captain, Calixta,” he hissed, “for you do not deserve the title.”

			“O’Malley,” Calixta said coolly. “It is wonderful to see you, as well. What flea has bitten you that you greet me with a drawn sword? Not advisable under any circumstances, even if this were one of those rare days that happened to find you sober.”

			“You know quite well,” O’Malley said levelly, taking a step toward her.

			Calixta slowly removed her lace gloves and tucked them into the bosom of her dress, all the while eyeing O’Malley with disdain. “Truly, I am at a loss. The last time I saw you, we were dining aboard the Swan, drinking Burr’s best rum. If we’ve run into one another since then and memory fails, do remind me.”

			“This has nothing to do with you and me,” O’Malley said, his mouth twisting as if he had tasted something rancid. “This has to do with what you did to the Eurydice. I only learned of it yesterday, but all of New Orleans is aghast at your crime. Such cruelty cannot stand unanswered.”

			Calixta rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. Her face had lost all traces of amusement. “I commend you on your righteous indignation, O’Malley, but you will have to enlighten me as to its cause. I have not seen the Eurydice in more than three years. What is it I am supposed to have done to it?”

			“Despicable,” O’Malley said, raising his sword. “I never thought you capable of it. You capture the ship, accept their surrender, leave the entire crew to drown—and then deny any knowledge of the atrocity? You have no place at the helm of a ship! I am delighted to be the one who will ensure you never sail again.”

			Calixta drew her sword in a single motion and held O’Malley at bay. Her eyes were angry slits. “Every word you have spoken is a lie. I will gladly defend my honor and the Swan’s, but let us do so in the street. Your clumsy blows are bound to break every one of Vincent’s bottles, and I have no wish to pay for thousands of dollars of spilled perfume when I will already have to foot the bill for your funeral.”

			“Gladly.” O’Malley smiled. “In the street there are sure to be others who will be delighted to see the demise of the once esteemed Captain Morris.”

			There was a sudden movement Sophia could not follow, and the blades flashed and rang between them. Sophia let out an inadvertent gasp.

			“Sophia,” Calixta said quietly, without looking away from O’Malley. She stepped backward toward the shop’s doorway.

			“Yes?”

			“Do you remember the name of the person we came to see?”

			“I do.”

			“I want you to get into the coach and ask the driver to take you there. He will know the address.”

			Sophia took a deep breath and steeled herself. “No.”

			Calixta scowled. “Do as I say.”

			“I will not leave you here.” She glanced through the windows. There were already curious onlookers staring in at the duel. The sound of running feet promised more. “People are coming. If what he says is true, I cannot leave you here.”

			“This is very unhelpful, Sophia,” Calixta said, her eyes still trained on O’Malley.

			“I’m sorry. But I’m not leaving.”

			Calixta’s blade dove forward, and suddenly O’Malley’s shirt hung open. Behind the counter, Vincent let out a yelp and ducked, disappearing from view. O’Malley lunged, his sword slashing viciously, and one of the tables nearest him toppled to the floor with a piercing crash. Calixta threw her sword upward, embedding it in the ceiling, and then hurtled forward, throwing her shoulder into O’Malley’s stomach. He was caught off guard. Still clinging to his sword, he fell backward and struggled to rise, but Calixta had drawn a short dagger from her belt. “Sorry, Finn,” she said quietly. She drew the dagger across the back of his ankles: first one, then the other. O’Malley gasped in pain.

			“They will heal,” she said, rising quickly. “But you will not walk for a pair of weeks.” She tossed her head and looked down at him. “It saddens me that you would believe such a rumor. You know me better.”

			She plucked her sword from where it dangled from the ceiling and sheathed it, then took Sophia by the hand. “Come with me, my insubordinate friend.”

			The crowd outside Vincent’s had grown considerably, and it gave Calixta a wide berth as she fled from the shop. “Into the coach,” Calixta ordered Sophia abruptly. “Drive,” she said to the coachman. “I’ll give you the address once you’ve turned the corner. Make sure no one follows us, and I’ll double the fare.”
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			The Armor

			
			—1892, August 2: 17-Hour 00—

			 The Indian Territories are of an Age with New Occident—that is to say, no boundary was formed between them by the Great Disruption. But the political boundary between them was and is formidable. It is a frontier of knowledge as well; historians in New Occident are not as well acquainted as they should be with the peoples of the Territories. We know their history of the last two hundred years, because we were a part of it. But what do we know of the remote past? What do we know of their origins? Very little.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

			

			THE PORTION OF Pennsylvania where Theo’s company was stationed had no roads to speak of: only overgrown deer trails and a seemingly endless supply of thorny brush. Theo and the others on the work crew had been given the task of transforming those overgrown trails into wide, clear roads that troops could march along unimpeded. Then the dank humidity had begun, with the yellow clouds that made the air heavy and even the slightest movement taxing. The vegetation seemed to thrive in it, unfurling luxuriantly so that weeds cut one day reappeared the next. The work was grueling, and it was made no easier by the prospect of what those roads would be used for. They were clearing the way for the army of New Occident, heading west to bring the rebellious Indian Territories to heel.

			The scarce free moments Theo had were spent on tasks that under normal circumstances would have seemed trivial: eating, bathing, and washing his clothes. At times he felt too tired to eat, but he forced down the food, knowing his muscles would punish him later with terrible cramps if he did not. Somehow he had been able to get through the work and the tasks alike by suspending his thoughts, feeling almost nothing.

			That is, he had been able to do so until the last few days. He had received another letter from Shadrack, full of reassurances and news about life in Boston. Shadrack wrote very little about his work in the ministry, avoiding all mention of Gordon Broadgirdle. The prime minister was a loathsome subject for both of them. He had framed Shadrack for murder; he had engineered a war with the west; and he had cast Theo, who knew all about the man’s sordid past, into the very center of that war. Broadgirdle was present in the letter—in every letter between them—as a great, odious omission. Shadrack reported that Sophia’s whereabouts were still unknown, but he was sure she would return home, and he hoped that the war would soon end and they would all be reunited.

			Reading the letter, Theo was suddenly aware of a dull ache deep inside himself. His entire body slowed and his muscles rebelled. All the chores that had previously been tiring but manageable—even the simplest ones, like cleaning his boots—became detestable and almost impossible. He did not want to be there, in the wilderness, surrounded by his former cell mates, clearing paths so that hundreds of boots could march west. It had always seemed pointless, but now it seemed starkly wrong. What am I doing here? Theo wondered.

			He had hoped Shadrack’s letter might reveal some careful hints about a plan to end the war—Shadrack was the War Cartologer, after all, and he was not without power in Broadgirdle’s government. Alternately, Theo had hoped that Shadrack would have a plan to extract him from his company. At the very least, Theo had hoped for some news of Sophia. Knowing she was safely back in Boston would have been some comfort as he headed into danger. But Shadrack offered none of this.

			Theo’s company was only days from the border of the Indian Territories. Soon they would venture past the border and, no doubt, into battle.

			And so Theo was sitting on his cot, wondering what he could possibly write to Shadrack, when his tentmate, a man everyone called Casanova, made his way into the candlelit space and rolled onto his cotton bedding. Casanova understood Theo’s mood at a glance. He lay down quietly on his cot, giving the younger man time to say the first word.

			Casanova, like all the rest of the men in Theo’s company, had once been an inmate of the Boston prisons. Theo had, in fact, met him on his own first day there. The volunteers and recruits, who formed a separate battalion, called the prisoners’ corps “blocks,” a derisive reference to their recent incarceration. In reality, the time in prison made Theo’s company the better prepared for war. The volunteers were inexperienced young men—children, practically; the prisoners were men of all ages who had known their share of misfortune and what it meant to be subject to another man’s will. They did not all conform well to either condition, but their experience made them more cautious and generally more patient toward the indignities of soldiering.

			Casanova was a special case. Tall, with broad shoulders and a thick neck, he had the aspect of a boxer. He had been a handsome man, once. But in some event or accident that he never discussed, one side of his face and head had been burned. Theo had seen him washing, and knew that the scar disfiguring Casanova’s scalp and face extended down across his chest and back: a mottled, pocked, rippled thing. Theo had his own scars, years of accumulated lines and gashes, on his iron-boned right hand. There was something different, Theo felt, about people who wore the damage of the past on their skin. The scar gave Casanova such a terrifying appearance that he maintained a fearsome reputation without any effort. Yet he was anything but terrifying: quietly observant, good-humored, and as kind to Theo as an older brother.

			At least once a day, sometimes more, either Theo or someone else needled Casanova for the story of the scar. And every time he brushed them off, prompting them to invent ever more outlandish explanations: a favorite book and a burning tent; a chicken, a rooftop, and a pot of tea; a blind old lady, a pipe, and a box of matches. Casanova laughed indulgently at each one and said nothing.

			To explain his quiet nature, his preference for books over rowdy company, he professed to be a great coward. Some men treated their weapons with exaggerated fondness, as if holding family heirlooms; Casanova could barely stand to touch his sword and rifle, which he tossed under his cot at night like a pair of old brooms. He scowled whenever anyone boasted of victory in a knife fight. He rolled his eyes at the sight of men who, after training all day, threw fists at one another over some imagined insult. Casanova preferred to read in his tent. But Theo noticed that despite the constant claims to cowardice, no one ever goaded Casanova or threw insults—let alone fists—in his direction. No doubt, Theo surmised, his height and build and fearsome scar protected him, despite his peaceable nature.

			Casanova waited, now, locking his hands behind his damp hair—he had just washed away the August dust in the nearby stream—and regarded the yellow canvas of the tent ceiling.

			Finally Theo sighed. “Cas, I don’t know what to say to Shadrack.”

			Casanova continued to stare at the ceiling. “Why is that?”

			“There’s no news about Sophia. There’s no news about the war. And everything here . . . Well, you know. What can I possibly say?”

			Now Casanova looked at him, one side of his face a handsome smile, the other side a puckered and twisted knot. “You don’t have to tell him that. Tell him unimportant things—he’ll never know the difference.”

			“But what?”

			“Tell him how Lumps fell yesterday, certain as he was he could lift the branch off the road by himself, and ended up sitting waist-high in mud.”

			Theo chuckled at the memory.

			“Tell him how it took almost an hour for Lumps to wash the mud out of his clothes, and he had to stand naked in the river to do it. If you have the stomach for it, you might even describe what Lumps looked like naked.”

			Theo laughed.

			“And you can mention how often you think of him and Sophia,” Casanova added gently, now that he had gotten Theo to laugh. “And how much you wish this war would end.”

			Taking a deep breath, Theo nodded. “All right. I’ll do that.” He ran a hand through his dusty hair and tiredly put the paper aside. “I’ll write it tomorrow morning.”

			Casanova watched the younger man for a moment. “I saw something interesting today.”

			Theo looked up sharply, recognizing the shift in tone.

			“The supply caravan that arrived yesterday. I managed to look inside.”

			Theo waited.

			“I thought the amount of food might give a sense of where we’re going—how long we’re meant to march. But there was no food in the wagon. There were crates with armor.”

			“Armor?” Theo echoed, curious.

			“Glass shields for the eyes, set in a leather mask.”

			“Like goggles?”

			“Look for yourself.” Casanova sat up, reached under his cot, and pulled out a confusion of leather straps and buckles.

			“I’m starting to guess how you landed in prison, Cas,” Theo commented amiably.

			Casanova eased the leather hood over his head and faced Theo. “How does it fit?” he asked, his voice muffled.

			Theo frowned. “Hard to say. Well enough, if you wish to look like a giant fly.” Green lenses, bulbous and oblong, were set in at an angle, giving the mask a saddened aspect. Leather stitching ran down the center, and a pear-shaped screen of stiff cloth covered the mouth and nose. At the neck, a strap and buckle hung loose. “Can you see?”

			“I can, but everything is distorted.” Casanova took one bulging lens in each hand and, with some effort, snapped them upward. “They have hinges—a little tight.” His brown eyes blinked expressionlessly through the mask. “There’s something in the fabric here—a smell like charcoal.”

			Theo grimaced. “Better take it off.”

			After he did, Casanova said, “I hope Merret doesn’t mean to make us wear those. Hot as an oven in there.”

			“Why would we have to wear them? I guess they’re protection, but protection from what?”

			Casanova stuffed the mask under his cot and lay back with a sigh. “We’ll know soon enough. Merret has us arriving in the Indian Territories in three days.”

			There was a silence. Casanova again contemplated the low canvas ceiling, where the candle flame threw moving shadows. Theo stretched out on his cot and reached to snuff the light. But for once, he did not fall asleep immediately, and his thoughts ran haltingly, as if through a maze.
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			Five Letters

			
			—1892, August 2: 8-Hour 31—

			Newsprint, letters, even a painting: these things we call “dreck” can be from the past or future, but a past or future lost through the Great Disruption. They can sometimes offer surprising revelations. A piece of  dreck from 1832 served as a warning: it cautioned New Occident to consider what conditions might serve as a foundation for war. For decades afterward, the threat of warfare hung over the hemisphere like a storm cloud, but the threat was always averted. The wars before the Disruption had cost enough bloodshed, and the rebellion of New Akan had demonstrated what misery was possible when the Age turned against itself.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			PRIME MINISTER GORDON Broadgirdle had clearly expended significant resources and no small amount of energy on his War Room. Lavish and excessively comfortable, it seemed to suggest that war was a cozy business—even a luxurious business—to be enjoyed from the confines of a cozy and luxurious chamber.

			Shadrack hated it.

			Everything about it turned his stomach. The room looked out in the direction of the Public Garden, its wide windows curtained with ochre velvet. Pin-striped wallpaper, dark blue and white, was interrupted by portraits of pre-Disruption politicians. Shadrack felt dizzy whenever he looked at it. Heavy armchairs upholstered in tan leather waited obediently around a polished oval table. In the humid air that even Broadgirdle’s expenditures could not avoid, everything was faintly damp; with some distaste, Shadrack marked a whiff of mildew. He suspected it came from the over-thick carpet, dark blue to match the pinstripes, which muffled even Broadgirdle’s heavy tread when he strode into the room.

			And stride he did, every morning at eight-hour, thirty. Broadgirdle met with his war cabinet each day at this time, and he clearly enjoyed the meetings as much as he enjoyed his sumptuous War Room.

			“Good morning, gentlemen!” He beamed, pulling out a chair beside Rupert Middles, the recently appointed Minister of State and the architect of the “Patriot Plan,” the parliamentary bill that had closed the borders to foreigners. Middles, with his outsized mustache and fat fingers, sat across from Salvatore Piedmont, the Minister of Defense.

			“Good morning, Prime Minister!” Piedmont replied, harrumphing with energy. “A fine day to plan a war!” Shadrack groaned silently; he said the same thing every morning.

			Salvatore Piedmont was a military man who had seen better days. His father had been a general in the first years after the Disruption, when slave rebellions in the south led to the formation of New Akan. Piedmont had inherited from his father a dislike for rebellion and a trenchant certainty that New Occident’s armed forces could solve any problem, great or small. Over the course of his long life, he had seen those beloved armed forces marginalized as New Occident remained at peace with its neighbors. Now, well into his eighties, he was delighted that they were finally in the spotlight. Broadgirdle, for his part, seemed not to mind that the head of the Armed Forces was a rather weak-witted octogenarian. It made it all the easier to have his way.

			“Good morning,” Middles agreed, sitting up in his chair. He had still not overcome the sense of importance that came with being appointed Minister of State, and whenever Broadgirdle was present, he set his face into a stern mask, as if determined to embody the air of gravity and solemnity required for his position.

			“Good morning,” Shadrack said wearily.

			Broadgirdle flashed him a serpentine smile, pleased as ever to see Shadrack’s dispirited exhaustion. “We have a great deal to discuss today. I have reports from Griggs and June.”

			“What does June say, then?” Piedmont rumbled happily. “A fine soldier. A very fine soldier, Erik June.”

			Shadrack suppressed the desire to roll his eyes.

			“He and Griggs both report considerable obstacles to their progress,” Broadgirdle said.

			“What?” cried Piedmont.

			Middles frowned worriedly. “More sinkholes?”

			“Indeed, gentlemen. More sinkholes.” Broadgirdle sat back and watched them levelly, as if awaiting an explanation.

			The first sinkhole had appeared in early July. Overnight, an entire city block in the western portion of Boston had disappeared into a gaping hole whose black depths seemed endless. There were no survivors.

			The second had opened two days later, this time southwest of the city. Fewer lives were lost, for the area was less densely settled, but it was just as confounding. In total, seven such sinkholes had appeared within a day’s ride of Boston, and now more were appearing where the New Occident troops were meant to march. Shadrack had heard no shortage of desperate theories—the poor construction of roads, improper drainage, unprecedented volcanic activity—as well as more informed scientific debate, but as yet no one had been able to suggest a convincing explanation.

			“It is a considerable problem,” Broadgirdle said, looking meaningly at Shadrack, as if he were responsible. “The troops are following maps made by the war cartologer, and that war cartologer is not accounting for sinkholes.”

			“Well,” Shadrack said dryly, “the sinkholes don’t always appear where I ask them to.”

			Broadgirdle raised an eyebrow, unfazed by the sarcasm. “There should be alternate directions for each route.”

			Shadrack was about to protest that this would create a logistical nightmare, but he was interrupted.

			“Excuse me, Prime Minister,” a woman’s voice said. Cassandra Pierce, Broadgirdle’s new assistant, had materialized at his elbow. She handed him a piece of paper. “I thought you would want to see this before it’s published. It will be in this evening’s Boston Post. I understand it’s already gone to press.”

			As Broadgirdle silently read, Shadrack could see the effect of the text on his countenance: first surprise, then anger, then a concerted effort at composure, and, finally, a settling disdain. “Who wrote this?” he asked coolly.

			“The editors,” replied Pierce.

			“May I?” Shadrack asked.

			Broadgirdle handed it over with a sneer. “I’m not entirely surprised no one is willing to sign a name to such a piece.”

			Shadrack scanned the beginning of the editorial:

			END THE WESTERN WAR

			The editors appeal to the Prime Minister and Parliament to reconsider the costly and fruitless war with our neighbors. At the root of this war is Parliament’s border policy, which is so intolerant to foreigners. This policy has provoked New Akan and the Indian Territories to secede; it has provoked the United Indies to declare an embargo. As a result, New Occident finds itself isolated and friendless where it was once at the center of the hemisphere’s trade.

			What do we gain by such policies? What do we gain from expansion to the west? Is the acquisition of Baldlands territory truly more valuable than the thousands of dollars in weekly trade with the United Indies? Is it more valuable than peace with the Territories? Is it more valuable than the port of New Orleans? We think not.

			Shadrack had to stop himself from nodding his agreement at every line. Finally! he thought. Someone is writing reason. I hope the reading public comes to its senses.

			“Outrageous!” Piedmont declared, his voice trembling. Shadrack looked up to find that the Minsters of Defense and State were both reading over his shoulder. “‘What do we gain?’ An absurd question that could only come from a civilian.”

			“I notice that the editors don’t mention how the border policy has kept them safe for so many months,” Middles sniffed. He shook his head. “Another reminder that our system of purchasing parliament seats is invaluable. Can you imagine if such rabble had a voice in government?”

			“Regardless,” Broadgirdle observed, “many of the rabble do read. And since this piece is already in press, I think it expedient to write a reply.” His voice was calm, and it was apparent that he had already devised a solution to the problem.

			“A reply!” Piedmont exclaimed. “Surely this does not even merit a reply.”

			“I think it does. And who better to write it than our Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages?”

			Shadrack yanked his eyes up from the editorial. “I . . .” he began. “I am not sure I’m the right person for it.”

			A smile began on Broadgirdle’s face, and Shadrack felt the widening grin like a vicious bite. It reminded him of everything that the man had done to compel him into his present predicament. Broadgirdle had learned that the two foreigners living in Shadrack’s home, Theodore Constantine Thackary and Mrs. Sissal Clay, were using falsified citizenship papers, and had threatened to deport them; he had somehow discovered Sophia’s entry to the Nihilismian Archive under false pretenses, and had said he would inform the archive so that they could press charges. Every member of his household was at the prime minister’s mercy. Every one of them would be lost if Shadrack did not do as Broadgirdle asked.

			The desperation Shadrack felt was no less for being familiar. He had no choice but to labor as War Cartologer for a war he detested. He had no choice but to support policies that he considered discriminatory, injurious, and rash. He had no choice now but to write a scathing reply to the editorial, despite the fact that he agreed with every word of it.

			—August 3, 16-Hour 40—

			“READ THE LAST part again, Shadrack,” Miles ordered, scowling, “from arriving in Pear Tree.”

			Shadrack looked around his kitchen table at the others, who nodded their agreement. The kitchen of 34 East Ending Street, with its disordered piles of maps, its mismatched dishes, and its fragrant peach cobbler, could not have been more different from Broadgirdle’s War Room. And the plotters who met twice a week in the kitchen could not have been more different from the Prime Minister’s war cabinet—but they were just as determined in their objective.

			Miles Countryman, explorer and adventurer, was Shadrack’s oldest friend in New Occident. He was also the most argumentative person in Boston. He fought with Shadrack about everything from the pitfalls of politics to the size of a proper meal. Mrs. Sissal Clay, the housekeeper who resided on the top floor, was a widow from Nochtland, and since arriving at East Ending she had not argued with Shadrack even once. She almost never traveled.

			The last two plotters were so dissimilar that they made Miles and Mrs. Clay seem like two peas in a pod. Nettie Grey was the very respectable daughter of Inspector Roscoe Grey, and Winston Pendle—Winnie for short—was the very disreputable son of an asylum inmate. Though Winnie was rather cleaner of late than was his custom, since he was now living with Miles instead of on the street, he had a persistent unruliness that no amount of clean clothes could repair. He perched crookedly on his seat while Nettie sat with perfect posture. He tousled his hair as he pondered Shadrack’s news, making a tangled nest of it, while Nettie’s hair was plaited beautifully. He chewed thoughtfully on a pencil, leaving it mangled, while Nettie remained calm and still.

			What the plotters all had in common, different as they were in their ages, backgrounds, and tendencies, was a loyalty to the residents of 34 East Ending Street—present or absent—and an invincible loathing for Prime Minister Gordon Broadgirdle.

			On the day Theo had been conscripted and sent to war, he had extracted a promise from Winnie that he would look after things in Boston while Theo was gone. Winnie took the promise seriously. The following day, he had made his proposal to Shadrack. The five of them would work together to bring Prime Minister Gordon Broadgirdle to justice. They would make him pay for the murder of Cyril Bligh, the missing Eerie he had taken prisoner would be found, and upon his imprisonment the senseless war with the west would end.

			Shadrack had agreed, partly because he could see in the dirty little boy’s fierce eyes that he would go after Broadgirdle with or without him, and he rather thought Winnie’s chances were better if he had assistance.

			Their progress was discouraging, to say the least. No new evidence had emerged to implicate Broadgirdle in Bligh’s murder. Not even the slightest clue—beyond a memory map found by Theo—pointed to the Eerie’s whereabouts. The five of them were unable to learn more about Wilkie Graves, the man Broadgirdle had been before bursting onto the political scene in Boston. While the plotters plotted in vain, Broadgirdle’s war was in full swing.

			And, it seemed on August third, things were getting worse.

			Shadrack’s friend Pip Entwhistle had arrived early that morning with correspondence from the Indian Territories: a letter from his friend Casper Bearing and four others like it. The plotters listened in silence as Shadrack read aloud one horrible story after another. The effects of the crimson fog were everywhere catastrophic; its source was a complete mystery. When he was done, Shadrack stood up and rested his forehead against the kitchen cupboard in despair.

			For some time, no one said anything.

			“Flowers and rotting meat. What is this blasted fog?” Miles finally demanded, pounding a fist on the kitchen table. The empty plates with their spoons and the dish of peach cobbler rattled in alarm.

			Shadrack straightened. “I have no idea, Miles. I’ve never heard anything like it. But I reported it to Broadgirdle.”

			“To Broadgirdle?” Miles cried. “Why tell that villain?”

			“Think, Miles—all of those soldiers heading into the Territories.” At the other man’s frown, Shadrack continued. “Whether you like my decision or not, it does not matter. Broadgirdle already knew of it. He might be a villain, but he is not wholly incompetent.”

			“We wish he were,” Miles growled. “And what does he mean to do about it?”

			“He is sending the troops protective clothing.”

			“Fat lot of good that will do.”

			Mrs. Clay had been brought to tears by the account of the children locked in the pantry. She looked down at her half-full teacup and uneaten cobbler. “May the Fates help us,” she said now. “Perhaps it is some kind of ill wind—like the weirwinds that are so much more common in the Baldlands than here.” Her voice grew agitated. “Perhaps they are moving east!”

			“It sounds manmade to me,” Miles countered. “Too convenient that it has struck in four towns and all of them towns in the Indian Territories.”

			“What if there is a new Age,” Mrs. Clay said, even more agitated, “like the Glacine Age to the south, and this fog is what emerges from it? Recall that the soil in the Glacine Age is poisonous. Why not an Age with poisonous air?”

			“Nonsense. Then why does it always strike at dawn and in localized areas?”

			Mrs. Clay pondered for a moment. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “It could be a creature from a different Age—a monster of some kind that breathes these poisonous fumes.”

			Winnie waved his chewed pencil for attention. “What are we going to do about Theo?” he asked, interrupting the debate.

			“Exactly,” Nettie said, shooting Winnie a glance. “We have to warn him somehow.”

			“We have only a few days,” Shadrack replied, “before Theo enters the Indian Territories. I presume from what Broadgirdle has said that most troops will have the protective clothing before crossing the border.”

			“That’s not enough,” said Nettie.

			“I don’t trust anything Broadsy sends,” Winnie said at the same time.

			“We need to do more,” Shadrack agreed. “I can warn him in a letter, but without knowing who or what causes this fog, I cannot advise him how to prevent its effects. But I have an idea for how to minimize the likelihood of an encounter for Theo’s company.” He unrolled a paper map that showed a detailed portion of western Pennsylvania and lower New York. “All of the attacks that I have heard of have taken place in towns—usually midsized towns. I might be wrong, but perhaps more isolated places are safer. This is a copy of the map I sent today to Theo’s company, plotting their movements west. You can see here”—he pointed to a clump of trees—“that I described the easiest path as one cutting through this sparse forest. What this map fails to show,” Shadrack continued with a smile, “is that this route will lead into a deep ravine, which it could take days to emerge from.”

			“So getting Theo stuck in a ravine is the solution?” Winnie asked skeptically.

			Shadrack looked deflated. “It keeps him away from the nearby towns where the crimson fog might appear.”

			“I think it’s a good idea,” Nettie reassured him.

			“It’s only a short-term solution,” Shadrack admitted, sitting down heavily. “The long-term solution is to bring Theo home. And to find the source of this fog. And to end the war.” He put his head in his hands.

			“We need to get a closer look at the fog,” Miles said. He pushed back his chair and stood. “And we need a scientist capable of studying it.”

			Shadrack lifted his head and looked wearily at Miles. “A scientist? What are you suggesting?”

			“I think you should send the best explorer you know and the best natural scientists you know to discover what is afoot. In other words,” he said, grinning fiercely, “I go west. And you write to Veressa and Martin Metl.”

			“Oh, yes!” Mrs. Clay exclaimed, her eyes lighting up at the mention of the famed Nochtland cartologer and her botanist father. “They will certainly help us.”

			Shadrack considered in silence, his eyes lighting with faint hope. It had not occurred to him to ask for the Metls’ expertise. “Martin and Veressa. Why did I not think of them?”

			“Because you are overworking your brain, which is already of limited capacity, and you forget too easily about your friends. As I well know,” Miles added, looking more pleased than offended.

			Shadrack’s shoulders lifted. “It might work, if you are willing—”

			“Of course it will work. I know everyone who has written to you, and I know where to find them. Martin knows more than anyone about strange substances. And Veressa knows how to keep her father from going overboard with dangerous experiments.”

			Shadrack smiled wryly. “She does not, however, know how to prevent you from going overboard.”

			Miles beamed, delighted with his plan. “All the better. I can be ready to leave in an hour. Tell them to meet me near the town of Pear Tree.”
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			Maxine’s Dovecote

			
			—1892, August 6: 12-Hour 09—

			The Mark of Iron and Mark of the Vine are rarely seen in New Occident, but in the Baldlands they are common. Nevertheless, even in the Baldlands they are not entirely understood. Where do they come from? What do they mean? What can they do? To these, we should add the question of how widely the Marks are found. For example, we have not fully explored how the Marks manifest in animal species. How many animals have the Marks? Why do some animals have them and not others? Can learning about animals with the Marks help us understand their purpose?

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			SOPHIA AND CALIXTA arrived at Maxine Bisset’s door only minutes after Burr, Goldenrod, and Errol. “I knew you would come at once,” she said. “Get in off the street.”

			“I must ride to the harbor and warn the crew,” Calixta said.

			Maxine shook her head. “Too late. My rider has just returned. The Swan was spotted and had to pull anchor or risk being torn to pieces. It is long gone.”

			Calixta stared at her, aghast.

			“Come in, child!” Maxine insisted. “This is no place to discuss these things.”

			Silent for once, Calixta paid the coachman and followed Sophia through the doorway. “You must be Sophia,” Maxine said warmly, taking her hand and pressing it.

			“Sophia Tims. Nice to meet you.”

			“And you.” The fortune-teller smiled. “Don’t let the circumstances alarm you. I hope you will feel at home here—I am delighted you’ve come.” She was a woman of some fifty years, her springy brown hair streaked with gray, threaded with beads, and piled into a soft and ornate mound atop her round face. Her complexion was like Sophia’s; her smile appeared easily and often; her hands had the sturdiness that comes from long years at a stove or a washboard. Her eyes twinkled with kindness, intelligence, and something else—perhaps a nostalgia she had tried to mask with cheerfulness, or a curiosity about the dark corners of the human soul.

			Sophia liked her instantly. “Thank you. What is this all about?”

			“We will discuss it in due time,” Maxine reassured her, leading her down the corridor and glancing back at Calixta, who followed them. “The long and short of it is this: someone has spread a nasty rumor about the Morrises. The lie is intended to provoke them, and it is difficult to ignore.”

			It was, Sophia reflected, a well-calculated lie—sure to tarnish their name, but impossible for them to address while in hiding. “A man named Finn O’Malley just attacked Calixta in a shop.” The pirate did not say a word.

			“I’m not surprised. They are in grave danger,” Maxine said soberly. “You are safe here, but we must plan very carefully.” The open corridor they walked along bordered a patio lush with plants. Brightly colored birds perched at the edge of a stone fountain. Dark rooms with shuttered windows led off the corridor, the air coming from them cool and damp. “We are gathered in the dining room,” Maxine explained, “because it has the largest table. And,” she added, “because Burr has a terrible weakness for my cook’s pastries.” She gave Sophia a broad wink. “You will soon discover why.”

			Burr, Wren, Errol, and Goldenrod were assembled in the dining room. Half a dozen tiered plates filled with tiny cakes and pastries were arranged on the long dining table. Above it, a massive chandelier hung ponderously, its pendants winking in the occasional sunlight from the patio. The room was both luxurious and worn, as if some things about it had been used so much they had become too dear to part with. A set of dining chairs in perfect condition lined one wall, but many of the seats at the table were faded armchairs with mismatched upholstery. Maxine settled into one of these comfortably and gestured for her guests to do the same. “Please, my friends. Don’t offend Celia. Start with the pastries. Tea and coffee will be here at any moment.”

			“Are you all right?” Burr asked Calixta, his voice serious.

			Calixta put her arms around him. “I’m perfectly fine, thank you. But I’m worried about the Swan.”

			“They have orders to return to Hispaniola should anything like this occur,” her brother reminded her. “They will be fine.”

			“And you will be perfectly fine, too.” Maxine passed Sophia a small plate with a pink piece of cake.

			“This is not what we had planned,” Calixta said, taking a seat beside Maxine.

			“And what, exactly, was it that you had planned? What brings you all here? I have divined some of it, but not all.”

			Calixta glanced at Sophia. “They are all here to help me,” Sophia said ruefully, “and I am so sorry for the incredible complications it has caused for everyone.”

			“Nonsense,” Burr said, sounding more like himself. “Wren you cannot pity, for his entire existence is a complication. And you know quite well how Calixta and I enjoy complications. Enjoy? No—such a pallid word. Love. Adore. They fill us with delight. What are complications but unsolicited fun? Errol and Goldenrod . . .” He reached to fill his plate with pastries, and at the same time he gave the pair a skeptical look. “Well, you can see that they do not know the meaning of fun. Complications or no, it is all the same to them.”

			Sophia smiled despite herself as she ate the pink pastry. Errol and Goldenrod, well accustomed to Burr’s sense of humor by now, blithely ignored the comment. “No complication is too great, miting,” Errol said, “as you well know.”

			“And I am grateful for it,” Sophia replied. “As you see,” she continued to Maxine, “fun-loving or otherwise, they are all here to help me. I am looking for my parents, who went missing eleven years ago. Wren met them as they were sailing to Seville, and then they disappeared. We’ve learned now that while in the Papal States”—she paused, looking down at her lap—“they were transformed.”

			Maxine eyed her keenly, that other quality beyond the intelligence and kindness bubbling to the surface. “What do you mean, transformed?”

			“They became Lachrima.” Avoiding Maxine’s eyes, Sophia reached into her skirt pocket and drew out a roll of paper. “In the Papal States, we traveled to a place known as Ausentinia—a place that gives travelers maps to anything and everything they have lost.” Maxine’s gaze sharpened even more. “Along with a purse full of garnets, I was given a map to find my parents. And they”—she indicated Errol and Goldenrod, Wren, Calixta and Burr—“have all been helping me follow it.”

			“Is that the map?” Maxine asked, pointing to the roll of paper.

			“Yes.”

			“Can I see it?”

			Sophia handed it across. Her eyes wide with excitement, Maxine read the map aloud.

			“Missing but not lost, absent but not gone, unseen but not unheard. Find us while we still draw breath.

			“Leave my last words in the Castle of Verity; they will reach you by another route. When you return to the City of Privation, the man who keeps time by two clocks and follows a third will wait for you. Take the offered sail, and do not regret those you leave behind, for the falconer and the hand that blooms will go with you. Though the route may be long, they will lead you to the ones who weather time. A pair of pistols and a sword will prove fair company.

			“Set your sights on the frozen sea. In the City of Stolen Senses, you will lose your companions. Remember that though in your brief life you have met Grief, confronting it alone, you have not yet met Fear. It dwells in the west, a companion on every path, a presence in every doorway.

			“You will meet the wanderer who is sweet and bitter, and you will travel together, your fates bound on each step of the journey. Trust this companion, though the trust would seem misplaced. You will travel to the Forest of Truces, where the silent bell rings and the dormant seed grows. From then on, the map you follow must be your own. Find it in the lines you have drawn, the paths made by your past. The old one remembers more than anyone.”

			Maxine turned it over and brushed her fingers over the illustrated map—the nebulous lines that led from the City of Privation to the Frozen Sea, the City of Stolen Senses, and the Forest of Truces. “Beautiful,” she sighed.

			“Beautiful perhaps, but damned difficult to follow,” Burr said pleasantly. He followed the statement with four pastries, eaten in quick succession.

			“This is a divining map,” Maxine declared, ignoring him.

			“We have found,” Goldenrod put in, “that the map is difficult to interpret but invariably accurate. Most of what is described in the first two paragraphs has already taken place. I am the hand that blooms; Errol is the falconer. Calixta and Burr are the sword and the pair of pistols, naturally. And we have taken our direction from its line about the frozen sea, which we understand to be the Eerie Sea.”

			“Oh!” Calixta exclaimed. She reached out for Sophia’s hand. “Now I see why you wouldn’t leave me at Victor’s. I’m sorry—I’d forgotten.”

			“In the City of Stolen Senses, you will lose your companions,” Sophia repeated. “Yes,” she said, her brow furrowed with worry. “It is bound to happen. But if there were some way to anticipate it, we might, well . . . not avoid it, but make the same meaning less awful. Where is the City of Stolen Senses? Could we figure out where it is? If we could, would we be able to do something so that losing is just ‘losing track’ and not—not something worse?”

			Maxine considered this. “So you believe it is possible to fulfill the meaning of the map in various ways, and that you can choose how to fulfill the meaning.”

			“Exactly,” Sophia said, grateful that Maxine—unlike her travel companions, whom she had been trying to persuade for weeks—understood this so quickly.

			“It is an astounding piece of divination,” the woman said, returning the map to Sophia. “And my own view on such things is like yours—prophecies are loose, not rigid. They can be remarkably protean, so that a single prediction may fit many circumstances. Perhaps Calixta and Burr have told you that I am something of a diviner myself?”

			Calixta’s face was a picture of politeness as she put her teacup down. “We did, Maxine dear, but really we are here for the pigeons.” She hurried on: “Sophia’s uncle is Shadrack Elli, the cartologer. He has had no news of her since she sailed for the Papal States. We wish to send him word that Sophia is safe, in our care, and that she is heading north.”

			Maxine nodded. “Of course, I see. So we must send a pigeon to Boston.”

			“And ideally, we would ask him to send a reply to a location farther north. How far in that direction does your network extend?”

			Maxine waved her hand dismissively. “As far as you like. My pigeons fly to the Eerie Sea, to the western coast, and to the new border of the Glacine Age to the south.”

			“Perhaps,” Goldenrod ventured, “I might suggest we aim for Salt Lick.”

			“One of my depots is in Salt Lick,” Maxine replied, “so that would work quite well. Would you like to see the pigeons?” she asked Sophia.

			Sophia pushed her empty plate to one side. “Very much. I had heard pigeons could carry messages, but I have never seen any who do.”

			“You may be disappointed,” Maxine said with a smile. “They look just like ordinary pigeons. But their feats of stamina are quite extraordinary. And they are remarkable in another way, too. These are iron pigeons.”

			“Pigeons made of iron? How do they fly?” Sophia wondered.

			Maxine rose from the table. “Pigeons with the Mark of Iron.”

			“Oh!” Sophia exclaimed.

			“Come with me to the dovecote, and we’ll dispatch your message to Shadrack right away.”

			“Could I come as well?” Goldenrod asked.

			Seneca shifted on Errol’s shoulder, dancing from one clawed foot to the other. “Oh, no, my friend,” Errol said to him firmly. “You and I are staying here.”

			Maxine led them toward the kitchen—a long room with several worktables and multiple ovens, where the cook and two assistants were toiling in the aftermath of the afternoon pastry production—and then out into a second garden patio. Beneath the heavy yellow clouds, insects buzzed in slow circles while a hummingbird dipped and darted. Herbs grew in dense clusters at the edges of the garden: lavender and thyme, sage and mint.

			A stone walkway wove through the herbs to an ornate iron stair. The narrow grillwork steps led to a low-ceilinged room, musty and close with the murmuring of pigeons. A long window with no glass or screen looked out onto the patio and, beyond it, the city of New Orleans. The pigeons were free to fly in and out. Nestled in narrow wooden shelves lined with straw, they fluttered and shifted, eyeing Maxine and the visitors dispassionately.

			“Here we are,” she said, “with the most well-traveled pigeons in the western world.”

			Goldenrod knelt by one of the shelves and extended her pale-green fingers toward the pigeons who warbled happily, inching toward her.

			“I see you have a way with them,” Maxine said approvingly.

			Goldenrod beamed up at her. “They seem very happy here.”

			Sophia noted Maxine’s startled reaction with a smile. Calixta and Burr were so flamboyant, so extravagantly beautiful, that they filled the room and dazzled onlookers wherever they were. Beside them, Errol and Goldenrod seemed like dusty little sparrows in the company of peacocks. But the two had a radiance of their own, and Maxine was seeing it now.

			“I hope they are,” she replied. “We try to take good care of them.” She opened a cupboard in the wall and took out a slip of paper, a pen, and a small piece of Goodyear rubber. “What shall we say to your uncle, then, Sophia?”

			“How many words do we have?”

			“Tell me your message, and I’ll abbreviate.”

			“Let him know that I’m safe with Calixta and Burr and here in New Orleans. We are heading north to Salt Lick and hope to be there . . .” She looked questioningly at Goldenrod.

			“The train would be fastest. But Calixta and Burr might be recognized. We shall have to see. Two days would be the soonest. Ten days at the latest, if we cannot take the train.”

			“I have already thought of a solution for Calixta and Burr,” Maxine said, looking pleased with herself, “so do not worry on that account. I will let him know the time frame.” She wrote quickly on the slip of paper, rolled it expertly within the rubber, and wound a string tightly around the bundle. “Now,” she said, turning to the pigeons. “Where is Marcel? He is my most reliable courier, and he will brave his way through this horrid air we’ve had of late.” She petted the pigeons gently with the tips of her fingers, pushing one or another aside. “Marcel, little heart, where are you hiding? Ah!” she exclaimed, drawing a gray pigeon toward her. He was cupped in the palm of her hand, his feet between her fingers. “Here you are, my brave bird.” She kissed the top of his head and slipped the little roll of rubber into a slender tube attached to his leg. Murmuring quietly to Marcel, she went to the open window and then let him go, releasing him into the air. The bank of yellow clouds that blanketed the city rumbled ominously, but Marcel flew steadily and swiftly northeast, staying low to avoid them.

			She watched him depart, smiling with pride. “There he goes.”

			“Will he be all right with the storm?” Sophia asked anxiously.

			“I doubt there will be a storm,” Maxine said, gesturing to a weather glass that hung just inside the broad window. “These clouds roll and rumble and the pressure rises and falls, but for weeks we have not had a drop of rain. It is passing strange. Still, my pigeons have had no difficulties with it.” Turning to tidy and close the writing cupboard, she said, “The Mark of Iron is what guides them. You can tell an ordinary pigeon where to go, and it would understand you, but it wouldn’t know how to get there. But pigeons with the Mark can locate anyone, anywhere. In a busy city, in a crowded courtyard, on a remote island. It is all the same to them.”

			“But how do they do it?” Sophia asked. “How does the Mark of Iron make a difference?”

			“It guides them like a compass, my dear!”

			“Oh!” Sophia said, understanding dawning.

			“In this case, we have depots, so Marcel’s task is easier. He will fly to the depot in Greensboro, where my colleague Elmer will transfer his message to another pigeon and send it to Boston. When it arrives there, Percy, the head of the Boston depot, will take down the message and send it to Shadrack by regular messenger. The whole thing will take a little over a day and a half.”

			“Thank you so much, Maxine,” Sophia said gratefully.

			“I would imagine that for many people these days yours is the only correspondence that crosses the lines of battle,” Goldenrod remarked.

			“Indeed,” Maxine said, looking out at the city. “All regular mail has ground to a halt. To be a human courier is very dangerous these days. But I am sure Marcel will have no problem. Now,” she added, heading back to the stairs, “let us return to the dining room, and I will tell you my idea for how Burr and Calixta might travel safely out of New Orleans.” There was a wicked gleam in her eye. “It is an excellent idea, and I think no one is going to like it.”
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			Morel and Violets

			
			—1892, August 6: 13-Hour 07—

			Moreover, researchers (such as Veressa Metl) have suggested that the Marks should be thought of as a spectrum. My observations of the Elodeans, known as the Eerie in New Occident, indicate that they bear more of the Mark of the Vine than people in the southern Baldlands. Could it also be that the spectrum, as Metl describes it, corresponds to geography? And could it be, then, that there is also a spectrum for the Mark of Iron, resulting in some places with people and animals more “marked” than others?

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

						“RAIDERS?” CALIXTA EXCLAIMED. “Have you seen what raiders wear? Their clothes are invariably in tatters. Not one knows the meaning of ‘clean hair.’ And I have yet to see a raider who understands the fundamentals of footwear fashion.”

			“I knew you would hate the idea,” Maxine said, looking rather pleased. “It’s precisely because you do hate it and because everyone knows you would never be caught dead wearing ragged clothes that dressing as a raider would be ideal. No one would suspect you of wearing such a disguise.”

			Calixta scowled. Burr, Wren, Errol, and Goldenrod were absorbing the proposal with rather more success.

			“These raiders,” Errol asked, “parts of their body are made of iron?”

			“In the Baldlands,” Goldenrod explained, “people like me are said to have the Mark of the Vine—for the parts of me that resemble a plant. So there are also people who, instead of plant, have parts made of metal. Often iron. And many of them are raiders.”

			“Not all of them,” Sophia put in. “My friend Theo isn’t a raider, but he has bones in one hand made of iron. I like your idea,” she told Maxine.

			“Wren is unrecognizable with his tattoos,” Calixta pointed out. “Why don’t we all disguise ourselves in the same way?”

			“A band of tattooed smugglers from the Indies would draw attention on a train in the Territories,” Maxine said. “But raiders are so common there that no one would spare you a glance.”

			“You and Burr could stay here,” Sophia offered. “I know the Swan has sailed, but you don’t have to go north. That wasn’t part of the plan.”

			“Of course we will go north with you,” Calixta grumbled. “I certainly won’t stay cooped up like one of Maxine’s pigeons while all of you are merrily rolling into a war zone.”

			“The other concern,” Wren said, “is that the League may have devised additional traps for us. I had not anticipated that they would set a reward for me, much less spread rumors about you and Burr. I am afraid they are proving far more intent on my recapture than I had expected. This being so, they might well have set further obstacles in our path.”

			“It’s decided, then,” Burr said, clapping his hands. “We travel north as raiders. Maxine, what do you have for us by way of disguises?”

			She smiled, not a little smugly. “I have everything you might possibly want—and more.”

			They began the transformation in a long room on the ground floor. In the center were tables stacked with boxes, burlap bags, and hay, and the walls were lined with shelves and wardrobes. All manner of strange objects filled them: a plaster statue of a winged horse; the wooden head of a cruelly grinning bearded giant; a stuffed beaver with beady glass eyes. Sophia shuddered inadvertently. “Maxine’s house is a smuggler’s treasure chest,” Burr said, smiling reassuringly. “Sneaking a few pirates out of New Orleans is nothing compared to what she’s already done.”

			“I appreciate the compliment, but I believe,” Maxine said, opening one of the wardrobes, “my feats will never match those of my great-grandmother, who smuggled slaves out of New Orleans.”

			Sophia’s eyes opened wide. “She did?”

			“Two hundred and seventy-three of them, over the course of her lifetime. She smuggled all of them to freedom in the north and west, long before the revolt and the formation of New Akan. I come from a long line of smugglers,” she said proudly.

			Burr helped her pull several crates from the wardrobe; they tinkled tellingly as he set them on one of the tables.

			“Ugh, the bells,” Calixta complained. “I had forgotten that in addition to being unwashed and unfashionable, we also have to jangle about like human tambourines.”

			“Stop your protests,” Burr scolded. “It is most unseemly for a pirate who has built a sizable fortune out of almost nothing and sailed to half a dozen Ages, all the while cheerfully breaking hearts in every port as if they were made of the flimsiest glass. And leaving me, often enough, to pick up the crushed and rather sharp pieces,” he added wryly. “I issue you a challenge: Is it possible to be a comely raider? I propose that it is impossible. Even you, dear sister, cannot transform the raider into an alluring creature.”

			Calixta narrowed her eyes. “Very well. I accept your challenge. I submit to you that I will be the most irresistible raider ever to jingle-jangle a worn boot through the Territories.”

			“Bravo!” cried her brother. “Bravely put!”

			Wren and Errol exchanged a brief smile.

			“There are silver teeth here!” Sophia exclaimed, drawing open a small wooden box lined with velvet.

			“Several sets, my dear,” Maxine said. “You will have no trouble at all disappearing into your costumes.”

			• • •

			THE AFTERNOON WAS spent assembling their disguises, and the early evening was spent enjoying more of Celia’s cooking. Sophia almost forgot that, beyond the walls of Maxine’s house, a suspicious city—and the League—was waiting for them.

			She was reminded of it as the evening drew to a close and the travelers rose to find their beds. Maxine approached with a gleam in her eye. “Sophia, dear, would you like me to tell your fortune?”

			“Oh, you’ll frighten her out of her senses, Maxine,” Burr objected, before Sophia could reply.

			“Nonsense,” Calixta protested. “Sophia frightens less easily than most pirates in the Indies.”

			“You must not remember the first time Maxine told your fortune. You were so pale I thought you would faint. All the sun in Hispaniola would not have—”

			“Ridiculous!” Calixta exclaimed. “Me? Frightened of fortune-telling? Besides, Sophia is well used to mysterious prognostications, thanks to those nonsensical Ausentinian maps.”

			Goldenrod and Errol looked meaningly at Sophia, and she gave them a slight smile. Unchecked, the pirates would make every decision for everyone. “I wouldn’t mind having my fortune told, Maxine,” Sophia said. “Though I don’t believe in the Fates.”

			“This has nothing to do with the Fates,” Maxine told her. “It’s a much older power—you shall see.”

			“I’ll be awake, Sophia,” Goldenrod said gently. “Whenever you are done.”

			Sophia gave her a nod of thanks as Maxine led her out of the drawing room and toward the back of the house, near the kitchen. There, in a room that Sophia had not yet seen, Maxine began to light candles in the darkness. Slowly, the contours of the space appeared: a round table of smooth, white marble stood at the center of the room. Tall candles encircled the table, leaving only a narrow passage in and out. Dark drapes covered all the windows. An armoire—tall, of pale wood with scrollwork—stood closed, hunkering in the corner of the room. “Wait here for me a little while, Sophia,” Maxine said, disappearing by another door that led in the direction of the kitchen.

			As she stood by the table, Sophia listened to the sounds of the house. It had been a long time since she had been alone, and in silence. She heard Calixta and Burr still bantering somewhere down the corridor. She heard the quiet noises of Maxine in the kitchen, opening and closing cabinets. In the background, she heard the murmuring of the pigeons in the dovecote. And beyond all of this, she heard the distant noises of the city: cries and calls; the clatter of hooves on cobblestone; a sudden muffled burst of laughter. There was something else, too—a remote roar or rumble, like the wind or the ocean.

			Sophia closed her eyes. She lost track of time as she stood there, trying to place the strange sound. It was the clouds, she realized: the yellow clouds that sat upon the city and refused to yield rain. Even inside Maxine’s house, buttressed by the thick walls, the air felt dank, heavy, and somehow foreboding. Why? Sophia wondered. With her eyes closed, she explored the question, listening to the distant rumble as if trying to hear words within it.

			A nearer sound disturbed her thoughts, and Sophia opened her eyes, startled, to see Maxine returning. The first thing she noticed was that her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and more of the room was revealed. The walls were covered with dark drawings: lines and spirals and faces that seemed to describe a specific shape, only to alter and become something different. It’s a tattooed room, she thought, like Wren’s arms.

			Maxine was holding a silver pitcher and a platter. She wore a black veil that covered her entire person, leaving only her hands free. Placing the pitcher on the table, she gestured to the armoire in the corner of the room. She opened its doors, revealing a darkened interior of shelves filled with objects. Sophia approached the armoire and peered into its depths, trying to make out its contents. “Choose as many as you’d like,” Maxine said, her voice slightly muffled by her veil. She held the platter before her, waiting.

			There were four shelves, all of them piled high. Sophia wanted to protest that she could not see, but she realized that perhaps this was partly the point. A pale shape like a moon at the back of the middle shelf drew her eye, and she took it out. It was a circle of wood, smooth and flat, that seemed cut horizontally from a tree. She placed it on the platter Maxine was holding. Something on the lower shelf winked in the candlelight, and Sophia reached for it: a silver chain.

			Her eyes had gotten used to the deeper darkness, and she saw more clearly what the armoire contained. It looked like wreckage: the contents of an abandoned attic; the dregs of a shipwreck; the bits and pieces at the bottom of an old trunk. And yet, here and there some things intrigued her. She picked them up and set them one by one on the platter: a broken piece of glass, a horseshoe, a smooth brown shape that might have been wood or amber, a white shell, a velvet ribbon, an old key, and the porcelain arm of a doll.

			Without meeting Sophia’s eye, Maxine walked back to the table. Slowly, she placed the objects from the platter on the table, creating a perimeter. Making her way back to where Sophia stood, she put the empty plate aside, then reached beneath the veil and produced a pair of silver scissors. Sophia flinched as the fortune-teller’s veiled figure leaned toward her. Without a word, Maxine cut a strand of hair from Sophia’s head and dropped it into the silver pitcher.

			“Morel for honesty, violets for sight. Truth in tresses and payment in blood.” She stabbed her forefinger quickly against the scissors, letting a slow drop of blood fall into the pitcher. She tucked the scissors away, then swirled the pitcher high over her head. Drawing it down toward the table, Maxine had to pull as if tugging it out of the hands of some invisible being. The pitcher jolted slightly as it came free. Sophia heard Maxine let out her breath.

			Then Maxine emptied its contents onto the table.

			Sophia gasped. The liquid was viscous and dark, almost black against the marble. Instead of pooling where Maxine poured it, the substance spread outward, stopping just at the edges of the table. A thick trunk channeled across the surface and then fanned out into branches, which split into even thinner branches. The pitcher poured far more than it seemed to contain, and when the last drop had fallen, a black shape like a tree filled the white stone. The branches reached out toward the objects Maxine had placed at the perimeter, making it seem as if each was a piece of unusual fruit on this most unusual tree.

			“Ah, here we are,” Maxine whispered, walking around the table appraisingly, admiring each branch of the black tree. “Yes, yes—I can see,” she continued, following the dark limbs with a pointing fingertip as if reading a text spread across the table. “I would never have thought . . .” she trailed off. “Astonishing. Not impossible, but astonishing.” Again, she circled the table slowly, commenting under her breath until she had reached Sophia at the roots of the tree.

			Without removing the veil, she looked up and finally seemed to meet Sophia’s eyes. “Your fortune lies told before you,” she said quietly. “Not one fortune, but several. The objects at the edges are all pieces of a life you may live. Some will prove meaningless. Others will prove essential. Just as the tree suggests many fortunes, so the objects pertain to many possible lives.

			“The main trunk of the tree is unavoidable—the path you will certainly take. But the branches are all uncertain. You might take this one,” she gestured, “or that one,” she pointed to another. “These possible paths are so numerous that it would take a lifetime—your lifetime—to describe them. I will describe only those that are most dangerous, most probable, or most important.”

			Sophia did not speak. She waited, an unexpected tenseness coiled in her stomach. The Fates no longer meant anything to her, and she had stopped believing that the world was ordered by some greater power. Yet she found herself watching Maxine’s movements with hopefulness and dread, as if this would actually determine her fortune.

			“This is one path you might take,” Maxine said, indicating the lowest branch of the tree. It ended at the horseshoe. “It is a dangerous path. Along it, you seek vengeance for a friend you have loved. The vengeance takes you into darkness, into a world of terrible deeds. By the end of this path, some of those deeds are your own.”

			Sophia nodded wordlessly as Maxine looked to her for acknowledgment.

			“This path is less likely, but you will find it alluring,” she went on, pointing to a higher branch that led to the broken piece of glass. “It is the path of knowledge. Along it, you will become the greatest cartologer of the known world. Your uncle’s mantle will pass to you. But along with knowledge comes peril. This form of knowledge, while pure in itself, attracts the attention of those who would misuse it. You find yourself a fugitive, an exile, and your knowledge becomes a great burden.”

			Again, she looked up at Sophia, who nodded once more. The knot in her stomach was tightening. Were none of these possible futures happy ones?

			“Now, this path,” Maxine continued, gesturing to the path that ended in the velvet ribbon, “is safer. It is the path of prosperity. There is happiness, though there is less knowledge. Your cartology fades into the background, and your life becomes firmly anchored in the material world. Exploration and profit. Treasure and adventure. This path holds only trivial dangers and many pleasures. But I see a vein of discontent pulsing through the pleasure: a sense of being dissatisfied. Be forewarned—this path will bring you happiness, but it may not bring you fulfillment.

			“And then there is this path,” Maxine concluded, waving her arm over a broad branch that led to the tree ring and the small, brown shape. “I am mystified by this path, for parts of it are obscured to me. It seems dangerous, but I cannot tell you what the dangers are. It seems fulfilling, but I cannot describe the forms of fulfillment. What I see is a pattern: losses followed by discoveries; grief followed by intense joy; bewilderment followed by a font of certain knowledge. This is a complex path.”

			“How will I know?” Sophia finally asked. “How will I know which path I am on? And do I have a choice?”

			“There are choices everywhere,” Maxine replied, waving her arm over the table. “They begin here. Which path of these do you wish to take? I will tell you how to find it.”

			Vengeance, knowledge, prosperity, or uncertainty. Sophia could see, even with such brief descriptions, that all but the first path had both good and bad things about them. Knowledge was important, Sophia reflected, but it would count for very little if she had to spend her life running from others who sought it. Prosperity was pleasurable, but she had already seen what a life of prosperity looked like: Miles, Calixta, and Burr had followed that path. There was a certain carelessness to their lives that Sophia found appealing but somehow . . . deflating.

			“I would follow the last path,” Sophia said aloud. “Though there are uncertainties, the pattern you describe is one I think I could live with. One I think I would like. I am used to loss and I am used to finding things in the wake of that loss. This seems the right path for me.”

			Maxine nodded gravely, almost bowing as she let her head fall forward. As she rose, she took the tree ring and the brown shape in her hands. “Then let me tell you how to find this path. There are three things to remember—three crucial junctures. One will happen very soon. The other two will not happen for quite some time. Are you ready to hear them?”

			Sophia swallowed. “Yes.”

			“First. When you see the knight and the dragon, you must think only of your own safety. Your instinct is to stay. You must flee.”

			“A knight and a dragon?”

			“That is what I see—I can only imagine that they are symbols.”

			“How will I recognize them?”

			Maxine smiled under the veil. “You will recognize them. Second, you will learn something that causes you to doubt the honesty of someone you love. When this happens, you will be wise to look beyond reason for your judgment.”

			“What do you mean, beyond reason?”

			“Reason and rationality alone cannot decide this for you. Listen to the part of you that judges the world on feeling.”

			“Very well.”

			“Third. Something will change the ground beneath your feet. What was natural will become unnatural. Dust will change to water. Water will change to dust. You will feel fear. You must overcome this fear—your accumulated knowledge has the answer.”

			“So I must ignore my instincts, my reason, and my feelings in succession,” Sophia said, disheartened.

			Maxine’s voice was steady and encouraging. “It is not a matter of ignoring them, but of knowing when to trust which part of yourself. In the first case, put your instinct aside and trust the virtue of self-preservation. In the second case, put your reason aside and trust the virtue of affection. In the third case, put your feelings aside and trust the virtue of knowledge. You have all these things—instinct, reason, sentiment, and knowledge. This telling of your fortune only counsels you when to heed each.”

			Sophia nodded slowly. “I understand.”

			“Take these,” Maxine said, holding out the tree ring and the brown shape. “They hold the keys to your path. They are first steps to launch you upon it.”

			Sophia took the two objects and looked at them in the half darkness, mystified.

			Maxine smiled reassuringly. “And now you may help me extinguish the candles. The fortune-telling is done.”

			• • •

			SOPHIA RETURNED TO her room feeling unsettled. She had accepted Maxine’s offer thinking that it would be amusing—like having one’s cards read at a fair. But Maxine had seemed so solemn, her vision of the future so true, that Sophia found herself shaken.

			The little bedroom was lit with lamps. Dark violet curtains had been drawn shut, and the bed with its violet-trimmed bedding had been turned down. Sophia placed the two objects Maxine had given her on a spindly little table by the side of the bed and stared at them in the flickering light of the flame lamp.

			There was a light knock on her door. “Come in,” Sophia called. She knew already that it would be Goldenrod, and she turned expectantly.

			Goldenrod made her way in quietly, shutting the door behind her. “You are upset,” she said, coming to stand by Sophia. She wore an embroidered nightdress that fell to her bare green feet—clearly borrowed from Maxine’s closet.

			“I didn’t know the fortune-telling would feel so . . . real.”

			“Perhaps a little like the Ausentinian maps,” Goldenrod suggested. “Truthful but confusing at the same time.”

			“Yes,” Sophia agreed. “Exactly like that.”

			“All attempts to describe the future have such an effect. They have the ring of truth because they seem possible, but they are unclear because nothing of the future is known with precision. What are these?”

			“Maxine gave them to me. She says they are objects with meaning for the path I have chosen. But I don’t know what they mean.”

			Goldenrod took them up one at a time, examining them silently before placing them back on the small table. “From a tree and an élan.”

			“An élan? What is that?”

			“It is also known as an elk, or moose. Both these objects hold memories.”

			Sophia started. “Memories? What do you mean?”

			“These rings each correspond to a year of the tree’s growth. The most recent year is here, by the bark. And this,” she said, picking up the brown shape, “is a piece of élan antler. Males drop their antlers each year.”

			“Moose antler,” Sophia said wonderingly. “But how can they hold memories?”

			“Memory maps, the kind you know, are made by people using other objects as their vehicles. These maps here are less complex, more intuitive. They were made by this tree”—she indicated the circle of wood—“and this moose.”

			Sophia took this in. “And you can read them because you could speak with them while they were living.”

			“It is likely the moose is still living,” Goldenrod corrected her, “since this antler looks quite fresh—it may be from last year or the year before. Yes—just as I would communicate with them in the present, I can read their memories of the past. But it is not entirely beyond you, Sophia. These may be the perfect way to begin.”

			“Begin what?”

			“Begin to understand the world as an Elodean does.”

			“But I am not Eerie—Elodean. I can’t do what you do.”

			Goldenrod smiled. She put down the antler and reached out, clasping Sophia’s hands in her own green ones. “You will remember what I told you in the Papal States—how the Weatherers read more deeply than we do, heal more expansively than the rest of us.”

			“I remember.”

			“It has always struck me that the quality that sets the Weatherers apart is also that which sets you apart. They weather time—this is what gives them their name. It is a different way of describing what you do: to wander, timeless.”

			Sophia’s breath caught in her throat. “Really?”

			“Yes. It is true that you are not Elodean, but I think our form of knowledge is not restricted to our blood. I think it can be taught—and learned. It might be easier to begin with something inert, like this bark and this bone. For you, it will resemble map reading.”

			Sophia felt a sudden thrill rising in her chest. “If you think it’s possible—of course! Of course I want to learn. How do I begin?”

			Goldenrod squeezed her hands. “We will begin tomorrow. Before then, if you like, spend time with these two sets of memories. Discover everything you can by examining them with all your senses. Then you will tell me what you find.”

			Sophia nodded.

			Goldenrod considered her closely. “Do you feel less anxious about your fortune?”

			“Yes.” She looked up at the Eerie, her kind face inches from her own. Impulsively, she threw her arms around her friend’s neck. “Thank you.” Goldenrod could not know that apart from relieving her anxiety, she was giving Sophia what she had wanted for so many months: a way to keep learning, a way to keep reading the world through maps.
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			The Lesson

			
			—1892, August 4: 5-Hour 15—

			In fact, we know almost as little about the Territories themselves—the landscape and its elements—as we know about the inhabitants. Cartologers have neglected the Territories for decades, and recurring conflict makes an expansive survey project unlikely. The maps included here (see pages 57–62) are drawn from the observations of New Occident explorers (this author included) and the expertise of locals. Contrasting one source with the other, it is evident that local knowledge reaches far beyond what outsiders can observe.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			MAJOR MERRET HAD been raised in a military family. Both he and his father had attended the military academy in Virginia. His grandfather had fought against the rebellion that had earned New Akan its statehood. And now Merret was battling New Akan himself, more than ninety years later and in far more dangerous circumstances: that state had allied with the vast Indian Territories, a polity of unpredictable strength and resources.

			Major Merret was inclined to think little of that strength and those resources, because in general he thought little of people outside of New Occident. In fact, he thought little of people beyond southern Virginia, his home turf. But he was also a cautious man, and though he might privately think the Indian Territories a dusty wasteland and New Akan a damp one, each populated by ragtag bands of cowards, he would professionally treat them as formidable enemies. For this reason, it infuriated him that he had to face the enemy with his own band of what he knew were ragtag cowards: the “blocks”—former inmates of the prison system who hardly knew the proper handling of a weapon, and whose experience of fighting had been motivated by greed, or viciousness, or bumbling self-defense. Merret brooded over the speculation that he had done something—he could not fathom what—to displease his superiors, and it had landed him in charge of this collection of loafers and scoundrels.

			Major Merret’s contempt was no secret. In fact, it became more and more evident by the day, so that on the morning of August fourth, when his troops found themselves nearing the edge of New Occident and thereby on the very threshold of enemy lines, it fell upon them like burning walls that had smoldered slowly for hours.

			Despite his attempts to teach them discipline, Major Merret realized, the blocks had learned nothing. He said as much to them now, as they stood before him, awkward and disheveled in their uneven rows. Days of humid weather had tried what little discipline he had been able to instill in them. The heavy, yellow clouds that sat motionless overhead made the air rancid. Occasional rumbles brought no rain, only heavier humidity, and the troops were not coping with it well. Their clothes were rumpled. Hardly anyone had slept peacefully, and more than one fight had broken out the night before. Instead of orderly, obedient faces, Merret saw men that were unkempt, underslept, and on edge. The sight filled him with furious despair.

			His voice carried and he spoke with control. “I have wasted weeks attempting to pound into your imbecilic skulls that in a few days you may be fighting for your lives against people who actually chose to fight in this war. And because you are too rock-headed to understand this, you fight with each other instead of preparing to fight the battle that awaits you.” He looked at the two men who stood beside him, the culprits who had most recently provoked his outrage and who now faced the entire company. One of them, MacWilliams, looked bored. His massive hands rested at his sides, his knuckles red from where he had hit the other man. Trembling, his blackened eye trained on the ground, Collins could hardly stand up straight; he seemed on the verge of collapse. Merret considered them judiciously and decided to make an example of them: the bully and the weakling. They both had their uses.

			“If it were up to me,” Major Merret snarled, “I would gladly send you across that border to meet your incompetent deaths. But, unfortunately, I have a job to do, and you are the inadequate tools with which I must do it.” He turned sharply to Collins, the trembling soldier. “Are you afraid of what awaits you in the Indian Territories, Collins?”

			Collins startled. He gave Merret a fearful sidelong glance. He had no idea what answer the major wanted.

			“Answer me, Collins,” barked Major Merret.

			Collins drew himself up and clenched his jaw in what he hoped was an impression of staunchness. He did his best to stop trembling, balling his thin fingers into fists and locking his narrow knees. At home, in Philadelphia, Collins was a printer, and he had been thrown in prison for publishing a satirical cartoon of Gordon Broadgirdle. Before being incarcerated, the most violent altercation Collins had ever experienced was an amicable dispute with his brother over the cost of a new printing press. He had no place in the Western War, and he knew it. “No, sir?” he lied.

			“And are you afraid of MacWilliams?”

			Collins swallowed, baffled once again. “I can try not to be, sir,” he said.

			“And are you afraid of me, Collins?”

			Collins took a deep breath. He had thought that his answers were somehow, miraculously proving correct, but now he feared that he was being led into a trap, and he could not imagine how to get out of it because he had no idea what the trap even was. He decided to be truthful, because he had already tried lying. “Yes, sir,” he said. Suddenly, so suddenly that he had no idea how it had happened, Collins found himself sprawled on the ground with the damp earth inches from his face, and he realized that there was something holding him down.

			Major Merret looked with concealed satisfaction at the surprised faces of his company. Even MacWilliams was a little startled. With his boot planted firmly on Collins’s back, the major pressed down—hard. “You are not nearly afraid enough, Collins,” he said, his voice steely. “Let me tell you why. The Indians might kill you. And MacWilliams might give you a black eye every morning for the next month. But they can’t do what I can. They can’t destroy your self-respect, making you wish you’d never survived that prison in Philadelphia.”

			Collins coughed. He tried to lift his head just a little, but the boot pressed down harder.

			Merret waited, allowing the company to absorb Collins’s humiliation. MacWilliams, he noticed, had exchanged his boredom for smugness. “They can’t make you eat dirt the way I can,” Merret finally said. He looked down at the pitifully thin man. Collins’s uniform was ripped, no doubt from the altercation with MacWilliams. The skin of his hands was pinched, as if worn to the bone. Merret felt a shudder of disgust. “Eat dirt, soldier,” he said, saying each word clearly.

			He heard a murmur moving through the company, and he pointedly ignored it. “I said, Collins, eat dirt.” He pressed his boot down and waited.

			Slowly, hesitantly, Collins turned his face toward the ground. The boot let up slightly. Then he opened his mouth and took a small mouthful of dirt between his teeth. The boot pressed down again.

			“I said eat dirt,” Merret said. “Swallow it.” He looked at MacWilliams; the smugness had been replaced by an air of discomfort. Merret felt Collins’s ribs rise underneath his boot. “Again,” he said. Then he lifted his boot so that Collins could once again turn his face to the ground.

			Theo stood in the second row, watching Merret’s lesson in discipline. He felt as sick to his stomach as if he, too, were eating the soil. Beside him, Casanova radiated rage. All of them did. But Theo could sense something else, along with the rage: fear. It was like being in a dark cave, where the smell of damp hung all around, and then the smell of something rotten slithered out from within it: part and parcel of the damp, one made by the other, until the scent of mold overpowered the damp and they became an indistinguishable whole. Theo couldn’t tell if the fear was in him, too, or if it just filled the air so thickly that he was surrounded by it. He watched as Merret forced Collins to eat mouthful after mouthful of earth. And in the midst of that lesson in fear, Theo felt something unexpected: a wish to defend Collins, no matter what the cost. For a moment, the wish felt good, like a flare of clean, bright fire in the dank cave.

			“Well, MacWilliams?” Major Merret asked, into the still silence.

			MacWilliams was looking at him now with open hatred. His boredom-turned-smugness-turned-discomfort had crystalized into something else.

			“Are you going to do anything about it?” the major prodded, his tone insolent. “Do you have the decency and common sense to help a fellow soldier being made to eat dirt? A soldier who might well be you next time? Or don’t you?” He stared at MacWilliams, a sneering smile on his face. Then he lifted his boot and stepped back.

			Collins coughed. A moment later he began retching. MacWilliams, with a final look of loathing at Merret, crouched down and gently helped Collins to his knees. He kept his hand on the man’s back as Collins vomited.

			Theo’s brief flare of good feeling evaporated. Instead, he felt a cold repellence at how Merret had manipulated MacWilliams—and the entire company. He had intentionally brought about the anger, the fear, and finally the wish to defend Collins.

			Merret’s lesson had succeeded. They would not fight one another again. They had a common enemy now.

			As the major gave them leave to begin breaking camp, and the soldiers dispersed, fleeing as quickly as possible, Theo stood rooted to the spot. The clouds overhead rumbled, and Theo wiped sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his uniform. “Hey,” Casanova said, putting his hand on Theo’s shoulder. “Come on.” Theo didn’t respond. “I know. Merret is a brute. But there’s nothing we can do about it.”

			Theo blinked and turned to look at Casanova. “He’s not a brute. He’s a clown. That’s what this company needs to see.”

			Casanova shook his head. “What do you mean?”

			“He’s a joke. What we have to do is laugh at him. If we can laugh at him, we won’t be afraid of him.”

			Casanova’s good eye narrowed. “I don’t know what you’re planning, Theo, but don’t plan it. Just let it pass.” He pulled Theo back to their tent, a worried look on his scarred face.
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			Bark and Bone

			
			—1892, August 6: 19-Hour 36—

			I have come to the conclusion that there is a fine line between observing the present and predicting what might happen in the future. They seem distinct, but could it not be that through one lies the other? I have seen how a saturated understanding of the surrounding circumstances can be so complete, so all-encompassing, that the supposed future is not so much an unknown element to be imagined or guessed, but a direct and indeed obvious result of the present.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			SOPHIA KNEW SHE needed to sleep, since they planned to leave Maxine’s house before dawn. But Goldenrod’s words—that she, Sophia, might be like an Eerie—excited her so much that she sat on the edge of her bed, eagerly studying the two objects Maxine had given her. Just for a little while, she told herself, and then I’ll go to bed.

			The flat disc of tree trunk was almost perfectly circular. It had been cut cleanly—so cleanly that the rings stood out crisply from one another, all slightly different shades of light brown. Sophia ran her finger along them, thinking that the tree’s memories might be felt by touch, just as on an ordinary memory map. But no memories woke in her mind.

			She scrutinized the outer edge. A thin, crusty layer of bark had protected the tree. I don’t even know what kind of tree this is, she realized. Reaching into her satchel, she pulled out her notebook and pencils and turned to a clean page. She drew a careful sketch of Maxine’s tree, including the paths she had not taken, and she added the instructions the fortune-teller had given her at the end: the three crossroads. Then she drew the two objects and listed her questions:

			Questions about Maxine’s maps.

			1. What kind of tree?

			2. What was used to cut it down?

			3. Who cut it down?

			4. Does how it was cut / who cut it matter to the map?

			5. Was the map made by cutting? After cutting? During life of the tree?

			Sophia tapped the pencil lightly against her chin. Then she added,

			6. Do these maps sleep and wake like other memory maps?

			7. If so, what would wake a tree map?

			She stared at the ring once more, her thoughts wandering to different possibilities. Water? Sunlight? Soil? She dipped her finger into the glass of water on the spindly table and allowed several drops to fall onto the tree ring. Nothing happened. “I can’t try sunlight or soil until tomorrow,” she murmured aloud.

			On the next clean page in her notebook, she wrote:

			Observations about the tree and antler.
Tree: smooth to touch apart from bark.

			She pulled it close and sniffed it. Smells as though it might be pine?

			Then she realized what she had not yet done: count the tree’s rings. Running her finger from the outer edge to the middle, she counted forty-three. 43 rings, so the tree was 43 years old when it was cut down.

			Next, though she felt silly doing it, she held the tree ring up to her ear. No sound, she wrote.

			After a moment’s hesitation, she touched the tip of her tongue to the bark. Tastes like wood. Obviously.

			Though she pored over the cross section for some time more, she could add nothing else to her observations. Putting it aside with a sigh, she took up the piece of antler.

			Antler, she wrote. Smooth to the touch, except for where it broke off from the rest of the antler: jagged and fractured like bone. Dark brown, almost like wood.

			She applied her other senses to it tentatively. Tastes like nothing. Sounds like nothing. Smells like old coats.

			She shifted back to her page of questions.

			1. Why was the antler piece broken off from the rest?

			2. Did it break before or after the moose shed antlers for the winter?

			3. How are memories put into an antler?

			4. If this is a sleeping map, what would wake the memories?

			Stumped, Sophia stared off into the distance, considering. She found herself imagining—out of pure speculation, since she had never seen a living moose—what the days of a moose might be like in the wild. Presumably this moose would graze for food and look for water. He might walk long distances. Would there be other moose nearby? Would there be people? Or did moose live in solitude? She imagined green, hilly landscapes and cool pine forests and warm ponds with mud at the bottom.

			Resting her head on her pillow, she stared at the ceiling. She pictured a slow meandering path through a green field. At the far end of it was a forest. Insects buzzed in endless circles over the tall grass, and birds dipped through the air in pursuit.

			The dark curtains shifted gently with a sudden breeze, and the dank air from outside stole into the room. A quiet rumble sounded from the gathered clouds above the city. The antler lay cradled in Sophia’s palm, and her fingers closed over it reflexively. Her breathing slowed. Soon, she was asleep.

			And the dreams began.

			It was raining. She walked heavily along a track through the woods, and she saw the world from an elevated vantage point. Aspen, willow, and spruce grew all around her. She knew them well—each was as familiar and specific as a friend. Their branches brushed her sides gently, the cool water on the leaves soothing her skin. A clearing stood in the distance, and she felt a sense of exhausted relief, knowing home was nearby. As they reached it—she knew without knowing how that someone else was present—the rain stopped, and a thick mist swirled all around them. From out of the mist, a low bermed house appeared. Beside it was a lean-to made of logs. A short spout poured water from the house’s gutters into a stone bowl inside the lean-to. “We’re here, Nosh,” a low voice said in her ear.

			The dream shifted to another scene. She was standing at the top of a hill. A boy stood beside her, squinting into the distance. They were above a valley where a grove of trees grew alone. Something about the trees struck her as incomprehensibly beautiful. These are not for eating, she thought wryly. She felt drawn to them, but something much greater—some powerful impulse that spoke directly to her heart—told her to stay away. The boy beside her turned his face toward her. “What do you think, Nosh?” He looked puzzled. He was Eerie, with close-cut hair and skin that turned green as it reached his scalp. Under black eyebrows, his eyes were dark, the expression in them pensive. She felt a throb of protective affection for him as he gazed at her searchingly. “Why can’t we go closer?” he asked, echoing her thoughts. The boy put his hand loosely on her shoulder and absentmindedly ran his fingers back and forth over her neck.

			As they stood watching, a distant figure appeared at the crest of a hill on the far side of the valley. Sophia felt the boy beside her tense with interest. As the figure wound its way downhill, it came into closer view, and a faint cry reached them. “A Wailing,” the boy gasped. Sophia’s eye was drawn by movement to her left. Another figure had appeared between the hills to the south; this one moved more quickly, as if pulled forward by a string. Its cries were low sobs that echoed on the wind. She grunted to alert the boy. “You’re right,” he whispered. “Two Wailings.” Both figures converged on the grove of trees and disappeared among them. There was a sudden silence.

			The dream drifted once more, and she found herself running: running hard in the darkness. She could smell fire. Her heart was pounding. The trees that had brushed her sides so lovingly during the day scratched and tore at her now. She felt the unbridled panic in her chest outpacing her, as if it were a separate thing that was running before her, faster and faster. “We’re safe, we’re safe,” she heard someone say. But they were only words, and they seemed to mean nothing. What were words when she had a panic to chase? There it was, light as anything, streaking through the dark woods like a pale malevolent spirit, always out of reach.

			Sophia woke with a start, her own heart pounding. The antler rolled out of her palm. She pressed her hand to her heart and took deep breaths of air, air untouched by smoke. The dreams had seemed so real that it took some time for her to realize where and who she was. There’s no fire, she repeated to herself reassuringly. There’s no fire, and I’m safe. The flame lamp was still lit, and she rolled toward the spindly table to look at her watch. It was almost three-hour. She would have to rise soon to be on time for the train. With a sigh, she rolled back onto her pillow.

			Then she remembered the antler. Searching for it among the sheets, she took up the rough object and looked at it critically. Were those memories of yours or dreams of mine? she asked the antler silently. Putting it carefully on the table, she closed her eyes and tried to take what rest she could before Maxine knocked on her door.
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			Wren’s Voice

			
			—1892, August 7: 3-Hour 51—

			The obstacle in most cases is time. But imagine circumstances in which time was not an obstacle. Imagine watching the progress of a snail along a garden path. Watching the snail wind its slow way toward the cabbage leaf, you are in no doubt as to the future—it is obvious. Just as the snail’s fate is obvious when you see the gardener approaching with a bucket of salt. How is it not the same with us? Could it not be that astonishing prognostications of the future are, more correctly, quite un-astonishing observations of the present made with wisdom and ample time?

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			MAXINE BUNDLED THE travelers into a six-person coach in the early hours before dawn. Already wearing their disguises, they would board the earliest train to Salt Lick, which left New Orleans Station at four-hour, twelve.

			She murmured quick words of encouragement and embraced each of them as they stepped up into the coach. “You look very convincing, my dear,” she said to Sophia.

			“It’s dark out,” Sophia replied with a wry smile.

			“You sound convincing,” Maxine countered. The tiny bells on Sophia’s cape tinkled quietly as she wedged herself in between Goldenrod and Errol. Calixta, Wren, and Burr sat across from them. “Be safe,” the fortune-teller quietly said, and shut the open door. Calixta knocked on the roof. The horses stepped forward and the coach began rolling over the cobblestones.

			The coach was pitch dark, but Sophia had seen her fellow travelers in the light and warmth of Maxine’s kitchen. To her surprise, they did make convincing raiders. The ragged clothes lined with brass bells changed everyone’s appearance. Goldenrod’s mask was a bundle of silver chains covering the upper half of her face. Only her eyes were visible. On her hands were leather gloves dotted with tiny steel studs. Her hair was beaded with bright bells no larger than a fingernail. Errol, curious despite himself, had fitted one of the sets of metal teeth into his mouth and laughed at his own reflection. “Asr wrong ash I jont haf to chalk,” he managed.

			“I’ll do the talking,” Calixta assured him. She wore a costume similar to Goldenrod’s, but upon her head was a crown with tall, sharp points that seemed half ornament, half weapon. Her heavy necklace was made of long, cylindrical bells that chimed with her every movement. The footwear, which she had modified herself—finding none of Maxine’s footwear suitable—was high leather boots with steel caps. “Do I win your bet?” she had asked Burr, delighted.

			He and Wren had dressed almost identically, with threadbare capes over heavy, studded vests. Their trousers had rows of bells along the outer seams. Sophia held her cape, also lined with tiny bells, folded in her lap. She had kept her own clothes—they seemed threadbare enough—and opted only for gloves, a cape, and a sturdy pair of boots trimmed with steel studs. She wore a simpler version of Goldenrod’s mask: three silver chains draped delicately across her face, meeting at a single silver bead on her forehead. She found the thin chains strangely reassuring against her skin; insubstantial as they were, they made her feel protected. That’s probably why raiders wear so much metal, she reflected, looking out through the open coach window at the dark streets of New Orleans.

			The train station lay a short distance from Maxine’s house. They had ridden in silence for some few minutes when the coach ground to a halt. “This isn’t the station,” Calixta muttered. “Driver?” she called through the open window. There was no response. Calixta was reaching for the door handle when a stranger’s voice cut through the darkness.

			“Richard Wren. This is Bruce Davies, agent number six-one-one. Exit the coach alone. I have orders to return you to Sydney immediately.”

			The travelers in the coach froze.

			Calixta leaned toward the open window. “There is no Richard Wren here. We are raiders from Copper Hill headed north to Salt Lick. You have been misinformed.”

			“We are rarely misinformed, Captain Morris,” came the dry reply. “I not only know the occupants of the coach, I know all of your movements for the past twenty hours. We did not approach you at the home of Maxine Bisset for reasons of our own, but we could easily be having this conversation there.” He cleared his throat. “Agent Wren?”

			After several seconds, Wren leaned forward toward the open window.

			“Agent Davies, I will exit the coach and accompany you to Sydney on one condition.”

			There was a pause. “You are not in a negotiating position, Wren. I have four other agents with me.”

			Wren hesitated. “Blast his four agents,” Calixta whispered fiercely. “You can’t go with him. We’ll get rid of them and go on to the train.”

			“I must,” Wren said. “You don’t understand. We would almost certainly all be killed.” He leaned toward the window. “Agent Davies, this could be a costly engagement for you if my companions and I resist. I will go with you quietly if you promise that my friends will be allowed to continue undisturbed. The League will leave them alone. Always.”

			“Look, agent,” came the reply, “you know the process as well as any of us.” There was a pause. “The best I can offer is that we won’t take them in now. But I can’t make any promises for the long term.”

			There was another pause. In the sudden quiet, Burr leaned forward and addressed his sister. “Do you remember when we tried to capture Felix to take him back to Havana? What a day that was,” he ended wistfully.

			Calixta chuckled, apparently not finding this unexpected recollection out of place. “How could I forget? It’s the way we met Peaches.”

			“It was a well-played hand.”

			“It was indeed. A little underhanded, but well-played.”

			“Do you mind?” Wren snapped. “I’m trying to decide what to do.”

			“Wren?” the voice from the street prompted.

			Wren shifted to the front of his seat. “Very well,” he said heavily.

			Before he could move, Burr, who was closest to the door, flung it open and jumped from the coach in a single bound. He slammed the coach door behind him. “Ride on,” he shouted to the driver, and the coach jolted abruptly into motion.

			Wren stared, aghast. “Wait!” he cried, rising from his seat.

			Calixta covered his mouth with her gloved hand and pushed him back. “Oh, no, you don’t.”

			He made a muffled complaint from behind the glove and began trying to throw Calixta off.

			Perched on Errol’s shoulder, Seneca fluttered his wings in agitation.

			“What good will it do now, Richard?” Calixta argued, pushing him roughly.

			“I can’t let him—” Wren leaped for the door.

			Seneca burst into movement, flapping anxiously, his wide wings brushing the ceiling of the coach. In a rapid movement that Sophia did not entirely catch, Calixta took out her pistol and knocked Wren firmly on the head. Seneca screeched and jumped onto Goldenrod’s shoulder.

			Wren slumped backward. Sophia gasped.

			“What have you done?” Errol asked Calixta. Struggling against the coach’s rapid movement, he switched seats and tried to pull Wren upright.

			“Oh, I was only saving him from a certain death,” Calixta said calmly.

			“By knocking him unconscious?”

			“Yes. Precisely.”

			“And what if you are sending Burr to certain death instead?” Errol, who was not quite as tall as Wren, finally succeeded in righting the Australian, who now lolled against his shoulder.

			Goldenrod held Seneca on her forearm and whispered to him earnestly, soothing the falcon in a strange language.

			“Burr knows what he’s doing,” Calixta replied complacently.

			There was a silence.

			Sophia could not see them, but she could sense Goldenrod and Errol sending their thoughts across to one another, wondering what to do.

			“Are you sure this is wise, Calixta?” Goldenrod finally asked. “We know little of the League and its ways. Perhaps we should return.”

			“And take Sophia back into danger?” Calixta asked archly.

			“Yes,” Sophia said, finally finding her voice. She had been too shocked until now to speak. “We should go back and help Burr.”

			“No,” Errol and Goldenrod said at the same time.

			Sophia could almost hear Calixta smiling. “Trust me,” the pirate said. “Burr has this well in hand. But I will need help carrying Wren to the train.”

			Errol did not reply.

			“Burr’s stratagem will be all for naught if we leave him in the coach,” Calixta pointed out.

			“Very well,” the archer agreed reluctantly. “Though I cannot pretend to like this.”

			“It would not have been my first choice, either,” Calixta admitted as they slowed to a stop. “But we could not hand Wren over, and this is the best possible course.” The lights of the station illuminated the coach. Calixta smiled brightly, as if she had not just seen her brother disappear into the night with hostile strangers wielding unknown powers. “We have just enough time to board the train. Come along!”
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			The Reprisal

			
			—1892, August 7: 10-Hour 19—

			Many of the roads connecting the states of New Occident to the Territories are no more than footpaths—trails followed by messengers and peddlers. There are a handful of wider roads—originally post roads—appropriate for wagon travel: one west out of Pennsylvania, two out of Virginia, one each out of North and South Carolina, and two out of Georgia. For the most part these are safe, and leisure travelers, should they wish to follow them, would encounter few surprises. Inns every few miles, left over from the establishment of the postal routes, offer sustenance and shelter.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			MAJOR MERRET’S COMPANY passed into the Indian Territories on August seventh. None could tell where Pennsylvania ended and the Territories began, for the woods and hills looked much the same and the farms had long since dwindled. The craggy hills, barren in wide patches, allowed for easy passage; Theo and the rest of the trail crew had little work as the march progressed west. Every article they carried seemed heavier in the humid air: the canvas cots reeked of mildew and the Goodyear-lined packs were slick with moisture. At ten-hour, they stopped with relief to take the midday meal.

			Major Merret always ate in a tent, however brief their rest stop. A five-poled canvas affair, it could fit a small dining table that doubled as a desk, and it crouched amid the seated company like a spider at the center of its web. While Major Merret rested and the company stretched or slept on their packs, the cook prepared a meal of beans and onions.

			The major had his own cook, who traveled with the supply wagon and protected the store of special foods packed and carried all the way from Virginia. Fortunately for the company men, the major’s cook, Private Betts, was eminently corruptible, and for the right price could find clever ways of trimming off a hunk of choice ham or a link of sausage. Private Betts disliked the major as vehemently as did the rest of the company, but he knew the advantages of his position and kept his dislike well hidden behind an obsequious exterior. As a result, the major trusted Betts. To the extent that the major liked anyone, it could even be said that the major liked Betts.

			So the company was particularly surprised when, in the middle of shoveling beans and onions into their hungry stomachs, they saw the major storming out of his tent, shouting for Private Betts. “Where is he?!” Major Merret shouted. “Where is that man?”

			The company went silent. All eating ceased: spoons froze in the air, all eyes fixed on their commander, and no one moved. The major was fuming. His napkin, still tucked into the collar of his shirt, fluttered in a sudden breeze and flapped up to cover his face. The major yanked the napkin away and glared.

			“I believe he went to find water for washing, sir,” one of the men said.

			“Find him and bring him to me,” the major shouted. He turned on his heel and strode back into his tent, shaking the very poles with the vigor of his entrance.

			The company resumed its meal. Slowly at first and then more quickly, like a marble rolling downhill, word of what had caused the major’s anger traveled outward. There was a hiccup of hesitant laughter. And then another. The sound rippled through the company, a genuine wave of laughter, to where Theo and Casanova sat side by side, eating their lunch with the other soldiers. Word had not yet reached them of what had happened to the major, but Theo smiled, enjoying the eruptions of mirth all around him.

			And then it arrived. The man sitting next to Casanova leaned toward them, chuckling. “You’ll never believe what happened. Someone went and put dirt in the major’s lunch! Ate a few mouthfuls before he even noticed.”

			Theo’s smiled broadened, but Casanova, with a worried glance at Theo, frowned. “Someone? It wasn’t Betts?”

			The soldier shook his head. “Betts denies it. Says he left the fire for a minute and anyone might have done it.” As he finished his words, they saw Major Merret emerging once more from his tent. He called them to attention, and with a clattering of spoons and bowls, and the thud of packs hitting the ground, the men hurried into rows. Within seconds, they stood before the major for a lesson in discipline, as they had three days earlier—with one difference. Now there was a current of laughter moving through them. It was not a joyous laughter, but a triumphant one: less delight than vindictive glee. It bubbled up at the sight of the major, red-faced, pacing back and forth in front of them, barely able to contain himself. Every man was imagining the moment when the major had taken a bite and chewed, then stopped, wondering at the strange texture, and then suddenly understood, with a jolt, that he had been made to eat dirt. The thought was contagious, irresistible.

			“I want all of you to know,” the major began, without preamble, “exactly what will happen to this company if no one takes responsibility for this.” Betts, confused and shocked, stood at the flap of the tent. The major paused, creating one of the long silences that worked so effectively to cultivate fear during his discipline lessons.

			Unfortunately for the major, his ponderous silence was cut short. Only a few seconds after issuing his threat so that it hung over the company like a cloud, a voice called out from the second row. “I take responsibility.”

			The major jerked his head to see who had spoken.

			“I take responsibility,” repeated the voice.

			“State your name and step forward,” the major barked.

			Theo stepped out from the second row and walked to stand before the company. “Theodore Constantine Thackary,” he said, refusing to add his title. Somehow, Theo managed to make his stance at attention look careless. He stared straight ahead, as if the major did not exist, and the ghost of a smile lingered on his face.

			The major glared at him.

			“Private MacWilliams,” he said, turning toward the enormous man who had been the subject of the disciplinary lesson on August fourth.

			“Yes, sir,” the soldier replied, stepping forward.

			“Bring the spare harness from the back of the wagon.”

			MacWilliams hesitated. “The harness for the mules?”

			“Yes.”

			Theo stood calmly, waiting for MacWilliams to return. The major was silent. The air of suspense began to thicken. MacWilliams walked as hurriedly as his girth would allow, returning with the heavy wooden yoke used to harness the mule when one animal rather than two hauled the wagon.

			“Place the harness on Private Thackary,” the major said coolly.

			Once again, MacWilliams hesitated. “How do you mean, sir?”

			“Place the yoke on his neck.”

			Theo turned, unbidden, to MacWilliams. “I won’t kick like a mule, I promise,” he said, smiling.

			There was a flutter of uneasy laughter from the company.

			“Be silent,” the major said. “MacWilliams,” he said sternly.

			MacWilliams, prodded into action, walked up to Theo and gingerly placed the heavy wooden yoke on his neck. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

			Theo turned his head as much as he was able. “S’alright. Least I’m not pulling your weight around with this thing.”

			MacWilliams looked at the boy with surprise and gave a faint smile. Then, his work complete, he stood back. Theo could not raise his head to face the company. He knew it would be only a matter of minutes before the weight of the yoke became unbearable. In the silence that Merret allowed to grow, interrupted only by the footfalls as he paced back and forth, Theo imagined how he must look to the men before him: bowed, penitent, shamed. They could not see his face, so they could not know that he wasn’t ashamed in the least. He was glad—glad to have paid Merret back in kind and glad to have drawn out of him this retribution that made the man look petty and vindictive.

			Theo waited, looking down out of the corner of his eye, until the major had turned away from him. Then Theo shuffled his feet—with a hop back and a little kick: a pair of breezy dance steps. There was a familiar, low chuckle from somewhere in the company. Casanova was probably furious, but he could still be counted on to know what Theo was thinking. Around Casanova, there was more stifled laughter. The major came to a halt and turned. Theo felt content; his purpose had been accomplished. He had wanted to show the company that Merret could be made light of, and now they had seen it.

			“Enough,” the major said, his voice thunderous. Somehow, though, it sounded less imposing than usual: more like an imitation of fury than fury itself. “We march west. As of this morning, we are in enemy territory and will be prepared for attack at all times. You will wear the issued headgear. And Thackary,” he added, turning to Theo, “will travel with the mules.”

			—10-Hour 40—

			CASANOVA WATCHED AS Theo was chained to the wagon. The rest of the company drifted away to break camp. Major Merret was already heading toward his tent, and Casanova, after a thoughtful pause, strode after him. He had never before been inside. When given permission to enter, he was surprised by how comfortable it was. Topping the cot was what looked like a real mattress and bedding, and a fine tufted carpet covered the coarse tent flooring. The major sat at his small writing desk, penning the last correspondence he would send before the company moved into the Indian Territories.

			“What is it, Private Lakeside?” he asked, without looking up.

			“I have come to make a request, Major,” Casanova said. He knew the major responded best to humility, if not outright self-abasement, and he trained his eyes on the floor and clasped his hands behind his back.

			The major finally looked up at him. “Members of this company are not in the habit of requesting favors from their superiors.”

			“I realize that, sir.”

			The major paused. “Well, what is it?”

			“I wish to speak with you about Theodore—Private Thackary.” Casanova paused, but the major said nothing. “He is just a child, sir,” Casanova continued. “He is only sixteen. He may be headstrong and impudent, but he does not have the physical strength that others do.” He paused. “I understand the punishment you ordered must be borne. But I would ask that you allow me to bear it in his stead.”

			The major was silent. Casanova glanced up and saw Merret looking at him with a mixture of displeasure and curiosity. Finally he turned to his desk, folded and sealed his correspondence, and stood up. He walked past Casanova to the flap of his tent and leaned out. “Post this before we leave,” he said, handing it to the guard outside. Then he walked back and faced Casanova. He crossed his arms and studied the large man with the disfiguring scars. Then he smiled, and his words were light and sharp, like little shards of glass. “You’re both Indians, aren’t you?”

			Casanova kept his eyes carefully on the ground. “Yes. I’m Indian. From near Six Nations City. Theo is from the southwestern Baldlands.”

			Merret sighed. “Assorted as a peddler’s wares,” he said with faint disgust, more to himself than to Casanova. Then his tone grew sharp once more. “Word around the company has it, Private Lakeside, that you are a great coward. Is this true?”

			Casanova looked down at the major’s polished boots. “Yes, sir. It is.”

			“So I can expect that in our first battle you will take cover in the nearest tree, cowering and fearing for your life.”

			Casanova stared at the ground. “In my experience, sir,” he said quietly, “there are no battles. Only massacres.” He paused. “And whom would you call a hero in a massacre? Violence is not easily directed or contained, and it makes cowards of all men.”

			“Are you suggesting I am unable to command my company?”

			“Even the most brilliant commander cannot keep a guiding hand over the actions of others. Violence is its own thing. It defies control of even the Fates.” Casanova took a deep breath. He realized he had lost his humble tone all too quickly. The major was an expert at provocation. “Will you consider my request regarding Private Thackary, sir?”

			Major Merret looked at Casanova with repugnance, as if discovering a rat in the bedding of his cot. “No, Private Lakeside, you may not carry the harness for Thackary. But if you are so eager to shoulder an extra burden, you may carry Thackary’s pack along with yours as we march west.” He turned away. “You are dismissed.”
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			Seneca’s Ear

			
			—1892, August 7: 4-Hour 48—

			New Occident does not speak and smile and cry like you or me, but perhaps we should nevertheless consider what our world would look like from the vantage point of an Age. Might we not learn something about ourselves (and the Age) by considering this vantage point? I do not wish to echo the old sentiment that we are insignificant before the majesty of nature, for I do not think we are insignificant. On the contrary, perhaps if we were to consider that vantage point, we would realize, instead, that it is vital to be aware of our significance: that our actions and our sentiments have an effect on the Age around us.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			SOPHIA COULD HEAR Calixta and Wren arguing in the neighboring compartment. Wren, who had never before lost his temper in their presence, was shouting at the top of his lungs. “Do you think they will be deterred when they find themselves in possession of the wrong man? No! They will just keep hounding us as we travel north, putting all of you in danger!”

			Calixta remained completely unfazed. “You underestimate Burr,” she told Wren yet again—she had been saying as much for the last fifteen minutes. “Calm yourself. The Morrises do not give up their own, and you are one of ours. Burr has this well in hand.”

			“Listen to you!” Wren raged. “‘One of ours’? I am not a hapless urchin who made his way onto the Swan to beg for scraps. I have made decisions that must be answered for by me and me alone! The two of you are far too used to having your own way. Goldenrod, Errol, and I—not to mention Sophia!—have indulged your domineering tendencies because they are mostly harmless and often amusing. But this time you’ve gone too far!”

			“None of our crew are ‘hapless urchins.’ Well,” Calixta amended, “unless you count me and Burr. Orphans, and all that. But hardly hapless.”

			“You’re missing the point. You can’t make this kind of decision for others. You cannot. I’m going to get off at the next station and return to New Orleans.”

			“If you do that, you will ruin everything Burr has done for you up to now.”

			There was a pause. Wren’s energy was clearly flagging. “I could probably think my way out of this,” he groaned, evidently in pain, “if you hadn’t bashed in my skull.”

			“That wasn’t my fault!” Calixta countered cheerfully.

			Wren did not reply. A palpable exasperation hung in the silence. “I’m through with this conversation,” he finally said. Sophia heard the compartment door being thrown open.

			“Don’t go too far,” Calixta called as Wren’s unsteady footsteps sounded in the corridor.

			“I’m only looking for Errol,” he grumbled, “so I can talk to someone with more than a shred of common sense. No need to knock me out again.”

			Sophia sat at the edge of her seat, her hands clasped anxiously. She searched Goldenrod’s face for reassurance. But Goldenrod was staring out through the window, her expression distant and preoccupied. “This doesn’t feel right,” Sophia said.

			“No—it does not,” Goldenrod murmured, without taking her eyes from the landscape beyond the window.

			“What is it?” Sophia asked, realizing that Goldenrod was referring to something else. Outside, the dank yellow clouds hung low, seeming almost to brush the treetops. “The clouds?”

			Instead of answering, the Eerie threw open the window and leaned out as they slowed in anticipation of a passing train. She let the wind rush over her face, her eyes fixed on the middle distance, her expression intent and listening.

			Goldenrod drew her head back inside just as Errol and Wren appeared at the compartment door. “Goldenrod,” Wren said as they stepped into the compartment, “I’ve consulted with Errol, and he agrees—”

			“It’s not speaking, Richard,” Goldenrod said, in agitation.

			Wren stopped, his mouth open, the sudden shock draining him of color. “What do you mean?” His voice was barely audible.

			“There’s nothing.” She swallowed hard. “There wasn’t in New Orleans, either, but I thought it was because we were in the city.”

			Wren dropped onto the seat beside Sophia.

			“Can you explain?” Errol shut the compartment door behind him.

			“Yes,” Goldenrod said, taking his hand. Sophia felt more unsettled by this than anything she had seen yet. She was used to the affectionate gestures between them, but now Goldenrod was taking Errol’s hand for comfort and strength. Her own was trembling. “I have told Errol and Sophia of the old ones,” she explained to Wren. “It was necessary, to follow Sophia’s Ausentinian map.”

			He nodded, still in shock.

			“As you know,” Goldenrod said to Sophia and Errol, “Richard and I met many years ago, when he was traveling near the Eerie Sea.”

			“Yes, you said you were on an expedition there,” Sophia said to Wren.

			“He was,” Goldenrod answered for him. “An expedition to persuade us, the Elodeans, to join the League of Encephalon Ages.”

			Errol raised his eyebrows. “Then Elodeans are of the future?”

			“Our origin is disputed,” Goldenrod said. “But the year of one’s Age alone is not what warrants membership in the League. Many pockets of the Baldlands are from the future, and the League has no interest in them. It was interested in us because we have part of the knowledge that the League protects.”

			Sophia felt her pulse quicken. This was it. They would finally learn the secret that the League was concealing. Time and again, Wren had avoided speaking of it, but now, it seemed, the moment had at last arrived. “What is it?” she whispered.

			“It has to do with the old ones,” Wren said hoarsely, “as Goldenrod calls them. The Climes. In the Encephalon Ages . . .” He paused. For a moment he stared at his hands. Then he looked at Goldenrod. “I don’t know how to explain.”

			“Let me,” she said quietly. “The Encephalon Ages know what we Elodeans know—that Ages are sentient.”

			“You told us,” Sophia replied eagerly. “And that people such as the Eerie might even be able to persuade them to do things—like the weirwinds.”

			“That is one consequence,” Goldenrod assented. “But it is more complicated. Elodeans hold this knowledge as a kind of intuitive faculty. But in the Encephalon Ages, the ability to speak with and ultimately influence the old ones emerged as a form of defense.”

			“Defense against what?” Errol asked.

			“A defense against their influence upon us.”

			Sophia caught her breath. “They influ—but how?”

			“It is not malicious,” Goldenrod said earnestly, as if responding to an accusation that she was used to hearing. “The old ones are never manipulative or malicious. It is simply not in their nature. And they cannot direct our actions outright. They only guide and suggest. You have both undoubtedly felt it—you experience it constantly. You simply do not recognize it for what it is.” She leaned forward, her hand still clasping Errol’s, her expression passionate. “Consider arriving at the edge of a forest and feeling a sense of foreboding that you cannot place. Or when you see a fork in the road and something irresistible suggests you go in one direction. Or when you feel compelled to climb to the next hill, even though you have done more than enough walking.”

			“Only in the wilderness, then,” Errol said.

			Goldenrod shook her head. “The same would be true in a village or town. Although the denser the concentration of beings, the less powerfully we hear the old one’s voice. In cities, it can be near impossible. But surely you have walked by some dwelling and thought to yourself, ‘I never want to cross that threshold.’ The intuitive sense of dread or delight, the inspired pursuit of certain paths and roads, the certainty that we sometimes carry about where we are headed—these are all the influences of the old ones.”

			“I have certainly felt such inclinations,” agreed Errol.

			“So have I,” Sophia said. “I thought it was . . . instinct.”

			“It is, in a way,” Goldenrod replied. “The old ones never influence us in ways counter to our nature, our will.”

			“But nevertheless,” Wren broke in, his voice aggrieved, “in the Encephalon Ages, this influence was feared. And arts—the Ars—were developed to speak back. To keep the Climes from shaping our actions—and more, to shape them in return. It should never have happened that way, and it is a terrible way to live.”

			Sophia could not make sense of any of it. “Why? What is it like?”

			Wren shook his head. “How to explain?” he said helplessly. “Consider this—the Encephalon Ages can never be reached by those from other Ages, because they control the old ones so closely. Every approaching ship will encounter a storm. Every expedition will be lost in a blizzard. And in the Encephalon Ages, these manipulations abound for other purposes, not only for protection—every human intention for good or evil that you can imagine finds expression in the manipulation of the Climes.”

			Sophia tried to imagine a world of human actions on such a scale.

			“But this is not all,” Goldenrod said. “As I learned from Wren only weeks ago, as we sailed to Hispaniola . . .” She took a deep breath. “The League’s secrets are deeper than I had imagined.”

			“In the early years after the Disruption,” Wren continued, his face still pale, “those who sought to control the Climes would gladly have stretched their reach to pre-Encephalon Ages who were ignorant of this knowledge. Until—” He looked at Goldenrod.

			“One of the old ones stopped speaking.”

			“It stopped doing anything,” Wren said. “It was still there—but only in body, and not in soul. It was a shell. A corpse.”

			Sophia gasped. “The Climes can die?”

			“Perhaps. We do not know. For all their advanced arts, the Encephalon Ages do not understand what happened. They only observe it. Whatever sense of spirit was in the Clime no longer existed. It was inert, without consciousness. Every living thing upon it withered and died. And so the League was formed,” he concluded, “out of the realization that, if human beings had only partial knowledge, the old ones might be irreparably damaged.”

			“But then,” Sophia said, remembering what had begun the conversation, “is that happening here?”

			Goldenrod and Wren looked at one another. “I don’t know,” she said. “When I encountered the Dark Age in the heart of the Papal States, I was baffled by a Clime that seemed to have no consciousness. But I did not know then what I know now. And moreover, this is different. I’ve never . . .”

			“Tell us what you perceived,” Errol prompted.

			“I have been listening since we arrived at the harbor, and I could hear nothing. I assumed it was because of New Orleans—such a crowded place. Full of so much human life. But now, away from the city, I should be able to hear. And there is only . . . silence.”

			Sophia’s mind reeled at the possible implications. “Has this ever happened before in New Occident?”

			Goldenrod shook her head. “Never. Remember, this old one is known to me—it is my home. I have spoken to it since I was born. It has never met me with silence.” She turned away, hiding her expression, to look out the window.

			The others followed her gaze. The open, unvaried landscape of northern New Akan seemed flattened by the ever-present anvil clouds. There was a slow, rolling movement within them, accompanied by a shifting patch of darkness, as if a giant serpent were tunneling through.

			“What does Seneca say?” Errol asked, breaking the silence.

			Goldenrod abruptly straightened, her eyes lit with hope. “I have not asked him!”

			Without another word, Errol rose to retrieve Seneca, whom he had left hooded in the neighboring compartment. The three travelers waited, and moments later Errol returned with the falcon. Seneca peered at them unhappily, but perched on Goldenrod’s arm without complaint.

			Goldenrod murmured quietly to the falcon, who made no sound but shifted his head back and forth, as if considering a question. Errol, Wren, and Sophia watched expectantly. Suddenly, Goldenrod’s face cleared. “Seneca can hear it.”

			Wren let out a sigh of relief. “What does it say?”

			“Nothing. It does not speak, but Seneca can sense something. A knot of fear, deep in its heart. The silence is intentional.”

			“But surely that does not bode well?” wondered Errol.

			“Much better than the alternative,” Wren said.

			“It is deeply concerning.” Goldenrod stroked Seneca’s smooth feathers. “I cannot imagine what would provoke such fear that the old one would refuse to speak. But I agree with Wren—better silent than senseless.”

			“Is this fear about something in particular?” Sophia asked.

			“It is about a place. Seneca cannot say where—somewhere in the distant north.”

			“This changes matters,” Wren said, sitting back with a frown. “I had made up my mind to return to New Orleans, but now I am not sure.”

			“What is it you suspect?” Errol asked.

			Wren and Goldenrod exchanged a glance. “We cannot rule out the possibility,” Wren said, “that this is an interference. That it is caused by someone from the Encephalon Ages.”

			“It would make sense,” Goldenrod said pensively. “The strange weather. The silence. The localized fear.”

			“How would someone cause this?” Sophia asked.

			“It is the entire purpose of the League,” Wren said quietly, “to protect pre-Encephalon Ages from the kind of manipulations I described to you. To protect not only people, but the Clime itself.

			“It may be that here, in New Occident, the League has failed.”
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			Tree-Eater

			
			—1892, August 7: 17-Hour 20—

			Having pondered the oral traditions of the Elodeans (Eerie) and the lore of the Erie, with whom they are often confused, I am now in a position to say definitively that the two are not connected—at least, they have been separate peoples for the last several hundred years. The Erie are one of many peoples who lived in the vicinity of the northern lakes well before the Disruption. The Elodeans (Eerie) are from a remote future Age on the western coast of this hemisphere. They did not travel east to find the Erie, as is sometimes suggested, for they had no particular reason to seek them out. Rather, they traveled east to escape a catastrophic natural disaster that occurred in their region soon after the Disruption.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			THE LONG DAY was spent in speculation, but nothing new could be learned while speeding northward through the Indian Territories. The travelers could only conjecture. With a sense of foreboding, they watched the darkening clouds, listened to their rumbling whenever the train paused, and felt the air thicken with humidity and the faint scent of sulfur.

			At sunset, Wren and Errol withdrew to the neighboring compartment, leaving Goldenrod and Sophia alone. Calixta had remained closeted for most of the day in her own compartment—sulking, worrying, or plotting: Sophia could not be sure.

			Now, as the darkness overtook them and the flame lamps burned low, Sophia asked the question that had filled her mind since that morning. “I don’t understand how people in the Encephalon Ages influence the Climes. I cannot picture it. What does it look like?”

			Goldenrod leaned back. “I have never been to an Encephalon Age. I have no wish to see such a place.”

			“But you have some idea of what it’s like?”

			“I do,” Goldenrod said. “The Elodeans are conscious of the danger—we are well aware of how the world would be distorted if we chose to abuse our intuitions. The arts Wren speaks of are familiar to us—we simply do not cultivate them as they were cultivated in the Encephalon Ages.” A flash of pain and what seemed like guilt crossed her face. “I know of only one instance in which some among us tried. It did not end well. Those Elodeans were cast out; they live as exiles now, removed to a place where they can do no harm.”

			“But what is the harm? Wren only spoke of keeping outsiders away.”

			Goldenrod unlaced her studded boots with evident relief and drew her feet up onto the bunk bed. “I will tell you a story that the Elodeans tell to children—a story about the danger of these arts.” Sophia curled up in anticipation on the opposite bunk as Goldenrod idly tapped the bells sewn onto her skirt. “It is a story from the far west, the place we come from, and it is about a wise man—a great wise man who was beloved and revered by his people. He was known for his cures and his knowledge of the elements and even his occasional ability to foretell future happenings.

			“One day, a man who laid stone went out to the field where he was building a wall between a farm and the great Red Woods. The Red Woods are trees so tall that twenty people standing at their base holding hands are too few to encircle the trunk.”

			This was something else Sophia found hard to imagine. “Are they real?”

			“Very real—I saw them myself on a journey to the western coast. I stood at the base of one and looked up so far into the treetops that the branches blurred and disappeared into the clouds.”

			“Amazing,” Sophia breathed.

			“They are wondrous trees, and they make wondrous forests, full of great clearings like vast chambers and soft pathways padded with their fallen needles. Such forests are formidable, with all manner of creatures, and so the stonemason had been hired to build a wall between the forest and the farm, to keep the pastures safe. But when he arrived at the field that morning, he saw that a whole tract of the forest nearest him had vanished. He stared in shock; the entire landscape had changed. Stepping forward, he saw the base of the many Red Woods still there—only the trunks and tops were gone. But the trees had not been cut cleanly. They were mauled and broken. The stonemason could see at once that this was not the work of men.

			“He told the farmer what had happened, and word of this strange occurrence spread. The next day, more of the forest had been destroyed, and the next day even more. Well, you may imagine that this confounded them, so the people gathered and sought out their wise man, taking him to the field. He studied the ruined forest for a long time, a ponderous look upon his face. He walked among the savaged trunks, examining the remains of the trees. In his mind, the wise man knew that this happening lay beyond his knowledge. He had no notion of what had destroyed the trees. But a wise man, he reasoned, could not admit to ignorance. His people counted on him for an answer. He had grown so accustomed to their adulation and respect that he could not bear the disappointment that might result if he admitted to ignorance. And so the wise man decided to invent an answer.

			“He told the people that he knew well what had destroyed the forest. It was a dangerous demon called ‘Tree-Eater.’ The demon emerged only once every hundred years, but when it did emerge, there was nothing that could be done. It would ravage the forest until it had eaten its fill, and then it would return to its cave, sated, for another hundred years.

			“Naturally, the people were terrified. They responded as the wise man had hoped. Staying safely in their homes at night, they dared not emerge for fear of encountering the demon; and each morning more trees were gone, just as the wise man had predicted. The Tree-Eater had not yet eaten its fill.

			“There was, however, one problem. A girl in the village—a girl no older than you are now—who was called Bumblebee, believed the wise man just as everyone else did, but she also believed that it must be possible to stop the demon from eating any more of the Red Woods. Bumblebee was not satisfied with the wise man’s advice to simply let the Tree-Eater eat its fill. She inundated the wise man with questions: What did the demon look like? Why did he eat trees? Did he eat every kind of tree? Could they offer him some other food to appease him? If not, could they lead him to a poison tree and end his destruction for good? The wise man answered her questions with elaborate explanations. The demon was a giant made of stone, and he ate only Red Woods, for only those could fill him. He had eyes of liquid gold and antlers upon his head that he used to tear the trees to pieces. ‘There is nothing you or I can do,’ the wise man said. ‘Trust me.’ Each time Bumblebee arrived to demand more answers, the wise man felt a growing guilt that gnawed at his heart: his lies could not be taken back. He was deceiving Bumblebee and the entire village. What if the force that had destroyed the trees was not content to destroy trees, but then destroyed the village, too? Though the wise man worried, his lies continued.

			“And then the wise man’s fears were realized—albeit not as he had predicted. The villagers woke him in the middle of the night, pounding on his door. Bumblebee had gone to the edge of the woods in the middle of the night to confront the Tree-Eater—and now the demon had her in its grasp! The wise man, frantic and baffled, went with them. As he ran, a single question resounded in his mind: How could the Tree-Eater have Bumblebee in his grasp when the Tree-Eater did not even exist?

			“When they arrived at the edge of the woods, the wise man stared in horror at the sight that confronted him. It was the Tree-Eater. As dark as smoke, as tall as a mountain, as hard as stone, the Tree-Eater towered over the Red Woods with his great antlered head and his long teeth; he dove down, over and over, breaking each tree with his antlers and then chewing it to pieces. He held Bumblebee in one of his stony, clawed hands. When the wise man approached, the Tree-Eater stopped. He crouched down, crushing the trees around him with his weight. As he leaned his massive head forward, the villagers cowered. The wise man, more out of shock than courage, stood his ground. The Tree-Eater stared at him with wide, golden eyes.

			“‘What do you want of us?’ the wise man managed to ask. ‘Give us Bumblebee and you can eat all the trees you want.’

			“The Tree-Eater stared at him a moment longer, and then, with a voice like the crashing of the ocean, it said, ‘You tell me what I want, wise man. You made me.’

			“The wise man felt a coldness pass over him. And he realized that, however unbelievable, the demon’s words were true. He had made the Tree-Eater: imagined him, described him, and given him life.

			“The wise man stared back at the demon, feeling both awe and fear. For a moment, he wondered at the power he had to shape the world, and the prospect of shaping it further shone as brightly as the demon’s golden eyes. But then he thought of Bumblebee, and he realized how the shaping of the world had a cost. There were people who believed him and trusted him, and what he made of the world mattered to them.

			“‘You want your own forest, Tree-Eater,’ the wise man said. ‘You will give Bumblebee back to us. You will travel to the ocean and make an island there, crouched against the ocean floor, and the Red Woods you have eaten will spring from your stony shoulders, keeping you company for the rest of your days. This is what you want, Tree-Eater.’

			“The demon looked at him for a moment longer, and then, with a great sigh that blew from his jagged mouth like a hurricane, he reached forward and placed Bumblebee on the ground. He rose, lifting his head up into the cloudless sky, and headed west to the ocean.”

			Sophia sat in silence next to Goldenrod, imagining the great demon stalking away into the distance. She could picture his dark silhouette against the starry sky. “Bumblebee was very brave,” she finally said.

			“Bumblebee is a seeker of truth, and the wise man is the soul of invention,” Goldenrod said. “There are many lessons in the story, but I have always marveled at how both the seeker of truth and the soul of invention are powerful, each in their own right.”

			“But how could the trees have been destroyed before the wise man had invented Tree-Eater? Did something else destroy them?”

			Goldenrod smiled. “What do you think?”

			Sophia pondered. “I think it could be that the wise man had already imagined something like Tree-Eater, before even speaking of it, and the monster he imagined came to find him.”

			“That would be a grave lesson indeed.”

			“Do demons like Tree-Eater really exist? Is that what people in the Encephalon Ages do?”

			“The story is meant to show the power of the imagination, for both good and evil. I cannot say if creatures like Tree-Eater truly exist. But you heard what Wren said—every intention finds its expression.”

			Sophia drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. “I have imagined terrible things sometimes,” she said quietly. “I am glad I don’t have that power.”

			“You may have more of it than you realize. When you learn further about Elodean ways, you will see how some of your intuitions already lean in this direction.”

			Sophia had found no opportunity to tell Goldenrod what had happened after they had spoken of the two tokens Maxine had given her, and now, as the train rattled on in the dark night, she saw her chance. “Last night I looked at the antler and the tree for a long time, just as you said. I wrote down all my questions and my observations. And then I fell asleep holding the antler. I had dreams that were so real, they felt like memories. Were they really memories?”

			Goldenrod’s eyes were bright. “What did you dream?”

			“I dreamed of walking through a forest and reaching a house deep in the woods. A boy spoke in my ear, saying that we were home. Then in a different dream, the boy and I looked down into a valley with a cluster of trees. And then in the last dream, we ran from a forest fire. I was afraid of the fire, and the fear seemed to be a thing outside of myself that ran through the woods ahead of us.”

			Goldenrod nodded. “Animals see fear as a living being—an entity—while we do not. Those were memories.”

			Sophia smiled, elated. “So these maps are read while sleeping?”

			“It is a way to begin—the sleeping mind is most open to these kinds of memories. What did the house look like?”

			“The house in the woods?”

			“Yes—the house the boy said was home.”

			“It was set in a mound, so that part of the house was a hill. There were two windows and an arched door. And next to the house was an open space with a roof. There was a barrel collecting rainwater and a stack of firewood.”

			Goldenrod smiled. “I believe you have met Bittersweet.”

			“The moose is named Bittersweet?” Sophia asked, confused.

			“No—the boy. Young man now. He lives in such a house, and though I have not been to that corner of the forest for more than two years, it sounds as though it has not changed much.”

			“Then he is Elodean?”

			“He is Elodean. And it is telling that this token Maxine gave you pertains to him.”

			“Why?”

			Goldenrod sighed. “He is the fourth Weatherer. Of those four Eerie healers, he is the only one who did not disappear in Boston. It was his family I went in search of early this year.”

			—18-Hour 30—

			GOLDENROD FELL SILENT, and Sophia knew that she was reflecting upon her failed attempt to save the Eerie in Boston. It visibly gnawed at her conscience, and no doubt she felt anxious, having finally returned to New Occident, to learn what she could about the fate of those missing friends. Sophia’s own conscience gnawed at her—she was well aware of how her own search was delaying Goldenrod’s own—as she prepared herself for sleep.

			Sophia removed the remaining pieces of her raider costume so that she was wearing only her cotton shift. She undid her braids and put the leather ties inside her skirt pocket, then tucked her clothes into the compartment beside her bunk. Placing the wheel of tree trunk beside her pillow, she rested her fingers on its coarse surface. Gently, she tapped the pine face. It’s like a clock, she thought to herself as her eyes closed. A clock of the past that has stopped telling time. The long day that had begun before dawn caught up with her quickly, and she was asleep in minutes.

			The dream was unlike any she had ever had. It was late winter. A heavy snow was falling. She was aware of the other trees around her; they were perfectly still as the snow fell, but their thoughts coursed through their cold limbs, into the soil and the damp air. And these were not the only thoughts she sensed: tranquil or urgent, lazy or quick, contented or hungry, the impulses of living things nearby filled her consciousness so that they transformed the stillness into a scene of humming activity.

			This went on for hours. In some ways, nothing happened. The snow continued to fall. It accumulated on her branches, a comforting weight that covered her like a kind of blanket. The weak sunlight gave out slowly as the afternoon waned. Steadily, the temperature began to drop. There was no visible movement as far as she could tell. And yet, in other ways, the dream was full of busyness as the dense cluster of living things near her watched and felt and hungered and slept and woke.

			The dream ended abruptly and shifted. Now it was midsummer. The landscape had altered entirely. Instead of standing surrounded by other trees, she stood at the edge of a field. She knew that the trees that had stood there before were gone, and she felt their absence without grief, but with a constant, unremitting awareness. Tall grass, heavy with flowers, grew now where those trees had grown, and a house made of those very trees stood not far away. Beyond it were more houses, and where they gathered in the greatest number rose a bell tower.

			The air was thick with bees and other insects. She felt the same sense of busyness around her, hearing the bees and the flies and the trees and the grass and the nodding flowers among them, but now another activity overlaid this, like a trumpet sounding in an orchestra. Two girls ran toward her through the tall grass, one chasing the other, and their laughter rang through the warm summer air. One of them reached her trunk, touched it, and then embraced her, still laughing, her soft arms warm and poignantly fragile. She felt a pang of tenderness for this breakable creature. “I won!” the girl cried.

			In her sleep, Sophia pulled away from the wheel of tree trunk, drawing her fingers under the thin blanket. She sighed, and the dream ended.
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			Two Pigeon Posts

			
			—1892, August 8: 18-Hour 00—

			In some of these inns you can still find, discarded in a stable or an unused room, the leather trunks used to transport the mail along the major post roads. Now the riders forego the trunks—and the wagons required to carry them. They travel lighter, with saddle bags, and the steady stream of messengers ensures that these smaller deliveries will be sufficient. The post is delivered four times a day within the city of Boston and twice a day in its environs. Each of the inns I have described on the major post roads sees a messenger pass by three times each day: they leave Boston in the dark of night, late in the morning, and late in the afternoon.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			IN THE HUMID summer evening, by the bright light of three flame lamps, Shadrack was committing treason. He was creating two maps that looked nearly identical. Both showed the projected route for New Occident troops marching through Kentucky. One showed the troops following a path that led through a low valley. The other showed the troops following the same route, but instead of taking them through the valley, it led them to camp on the banks of a river. Apart from this, there was one other important difference between the two maps, a difference almost any eye would miss: the one with the valley bore a small insignia—three hills atop a slender ruler—while the other did not.

			It was through such calculated inaccuracies and the deliberate “loss” of maps into enemy hands that Shadrack managed to foil Fen Carver, the leader of the Indian Territories’ troops, arranging for there to be as little bloodshed as possible. Some days he drew and copied as few as ten; most days he drafted more than twenty. Shadrack’s pen slipped, and he paused. He sat back in his chair and put the pen down. The exhaustion he felt had been building for weeks. Pressing his fingertips to his temples, he closed his eyes.

			In the silence that followed, he heard a sound that he could not place. Then he realized what it was: the quiet flutter of snow.

			Snow, he thought, with an unfolding sense of ease. If it’s heavy, I might work from home in the morning. Then something shifted, and he realized what his exhaustion had at first obscured. But it is early August!

			Shadrack hastened through the silent house and opened the front door. The night sky seemed bright and faintly yellow, as it would be during a snowfall. Downy white flakes were falling all along the street, coating the roofs and the leafy branches. Snow, Shadrack thought, astonished. It really is snowing in August. And it isn’t even cold. The brick walkway to 34 East Ending Street was already hidden. Then he put his hand out, allowing the flakes to gather on his palm. He gasped. Not snow, he realized.

			It was ash. Ash.

			Shadrack’s first thought was a fire: a great fire, since only a conflagration of massive proportions would cause so much ash to fall on the city. And yet there was no smell of burning in the air. Looking up, perplexed, Shadrack watched the thick clouds overhead drift and part momentarily. The waxing moon shone through, and the falling ash paused. “Unbelievable,” he murmured. “It’s actually coming from the clouds.” He stared as the clouds gathered, obscuring the moon once more, and the ash resumed falling.

			In the silence, there was a shuffling sound. Shadrack saw a messenger with a cap coming down the street, kicking the ash aside as if it were a mere inconvenience instead of an ominous wonder. The messenger saw Shadrack at the door and raised his cap, turning into the walkway of 34 East Ending Street. “Good evening,” he said.

			“I’d say a strange evening,” Shadrack replied.

			“It’s falling all over the city,” the boy said matter-of-factly, turning on the step to survey the street. “The Common is already under an inch of it.”

			“Have you heard any speculation as to the cause?”

			The messenger looked at Shadrack. “None at all,” he said, seemingly unworried. “Well, plenty of speculation, but none that makes an ounce of sense. I heard one man say it was a volcano.”

			“But there are no volcanoes anywhere in this Age,” Shadrack protested.

			The boy shrugged. “Like I said. None that make sense. Message for Shadrack Elli,” he added, holding up a piece of paper.

			“A message,” Shadrack said, recalled to the moment. “I am Shadrack Elli.”

			The boy handed the paper over and settled his cap back on his head. “I’ll wait for a reply.”

			Shadrack opened the sheet of paper and read four lines of blue writing:

			Safe with Calixta and Burr in New Orleans

			Heading north to Salt Lick

			Will be there between ninth and nineteenth

			Love, Sophia

			Shadrack stared at the letters on the page, the ashfall forgotten. “How did this arrive?” he demanded.

			“By pigeon post, sir. Maxine’s Iron Pigeon Post of New Orleans. Message came through Greensboro.”

			“Iron pigeon post? What does that mean?”

			“Mark of Iron, sir. Guides them to any destination.”

			“Iron pigeons.” Shadrack shook his head. “Incredible.” He scanned the message again. “She is traveling through the Territories,” he said to himself, aghast. Then he addressed the messenger. “Can I send a reply to Salt Lick?”

			“There’s a depot there. So, yes—makes it easier. You can send a message to Salt Lick. It has lodgings and everything. Run by Prudence Seltz. It’s one of the nicer depots. Not as nice as Boston’s, of course.”

			“Come in,” Shadrack said, opening his door. “I will write the note. How long will this take to reach Salt Lick?” he asked, hurrying along the corridor to his study.

			“If the bird leaves within the hour, it can arrive in Salt Lick by midmorning,” the boy assured him. “It’s seven hundred and thirty-four miles.”

			“Even in this weather?” Shadrack hurriedly took pen and paper from his desk.

			“They’ve flown through worse.”

			Shadrack wondered what was worse than an inexplicable storm of falling ash. “Is there a limit to how much I can write?”

			“Just don’t write a novel, sir,” the boy replied with a smile.

			Shadrack quickly wrote:

			Relieved you are safe. Wait in Salt Lick depot for Miles. He will arrive in—

			He looked up at the boy. “Can I send something to Pear Tree?”

			“Charleston in Virginia would be the closest depot. I’d advise sending it direct. A little extra cost, but the pigeon will deliver straight to your recipient.”

			“How long would it take to send a message there?”

			“It will arrive around the same time, tomorrow morning, but it’s a little unpredictable if your recipient isn’t expecting the pigeon. Might be they figure it out right away or might be they don’t. Tomorrow night, if you’re lucky.”

			“That’s still much faster than I could manage,” Shadrack observed. “Can I send a second message to Pear Tree?”

			“Absolutely, sir.”

			Making a rapid calculation of how long it would take Miles to reach Salt Lick from Pear Tree, he continued: three days. He paused.

			In case Miles does not arrive, the following are friends nearby: Casper Bearing and Adler Fox in Salt Lick, Sarah Smoke Longfellow in Oakring, Muir Purling in Echo Falls, and Tuppence Silver in East Boyden Township.

			He paused again and looked up, wondering how he could possibly warn Sophia about the dangers of the crimson fog. With a sharp, worried exhalation he finished his message.

			If you see any red fog, take cover alone at whatever cost. The fog is lethal!

			All my love, Shadrack

			On a separate sheet of paper, he wrote to Miles:

			Sophia is heading to Salt Lick from New Orleans, due to arrive between 9th and 19th. Meet her there at the pigeon depot run by Prudence Seltz. I fear for her safety.

			He read the notes over and then handed them to the boy. “How far does your network extend?”

			“All over New Occident and the Territories,” he said proudly.

			“I am astonished I did not know of it.”

			“It’s for smugglers, sir,” the boy answered matter-of-factly. “You wouldn’t have.”

			“In any case, I’m very grateful.”

			“Very happy to be of service, sir.”

			Shadrack thought to himself that for a smugglers’ correspondence system, it was surprisingly professional and courteous. Having paid for the outgoing messages, he saw the boy to the door. The sky had cleared, and the ground was covered with almost an inch of gray-white ash. More people were emerging from their houses now, and there were even two boys down the street playing, catching it in fistfuls and throwing it at each other.

			Though the ash was a surprising and inexplicable distraction, Shadrack forced himself to return to his study. Pacing the worn carpet, he reflected yet again how effectively and cruelly Broadgirdle had bound him to Boston. His place now was in the Indian Territories, where Theo and Miles and Sophia were all converging west of Pennsylvania. They were in danger, and he was here, all but manacled to his desk. There was nothing he could do.

			But—yes, there is, he thought, taking up the wooden ruler that held the memories of three Eerie, trapped belowground in a windowless chamber. I can end this war if I can prove what Broadgirdle has done. I have to find the Weatherers.

			He had examined the ruler countless times. In fact, he had read it so often that it had become predictable; when he immersed himself in the recollections of the terrified Eerie, the terror no longer touched him. He anticipated the indifference of the Sandman, the dread of the bound girl, the sense of weariness and deflation and grief that the maker of the map had experienced. The challenge now was to see anything new in something that had become so familiar. But Shadrack knew better than anyone that memories were rich and changeable, and even stored memories took on a different aspect when revisited.

			He let his mind drift in the memories of the Weatherer. First, he saw the girl and the old man slumped in their chairs. Then he saw the girl recoiling from the fire, her hands bursting with red blooms as her terror peaked. Then he saw the coffins and the tools and the fearful gaze of the old man. The one moment that never lost its power for Shadrack was this: the way the old man looked at him, sending grief and love and despair across the room like a current. He flinched every time. And because he flinched, he did not feel the memory fully.

			This evening, tired and stunned as he was, he arrived at the moment unguarded and did not brace himself. The memory hit him with all its force, and he felt an agony of helplessness as the man’s eyes met his own. Father, he thought, in the back of his mind. It was the first time this had occurred to him. He forced himself to stay in that terrible moment, as the man’s fear and desperate love poured from his eyes.

			Then Shadrack sensed it: a smell. It drifted by only for the briefest moment, sweet and heavy, like the scent of a flower. In its wake was another smell: sickly, like rotting meat. Then it was gone.
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			The Yoke

			
			—1892, August 7: 12-Hour 34—

			The Six Nations of the Iroquois expanded after the Disruption, spreading south and west until they encountered the Miami and the Shawnee. In the early decades of the nineteenth century, the government of New Occident was too occupied with the rebellion in New Akan to the south, the disintegrated relationship with Europe across the Atlantic, and the new relationship with the United Indies. And so the Six Nations grew in wealth and power, establishing a close-knit cluster of nations that straddled the boundary between New Occident and the Indian Territories. Indeed, the Six Nations in many ways behaved as if the boundary did not exist.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			BY THE END of the first hour, Casanova was sure Theo’s neck would be permanently bent at a ninety-degree angle to his chest. By the end of the second hour he could see that Theo was beginning to stumble.

			When the major rode to the front of the column, Casanova slipped away and hurried forward, sidling up to his friend. “Let me,” he said, his voice muffled by the leather hood, and lifted the yoke.

			“Ugh—thanks, Cas,” Theo said. He could not turn his head, but he did manage a smile. His face was coated with sweat and dust. “I think,” he said, between gasps, “I got the better deal. Those helmets must be murder.”

			“Don’t talk,” Casanova said, shaking his head. “Save your breath.” But Theo was right. Even with the glass eyepieces snapped upward, the helmet made a bubble of heat around Casanova’s head; he was sweating so profusely that the leather was soaked through. Nevertheless, the entire company wore their helmets; they made a swarm of hooded flies, trudging along the road. Even the major was wearing his, and Casanova thought Theo would be in danger without one. As he looked at his friend critically, he saw with dismay that Theo’s neck was bleeding freely where the yoke had rubbed the skin away.

			“Hey,” Theo said hoarsely.

			“What is it?”

			“I thought of something that would help.”

			Casanova continued to hold the yoke away from Theo’s neck. “Yes—tell me. What else can I do?”

			Theo rotated his head as far as he could. He grinned. “Could you tell me the story of your scar?”

			“Theo!” Casanova burst out, exasperated. “You’re impossible. This is not funny.”

			Theo laughed. Then, quietly, he added, “I think it is.”

			Casanova shook his head, half-furious, half-relieved that Theo was still able to make jokes. “I said don’t talk, you maddening idiot.” Craning with effort to the men marching behind them, he looked for help. The troops were nearly unrecognizable in their masks. He raised his free hand, hoping one of their friends from the work crew would see. Immediately, one of the larger men broke away from the ranks and joined them. Without a word, he took one side of the yoke. Casanova realized, with faint surprise, that it was MacWilliams.

			“Collins will whistle if the major is coming back,” MacWilliams said.

			“Thank you,” Casanova said, feeling a rush of gratitude.

			MacWilliams nodded.

			With one man to hold each side of the yoke, Theo could comfortably walk upright. He let out a breath of relief.

			Casanova reached for the water bottle at his hip and gave it to Theo, who lifted it over the yoke and took a long drink. “Thanks,” he whispered, handing it back.

			“I’m going to put a cloth on your neck,” Casanova said, taking out his handkerchief, “in case Merret comes back and we have to let it drop.”

			He grimaced at how it stuck instantly to the bloody skin. He could not see how Theo would survive this day. The boy had scored a minor victory, poking fun at the major and making his lesson in discipline another occasion for jest, but the lesson was not yet over. The real lesson, Casanova feared, would begin when Theo collapsed from exhaustion and fell to the ground, only to be dragged along by the wagon and the harness. He could only hope that the major would remain at the front for as long as possible so he and MacWilliams could carry the yoke.

			Their luck held for another hour. They descended from the hills out of Pennsylvania, and the terrain grew flatter. The broad road they walked, clearly the principal throughway from east to west, was bordered by trees, which gave them a brief respite from the worst of the summer sun. Casanova wondered, not for the first time, what danger could make the cumbersome helmets they wore worthwhile. The pouring sweat obstructed his vision, and the rustling leather made it difficult to hear. What threat rendered such impairment an advantage?

			Casanova marched onward, the two packs he carried digging into his shoulders with each step. A low warble, like the cry of a mourning dove, reached him distantly. Casanova ignored it. The cry came again, more urgently. “That’s Collins,” MacWilliams said quickly. “We have to get back.”

			“I’ll stay here,” Casanova said. “I don’t care what Merret says.”

			“You’ll care when he makes the boy carry the yoke for a second day as punishment,” MacWilliams replied. Then he slipped away.

			Cursing silently, Casanova lowered the yoke as gently as possible. “I’m sorry, my friend,” he said. “This is going to hurt.”

			“Not your fault.” Theo gave a faint smile, then gasped as the full weight of the yoke pressed against his neck.

			“I’m sorry,” Casanova repeated. His handkerchief was not nearly enough protection.

			“Go,” Theo whispered.

			Casanova dropped back. Through the eyeholes of his helmet, he could see that he had been just in time. Merret was riding back alongside the troops.

			One advantage of the helmets, Casanova thought, was that Merret could hardly tell one man from the other, and he would not realize that Casanova was in the wrong place. The major rode past, the hoofbeats fading as he continued to the rear of the column.

			Casanova’s relief was short-lived. Ahead of him, Theo tripped on an unseen stone in the road and launched forward, tipping perilously with the heavy yoke. He threw a hand up to seize the wagon, but his legs had not yet caught up. Casanova watched with alarm. As he watched Theo’s feet, wondering if this would be the moment when they would tangle up and give out at last, Casanova noticed a flash of brown to his left: a shape in the trees.

			His first thought was that it must be a deer, and he was turning back to help Theo, no matter the cost, when the first long arrow flew past his line of vision and buried itself in the wooden bed of the wagon. There was a keening squeal of panic from one of the mules, and the man marching beside him suddenly crumpled, crying out in pain. Casanova observed with shock the arrow embedded in the man’s arm. It had happened in less than a second.

			In the next moment, everything changed. As if conjured from thin air, men with high buckskin boots and bare arms were taking aim from the edge of the road. All of them wore kerchiefs—gray and brown and dull green—to cover their noses and mouths. They were only a few feet away; at that range, they would not miss. They stood almost shoulder to shoulder, their arms moving like the limbs of a hundred swimmers, pulling arrows, drawing back on the bowstrings, and releasing.

			Abruptly the mules of Theo’s wagon bolted, terrified, and the wagon charged forward. With sudden clarity, Casanova watched the chain that hung slack from Theo’s yoke. He knew that at any moment the chain would pull at the harness and Theo would be forced to the ground. Theo tried to lift his feet, but he was too slow. The chain straightened and snapped taut, and the harness yanked Theo’s neck like a collar. He fell. The mules took off, and a cloud of dust sprang up behind the wagon as Theo was dragged along the road.
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			The Coward

			
			—1892, August 7: 12-Hour 46—

			It is not unheard of for some people of the Six Nations to settle in New Occident proper. Some come and go as merchants, others take advantage of what the cities of the eastern seaboard have to offer. But the majority stay comfortably within the area settled by the Six Nations. Salt Lick, to the west of Pennsylvania, offers everything one might wish for in a city other than a seaport. In fact, if there is migration between New Occident and Six Nations, it tends to flow from the former to the latter.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			THE ARROWS WHISTLED as they flew through the air and struck the unprepared company. In the distance, Major Merret shouted instructions. “Theo,” Casanova shouted, over the thudding of arrows and the groans of falling men.

			He realized that if he did not reach Theo in the next few seconds, the boy would be crushed under the wagon’s wheels. With a grunt, he dropped their packs, losing all his protection against the arrows, and burst into a run. He jumped over a fallen man and dove forward, head down, toward the vanishing wagon.

			Merret’s lessons had accomplished their intention, for the company was fighting with more discipline than Casanova would have imagined. Turning to face the trees on either side, the troops fired on their attackers. Casanova ran between them, in the wake of the wagon that had charged through. The troops’ only insubordination was in their use of equipment; almost to a man, they had thrown off the unwieldy masks that made it impossible to see or hear clearly. Casanova did not stop to remove his. Theo was being tossed beside the wagon like a fallen kite dragged by the wind.

			“Whoa!” Casanova shouted. “Whoa!” It was no use—the mules could not hear him, or if they did, their terror was too great. Tucking his head down, Casanova ran with all his might.

			Suddenly the mules hesitated, impeded or startled by something in their way. Casanova reached Theo, passed him, and then flailed at the mule nearest him, attempting to grasp the reins. He missed, and grabbed again. Then he had it. Pulling fiercely, he wrenched the mules to a halt. But it was only momentary: he knew that at any second they would take off once more. He spun back to where Theo lay on the ground and rapidly unhooked the harness from the chain. Casanova lifted Theo and then, using all his strength, heaved him upward into the covered bed of the wagon.

			Theo was unconscious, and an arrow jutted from his shoulder. “No, no, no, no,” Casanova said under his breath. Putting his fingers against Theo’s wrist, he felt a weak pulse. “Wake up, Theo,” Casanova urged. He unfastened the harness as quickly as he could. As he tossed it aside, the mules bolted and the wagon hurtled forward once again. Casanova crouched in the wagon’s bed.

			He could not think what to do next. Then he realized there was no hope of saving Theo while staying with the company. They would be killed—at best, captured. He threw himself toward the opening at the front of the wagon bed and crawled up to the empty seat. As he fumbled for the reins, he saw that they had already left the scene of their attack behind. He tore off his helmet with relief and threw it into the back.

			Driving the mules as fast as he dared, he took them north for another ten minutes and then led the wagon off the path and tied the agitated mules to a tree. One, he could see, was badly injured. It had continued running out of sheer panic, but it had lost a great deal of blood. Casanova shook his head and hurried to the wagon. Theo’s injury needed attention first; then he would see to the mule.

			Theo had not yet woken, which was a relief, given what Casanova had to do next. He ripped the shoulder seam of Theo’s shirt, exposing the embedded arrow in his left upper arm. He needed a way to remove the arrow as cleanly as possible.

			The wagon that had carried them to safety turned out to hold the major’s private supply store. Fine food and linens surrounded them. Casanova opened a cask of water and found a clean napkin, which he soaked in the water. He wiped his hands with the napkin and then, holding the wound open with his fingers, prepared himself to pull the arrow out. To his surprise, the wooden shaft came loose with ease. Then he cursed quietly, realizing that the arrowhead had remained buried in Theo’s shoulder. “Why couldn’t they have hit your iron hand, Theo?” Casanova asked aloud. He tossed the shaft aside and carefully reached his fingers into the wound. The arrowhead was there, but his blunt fingers could not grasp it. “I need tweezers. Or tongs.”

			He found neither. But he did find two silver forks, and using these like pincers, he managed, over several long minutes, to pry the arrowhead out of Theo’s shoulder. He examined the offending piece of weaponry after dousing it with water, and his worst fear was realized. The arrowhead was stone, and fragments of it had been chipped off. No doubt these were still lodged in Theo’s shoulder. Casanova resisted the urge to hurl the arrowhead into the dirt. He needed to save it so that the pattern of missing pieces was discernible. And he needed a medic—a proper medic.

			Casanova searched the wagon for alcohol, and washed Theo’s shoulder with it, using a clean napkin. The boy had still not woken, and it unsettled him deeply. “Hang on, Theo,” he said as he propped him up with the major’s comfortable blankets. “We’ve got a journey ahead of us, and you must stay alive until we reach our destination. You hear me?”

			Theo, his face strangely calm, made no reply.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			16

			Salt Lick Station

			
			—1892, August 9: 4-Hour 11—

			Salt Lick is a good example. We can see by the very number and nature of institutions created there that New Occident is surprisingly ignorant of life beyond the borders. Consider that until this year, maps of Salt Lick did not even show the major railway line (apparently built eight years ago) reaching westward out of Salt Lick into the Baldlands. The only known railway ran north to south. How could this go unremarked? It demonstrates, once again, how poorly we are kept up to date on the developments of our nearest neighbors.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			THE PASSENGERS ABOARD the train to Salt Lick watched the ash fall. All through the second day of the journey and into the evening, it had fallen—at first sparsely, so that it was mistaken for apple blossoms out of season, and then thickly, so that it swirled and eddied around the train. The flat fields on either side of the tracks made a gray sea to the horizon. Even as the sun set, the sky remained light and faintly yellow, like a fading bruise.

			The dining car was quiet, apart from the occasional murmured speculation. All of the passengers seemed to agree that the ashy precipitation boded ill. Goldenrod watched the mottled clouds with a worried expression. Errol, Wren, and Sophia sat beside her in a braced silence.

			“It’s a punishment from the Indians,” a woman’s voice suddenly declared shrilly. She was young, with a high buttoned collar and nervous hands. “They’ve sent a storm of ash to wipe us out!”

			“Don’t be absurd,” another woman retorted, looking sternly through her spectacles. “Indians have no such power. And how is a storm of ash supposed to wipe us out?”

			“There must be a great fire,” said a middle-aged man. “A fire burning all the plains to the west—a fire so vast, the winds are carrying the ashes east.”

			“Then how do you explain the fact that when the clouds clear, the ash stops?” the spectacled woman demanded.

			“What’s your explanation, then?” countered the man.

			“I have no explanation,” she said firmly. “And anyone who claims to is fooling himself.”

			There was a silence. Then, finally, Goldenrod turned away from the window.

			“What is it?” Errol asked in an undertone.

			“I cannot hear the Clime,” she replied, her voice strained. “But I hear the trees.”

			“What do they tell you?” Wren prompted.

			“The ash does not trouble them. What troubles them are the men.”

			“The men?” Sophia asked.

			Goldenrod turned back to the dark glass. “Thousands of feet, marching east. Men scorching fields, men cutting trees to clear roads.”

			“Is that where the ash comes from?” wondered Sophia.

			“Perhaps. I cannot tell. The fires leave blackened earth and pillars of smoke. They send people fleeing, like ants whose hill has been crushed underfoot.”

			“The New Occident troops,” Wren said.

			“Both sides,” Goldenrod corrected. “Miami, Shawnee, and Cherokee to the south. All the Six Nations to the north. There is such a movement of feet, and the footsteps leave poison in their wake.”

			“What does that mean?” Sophia asked, eyes wide.

			“I do not know,” Goldenrod said. She sighed deeply and pressed her forehead against the glass. Errol rested a gentle hand on her shoulder.

			Sophia could see the agony on Goldenrod’s face—Goldenrod, who was always so calm and untroubled. And she could see the worry in Errol’s shoulders; he leaned toward Goldenrod as if hoping to shield her with his presence. But there could be no protection from the unrest of the Clime. It was all around them. With an inaudible sigh, Sophia rose. She wanted time to think things through.

			Making her way back to the compartment she was sharing with Goldenrod, she pulled herself up into her bunk. She took out her notebook and set down the happenings of the last twenty hours, taking special care to draw the falling ash and Goldenrod’s story of Tree-Eater. As she outlined the remnants of her dream from the previous night, she pondered what Goldenrod had observed about the trees, and how the footsteps of men troubled them.

			If trees can remember, she thought to herself, sketching the insects that had appeared with jeweled precision in her dream, then of course they can sense what is happening now all around them. They do not simply watch—they observe, they interpret. Perhaps they even like and dislike. She looked up, struck by a thought. Or are there stronger feelings? Do the trees love and hate like we do? Do they condemn some actions and praise others? Do they have wishes and wants that act upon the world? How would those wishes and wants appear? Sophia shook her head, perplexed at her own questions.

			Goldenrod had still not come, and it was growing late. Sophia put away her notebook and pencils and prepared herself for bed. Carefully, so that it would not slip too easily from her grasp, she placed the antler in her open palm. Then she settled back, pulled the blankets around her, and prepared herself for sleep. The train rattled pleasantly in the background, and it was almost possible to forget that, beyond the tracks, the land was covered with ash.

			There was only one dream this time—a brief, disturbing dream that was more of a nightmare. It began and ended at the edge of a charred forest, where the boy sat on the ground and wept into his hands. She leaned her head down toward him and tried, with an aching sense of pity, to offer consolation. She tapped his head with her nose and sent him love with her thoughts, but it did no good. He wept as if his heart would break. When she woke from the dream, she could not fall back asleep.

			• • •

			THE TRAIN ARRIVED on time, almost exactly forty hours after departing the station in New Orleans. The fields alongside the track were green in the gray light of dawn; the falling ash had not reached Salt Lick. The trees nodded gently, seemingly untroubled, as the train slowed its pace, rolling into the station.

			If she had not read the antler map during her sleep, she would not have realized that the builder was someone she knew. The company name—Blanc Railroad—had struck her from the first. But only when she saw the station in Salt Lick, with the sound of the boy’s weeping still ringing in her ears, did she realize that this was the very line Shadrack had traveled along the summer before. The rail line was the one planned and built by Blanca. It felt at once ominous and familiar.

			The station was magnificent. White marble supported a vaulted roof of shining steel. The many tracks bustled with activity, much of it freight. Carved into the marble above the station entrance for each track was a tilted hourglass.

			Sophia gathered her belongings and adjusted the chains of her thin mask. All of them were still dressed fully in their costumes. The crisis of the moment—the Clime’s silence and the falling ash—had taken precedence over Wren’s pursuers, and he had promptly made peace with Calixta. As they left their compartments, he warned them yet again that the League might be waiting. “If we are approached,” he cautioned, with a meaning glance at Calixta, “you will allow me to conduct the conversation.”

			“Talk all you like,” she agreed, with a sly smile. “And I’ll do everything else.”

			Wren shook his head but did not take the bait. Instead, he walked at the head of their short procession and stepped onto the platform. Sophia and the others followed him.

			There had been no falling ash outside the station, and within it, there was no sign that the Territories were at war. Men and women of all ages, although fewer families than Sophia would have expected, made their way through the station’s great hall. In peacetime, the route continued into New Occident through upper New York, but now the train service stopped before the border and backtracked, making the long return trip to New Orleans. Salt Lick was one of the last stations on the line. The ticket counters were open, as were the stalls selling food and supplies.

			“Oh, we must buy breakfast,” Calixta exclaimed. “They have bacon sandwiches.”

			“Calixta,” Wren said warningly. “We go straight to the pigeon depot, as agreed.”

			“Very well,” Calixta pouted, after a moment’s indecision. “But you will regret missing the bacon sandwiches.”

			“I think I will survive without them,” Wren replied dryly.

			Sophia was dazzled by the station itself and the people who walked through it. At the very center of the great hall stood a towering statue of a veiled woman holding a torch aloft. Passengers and vendors made their way around the base of the statue. Circling her colossal head was an endlessly moving constellation of orbs that Sophia realized were spherical clocks. They emerged from the beams of the vaulted ceiling along their tracks, whirling and dipping.

			Not a single person appeared to be from New Occident. Many were raiders from the Baldlands, with silver bells and armor similar to those worn by Sophia and her companions. However, as she saw by the clothes of most of the passersby—suede in tan or black, beaded cotton, long capes like the one Goldenrod usually wore, tall laced boots that reached their knees—the majority of the travelers were from the Territories.

			Wren was leading them to a set of double doors that stood open only a few steps away. Beyond them, the city of Salt Lick was beginning to wake to another summer morning. A bell tolled to announce a train departure, and then the sound of running footsteps rang through the station. Sophia did not turn, assuming passengers were rushing to catch the departing train. Then she heard a voice cut through the noise of the crowd: “Richard Wren!” She froze. Calixta, Goldenrod, Errol, and Wren turned.

			They stood at the foot of the statue: a dozen agents of the Encephalon League, all of them in long cloaks of a peculiar color—smoky gray, with patches of soot, as if they had been dragged through a dirty chimney. Like Wren, they were tall, men and women alike. Standing before them was Burton Morris, a rueful expression on his face. His hands were tied before him.

			The agent who had her hand on Burr’s shoulder called Wren’s name again. “Richard Wren. Come forward, and Morris will not be harmed.”

			“Don’t move, Richard,” Calixta said icily. “Let me handle this.”

			People in the station had begun to take notice. Skirting the agents, they glanced with curiosity or concern at Burr’s bound hands. Some of them stopped to watch. One man, a raider, assessed the situation and drew his pistol. “In need of an extra hand, friends?” he asked Wren and Calixta, then grinned menacingly at the agents.

			His question caught the ear of many around him. Raiders in the station were drawn toward them like metal filings to a magnet. Within seconds, Sophia found that there were a dozen raiders at her back, all with their weapons drawn, their metal gear clinking and clanking in anticipation.

			The agent’s expression hardened. “An escalation is not to your advantage, Wren,” she said.

			Wren shook his head. “This is not my doing,” he protested.

			“This is entirely your doing,” she replied.

			The threatening silence hung in the air between them. Sophia could feel Wren’s resolve withering. At any moment, he would step forward, giving himself up to the League. They would never see him again, Sophia thought, panicked. What would the League do to him? Surely his crimes this time were even worse? Would he survive?

			A hush filled the station, and it seemed to reach far beyond the cluster of people around her. Something else is happening, Sophia realized, dread suddenly filling her chest like a bitter breath.

			She was abruptly aware that she could not see the statue clearly, even though it stood only a dozen feet away. Something was making it hard to see—a cloud, a fog, a reddened mist. It swirled all around the base of the statue, obscuring it and the agents, who seemed suddenly diminished in numbers. She stared at the fog, perplexed. Where did it come from? There was a smell on the air that collided unpleasantly with the smoky scent of bacon sandwiches: sweet, luxuriant, and degraded, like a dying flower.

			“Take my hand, Sophia.” It was Errol, and he seized her hand firmly in his own, pulling her toward him. Someone screamed. Sophia looked up at Wren, who had been just to her left, and found that he was gone. Did I lose track of time? Sophia wondered, confused. Her thoughts were moving slowly. She was frightened by the scream, but other fears began to crowd her mind.

			She looked down at the floor of the station and realized that the red fog was so thick that she could not even see her feet. The air felt heavy—incredibly heavy, as if it wished to pin her to the ground. Sophia realized that things were happening around her and she was not perceiving them fully. The single scream had become many, and they had been echoing now for quite a while. She could not say for how long.

			Suddenly, Errol dropped her hand. Sophia glanced up in surprise, but she could hardly see him. He had already stepped away; then he was gone. She heard the metallic ring of his sword being drawn. “Errol?” She put her hands out in front of her. “Errol!”

			There was a whistle as his sword cut through the air. Sophia felt a wave of terror. She dropped to the ground and covered her head. “Errol!” she cried. “What are you doing?”

			The air above her moved. She looked up, hoping to see Errol’s hand reaching down toward her. But it was not Errol’s hand. Instead she saw giant talons, set in iridescent green skin, grasping at the thick air. Sophia gasped and tried to get her bearings. She dimly recalled open doors perhaps twenty paces ahead—and she stumbled. A shape moved above her. She caught a glimpse of a massive wing cutting through the fog: brilliant with red and orange scales. Then, as she crawled forward unsteadily, the beast’s face suddenly appeared beside her. It was blue-skinned, with a long snout, golden eyes, and a set of massive jaws.

			Its long teeth like knives bared, the dragon spoke: “Sophia.”

			Sophia choked on a scream. She pushed herself to her feet, rushing blindly into the fog. Disordered thoughts ran through her mind. The story of Tree-Eater flashed before her: the monster conjured by imagination. But why would I imagine a dragon? she asked herself, panicking. I didn’t! I didn’t imagine a dragon, I promise! She wanted to cry out to Errol, but she feared drawing the terrifying dragon-creature toward her. Unexpectedly, she heard Errol’s sword ring as it hit stone—the marble floor of the station?

			She hurried toward the sound, hands out in front of her. It was not far. She heard the ring again, and a grunt of effort. She had reached him. Sophia dove in a final burst toward the sound. Then she looked up in horror. She had not found Errol. This was something else: a giant; a massive statue made of iron. He leaned toward her, his helmeted head with its closed visor emerging from the fog. The iron giant lifted his sword—Errol’s sword, Sophia realized—into the crimson mist, preparing to strike. Sophia froze for a moment, mesmerized.

			Then she bolted.

			As she stumbled in what she hoped was the direction of the doorway, the din around her suddenly flooded her ears: roaring and clanging, screaming and wailing, the echoing report of pistol shots. Sophia felt a sob rising in her chest. She ran as far as she could before her foot caught on some person or thing hidden by the mist and she fell, sprawling forward onto the ground.
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			Nosh’s Eye

			
			—1892, August 9: 4-Hour 22—

			The Eerie have a reputation as healers, and it is true that some of their skills lie in healing. But I have found that their talents are not adequately described thus. Perhaps the best way of putting it is that the Eerie have a talent for perception—they perceive many things that others do not. And we might consider how some of their habits encourage this talent for perception. They almost always live alone—Elodeans shun big cities—and they often live in the company of animals. I suspect any of us might develop a greater talent for perception if we lived alone in the woods with a family of raccoons!

			—From Sophia Tims’ s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			SOPHIA LAY ON the ground, her senses battered by the horrible sounds that echoed through the station. Now that she could hear them, they overwhelmed her, like a wave that filled her mind and pushed out every other thought. Dimly, she understood that Goldenrod, Errol, the pirates, and Wren were somewhere in the confusion, but although the realization made her anxious, she could not think what to do with it. She could not even comprehend what it meant that they were there, in the midst of the fog, with the dragon and the knight.

			The two creatures she had seen loomed in her mind, coming into focus. From somewhere that felt terribly remote, as if it had happened long, long ago, she suddenly remembered words of significance: When you see the knight and the dragon, you must think only of your own safety. Your instinct is to stay. You must flee.

			Who had spoken these words? Were they from the Ausentinian map? No—Sophia did not think they were. But then where did they come from?

			Maxine. The name came like a breath of clean air. Maxine said the words to me, only a few days ago.

			Sophia clung to this thought; it seemed the only thing she could trust, for she could not trust what was happening around her, and she could not trust her own senses. Safety. She opened her eyes. She was on the marble floor, curled around her satchel. The red fog was beginning to settle, leaving a thin scum on her fingers and clothes. Around her, the screams and terrible sounds continued.

			Sophia urged herself up onto her hands and knees. Directly ahead, she realized, there was silence. The sounds were behind her. Moving inch by inch, she crawled away from them and toward the silence. Her palms struck the floor of the station blindly, and she dragged her knees along behind her. She kept her head tucked down—there was nothing to see if she raised it. The sounds behind her, although they continued to echo, seemed to grow a fraction more remote.

			Then there was a sound ahead of her—a footstep and a low laugh. Sophia looked up slowly, dreading what she would see. There was nothing—only red mist. And then the mist parted briefly, and a white figure appeared: tall and regal, wearing a full-length dress and a long veil that obscured her features. Her hands were gloved; her delicate fingers moved gracefully, parting the red mist as if brushing aside a branch. She nodded gently, and her movements were terribly familiar. As she reached to lift the veil, the fog consumed her once more. But that momentary glimpse had been enough. Blanca, Sophia thought, horrified. She survived. She’s here. She’s here.

			Sophia scrabbled blindly away. She heard the footsteps following her, easy and assured, unhurried. I have to get away from her. I have to get away from her. I have to get away from her.

			The single thought pushed her forward, through the red mist and into the unknown, still crawling on hands and knees. Suddenly her hand touched something firm and somehow rubbery. Sophia recoiled in horror. What is it? What is it? A hand? A foot? She stared down at the object, and the nature of it slowly, slowly dawned on her. A potato, she said to herself, as if assuring herself that it really was. A potato. She touched it experimentally. It did not change. The red fog swirled and parted: an overturned vegetable cart appeared. A large crate of potatoes had fallen from the lower shelf, half its contents scattered. Sophia crawled toward it desperately, even as the fog again descended.

			Safety, she repeated to herself. Your own safety. Reaching the cart, she poured out the remaining potatoes and overturned the crate, fitting herself beneath it.

			Huddled there, Sophia waited. Blanca’s footsteps were no longer audible. She peered anxiously through the cracks, trying to catch a glimpse of her old foe, but there was nothing to see beyond the red fog. She could not track the passing time. It seemed to her that over the course of many hours she heard the din of the station: running footsteps, screams and cries, the abrupt clatter of collapsing wood. At one point, in her silent corner, someone—a stranger—ran past toward one of the nearby train platforms. Sophia realized, watching his retreating back through the slats of the crate, that he was visible because the fog had begun to clear.

			She could see things as far as twelve or even twenty feet away: terrible things. She saw people slumped on the floor. She saw a man holding a chair like a shield, trembling, his eyes closed tightly. One arm held the chair while the other hung at his side uselessly, bleeding onto his clothes and the ground. A red sediment covered every surface. Even the potatoes, strewn all around her, were dusted with crimson.

			While one part of her watched the station, frantically observing the same few details over and over again, another part of her was wrestling with the visions that flashed through her mind: Blanca, the knight, and the dragon. How is Blanca here? Sophia asked herself silently. How can she be here? How could she have survived in Nochtland? How would she know that we would be here—today, at this time? The image of the scarred Lachrima lifting her veil appeared in her mind, the red mist swirling around her. Then the dragon appeared and turned its head, nostrils flaring, and great claws flexed open. A pair of great, strong wings with blue veins unfurled, and a long tail cut through the air like a falling tower. Then the knight’s sword shone brightly, catching some shaft of light that pierced the fog, and with a rattle of armor the sword swooped toward her.

			Sophia began to realize, with slow perplexity, that she remembered more of them than she had seen. The thought made her uneasy and even more greatly confused. Did I see more and not remember? Did I lose track of time? If I didn’t see more, where do these visions come from? Am I imagining more than I saw? She could not settle her mind—she could not even bring herself to see the frantic circle of her thoughts as something useless. Now that she had found relative safety in the potato crate, her thoughts seemed to run wild, beating about inside the crate like a trapped thing.

			More time passed, and the station grew quiet. The fog slowly dispersed. The great statue of the veiled woman came into view, and she was now no longer white—she was red. But she was solid and immobile—a monument, not a person. Sophia realized she could see the entire station; the air had cleared completely. And her thoughts had started to clear as well. The desperate cycle of panicked images began to slow. It seemed fruitless to whirl through them again and again, seeing first the dragon, then the knight, then Blanca, and then the dragon once more. She began to wonder, in a confused and uncertain way, what she had actually seen.

			Suddenly a thought burst onto her mind. There are no dragons. She seized upon it with relief and surprise. Using the thought as a handhold, she inched forward. There could not have been a dragon in the station, she thought to herself tentatively, could there? Then what did I see? Who was the knight holding Errol’s sword? And Blanca . . . Could it be that, after seeing Blanca’s statue, I imagined seeing Blanca herself? As her mind stumbled through these questions, another suddenly occurred to her: What had happened to her friends?

			With a flood of awareness, Sophia became conscious of how utterly confused she had been. While hiding in the potato crate she had not even wondered about them.

			She was on the verge of throwing off the crate and going to look when she heard a sudden echoing sound in the silence. It was heavy clop of footsteps—more hoofbeats than footsteps, and very different from Blanca’s light tread. Sophia looked through the slats, but could see nothing. The sound approached her from the side; she could not shift inside the crate, and so she waited, unmoving, for the creature to pass. Suddenly a great brown face appeared, inches from her own, and a great brown eye gazed at her through the slats. Sophia startled, shifting the crate. It was lifted into the air, exposing her. Sophia curled up, covering her head with her arms and bracing herself for a sudden blow.

			None came. There was a brief silence. “We’re not going to hurt you,” a voice said. “I’m sorry Nosh startled you. Only he knew where you were. I would never have found your hiding place.”

			Sophia slowly lowered her arms and looked up. Standing above her was the boy she had seen in the antler’s memories, and behind him, looking concerned and faintly apologetic, was the creature himself: a great brown moose with heavy antlers. “Nosh,” Sophia whispered, “and Bittersweet.”

			The boy raised his eyebrows. “You know my name.” He held out a hand as green as Goldenrod’s. “We must leave. In a city of this size, there is sometimes looting after the fog has passed, and it can be just as bad as the fog.”

			Sophia felt dazed. She knew that her mind had still not fully cleared, and she still did not trust her own thoughts. But she understood that the boy and the moose were offering to help her. “But my friends,” she said weakly.

			“I know,” Bittersweet said, glancing over his shoulder, into the station. “We must leave without them. They are already gone.”

			There was a sharp whistle, keen and high, from somewhere outside the building. Bittersweet grasped Sophia’s hand. “That’s the looters,” he said. “I’ll explain more later, I promise. But we have to go.”

			He cupped his hands by Nosh’s round belly. “Step up on my hands,” he said. Sophia put her raider’s boot onto Bittersweet’s palms and heaved herself up onto Nosh’s back. Bittersweet climbed up behind her. “Take us the safest way you can, Nosh,” he said, patting the moose’s side, “and the sooner we get out of Salt Lick, the better.”
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			The Backwoods

			
			—1892, August 9: 16-Hour 43—

			The raiders of the Baldlands have no fixed capital, no center. They do not even have towns. Rather, they form groups based not on kin but friendship, and those groups have settlements throughout the middle Baldlands. Some half dozen raiders always remain at the settlement, or fort, as they are wont to call it, while the others head out on raiding parties. Usually raiding parties travel at most two or three days’ distance from the main fort, but ambitious raiding groups are known to embark on longer journeys for greater gains.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

			

			CASANOVA TRIED TO stay awake. It was his third day on the road and his third night without sleep. The night before he had driven the wagon through the night, through an inch of fallen ash that made the ground white and eerily warm. Squinting down at the strange substance, he worried most about whether it would make them easier to track. That morning, in a farm north of Fort Pitt, he had left the surviving mule—exhausted from fear and overwork—in the hands of a farmer, and exchanged half the contents of the wagon for a draft horse. Fortunately, his northeasterly route had prevented him from encountering any New Occident troops. He had chosen the less trafficked path to the state of New York, cutting across the northwest corner of Pennsylvania, on purpose. But for the same reason his journey proceeded slowly; the narrower road made for difficult travel. The draft horse was strong and needed less rest than he had feared. And yet, he knew they could not arrive soon enough.

			Theo had woken on the previous afternoon, probably at the sound of Casanova’s rifle when he was forced to shoot the injured mule. When he heard the boy’s groan of protest, Casanova hurried to the rear of the wagon. Theo had not improved since then. He had a high fever. Sometimes he drank water, but most of the time he pushed it away, battling Casanova with his good arm as if fending off a poison draught.

			Casanova urged and cajoled him, doing everything he could to bring him to consciousness. “Theo—hey, Theo,” he said desperately. “Wake up. Just for a few seconds.” There was no response. “Theo. Please. You have to drink water.” He felt a moment’s panic when he could not feel the boy’s pulse, and then he saw Theo’s eyelids flutter. “I’ll make it worth your while. You know what? If you just open your eyes and take this drink of water, I’ll tell you the story of the scar. Don’t you want to hear the story of the scar?” he pleaded. Theo’s head lolled to the side.

			Casanova took a long, shaky breath. When he inspected Theo’s wound, he found it terrifyingly red and swollen. He knew then that, whether because of a substance on the arrowhead or simply because the injury could not heal properly with the embedded pieces of flint, the wound had become infected.

			After that, Casanova redoubled his efforts. As he continued on their route, driving through the evening and night, his weariness grew and he began to drift into that state of exhaustion in which doubts hover like specters and nothing seems certain. He wondered whether he should have sought a doctor in Fort Pitt. But, he argued with himself, the moment the wagon had fled the battle—no, the moment he had driven on, away from the battle—they had become deserters. He could not count on the goodwill of the commanding officers in Fort Pitt. Most likely they would enforce the law against sedition to the fullest extent, because he and Theo were convict-soldiers. Before the boy even had a chance to heal, he would find himself at the end of a hangman’s rope.

			So Casanova rode on, though he knew another day and a half on the road lay ahead.

			The sun had not yet set, but on the narrow path through the woods, dusk had already fallen. Casanova let his chin drop, the reins slack in his hands. His eyes closed. Before he could drift into sleep, the sudden halting of the horse jolted him upright.

			He blinked into the gathering darkness and saw, only twenty feet ahead on the path, a cluster of torchlights. They moved toward him. The men carrying them were at least six in number; they had long hair and heavy boots. If he had not been lulled by the sound of the horse’s hooves and the creaking wagon, he surely would have heard the men, for every inch of their hair and clothes rang with silver. Raiders.

			Casanova sat motionlessly, the reins now tight in his hands. There was no place to go. The track was too narrow for him to turn around, and the woods on either side too thick. There was no opportunity for flight. Then it will have to be bargaining, he thought.

			“Evening, gentlemen,” he said casually, as the raiders approached the wagon. He noted that two of the men wore goggles loosely around their necks, as if in readiness. Casanova waited.

			One of the raiders with goggles came up to the side of the wagon and amicably slapped the horse’s haunches. He gave Casanova a wide grin, and his metal teeth shone in the light of the torch he held. “Well, friend. What have we here?”

			“I might ask the same. You boys are rather more east than you usually are, am I right?” Casanova asked.

			The raider’s grin widened farther. “That we are. War makes for good hunting.”

			“Maybe in some places.”

			Another raider, this one unsmiling, stared at Casanova. “Bloody Fates, man, you have one ugly face.”

			Casanova looked back at him. In the long pause that followed, Casanova heard all the tinkling bells the raiders wore go silent as the men fell still. He waited, letting the firelight of the torches play over his scarred features, knowing well how it would look. Then he smiled wryly. “Seems to me the pot’s calling the kettle black,” Casanova said.

			There was a moment more of silence, and then the raiders burst into laughter. Casanova shook his head good-naturedly and took up the reins. “Well, my handsome friends, I know what you’re here for, and I know there’s six of you and one of me. However, what you don’t know,” he added, and the raiders’ laughter died away, “is how much damage one of me can do. I make it a point of aiming for the face, just so you have a little something to remember me by. So I recommend you keep your good looks. Help yourself to anything you like, excepting enough food and water for the boy.”

			The raiders gazed at him warily, and he could see that they were deciding whether to take offense. Casanova put up his hands in mock surrender. “You’ve got me. I won’t say fair and square, but nonetheless. All I want is to get that sick boy in the back of the wagon to safety, and I need enough food and water for one day and a night. If you’ll do that for me, I’ll be much obliged. By way of thanks, I’ll tell you what I know of the nearest troops, and I’ll throw in a pair of goggles. Looks to me like you might need them.”

			The raider who had first spoken stared at Casanova through narrowed eyes, and he turned to the man next to him. “Check the back of the wagon,” he said curtly.

			The man ambled off with a sound like a purse full of coins falling down a set of stairs. Casanova waited. There was silence as the raider peered into the back of the wagon, and then the same metallic cacophony as he returned. “Yeah. Full of loot. Very sick kid,” he muttered. Then he said something to the leader that Casanova could not make out. It sounded like “lucky.”

			“All right,” the first man replied gruffly. “Leave them food for two days and clear out the rest.” He turned to Casanova. “That should tide you over.”

			Casanova nodded. “I’m grateful to you.”

			The raiders emptied the remaining contents of the wagon, taking all of the major’s linens, wine, and costly preserves. Casanova watched with some regret as pickled vegetables, bags of fine flour, coffee and chocolate from the Indies, and jars of summer fruit jams vanished in the raiders’ arms. He told their leader about where he had seen troops, and about what had happened to his own company under the leadership of Major Merret. The man listened in silence, and nodded gravely when Casanova described the archers who sprang from the side of the road. “Their masks covered their mouths,” Casanova commented, “not their eyes.”

			“Did they, now?” the raider said, intrigued. “Might be they know more than we do. Haven’t had the good fortune to see any red cloud myself,” the raider said dryly.

			“A red cloud? Is that what the goggles are for?”

			The raider gave a curt nod. “I take it you haven’t seen it, either.”

			“No.”

			“Red clouds that turn the mind. Make your own flesh and blood appear as monsters, they say. Hard to know the truth of it, since I’ve only heard secondhand, but a man two days south told me he met a boy who speared his sister with a pickax. He thought she was a bear.”

			Casanova scoffed. “Sounds improbable.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not.” The raider turned away, and Casanova heard him climb into the back of the wagon. After some silence, he got out and walked some distance into the woods, where his own horse was presumably tied up. He returned with a small cloth pouch, which he tossed up to Casanova. It was light, its contents like pieces of frayed rope under the cotton cloth.

			“What’s this?” Casanova asked.

			“Dried beef,” the raider replied. He gave Casanova a keen look. “The boy needs food with iron in it.”

			Casanova blinked in surprise. “Is that right?”

			“He’s Mark of Iron,” the raider said. “Won’t survive without it.”

			Casanova looked down at the pouch and back up at the raider, whose teeth, glinting in the flickering torchlight, seemed less forbidding now. “Thank you. Can I ask your name? To tell the boy who helped him, when he wakes.”

			“You can tell Lucky Theo that Skinny Jim and the gang passed by. He’ll remember me from old times.”

			Wordless, astonished, Casanova watched Skinny Jim follow the other raiders back up the path. They led their heavily laden horses into the woods, and soon the light of their torches flickered out among the trees.

			He sprang to his feet, his energy renewed. He tied the reins and hurried to the back of the wagon, where he found that the raiders had left them more than enough food. A lighted gas lamp was standing on a barrel of water. They had even left Theo’s bedding, propping him up between the major’s fine cotton quilts. Casanova felt a spasm of relief. They had gotten off easy. He knelt down and reluctantly shook Theo awake.

			“Theo—Theo, you have to wake up.”

			Theo’s eyes opened, and he looked up at Casanova uncomprehendingly.

			“You’re going to have some water and food,” Casanova said, putting his arm under Theo’s head. Theo did not even react when Casanova accidentally brushed his injured shoulder—a bad sign. He gazed blankly ahead, and Casanova tipped the water canteen into his mouth. Theo choked, coughed, and then swallowed. Casanova gave him the smallest piece of dried beef he could find. “Chew that over, Theo,” he said quietly. “Skinny Jim says you need iron. So chew on that, and get better, would you?”

			Theo chewed obediently and swallowed, but his eyes remained glazed over, and when Casanova lay him back against the bedding, he turned and closed his eyes without uttering a sound.
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			Three Hints

			
			—1892, August 9: 11-Hour 14—

			There is no upward mobility for bureaucrats at the State House, however. The parliamentary posts are invariably purchased from the outside by industrialists or legacy politicians. Necessarily, anyone with the wealth to procure such a seat would not seek out a lowly position as office assistant or messenger or timekeeper. And so, for all those who work in the State House, there is a clear ceiling: they might progress from one office to the next, and they might well make a respectable career in the august offices of the capital, but they will never rise to become part of the lawmaking body itself.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			EXTRAORDINARY EVENTS RARELY remain extraordinary. Even if they continue unexplained, their very strangeness gradually becomes less and less strange. So it had been with the sinkholes, which at first were described in alarmed tones as localized subterranean eruptions or—by the city’s more fantastically minded—as an army of giant worms. Then the alarm faded, and soon enough the people of Boston began to think of them as nothing more remarkable than bad Boston weather. They calmly went about their days, giving the sinkholes wide berth.

			And so it was with the falling ash, which left a good inch of powder on the city that turned to paste with the first dewy morning. Those who did not clear their streets and walkways found that a thin crust of cement, baked by the sun, had hardened on every surface. Boston took on the unlikely appearance of a crusty, gray mummy. The morning newspapers made alarmed noises about the consequences of “The Anvil,” but for the most part, all of New Occident seemed to be treating the ash as if it was simply another kind of precipitation.

			Shadrack looked about him in amusement as he walked to the State House. He saw more than one workman chipping ash crust from windows, and he passed a pair of children flinging the hardened ash into the river. No one seemed particularly disturbed by the sediment, despite its unknown origins. The notable exception was the Nihilismian prognosticator, a self-styled street prophet who always stood at a corner of the Common, haranguing passersby about the evils of the Age of Delusion. On this morning, he had drawn a small crowd and was energetically accusing his listeners of having ignorantly led the Age toward certain apocalypse. “It is no longer a mere expression,” he shouted, his beard trembling with excitement, “to say that the sky rains fire. The rain of fire and brimstone, so feared in the Age of Verity, has actually come to pass!” His voice rose to a shriek. “One might even say that the Age of Verity is reaching into this deluded Age to destroy it!”

			“Except that there’s been no fire,” a man called back from the sidewalk.

			“Or brimstone,” a woman chimed in.

			Shadrack chuckled to himself at the Nihilismian’s consternated expression and walked on, heading up the State House steps.

			He had already written several letters that morning to diverse correspondents across the region with the intention of discovering what he could about the strange phenomenon, and he planned to spend the morning investigating the matter further. But when he arrived at his office, he found a young woman with short black hair and a trim suit standing at his closed door. The prime minister’s assistant was waiting.

			“Minister Elli,” she said, with a brief smile. “Unusual weather, isn’t it?”

			“Good morning, Cassandra,” he replied. “To say the very least. Any theories?” He opened the door and ushered her in.

			“I have some ideas.” Her expression was mischievous. “But I’d like to have some evidence before I speculate out loud.”

			“Very wise,” Shadrack said with a smile. “My housekeeper suggested the Fates were having their chimney swept.”

			Cassandra laughed.

			“I am not entirely sure she was joking,” Shadrack said, with a shake of his head.

			“Surely every theory is worth testing when there is no clear explanation,” she said.

			Gamaliel Shore had been sorely disappointed to lose Cassandra Pierce, and the Prime Minister was quite proud of having lured her away. Both parties recognized her as the best assistant in the State House. She was known to be discreet, punctual, tireless, and incredibly resourceful. Moreover, she was friendly without being unctuous, professional without being cold, and informative without being a gossip. She bore very little resemblance to the Nihilismian archivist called “Remorse,” who had, it was thought, departed on a mission to another Age. Even her appearance was different—brighter and cleaner, somehow. Those few people in Boston who had business in the Nihilismian archive and the State House would have had difficulty realizing that Remorse and Cassandra were one and the same.

			And Shadrack, having never visited the archive, was himself no wiser. He had assumed that anyone who chose voluntarily to work with Broadgirdle was bound to be either wildly deluded or perilously dim-witted, so he paid little attention to the new assistant whenever he had contact with her. But Cassandra would not be ignored. Because he would not hire an assistant, much preferring to work alone, Shadrack had to deflect her insistent visits himself. She began making a habit of stopping by Shadrack’s office, at first with messages from Broadgirdle (that could easily have been delivered by the messenger boy) or papers to sign (that were far from urgent), and later with questions that, to his surprise, piqued Shadrack’s interest.

			Usually, these questions were about maps. Were there new maps showing the position of Princess Justa in the western Baldlands, and how far did her rule there extend? Did the maps of the Indian Territories show exact or only approximate positions for the westernmost towns? How did the maps of the Territories and Baldlands account for migratory populations that traveled north and south over the course of the year?

			Shadrack had begun to feel less dread when he saw Cassandra at his door, but this morning proved to be different almost from the start. “May I close the door?” Cassandra asked once Shadrack was seated at his desk.

			“Certainly,” he said with some surprise.

			Taking a seat across from the desk, Cassandra held up a bundle of papers. “I was wondering if you could help me with something.”

			“I would be glad to try.”

			“I have found that the key to being a good assistant is to anticipate what the prime minister needs before he knows he needs it.”

			“That is certainly an admirable goal, though it sounds impossible to me.”

			Cassandra smiled. “Usually, it just means thinking ahead a little bit.”

			“Very well—if you say so.”

			“In this case, it has to do with the terrible fog attacks that have struck in the Indian Territories.”

			“Fog attacks . . .” Shadrack echoed. “Is that how we are describing them?”

			Cassandra blinked. “Is my description inaccurate?”

			“No.” He paused. “But ‘attack’ suggests intention and deliberate action. I was not aware that we knew as much.”

			Cassandra pursed her lips. “You are probably right. The prime minister does not call them attacks. But I just cannot help seeing them that way.” She gave a sheepish smile. “Perhaps it is in my nature to see malicious people doing bad things where there are none. Surely not a good quality!”

			“Well,” Shadrack conceded, “they could be attacks. We do not know.”

			“Precisely,” Cassandra continued. “Which is why I think it is best to be prepared.” She placed the bundle of papers on the edge of Shadrack’s desk. The top sheet, Shadrack could see clearly, was a list of addresses.

			“You mean to be prepared for an attack here?”

			Cassandra nodded.

			“I . . .” Shadrack leaned back in his chair. “I confess it had not occurred to me. It seems a very remote possibility. To date, all of the occurrences have been in the Indian Territories.”

			“Nevertheless,” Cassandra said, raising her forefinger, “a good assistant thinks ahead.”

			Shadrack gave a slight smile. “Right. You’ve made your point. And what is it you would like to do in anticipation of a possible attack here?”

			“My first thought was to ensure the safety of all the prime minister’s properties.” Casually she handed the top sheet of paper across the desk to Shadrack. “Other precautions must also be taken, of course, but surely it would help to somehow secure them.”

			Shadrack took the paper without a word and attempted to school his face into an expression of helpful rumination. He could not believe what Cassandra had just given him. For weeks, he had searched for this information without success, for Broadgirdle kept his personal matters carefully concealed. If it truly listed all of Broadgirdle’s properties, what he was now holding could very well point to the location of the kidnapped Eerie. “Hm,” he said, scanning it quickly. “That sounds challenging,” he commented. There were five addresses. One was the mansion on Beacon Hill, which he and all of Boston already knew about. Another was an address in western Cambridge. Two were warehouses near the water. And the last was a farm in Lexington. “How would you secure these properties?”

			“I asked myself the same question. Without knowing what this fog is, we cannot begin to protect ourselves from it.”

			“I could not agree more,” Shadrack said mechanically. He repeated the addresses silently to himself, committing each one to memory.

			“So I thought it might help to consult a botanist,” Cassandra said brightly, looking pleased with herself.

			Shadrack felt a sudden tremor of warning. Putting the list of addresses carefully aside, he clasped his hands and looked at Broadgirdle’s assistant. He felt immediately, undoubtedly certain that Cassandra Pierce knew much more than she was saying. Her expression, so cheerfully self-satisfied, looked no different from usual. But her eyes were grave—deeply, meaningfully grave.

			“Why a botanist?” Shadrack asked quietly. “I should have thought you would look for a chemist if you think the fog storms are deliberate attacks.”

			“Ah,” Cassandra said, without changing her tone, “but everyone who has reported on the attacks says the fog smells like flowers.”

			“Many substances smell like flowers.”

			Cassandra frowned. “So you think it’s a bad idea to consult a botanist?”

			“Not necessarily. I was only trying to understand how you had come to your conclusion.”

			She sighed. “I suppose, to be thorough, I should also consult with chemists. You are right—we cannot know the nature of this substance. Nevertheless,” she went on, handing him the second sheet of paper, “these are the botanists I was able to identify in Boston who have enough expertise to consider the problem.”

			Shadrack glanced at the list of names. None of them was familiar. “How did you determine their expertise?”

			“I looked at their scholarly work. Though I am by no means an expert in botany, it is a small field, and there are only three scientists in Boston who publish their research with any regularity. These are the three.

			“And finally we come to my request for assistance,” Cassandra said, leaning forward. “You will see that one is circled. I could locate the other two, but not this one. Then I realized that he teaches at the university—I believe you hold an appointment there as well, do you not?”

			Shadrack looked at the circled name. Gerard Sorensen. “I do,” he said slowly.

			“I thought perhaps, with your connections there, you might be able to locate him.”

			Shadrack looked up at Cassandra and realized that he had misunderstood. His first impression had been that she was in Broadgirdle’s confidence and that her knowledge came from him.

			But no—she was not in his confidence. Cassandra Pierce was working behind Broadgirdle’s back.

			She said the words just as they were meant to sound: hopeful, light, and without particular significance. Shadrack heard their significance nonetheless. As he looked in her eyes, he understood the words she really intended: This man knows what the crimson fog is. I am giving you his name. Go find him.

			He could not fathom how or why Cassandra Pierce had come to this knowledge, or how she had come to a point where she was betraying Broadgirdle’s secrets. Perhaps, he considered, this had been her intention from the start. After all, she was relatively new to the prime minister’s office. But however she had arrived and however she had decided to betray her employer, one thing was clear: Cassandra Pierce was trying to help Shadrack. She had already given several indications of what to do, and he could not ignore them. The woman sitting before him suddenly looked entirely different than she had when she knocked on his office door, even though nothing about her had changed.

			“I think it’s very likely that I could locate him at the university,” Shadrack said. “Would it be helpful if I tried to speak with him?”

			Cassandra’s face lit up. “That would be so helpful.”

			“Then I’d be glad to help.”

			“Thank you so much.”

			“No, Cassandra,” he said, handing the paper back to her. “Thank you.”

			—August 10, 16-Hour 10—

			THE PLOTTERS HAD been reduced to four when Miles left for the Indian Territories. But they continued to meet, of course, their goal being more urgent than ever, and on August tenth Winnie and Nettie were happily devouring a blackberry tart made by Mrs. Clay while they waited for Shadrack to join them. Speculation as to the meaning of Cassandra’s clues—reported by the housekeeper to the junior plotters—flew around the table.

			“She must hate Broadsy as much as we do!” Winnie declared triumphantly.

			“She might not hate him,” Nettie said thoughtfully, taking a forkful of tart. “Perhaps she has some long-term plan of her own that involves the crimson fog.”

			“I just want to point out,” Mrs. Clay sniffed, “that I might have been wrong about the origin of the fog, but I am very right about its dangers. If anything, this means it is even worse than we thought.”

			“But the problem is that we don’t really know anything,” said Nettie. “Until we find this Sorensen—and even then . . . he might know something, or not.”

			The knob on the side door rattled, and the door flew open. “Well, my friends,” Shadrack announced. He brought the outside air, dank as an extinguished fire, into the room with him. “I have good news and bad news.”

			“And we have blackberry tart!” Winnie announced, holding up his laden fork.

			Shadrack smiled. He sat and gladly accepted the plate Mrs. Clay handed him. “The good news,” he said, diving into the tart without delay, “is that I located Sorensen’s office at the university. He is, indeed, a member of the botany department, and he has been working there for nearly thirty years.”

			“Oh, he must be old,” Nettie said.

			“Rather. The bad news,” Shadrack swallowed the tart, “is that Sorensen has not been seen in his office for months. He is missing.”

			“Missing?” the plotters echoed.

			“Yes. And Sorensen, while his wife passed away some years ago—the departmental assistant informed me—does have two grown children and several grandchildren in Boston. He has reason to stay in the area, and it is unlikely that he would willingly disappear without a word of explanation, as he has.”

			“Broadgirdle,” Nettie said grimly.

			“Very possibly. So our answers are not as near as I hoped. But,” he said, pausing briefly for another bite of tart, “we do have another lead as to the location of the missing Weatherers, thanks to Cassandra. We have the addresses. The two warehouses and the farm in Lexington are the most likely prospects. That is where we shall start our search.”

			“I can go,” Winnie said quickly.

			“You can, no doubt,” Shadrack replied just as quickly, “but it would be both dangerous and foolish.”

			“Why isn’t Cassandra doing this herself?” Nettie asked. “I’m not ungrateful, of course, but I am trying to understand what her part is in all of this.”

			“You ask a good question,” Shadrack said, “which I have wondered myself. She is playing a deep game here, and I cannot pretend to understand the objectives fully. The best I can say is that she is also working against Broadgirdle but perhaps believes that pursuing these leads openly while working as his assistant would put her in jeopardy.”

			“So she gets us to help,” Nettie said.

			“Yes—in some ways, we are helping her as much as she is helping us. She’s suggesting a division of labor, perhaps. While she infiltrates his office and learns what she can, we take action to pursue the leads.”

			“It seems dangerous to me,” Mrs. Clay said unhappily.

			“But we have to do it,” Winnie insisted.

			“We already are,” Shadrack put in. “Winnie and his colleagues at the State House have been following every lead.” Winnie nodded gravely. “Nettie has been tactfully observing Inspector Grey’s progress on the investigation.”

			Winnie scowled. “Or lack of progress.”

			“He is not entirely to blame,” Shadrack said. Then he addressed Nettie. “Perhaps we should tell your father about this most recent development. When Broadgirdle is apprehended, it must be official. I think it is time for Inspector Grey to investigate anew.”

			Nettie shook her head. “My father is persuaded that by arresting Mr. Peel he arrested the right man, Mr. Elli. He believes Broadgirdle is innocent. And I don’t think these hints from Cassandra are going to change his mind. In fact—we can’t even tell him where the hints come from. Think about what it will cost Cassandra if we can convince him to look at these addresses and it turns out that nothing is there.”

			Shadrack hesitated.

			“Nettie and I can go!” Winnie repeated. “Broadgirdle doesn’t know us, and we look perfectly innocent.” He adopted an expression of beatific gentleness that made him appear disturbingly empty-headed.

			Nettie smiled. “I agree with Winnie. Just as a first step. If there’s anything to see, we bring the matter to my father.”

			Again, Shadrack hesitated. “Very well. I can see the difficulty of persuading Inspector Grey with so little tangible evidence. But I can’t see the sense in sending the two of you to explore alone. We shall go together.”

			Winnie beamed. “Fizzing. Where to first?”

			“I think the warehouses. We can go tomorrow afternoon, when I return from the ministry.”

			He looked at the two eager faces before him and felt a pang of guilt. The deception he had set in motion was for their own safety, he reminded himself. Broadgirdle was far too dangerous for two children to reckon with. The next steps he would have to take alone.
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			Bittersweet

			
			—1892, August 9: 5-Hour 31—

			The Elodeans (Eerie) do come together frequently, contrary to popular rumor. But those who would wish to see many together in a single place should know, it is almost impossible to predict when and where the gatherings will occur. Several times a year, I have been told, messengers are sent to all the Elodeans within a ten days’ journey of the Eerie Sea. Then they come together to discuss whatever matter has called them forth. From what I know, these are singular occasions, entirely unlike the gatherings of other peoples. There are no celebrations, no songs or ritual performances. The conversations take place over several days, in small clusters rather than large gatherings. At some point, the issue is considered resolved or unresolvable, and they all go their separate ways.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			SOPHIA, RIDING ON Nosh in front of Bittersweet, had a clear view of Salt Lick. Wide streets of pounded dirt were lined by log-frame buildings. Each building resembled a large box stacked atop a smaller one; narrow passageways ran between them. Down a passage to her left, Sophia saw the fleeing hindquarters of a panicked horse, trailing a saddle and what looked like a blue blanket. Smoke plumed out into the street through the buildings’ narrow windows. A woman leaned out of one near them and screamed, “Ivan! Ivan!” before abruptly collapsing inward and disappearing from sight.

			It was evident that the crimson fog had struck everywhere. Having never seen Salt Lick before, Sophia could hardly compare, but it seemed to her that the city had been shattered. Fires burned in open doorways, charring the buildings, and in the middle distance, smoke filled the horizon. The street outside the station was almost empty. A lone man sat in the dirt, weeping quietly into his hands. Sophia shuddered.

			“The cruelest thing about the fog striking at dawn,” Bittersweet said behind her, “is that people are often at home with their families. They turn on each other.”

			Sophia could hardly comprehend his words. “Then the fog is a poison,” she said, trying to reason it through.

			Bittersweet did not speak for a moment as Nosh circumvented an overturned cart and clopped quickly down a side street. “A poison, yes. In small doses it only distracts and confuses, but here . . . the quantities are almost lethal.”

			The red sediment that covered Salt Lick gave it an unearthly aspect: it coated every building, every street, every motionless figure that lay strewn in their way. Salt Lick had no public clocks, as Boston did. Instead, there were thick logs standing on every corner: gradual sculptures carved away carelessly or lovingly, inexpertly or skillfully, by passersby and residents. They were not time markers; they made strange, ornate sentinels that watched the city impassively. The carvings’ ridges, intricate and rune-like, were dusted with red. Here and there, Sophia could see footprints tracking through the red dust, winding through the silent streets. “Small doses?” she asked.

			“Yes. The fog comes from a flower.”

			It made no sense. “This was done by a flower?”

			“No,” Bittersweet said firmly. “This was not done by a flower. This was done by men.”

			Sophia did not understand, but she put aside her questions for a more pressing concern: “Where are we going?”

			“Out of the city—to safety.”

			“My friends will not know how to find us.”

			Bittersweet hesitated. “I hope they will. I am trusting Nosh. He said we were to find you, and that’s what we’ve done. I hope Goldenrod can help the others.”

			Sophia realized that she had not mentioned Goldenrod. “How did you know she was with me?” she wondered, turning to look at him over her shoulder.

			“Nosh knew,” Bittersweet said. He set his mouth in a line. “Nosh is the only one who knows anything these days. The old one will not speak to me.” He frowned. “What is it, Nosh?” He stared over Sophia’s head at the packed dirt road before them. Here the footprints were many, and the red dust had already been worn away, leaving a muddy track in its place. “Very well,” he said, to some silent comment made by the lumbering moose. “Do what you can.”

			“What’s wrong?” Sophia asked.

			Before he could reply, there was a whooping sound in the narrow passage between the buildings to their left. Sophia turned to see a cluster of young men hurrying toward them and recoiled instinctively. She saw before her, suddenly, a flock of guards from the palace in Nochtland, swooping toward her with their obsidian spears. Then they changed, appearing as hooded figures with beaked masks: the Order of the Golden Cross that had pursued her through the Papal States. Sophia squeezed her eyes shut, trying to steady herself. She was beginning to understand how the red fog worked, combining sight with imagination and imagination with memory. But understanding it did not stop the sight from making her heart pound. There are no Nochtland guards, she said to herself steadily. There are no clerics of the Golden Cross here.

			Nevertheless, the whooping sound continued. Sophia opened her eyes and looked back. The intruders had turned out of the passageway and were following them down the street. Now she could see them clearly: seven of them, all but one barefoot. They were hardly more than children, and yet they carried heavy sticks; one wielded an ax.

			“Looters,” Bittersweet said in Sophia’s ear.

			Already, they were burdened by their strange spoils. One wore a tall silk hat and a velvet cape and carried a silver-tipped cane. Another wore a glittering array of necklaces. Yet another hauled a finely made saddle on his shoulder; it made keeping up a challenge.

			“Hey!” one of the boys called after them. Nosh picked up his pace and Sophia heard the boy’s footsteps patter. “Hey!” he called again. In a moment, they were all running in pursuit. The others took up the cry, shouting as their feet pounded in the dirt.

			What do they want from us? Sophia thought, panicked. “We don’t have anything,” she shouted over her shoulder.

			“They won’t listen,” Bittersweet said grimly. “They’re just in it for the chase now.”

			Sophia leaned down toward Nosh’s neck as the moose ran faster.

			Bittersweet let out a breath that sounded strained. Glancing down, Sophia saw his hand just beside her. He held it palm up, as if waiting for raindrops. Suddenly a thin, green tendril appeared above his palm. Sophia gasped. Bittersweet turned his palm outward, toward the passing buildings, tossing the tiny plant aside.

			“How far, Nosh?” Bittersweet asked over the sound of the moose’s hoofbeats and the cries of the gang. There was a stone building on the corner with wooden eagles affixed to the beam over the doorway. Their open wings, dusted red, were held high, and their open beaks seemed to cry in silent victory.

			Nosh turned at the corner, and Sophia’s eyes widened. Thick, fronded vines were covering the log buildings on either side, making them into lumped mounds that were hardly recognizable. The vines were reaching and growing, interlacing with one another like serpents, ducking into the narrow windows and burrowing into the chimneys. Unbidden memories folded into the present once more, and she remembered standing deep underground below the city of Nochtland, watching as trees with luminous leaves sprang from the earth. It was the same lithe movement, the same surprisingly silent opening of sprout and leaf. She remembered vines that crawled before her in the dark, illuminating the way upward to an unseen opening, and she felt again the panic of knowing there was someone behind her, in pursuit. Her feet would not move quickly enough. The way was too long; there was no knowing where it ended.

			Sophia closed her eyes and opened them with a deep breath: there was a clear path ahead of them, bordered by green vines. And more—here there was no trace of red sediment, other than in the road below their feet. The vines had overwhelmed it.

			At the next corner, Nosh turned again, and Sophia saw that they had reached the edge of Salt Lick. A lone building, still powdered crimson, stood untouched by the vines. A blue flag attached to one of the strange, carved posts of Salt Lick fluttered uncertainly beside it, marking the town entrance. Nosh galloped past it and down the long dirt road that stretched ahead, toward a cluster of wooded hills. Gradually he slowed his pace. Sophia could feel the great breaths filling the moose’s lungs. She realized that she could no longer hear the looters. “Won’t they follow us?” she asked Bittersweet.

			In response, Nosh stopped and turned. Sophia saw that the road they had taken out of the city was gone. Entirely consumed by vines, the entrance to Salt Lick was nothing but a verdant wall, as if the place had been abandoned and overgrown ages earlier. The fluttering blue flag alone remained visible, the only movement in the green stillness.

			“They won’t follow us,” Bittersweet said. “But we should keep moving nonetheless.”
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			The Long House

			
			—1892, August 10: 12-Hour 00—

			Beyond Salt Lick and Six Nations City, many homes in the region preserve the pre-Disruption style: long houses built of logs, which serve many purposes at once. Over the course of the century the bermed house has become more common, perhaps due to the Eerie influence. Other practices in the region have unknown origins. For example, there appears to be no traceable origin (and no useful purpose) for the birch wind wheels that sprout on every bermed rooftop like mushrooms. As light as paper, the whirling wheels—also called “pinned wheels”—are like miniature windmills, and yet they mill nothing. It can only be concluded that the inhabitants find them visually appealing.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			THEO WAS HAVING a nightmare; he was bound to a railway line. He could not move. In the distance, inexplicably, he could hear the conversations of the people aboard the approaching passenger train. They sounded content, their tone calm and conversational. As he came to, the railway ties hovered before him, and he realized that he was looking up at a ceiling made of dark beams and white plaster. Theo turned his head and saw clusters of dried herbs hanging from one of the beams. Along the wall, wooden shelves stacked with innumerable bottles and jars surrounded a stone fireplace. Sunlight streamed in through two mullioned windows on the opposite side of the room. The windows flanked a green door. The door stood open. Theo could see grass and clumps of flowers beyond the open doorway.

			“He’s awake,” a woman’s voice said.

			Theo tried to lift himself up, and pain knifed down his left arm, running all the way from his shoulder to his fingers.

			“There now, one step at a time.” Casanova’s scarred face came into view. Beside him was a woman of some fifty years. Her dark hair was laced with gray and drawn into a long braid; she tossed it over her shoulder as she bent over Theo with a look of concentration. He lifted his right hand to fend her off. Casanova took it reassuringly. “Don’t worry. This is Smokey. It’s thanks to her you’re awake. She is an excellent medic.”

			“I need to look at your shoulder, Theo,” Smokey said.

			Theo found that when he opened his mouth, he could barely croak a reply. He nodded. Smokey lifted the cloth that covered his shoulder. “The infection is contained,” she said, her voice firm. “I think the worst has passed.” She gave Theo an appraising look. “If you can sit up, we could get some food in you, and that would help.”

			Theo swallowed. “Yes, please,” he managed.

			Smokey smiled, altering her face entirely. Her dark eyes shone, making fans of fine wrinkles at her temples. “That’s good,” she said approvingly. “Lift him up, Grant,” she said to Casanova, and turned away.

			Casanova gently lifted Theo’s head with one hand and slipped his other arm under his back. Theo felt the pain in his shoulder again as he tried to shift upward, and he gritted his teeth until he was propped up against the wooden headboard with pillows stuffed under him. “How’s that?” asked Casanova.

			“Good,” Theo gasped. Now that he was sitting up, he took in the room around him. Smokey stood by a wood stove. There was a large table covered with herbs, knives, bowls, and jars. At the back, a darkened corridor led to the rest of the house. The bed he lay on had clearly been temporarily pulled into this kitchen-workroom. Casanova sat down in a wooden chair beside him with a pleased expression. Theo wasn’t sure what to ask first. “Where are we?” he finally croaked.

			“This is Smokey’s house. We’re in southwest New York.”

			“How did we get here?”

			Casanova raised his unscarred eyebrow. “You don’t remember any of the journey?”

			Theo shook his head. “I remember . . .” He winced. “I remember the attack.”

			Smokey approached the bed with a wooden platter. It held a cup of water, a bowl of steaming soup filled with mushrooms and green onions, and a bowl of late-summer berries. “Go slowly,” she said, “and see how it lands in your stomach. You haven’t had much to eat for days now.” She pulled a chair up to the other side of the bed, near the window, and drew a bunch of hand-sewn linen pouches toward her. She began stuffing them with dried herbs from a tray.

			Theo lifted the spoon with his right hand and sipped. He sighed; he had never tasted anything so delicious in his life. The green onions smelled of grass, and the mushrooms smelled of earth. “Thank you,” he said to Smokey. “This is amazing.”

			Smokey smiled at him. “I’m glad.”

			“Can you tell me what happened?” he asked Casanova after another spoonful of soup.

			“Do you remember how your shoulder was injured?”

			“I only remember seeing the bowmen come out of the woods, and then the mule beside me was struck. I tried to run to keep up with the wagon.”

			“Well,” Casanova said. “Let’s see. The bowmen came out of the woods, and everyone started running every which way. I didn’t see the mule get struck, but it and the other one must have panicked, because they bolted, dragging you with them. You couldn’t run fast enough with that harness attached, so you fell.” He shook his head. “I think the yoke protected you some as you were pulled along the ground. But I had trouble catching up. And trouble getting the harness off.” He gave Theo a grimace. “By the time I finally got you free of it and into the back of the wagon, the mules had carried us away. I thought about going back to the company, Theo. I did.” He shook his head again. “But I wondered whether we’d have any troops to return to. And your wound was pretty bad. I cleaned it and bandaged it with the major’s best napkins, but you had scrapes all over you from being dragged. When you woke up, you seemed poorly. And I realized there might have been something poisonous in the arrowhead. Those are the kind that break on impact, and I hadn’t pulled all the pieces out most likely. I decided then and there we’d head here to Smokey’s. Luckily, we were just on the western side of the border, so all I had to do was ride northeast. Soon enough we were in Pennsylvania and then New York. We got here at dawn yesterday. You’d had a fever for more than twenty hours. Smokey opened up the wound right away and took out all the rest of the pieces. She sewed you up and put you right.”

			“So we’re deserters,” he said when Casanova had finished.

			Casanova looked into his lap. “Afraid so. I’m sorry.”

			Theo tried to smile. “Nothing to be sorry for. Well, maybe. If you regret saving my life.” He felt the blood pulsing in his temple. Casanova had brought him to safety, but at what cost? Would it be impossible to return to Boston now?

			“He’s getting tired, Grant,” Smokey said.

			“I’m fine,” replied Theo. He looked out through the doorway at the green grass. “Where are we, exactly?”

			“This is Oakring,” Smokey said, following his gaze. “We’re in New York, just south of the Eerie Sea.”

			“Is this where you’re from?” Theo asked Casanova.

			Casanova shook his head. “No. But I spent some time here before moving east.” He and Smokey exchanged a glance. “Smokey took care of me once. Just as she’s taking care of you now.”

			“Ah,” Theo said. “She knows about the burns.”

			“I do,” Smokey said, without looking up from her task, “but if Grant won’t talk about them, it’s not my place to.”

			“What if he gave you special permission?”

			Casanova gave a short sigh. “It just so happens that when you were sick, I made a promise.”

			Theo looked at him hopefully.

			“I promised that if you got better, I’d tell you the story.”

			“Finally!”

			“Maybe when you’re a little better. The story’s not one to lift your spirits. For now, you need food and sleep, not tales of misery.”

			Theo felt his eyes closing. “I like tales of misery,” he mumbled.

			“I can see that,” Casanova replied lightly.

			“When I wake up.” He smiled tiredly. “Tell me the story when I wake up.”

			He woke again in the evening, when the setting summer sun made the kitchen a jumble of purpled shadows. Casanova and Smokey were sitting outside, just beyond the door; Theo could hear their murmuring conversation and the occasional crack of a wood fire. For a few minutes, he lay still in the growing darkness, letting his senses waken fully. The pain in his shoulder was no better and no worse, but the overwhelming lethargy he had felt earlier was passing. He smelled the herbs hanging above him from the rafters, and his stomach grumbled.

			Pushing the blanket off carefully with his good arm, he swiveled slowly on the bed and lowered his feet to the floor. The packed dirt felt good, solid beneath them. He levered himself upright. As he tried to take a step forward, the room tipped precariously. Theo grabbed ahold of the bed with his right hand.

			“Theo?” Casanova stood in the doorway. He hurried over. “Sure you want to get up?”

			“I’m sure.”

			“Walk slowly,” Casanova admonished, walking him the short distance to the door.

			It was a warm night, but Smokey had lit a fire in a small pit surrounded by stones. She sat on a wooden bench, and Casanova lowered Theo down beside her. He sighed with pleasure, stretching his bare feet toward the fire.

			“We have cornbread and beans, Theo, if your stomach finds that agreeable.” Smokey held out a plate.

			“Very agreeable,” he said happily. “Thank you.”

			Smokey waited to see that he was eating before she said, “Grant has told me of your connection with Shadrack Elli.”

			“You know him?” Theo asked, his mouth full.

			She nodded. “Most everyone knows him. But I know him perhaps a bit better than most. We’ve been corresponding during the war. There’s a trader named Entwhistle who travels through here and other places. He gathers news and then goes to Boston. When he makes the return trip, we hear from Shadrack, too. Perhaps you’d like to have him take Shadrack a note?”

			“Yes, thank you—I’ve met him. When will he be here next?”

			“He is due any day now.” Smokey watched Theo with satisfaction as he ate. “You are healing well.”

			“It’s no wonder,” Casanova said with a smile. He sat on a tree stump a few feet away, the scarred side of his face in shadow. “He’s in the hands of Sarah Smoke Longfellow, the most skillful medic in New Occident and the Territories combined.”

			Smokey laughed. “Grant likes to exaggerate my talents,” she said to Theo.

			“It’s no exaggeration,” Casanova said firmly.

			“Speaking of Smokey’s talents, you promised you’d tell me the miserable story,” Theo reminded him.

			“This story is not one that is likely to make you feel better.”

			“Come on,” Theo said, his mouth full of cornbread. “I went and got myself shot just so you would tell me the story, and now you refuse?”

			Casanova smiled ruefully, then fell silent. “The truth is,” he said at last, staring into the fire, “that usually I don’t think of that time at all, but lately I have thought of it often.”

			“Because of the war?” Smokey asked.

			“Yes. No doubt. And because of the ash.”

			Casanova leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees. He held one of Smokey’s cups in his hand, and he swirled the liquid in it slowly, as if pondering its contents. “You will have heard everyone call me a coward,” he said to Theo.

			“Once,” Theo acknowledged. “After that, no one said it in front of me.”

			“Thank you, but there was no need for you to defend me. There is no doubt that I am a coward. I have always been.”

			Theo waited for Smokey to contradict him, but she only watched Casanova with a closed expression, as if braced for pain.

			“I was born west of here,” Casanova began, “in a village near the border. When I was seven, my parents and my brother were killed by settlers from New Occident. I only survived because they thought I was dead. The blood of my little brother, which covered my head and shoulders, protected me. Passing over us like vultures, the settlers did not notice my breathing. They saw only two bloody boys, lying still in the dirt.”

			Theo stared at Casanova. He felt the food turning in his stomach.

			“The few of us who lived were taken in by another village, and I grew up among them. It was one of the warring villages. Over decades—centuries, most likely—they nurtured an enmity with another people on the shores of the Eerie Sea. Sometimes the villages made war on each other every few months. And sometimes there would be peace for years at a time—perhaps a decade, when we were lucky. I grew to manhood during one of these periods of peace. The village did well. When I was old enough, I married and had a child. Though I was always an outsider because I had been adopted into the village, I began to feel that my place was there, among them.

			“And then the peace we had was broken. It was unclear how. But the warring began again, and I refused to take part. No one could believe my refusal. Every grown man—every boy, even—was eager to prove his valor, his loyalty to the village. They called me a coward.” Casanova threw the contents of the cup onto the fire, and it flared angrily. “Of course, they were right. But I had seen my family killed by settlers, and I had no grudge against the people with whom we warred. When I imagined going with them, my thoughts conjured a vision of what would surely happen in the end: I saw myself hovering like a vulture over the body of some bloodstained boy, just as someone had stood over me. I much preferred to be a coward.

			“Then the man who led us—everyone called him Four-fingers, for as a child he had lost one finger to a dog bite—Four-fingers said that if I did not fight, then my family would be exiled. Set to drift, alone, without anyone to offer aid in the hard winters.” He shook his head slowly. “I should have said, ‘Yes, give us exile.’ But I did not.

			“My wife, Talise, had been raised in the village. Her entire family was there. I could not ask her to leave them forever, and to wander with me and Ossa—only four years old—in search of a new place. Where would we go? How would we eat? We could not take up with the settlers to the east; they would kill us. And all the people near the Eerie Sea would know the reason for our exile. They would not take us in: a coward and his family.

			“So I went. It was a night in April—clear, moonless. We approached the village silently—forty-six of us, all as quiet as snow in late spring. Four-fingers gave the sign, and we sent arrows into the village as a first warning. Then their men came out to meet us. I could not see the battlefield. My vision was filled with a red mist that I thought at the time was blood. But it was not blood. It was a memory.

			“My mind flew back to the past. Instead of seeing the place around me, I saw myself in the bright sunlight fifteen years earlier. I felt the earth shake under the horses’ hooves. The house was only a short run away. I saw my brother taking uncertain steps backward, and I reached out for him, too late. The horse charged past, and my brother, broken in half, soared toward me like a crushed bird. I felt his weight upon me, and I went still.

			“I struggled to plant myself in the present: in the dark April night, in the battle that surrounded us. And then, as clearly as if she had been standing beside me, I heard my daughter, Ossa, call out for me.

			“Now all visions of the past vanished. I saw where I was. I heard Ossa’s cry, repeated—she was calling out in pain. Without even considering how it was possible, knowing she was more than three miles away, I knew that her cry was real. I fled from the battle. I ran as fast as I could. Believe me . . .” Casanova paused. He swallowed. “I used every fragment of strength in my body. But still, I arrived too late. I could smell the burning wood from half a mile away. At that point, my daughter’s cries faded. I could no longer hear them.

			“When I arrived, the long house was charred black. The door had been barred from the outside. I lifted the bar, and the people who were yet alive spilled forth. I went in and carried out those who lay on the dirt floor, felled by the smoke. Still I did not see them—Talise and Ossa. At last I found them—toward the back, surrounded by flames. My wife held Ossa in her arms, wrapped around her as if her body would somehow stop the fire.

			“But it did not. I carried them out of the long house and extinguished the flames. They were already gone. They held one another so tightly, even in death, that I could not pry them apart. We had to bury them together.”

			Casanova turned his face so that the scars were visible. He smiled grimly, the scar twisting with the effort. “Afterward, they called me a coward for having left the battle.”

			“You saved more than thirty people in the long house, Grant,” Smokey said quietly.

			“Yes.” Casanova looked back at the fire. “But you and I do not reckon lives the way warriors do. It is another method of calculation that I do not understand. To them, the loss of so many people was only greater reason to make war again. And again.

			“We learned that the long house had been burned by settlers. Allied with our enemies. Making use of our absence. With all of the grown men gone, it was easy enough to herd the women, children, and old people into the long house. Terribly easy.”

			He took a small stone and dropped it into the fire. “I was glad to leave them, then. Glad to be exiled. I would have gone anywhere, but I knew of Oakring. Everyone knows it as a place of tolerance. A place that takes in exiles. So I came here.”

			“Grant does not mention that half his body suffered from burns,” Smokey said. “It is a wonder he made it here at all. The recovery was slow—many months.”

			“But in anyone else’s hands I would have died.” He looked at her solemnly. “And I would have welcomed it, then. Perhaps I chose too skillful a healer.”

			“I’m sorry,” Theo finally said. He was ashamed now of having prodded Casanova so many times, of having made his friend unearth a thing of such pain. “This war must seem disgusting to you,” he added.

			“It seems pointless,” Casanova replied. “Mindless. Destructive without reason.”

			Theo felt a sudden chill. He shivered. Casanova, he realized, had always planned to desert Major Merret’s company. The only question was when.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			22

			Datura

			
			—1892, August 9: 6-Hour 11—

			I have heard some of the Elodeans (Eerie) call it cloud-reading. It is more an art than a science, as far as I can tell. Looking at a cloud formation for a length of time—several seconds at least, though several minutes yields more—one can see in the pattern, shape, and texture traces of where the clouds have been.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			AS THE TRAVELER from Boston and the Elodean from the shores of the Eerie Sea rode northwest out of Salt Lick, thousands of men to the south and east of them continued their slow swarm westward, to the Indian Territories.

			In some places, they collided with enemies from the Territories, leaving a trail of human debris along the path and at its edges—coiled around the trunk of a tree, submerged in a creek, clutching the side of a boulder that had offered no defense. But in most places there was slow, steady movement: a tramping of boots marching north out of Kentucky behind New Occident’s General Griggs; a similar tramping of boots north and west out of Virginia behind General June. From the west, trickling south toward where the Territories met New Occident, smaller clumps of men journeyed by day and night; lone messengers ran and rode between them, drawing them toward a single purpose, toward a single place.

			A map of their movements would have shown Sophia that she was joining them: that carried along by Nosh’s steady pace, she was following another path to the same point. But there was no such map that she could see, and the suspense in the air around her—the trees listening to the rumbling of distant footsteps, the winds carrying the scent of so many human currents—seemed not like suspense but like ordinary silence.

			Even if such a map had existed, Sophia would have been too distracted to read it. Nosh ambled along at a moderate pace, and Bittersweet murmured a few words to him now and then—one half of an inexplicable conversation. Sophia was only half-aware of the path before them. Usually, in moments of shock, she felt the time around her slow down: it gave her space to think about what was happening and to find her place in it. Not this time. The onset of the red fog, the strange visions in the station, the terror of hiding and waiting, the appearance of Bittersweet and Nosh—she could not figure out how to begin making sense of it. She could not even figure out the right questions to ask. The images sat in her head like fragments that had nothing to do with one another.

			Then, finally, she found a piece that made sense. The words of the Ausentinian map, so engraved in her mind that she could not believe they had only occurred to her now: In the City of Stolen Senses, you will lose your companions. Remember that though in your brief life you have met Grief, confronting it alone, you have not yet met Fear. It dwells in the west, a companion on every path, a presence in every doorway. You will meet the wanderer who is sweet and bitter, and you will travel together, your fates bound on each step of the journey.

			“It finally happened,” she said aloud, her voice hushed with wonder. “Just as the map said.”

			“What happened? What map?” Bittersweet asked behind her.

			“I have a map that foretold this. That said I would lose my companions. I thought somehow we could avoid it. But we didn’t.”

			“You cannot avoid the crimson fog once it appears. To survive is difficult enough.”

			“What is it?” Sophia tried to turn to see his face. “You said it was a flower. How can that possibly be?”

			Bittersweet gave a slow sigh. “Can we stop for a little while, Nosh?”

			In response, the moose slowed his steps. He made his way off the path to a cluster of apple trees and slowly sank to the ground. The moment Sophia and Bittersweet climbed off, he began eating the fallen apples with a look of supreme contentment. Bittersweet sat next to him, reclining against Nosh’s side.

			Sophia propped herself against the trunk of the nearest tree. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of apples and grass and damp dirt. It cleared her head. Salt Lick was not yet lost from sight, but the countryside around them seemed peaceful, as if the crimson fog had never struck. The road they were on led northeast, and all around she could see fields of corn and clover.

			“How much did Goldenrod tell you about me?” Bittersweet asked.

			Sophia opened her satchel and removed the wheel of wood and the piece of antler. “I was given these,” she said. “And the antler had memories of you.”

			Nosh looked up and Bittersweet took hold of the two items with interest. “I see. Then you know how to read them?”

			“Only a little. I was learning from Goldenrod. When I told her what I had seen—your house in the woods and the moose—she said that it must be you. Then she said that it was your family she had gone to find in Boston.”

			“She did not find them,” Bittersweet said, “as I learned far too late. But I don’t know what happened to her beyond that.”

			“She never had a chance, for she was attacked when she arrived. Then she was asleep for months. And then . . .” Sophia took another deep breath. “It’s a long story. We’ve been across the ocean and only returned to New Occident a few days ago.”

			Bittersweet nodded as if this was not at all surprising. “It has been a long and fruitless search. No one has found them. Though I have come close once or twice.” He put his head back against Nosh’s side. “My sister, Datura. My mother, Solandra, and my grandfather, Lycium. They vanished traveling east last winter, and no one has had word of them since. This is strange, since it is usually possible for us to hear news of one another at long distances.”

			Sophia nodded. “Goldenrod has told me of the Climes.”

			“Ah,” Bittersweet said. This did surprise him. He considered Sophia in silence for a moment. “And did she notice that ours no longer speaks?”

			“Yes—she noticed when we left New Orleans. What does it mean?”

			“It has been this way for some time. And I do not know what it means. Though I have suspicions. The Clime has been out of balance—in the last month, it has been much worse. The debris clouds . . .”

			“Debris clouds?”

			“The heavy yellow clouds that rain ash and other debris.”

			Sophia nodded. “We saw the clouds—they are everywhere in New Occident. People call them ‘the Anvil.’ And then we saw falling ash on the train to Salt Lick. But no debris.”

			Bittersweet sat up and leaned forward, encircling his bent legs with his arms. His pants were worn through at the knees, Sophia noticed, and his shoes had been mended more than once. His black hair was cut so short that she could see a birthmark in the shape of a loose question mark over his right ear. Bittersweet pressed the green fingers of his right hand into the palm of his left. “You have seen Goldenrod’s gift?”

			“You mean the flowers that come out of her hands?”

			Bittersweet smiled, as if amused by the clumsiness of her description. “Yes—that. Mine is a vine, as you saw in Salt Lick. My sister, Datura, has a gift of red flowers shaped like fluted trumpets. At the base they are pale—almost white. Then they darken until they reach a brilliant crimson at the mouth. They are very beautiful.” Bittersweet’s hands tightened their grip on each other. “And very poisonous. They can be fatal if ingested, but even their scent affects the brain. It causes delirium, so that one cannot tell fantasy from reality.”

			Sophia caught her breath. “The crimson fog.”

			Bittersweet stared at his clasped hands and frowned. “But my sister learned very young—from the time she could walk, practically—to keep the flowers from causing harm. I know she caused the crimson fog, and I also know that she would only do something like this if she were compelled.” He had spoken matter-of-factly, and Sophia was surprised to see tears suddenly fill his eyes. “I dread to think of what has been used to force her hand. She must be terrified,” he said quietly.

			“Nosh and I have been following the fog,” he continued. “It has been appearing all this last month—the very length of time that the Clime has been out of balance. Almost always, we arrive too late. Sometimes, like today, we arrive soon after the fog begins, and I search for her. Salt Lick is a larger city than most, and I knew from the start it would be almost impossible. And besides, Nosh had it in his head to find you.” He reached out absently and patted the moose’s vast head. “Nosh always knows best,” he said, a little regretfully.

			Sophia watched him. The fog caused pain and terror in many ways, but for Bittersweet it caused a different kind of anguish. She remembered what Goldenrod told her in the Papal States about the power of the Eerie, and how there were some who would use such power for evil ends. This is what she meant, Sophia thought, with dawning horror.

			“The fog is greatly damaging to people, but to plant life it is nourishing,” continued Bittersweet. “You saw how the bittersweet vines grew so quickly.”

			Sophia considered this. “If the fog helped your vines to grow, would it do the same for Goldenrod’s flowers?”

			“Almost certainly. Goldenrod is not immune to the effect of Datura’s vapors, but her gift will be greatly enhanced by them all the same.”

			Sophia knew from the Ausentinian map that her path led onward, alongside Bittersweet. Yet now that her head had fully cleared, and she understood that the fog came from the hands of a terrified girl, she felt the impulse to return to Salt Lick.

			“You are thinking about going back to look for Goldenrod,” Bittersweet said, observing her thoughtfully.

			“I am,” Sophia said, startled.

			Bittersweet smiled. “I cannot read minds. You were wearing the thought on your face.”

			“Oh. Yes. I don’t like the feeling of going off without knowing what happened to my friends.”

			Bittersweet frowned. “The old one no longer speaks to me, but Nosh can still read its thoughts, much as I just read yours. What Nosh tells me is that Goldenrod and the others are safe.”

			“Then we should go back and try to find them.” She stood up and walked out from the shelter of the apple tree. Salt Lick was still visible in the distance: a dark cluster of buildings on the plain. Above, the sky was cloudy, but without the oppressiveness of the previous days. Ordinary white clouds, thin and broken, trailed one another slowly. She looked at the city, wondering what was happening in Salt Lick Station. Had the agents of the League fled? Had they taken all her friends captive? What if they had all scattered and now were unable to find one another?

			A dark speck in the sky made her heart stop, and a panicked thought flashed through her mind: Dragon. She shook her head as if to dislodge the thought. There is no dragon, she told herself. The speck grew larger. It was flying fast and straight at her. Sophia looked up with new attention. The soaring shape came into view as it dove toward her.

			“Seneca!” Sophia cried.

			The falcon screeched, releasing something from his beak as he wheeled in the air above her. Then he turned back the way he had come. The stem of goldenrod he had carried fell at Sophia’s feet, and she stooped quickly to take it up. “It’s from Goldenrod,” she said with relief to Bittersweet, who had come to stand beside her. “This is what we agreed on. If we were separated, as the map said we would be. She said she would send me goldenrod to assure me of her safety.”

			Bittersweet looked up at the small, retreating shape that was Seneca. “I’m glad she was able to send you word. Then it is just as Nosh says.”

			“It still doesn’t feel right.” Sophia considered the cluster of goldenrod and then pulled her notebook from her satchel, placing the flowers carefully between the pages.

			“Nothing feels right in the wake of the fog.”

			“But leaving without them . . .”

			Bittersweet considered her sympathetically. “We should continue.”

			Sophia sighed. “You will travel to where the silent bell rings and the dormant seed grows,” she said. “That is what my map tells me.”

			Bittersweet’s eyebrows rose with understanding. “Ah—I see.”

			“You do?”

			Nosh raised his head and grunted impatiently.

			“Yes, you did say so, Nosh, but sometimes you can be a little vague,” Bittersweet replied. He reached out to help Sophia onto Nosh’s back.

			“You know where this place is?”

			Bittersweet climbed on behind her, and Nosh rose to his knees, then heaved himself upright. “I do. We’re headed to a place called Oakring, on the edges of the Eerie Sea.”

			“Is that far away?”

			“Four days or so, if the weather is not too disruptive.”

			Nosh grunted again as he made his way back to the path.

			Bittersweet chuckled. “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to question your speed. Three days, then.”
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			—1892, August 9: # Hour—

			In the Indian Territories it is called a “weather glass,” and in New Akan it is called a “storm glass.” Though they serve much the same purpose, they look quite different from the storm barometers used in Boston. The storm glass resembles a rounded pot with a long, curving spout. The weather glass is a tear-shaped glass that appears to clear, cloud over, or grow gray with the changing weather. I have even seen one fill with condensation before a rainfall.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			THEIR ROUTE TOOK them away from the farms surrounding Salt Lick, northwest into the hillier country. Fields of clover, corn, wheat, and oats gave way to uncut fields of wildflowers and sparse forest. The white clouds overhead thickened. Nosh moved at a steady pace, his antlered head nodding gently. For all of the long morning, they saw no one else on the road.

			Sophia could not entirely forget her concern for Goldenrod and the other travelers, but she tried to put the worry aside. Goldenrod has sent me a sign, and they are perfectly capable of taking care of themselves, she told herself. It is absurd to think that they would need my help. Whenever this did not entirely quiet her doubts, she told herself to trust the guidance of Maxine and Ausentinia. The prophetic map had steered her to safety all the way across the ocean; it had shown her the way to save Ausentinia itself; surely it would not lead her in the wrong direction now.

			She found traveling with Nosh and Bittersweet surprisingly comfortable, despite the fact that they carried almost nothing. In part this was due to Nosh’s knowledge of the route, but it was also due to Bittersweet’s close attention. Though he claimed not to read her thoughts, he seemed effortlessly aware of them, sometimes before she was herself. He handed her water and she realized she was thirsty; he asked Nosh to stop and she realized she was tired. “This is the right path,” he said at one point, as they entered a darkened tunnel of overhanging branches. “I’ve been along it many times.”

			“That’s good to know,” she said. Perhaps he felt me recoil, she thought, for how else could he know I doubted the path? She wondered if his ability had something to do with how he listened to Nosh and how, when it spoke, he listened to the Clime. It could be that Bittersweet had an instinct for even the most subtle signs of the beings around him, she reflected. Perhaps it has to do with being without time, Sophia realized.

			“Goldenrod said that you are a Weatherer,” Sophia said, glancing back at Bittersweet over her shoulder.

			“Yes—all my family are.”

			“And that means you have no sense of time,” she said.

			Bittersweet gave a slight smile. “That isn’t how we think of it, but I suppose it is one way of describing it. We call it ‘weathering’ time—that’s why among Elodeans we are known as Weatherers. As I see it, I can bend something that for other people remains rigid. Imagine what it would be like to be unable to bend your knees. Difficult to walk, don’t you think? Being a Weatherer means you can bend time—much easier to walk through it.”

			Sophia, looking ahead, smiled at this description. “So you’re saying being a Weatherer is like having extra knees?”

			Bittersweet laughed. “Why not?”

			“You’re right—I never thought of it that way.” She paused. “You see—I have that, too. I grew up thinking of it as having a broken clock. But lately I’ve come to see it a little differently. Goldenrod told me it’s a quality I share with you—the Weatherers.”

			“I thought you might,” Bittersweet replied thoughtfully. “I could see from the moment we found you in the station.”

			He had anticipated her yet again. “How could you tell?”

			“It’s hard to explain—I could see in your eyes when you first looked at us that you were moving through many thoughts, many possibilities. You were stretching the time. Datura’s fog makes it very difficult to order one’s thoughts at all, and if you were able to do this under its influence—well, I suspected you could weather time.”

			Sophia pondered for a moment. “Is that how you are able to notice so many things? Are you stretching the time?”

			Bittersweet was silent. Sophia glanced over her shoulder to see his expression and found him pondering, too. “In a way, yes,” he said slowly. “And no. Yes, but there’s more to it.” He laughed quietly. “It’s funny, I’ve never had to explain it, because all of us just know. But let me try.” Sophia waited. “Stretching the time is the first step. It allows you to have the space you need. The next step is to use that space in a particular way.”

			Nosh came to a stop. They had reached a shallow stream, its bed full of mossy rocks. “Nosh wants us to fix this footbridge,” Bittersweet said, dismounting. He held his hand up to Sophia, but she swiveled as he had done and slid down the moose’s side. “We can just put these logs back.” Bittersweet pointed to several narrow birches, arranged by some previous traveler, that had slipped into the water. He reached into the cool stream and lifted one out. Sophia stepped forward to help him.

			“Imagine,” Bittersweet continued as they worked, “that you have an hour to study someone. All you have to do during that hour is watch them and observe and think about what they are doing. You would learn a great deal, wouldn’t you? Even if you were not a terribly observant person.”

			“Yes, I guess so.”

			“Or, if you had a year to simply listen to the trees and the wind and the rain—hearing the patterns they make and how the sounds overlap. You would learn a great deal about their workings.”

			“I see what you mean.” Sophia placed the last narrow log tightly against the others and straightened up, wiping her hands on her travel-worn skirt.

			“So the Weatherer,” Bittersweet said, splashing his face quickly with water from the stream, “makes that space I was describing. You make an hour, and with that hour you watch someone. You learn a great deal about them. Or you make a year to listen and learn about the trees and the wind. But, to others, only a few moments have passed—so it would seem to them that somehow, in an uncanny way, you see and know so much. But really you have been using the time in an ordinary and deliberate way—making the space and then concentrating, inside that stillness, on your observations.”

			He held his fingers interlaced for Sophia to climb up again, and she swung herself onto Nosh’s back. “There you have your bridge, Nosh,” he said, climbing up behind her. Nosh grunted happily and stepped into the cool water, glancing with satisfaction at the repaired bridge.

			“He is incurably altruistic,” Bittersweet muttered to Sophia. “I have fixed more bridges in the last month than I care to think about.”

			Sophia smiled and patted Nosh’s neck. “You are very kind, Nosh.”

			“You mean I am kind,” Bittersweet protested. “Nosh never does a thing to help me.” Nosh turned his heavy head and gave Bittersweet a cold stare. Sophia laughed. “But I thought you already knew something of how to do this,” the Eerie went on, “since you were able to read the maps you showed me.”

			Sophia shook her head, embarrassed. “It just happened. I fell asleep holding the antler and I saw the memories as I was sleeping. It took no skill.”

			“Ah, that explains it,” Bittersweet said. “Nothing to be embarrassed about,” he added, noticing Sophia’s reaction, though her face was turned away. “I’ll show you how to practice when you’re awake.”

			“I saw something in one of Nosh’s memories,” Sophia said, hesitating. “A grove of trees in a valley. And two people walking toward it. You called them ‘Wailings.’”

			Bittersweet fell silent once more. “You’ve reached the very heart of the matter,” he finally said, his voice grave. “When we stop tonight, may I look at the maps so I know what else they contain?”

			“Of course.” A mourning dove cried in the branches overhead, and then a flutter of wings announced its departure. The trees were still and silent in the humid air.

			“The grove you saw is the great mystery I have been trying to understand these last two years.” He sighed. “It lies in Turtleback Valley, which I have known since I was small—but the grove did not exist then. I first saw it in May of 1890, and it was smaller then: a cluster of a dozen gigantic trees. They seemed out of place—a species I had never seen but that reminded me of tales told among the Eerie of giant trees near the Pacific. I don’t know how much you saw, but Nosh and I have returned many times. Not so much as of late, with our search for Datura, but in the past, we would go often. Almost always, we saw Wailings find their way into the grove, only to go silent and never emerge. But we cannot approach. The old one pushes us away, powerfully, so that neither of us can come any closer than the ledge from which we watch.

			“There is something happening there that I do not understand. This summer, as the old one has stopped speaking to me, Turtleback is the only place where I still perceive its sentiments. And I can tell that great fear surrounds this grove.”

			Sophia felt her pulse quicken. “Yes—Goldenrod learned from Seneca, the falcon who travels with us, that the Clime was afraid of something. He said that its fear revolved around a place in the north.”

			“This is it. But afraid of what? And why?” He made a noise of frustration. “I don’t understand it.”

			“These Wailings,” Sophia asked. “Are they . . . Lachrima? The people who are faceless?”

			“Yes—we call them ‘Wailings’ here, but I have also heard them called ‘Lachrima.’”

			Sophia caught her breath. Her pulse raced even faster, and she dug a hand into Nosh’s solid back. She thought about the long search that had started in Boston: her journey to the Papal States, her passage through the Dark Age to Ausentinia, and her return with the Ausentinian map in hand. All of this was leading her to two people: Bronson and Minna Tims, her parents, who had vanished long ago and transformed into Lachrima. Wailings.

			“What is it?” Bittersweet asked gently.

			“Goldenrod told me once that Weatherers can heal Lachrima. She said she had seen it done. Is it true?”

			“It’s true. Assuming they are still more flesh and blood than phantom. They fade with their travels, as you may know. The Wailings are lost in the flood of memories visited upon them during the moment of disruption. When they have not yet faded, the Weatherer can wade into all those memories, letting the time in which they took place expand, considering each memory in turn until he finds the ones belonging to the Wailing. Then those memories are pulled out of the great mass of others around them, and the Wailing comes into focus. It is like looking at a field of mustard flower: a yellow blur taken all at once, but if a single flower is pulled from the rest, it becomes a particular thing with stem and petals. So, yes—it can be done.”

			“Can we go see this grove?” Sophia replied, her voice trembling.

			“It is on our way—not far from Oakring. Though I expect things will be as they have been, and we will be unable to approach it.” He put his hand on her arm reassuringly. “You’ve had a shock. What is it?”

			“It is the whole reason I am here,” Sophia told him, her voice barely audible. “Just as you search for your sister, I search for my parents. They were transformed into Lachrima when I was a child, and I have reason to know they traveled toward the Eerie Sea. I think this place, this grove in the valley, might be where I will finally find them.”

			• • •

			THE ASH CAUGHT up with them in the afternoon. First the sky grew heavy, and then the familiar yellow clouds rolled in. As Sophia watched apprehensively, they grew dense and low, until they seemed to touch the very treetops.

			“You see”—Bittersweet signaled unnecessarily—“the debris clouds.”

			They rode on in silence. Moments later, the first flakes of ash began to fall: powdery and gray. They disintegrated, almost like snow, in Sophia’s hand.

			“It’s warm,” she said.

			“Yes,” Bittersweet replied. “And notice the smell.”

			Sophia sniffed at her palm. “It smells like ash from a wood fire.”

			“The clouds must carry the ash from distant fires here. But to what purpose, I cannot imagine.”

			Nosh plodded on, his antlers dusted with ash, and soon the path before him and the trees on either side were coated with the gray powder. He let out a hoarse noise that Sophia realized was a cough, and then he shook his antlered head.

			“There’s water up ahead,” Bittersweet said to him reassuringly.

			The woods seemed to grow more still with every step, as if the ash were sedimenting into place. Even the thin stream where Nosh drank to clear his throat carried gray ribbons in the swirling water. Nosh gave a low, appreciative bellow, and Bittersweet laughed wryly in reply.

			“What does Nosh say?” Sophia asked as they moved on.

			“He says he misses winter and that the old one is kind to send us this summer snow.” Bittersweet shook his head ruefully. “I wish I could agree with him.”
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			One Hundred Crates

			
			—1892, August 10: 8-Hour 41—

			Pockets of the manufacturing industry had already appeared by the time of the Disruption—in Lowell, in Boston itself, and in Rhode Island. But after the Disruption these pockets expanded, and in the vicinity of Boston several areas became dedicated exclusively to the manufacturing of dyes, textiles, Goodyears, Goodyear boots, and so on. Because the harbor provided an easy method for the deposit of waste, many such manufactories developed along the wharf, occupying space in a manner that soon drove out other businesses.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of New Occident

			

			THE WAREHOUSES STOOD side by side near the water, and the open door of one gave Shadrack hope. An open door indicated less concealment, and less concealment meant less danger. The warehouses were brick, four stories high, with dusty windows. No sign or nameplate indicated their purpose. When a man in a checked vest stepped outside to pack a pipe, Shadrack decided to make his move.

			He approached the man directly and raised a hand in greeting. To his surprise, the man recognized him. “Minister Elli!” he said amiably. A heavy mustache and sallow cheeks greeted him beneath a brimmed hat.

			Shadrack searched his memory, but he could not place the man’s face. “Good morning. How are you?” he asked noncommittally.

			“Very well, Mr. Elli. Always glad to see the Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages. Excuse me”—he corrected himself—“and War Cartologer. You won’t know me, sir, but I certainly know you. Ben Ferguson, at your service. All of us here are very proud to work for you.”

			A confused Shadrack shook the man’s offered hand.

			Ben had tucked his unsmoked pipe into the pocket of his vest when he saw Shadrack approaching. Now he gestured to the open door of the warehouse with a wide smile that showed a row of tobacco-stained teeth. “Would you like to see how the work is proceeding, Mr. Elli?”

			“Please call me Shadrack, Ben. As for the work—that’s the reason I’ve come,” Shadrack said as he struggled to make sense of the unexpected reception.

			“Excellent!” Ben said, with genuine excitement. “Come in. Everyone will be delighted to meet you.”

			Shadrack followed Ben into a vast room that ran the length of the building. Wooden crates were stacked high, making tidy aisles. They stretched from one wall to another. “Here’s the storeroom,” Ben said, gesturing expansively to the crates. “Everything packed and ready to go. We keep an inventory here on a peg by the door, so every crate is accounted for. We have one hundred awaiting distribution at this very moment. Not a one has gone missing, you’ll be glad to know.”

			“Very impressive,” Shadrack said, a sense of unease simmering in his stomach.

			“Through here we connect to the other building,” Ben said, winding his way through the crates. At the far end of the aisle was an open door that led to a narrow alley, and Shadrack followed Ben across the alley into the neighboring warehouse. Here there was more activity. On benches beside long tables, arranged all through the room, men and women sat hunched over their work. They seemed to be sewing. At a table near the front entrance, four women were minutely inspecting what looked to Shadrack like leather pouches. Canteens? he wondered. “We know how important it is to make these well,” Ben said. “You’ll find we have very high standards, Mr. Elli. Very high. No need to worry for New Occident troops on our account.”

			“I’m glad to hear it,” Shadrack said, latching on to this clue. Equipment for the troops, he thought. Of course—the masks Broadgirdle ordered.

			“Over here we inspect the finished gear,” Ben said, guiding him to the table where the four women worked. “Would you like to try one on?”

			“Why not?”

			Ben grinned toothily. “This is Minister Shadrack Elli,” he said to the women, who all stood to nod and shake hands with Shadrack, seeming pleased and a little bashful in his presence. “He’s going to try one on himself.”

			“Try this one, sir,” one of the women said, handing him the leather mask. “I just looked it over, and it’s in fine shape.”

			“Thank you.” Shadrack took the mask in hand. It was untanned leather with a strap at the neck. He pulled it on, fumbling more than he wished to with the awkward opening. Finally, it rested snugly on his head. He looked out at Ben through green glass eyepieces. A patch of cloth at his mouth and nose made every breath taste of starched cotton and charcoal. Ben and the four women eagerly awaited his verdict. “Very effective,” Shadrack said, with what he hoped was enthusiasm. And unbearably warm, he thought, pulling it off. He handed it back to Ben.

			“So glad to hear it, Mr. Elli,” Ben said, beaming. The women looked delighted. “So glad,” he repeated. “It’s a relief to know that all these months of work have been worthwhile.”

			Something in Shadrack’s unsettled mind fell into place, and the sense of unease blew open, filling him with sudden panic. “All these months?” he echoed, before he could check his words.

			“Certainly, sir. We began in March, didn’t we?” Ben looked at the women for confirmation.

			“That’s right, March,” they agreed.

			“As you ordered, sir, correct?” Ben added, searching Shadrack’s face. “The instructions came directly from your office.”

			Shadrack looked at their anxious expressions in silence, his mind working quickly with an anxiety of its own. From my office? Broadgirdle started this in March? But that means he had these masks made before he was prime minister. Before the war started. Before Bligh was murdered! Before any of it.

			It could only mean that Broadgirdle had planned everything in advance: not only the murder and the war, but the crimson fog itself and the means to protect New Occident troops from its effects. This has been months in the making, he said to himself, aghast.

			Abruptly, too late, he realized that he’d made a mistake. He should never have pretended to know what was happening at the warehouses. Now it would seem to Ben and everyone he had met that he was, in fact, complicit in the making of these masks. And whoever was complicit in making the masks was complicit in planning the war. Without intending to, he had made it seem as if he, Shadrack Elli, had indeed been planning this all along.

			It’s exactly what Broadgirdle intended, Shadrack realized, stunned. And it’s exactly why I am still the Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages. So that I can be made accountable for all of it.
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			Lichen’s Quarry

			
			—1892, August 9 to 11—

			The most curious thing about an Elodean (Eerie) dwelling is how it appears that everything within it was not made, but found. Of course some things are made, but a chair might actually be a fallen tree, or a curtain might be a piece of torn sail. The effect is curious, as if a weirwind piled a hundred pieces of debris into one room and then some patient hand went about putting all the debris tidily into place, and to use.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			NOSH KNEW EVERY inch of the terrain, and he had a stopping point in mind for every rest, every meal, and every overnight stay. Sophia learned why the Eerie were so impossible to find: they all lived hidden in plain sight.

			On the first night they stayed with an Eerie named Lupine, whose burrow of a home was carved into a mounded hill. Lupine asked them nothing about their journey, learning everything quickly from Nosh, but she told them what she had seen of the war, she showed them how the ash had nearly ruined her hives, and she gave them enough food to last for days: blackberry cake and apple bread and hard cheese and honey.

			On the second night they rested with Pruce, whose tree house overlooked a clearing surrounded by conifers that he said had reminded his forebears of the Red Woods left behind on the western shores. As they finished their meal, it began to rain, and they watched with relief from Pruce’s windows as the water washed away the gray ash that had coated the trees. Sophia was glad for the moss-covered roof that absorbed the rainfall like a sponge. The air turned unseasonably cool, and Pruce lit his wood stove and sat in silence with them, listening as the wind and rain tussled with the trees.

			On the third night they stayed with Lichen, who made his home in a deserted quarry. They arrived late, just as the sun was setting, and Sophia was beginning to droop over Nosh’s neck. They passed through a narrow opening between two boulders, and suddenly a hooded figure appeared in their path. Sophia started. “Nosh, Bittersweet,” a man’s voice said cordially, and she relaxed. The man reached up to stroke Nosh’s nose.

			“Good evening, Lichen. This is Sophia. Thank you for meeting us,” Bittersweet said.

			“Not at all,” Lichen replied. “The path can be difficult in the darkness.” He led them in silence along the edge of the quarry, until at the far end they reached an opening in the earth—a dark tunnel. He lit a torch that illuminated a clean stone passageway. “Nosh can rest here,” he said, patting the moose’s neck. He helped Sophia down from Nosh’s back, and she caught a glimpse of a quiet face and long black hair beneath the hood.

			Sophia and Bittersweet followed Lichen down the short tunnel to where a stone stairway wound upward. At the top, a house of stone with wide windows overlooked the quarry. Sophia walked toward the glass, awed. “It’s filled with water!” she exclaimed. The dark pool was just visible in the faint moonlight.

			Lichen had removed his hood, and he joined her at the window. “Yes—it fills with rain. It has a strange hue now, thanks to the ashfall we had.” He turned toward the room behind them. “Please make yourselves at home.”

			Mismatched chairs stood around a woolen rug. Sophia sank into a nest-like chair padded with pillows. Her legs ached from riding; she wanted to curl up and sleep for a week. At the windowless back of the room, a long worktable was covered with the elements of a half-cooked meal. Lichen picked up where he had left off, cutting vegetables and dropping them into an iron pot.

			“No luck yet, then?” Lichen asked Bittersweet.

			Sophia was beginning to grow used to the Eerie style of conversation, where most of what transpired took place in silence. “No luck,” Bittersweet replied. He sat down on the floor and threw himself back against a heavy pillow.

			“Nosh seems less discouraged.”

			“Nosh is an optimist,” Bittersweet said dryly, “for reasons I cannot fathom.”

			Lichen gave a slight chuckle. He finished what he was doing and carried the pot to the woodstove, covering it tightly before joining them on the woolen rug.

			“And what about you, Sophia?” Lichen asked, his eyes bright. “You are also on a search.” His face was worn from age, but his expression was youthful, even mischievous, and he moved with the agility of a much younger man. Sophia noticed that his hands were callused from heavy work, and she wondered how much of the house had been hewn by hand.

			“Yes, I am also searching—I have been for some time.”

			“And your search takes you to Oakring.”

			“We follow Nosh’s orders,” Bittersweet said wearily, closing his eyes. “Why he wants to go to Oakring now is beyond my understanding.”

			Lichen smiled. “I suspect Nosh knows best, as he always does.” He rose to check the contents of his pot, which was beginning to fill the room with the scent of stewing vegetables, and when he returned he asked Sophia, “Has Bittersweet told you how Oakring came to be?”

			Sophia shook her head. “I know nothing about it, other than the location, which I have seen on my map.”

			“Ah!” Lichen said, pleased. “Then I can tell you the story.”

			Bittersweet, his eyes still closed, commented, “Sophia likes stories.”

			Though Sophia understood in principle how Bittersweet could know things about her so easily, she still found it unnerving. That very morning, as they rode through a patch of forest, Bittersweet had pointed to a stone stained with moss and water: “It looks like a map, doesn’t it?” he had asked, voicing her thought.

			“I do like stories,” agreed Sophia.

			“So do I.” Lichen smiled. “And this is a good one. It is about two people who fell in love many decades ago. The woman, Orli, had the Mark of the Vine, and the man, Baer, had the Mark of Iron. Their families were horrified at the affection between them, and forbade them to be together. So they planned to run away. But on the very first day of their journey, they were stopped on the road by an old woman, who claimed to be a diviner. She warned them that if they stayed on their intended path, they would come to ruin. Orli and Baer asked what they could do, for they had no wish to return to their families and be divided from one another forever.

			“‘The trouble,’ the old woman said, ‘is that one of you is rooted and one of you is rootless, and if you do not reckon with the difference, you will never be at peace. Those with the Mark of Vine are rooted—their great power is that they draw upon the earth, but their great weakness is that they have difficulty uprooting. Those with the Mark of Iron are rootless—their great power is that the iron in their bones guides them like a compass, but their great weakness is that they have difficulty staying in one place. If you travel together now, Orli will always want to stay, however dangerous or inhospitable the place may be, and Baer will always want to go, however ideal it may be.’

			“‘Then what are we to do?’ Orli asked.

			“‘You must part ways and reach your destination by different paths.’ Orli and Baer looked at one another, dismayed, but they recognized themselves in the old woman’s descriptions, and they nodded their assent. ‘Take this bell,’ the diviner said to Orli, ‘and take this acorn,’ she said to Baer. ‘When the bell rings in your hand, Orli, you will have arrived. And when the acorn sprouts, Baer, you will have arrived.’

			“So the two went their separate ways. Baer, though he missed Orli greatly, was happy to wander, and he almost forgot about the acorn that sat in his pocket. As he traveled wherever his iron bones led him, he told his tale to everyone he encountered. ‘Orli and I will found a new place,’ he said to them, ‘where those who are outcast elsewhere are welcome.’ And so earnestly and warmly did he describe his destination that people of all kinds began to follow him.

			“Orli suffered greatly, for she had no wish to wander. But the bell the diviner had given her urged her onward, for whenever she rang it, she seemed to hear a distant ring—not in her hand, but just on the other side of the hill, or just beyond that patch of trees. She went on in search of the sound, hoping with each step that the bell would ring in her hand. And when she encountered people along the way, she told them of her quest, and she described with longing the place where they would finally arrive to find safety and quiet and rootedness. Many who heard her were moved, and they chose to go with her, so that by the seventeenth month of her journey she traveled with almost thirty people.

			“It was summer, and Orli had journeyed far north—almost to the Eerie Sea. She had arrived at the edge of a forest where a great oak tree threw its branches outward, and beneath the oak a busy group of strangers labored, clearing small trees and building foundations and gathering stones for walls. Orli rang the bell, and this time it rang in her hand: a high, pure voice announcing that her journey had ended. Then one of the group beneath the oak tree stepped forward. It was Baer. The great oak tree was the tree that had sprung from the acorn he carried, and the bell announced to them both that they were home.

			“And that was the founding of Oakring,” Lichen said, rising to his feet. “It has always been a haven for outsiders: people who find themselves unsuited to life anywhere else. But it is also known for being a place where people of great differences—the Mark of Iron, the Mark of the Vine—can be reconciled. You may not know that the man who brokered peace after New Akan’s rebellion was from Oakring.”

			“Was he?” Sophia exclaimed. “No, I didn’t.”

			“A place for peacemakers, they say.” Lichen ladled the stew he had made into wooden bowls and brought them over to the rug.

			“Thank you,” Sophia said. The stew smelled of sweet corn and squash.

			Bittersweet sat up and took his bowl eagerly. “Thank you, Lichen.”

			“There are even some Elodeans who live there,” Lichen went on, watching his guests eat for a moment before picking up his own spoon. “Most of us avoid such crowded places—much too loud—but even among Elodeans there are outcasts.”

			Bittersweet raised his eyebrows. “Even among Elodeans? I would have said we are all outcasts. And some among us . . .” He looked at Lichen meaningly.

			Lichen nodded.

			Sophia followed their exchange of glances. “What? Some among you what?”

			“Some outcasts are too far beyond the pale, even for Oakring.”

			“What does that mean?” Sophia persisted.

			Lichen and Bittersweet ate in silence for a moment, both staring into their bowls. Finally Bittersweet raised his head. “No one likes to speak of it. But there were three Elodean sisters, some years ago, who took refuge in Oakring. We had cast them out.” He shook his head. “You should tell the story, Lichen. I was not even alive then.”

			Lichen had grown somber. “I’m afraid there is little I can tell. The people in Oakring may tell you more. We cast them out for wanting to use their gifts in destructive ways. You understand—to cast out an Elodean does not mean to remove them from a place, since we all lived scattered.”

			“Then how are they cast out?”

			“They can no longer call themselves Elodean.”

			Sophia put down her spoon. “How terrible.”

			A flash of grief crossed Lichen’s face. “Yes. We did not make the decision lightly. The sisters took refuge in Oakring. But, not long after—and not entirely to our surprise—the people of Oakring also cast them out. In fact, the three sisters are the only people ever to be cast out of Oakring.”

			“They must have done something dreadful,” Sophia said.

			Lichen did not answer. He swallowed another mouthful of his stew and then ate on until he had scraped the bottom of the bowl. “They fled to the Eerie Sea,” he said finally, breaking the silence. “And as far as I know, they make their home there still.”

			The stone house had several rooms, and Lichen led Sophia to a small bedroom with a square window that overlooked the quarry. All was black beyond the glass. Lichen opened it, saying that the night was warm. A scent of piney soil drifted in through the open window. He gave her an extra pillow and a cotton blanket before saying good night, and Sophia wearily removed her boots and prepared herself for bed. Washing her face in a bowl set above the bureau, she wiped away the many miles they had covered that day. So tomorrow we reach Oakring, she thought. And we will see the grove where the Lachrima disappear. She felt a tremor of nervousness, wondering what the new day would bring. Shaking out the blanket, which smelled faintly of wood smoke, she climbed into the bed. As she rested her head on the pillow, the words of her Ausentinian map came to her with a flash: “You will travel to the Forest of Truces, where the silent bell rings and the dormant seed grows. From then on, the map you follow must be your own.”
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			Wailing Grove

			
			—1892, August 12: 8-Hour 12—

			And there are species that I have not seen elsewhere, even apart from the Red Woods. A gray-white flower with four petals grows there upon a creeping vine. The leaves, heart-shaped, end in a curled point. At night, the flowers open, revealing four purple petals within the four white. The scent is strong, like concentrated honeysuckle, and it draws to it what I call the night bee, another creature I have seen nowhere else. Black with white dots along its back, the night bee looks in other respects like an ordinary honeybee. We do not yet know if it also makes honey and, if so, what kind.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			THE DAY DAWNED overcast, but the clouds were dark gray, not yellow, and Lichen told them he expected rain to move east in their wake, catching them by midafternoon. Bittersweet replied that, with luck, they would arrive in Oakring before then.

			“Turtleback Valley,” Sophia reminded him urgently.

			He nodded. “Don’t worry. It’s on our way.”

			Lichen gave them apples, walnuts, and sandwiches of dark bread with blackberry jam. After walking them back along the narrow path beside the quarry, he stood by the boulder where he had met them the night before and waved them on their journey.

			Nosh traveled quickly, the prospect of either a heavy rain or a dry bed pushing him onward, and Sophia felt a growing nervousness in her stomach. She sensed Bittersweet restraining himself from interrupting her thoughts, and she was grateful; her mind was in turmoil.

			To settle herself, she practiced the approach to map-reading that Bittersweet had begun to teach her. Instead of falling entirely into sleep, she tried drifting into a frame of mind that he called “discernment”: a state in which her active senses fell asleep, in a way, so that her sense of perception could fully waken. She hardly understood it, and as yet she’d had no luck finding her way into such a state, but she practiced it nonetheless. Bittersweet said that she had to “stop seeing and begin perceiving,” a suggestion that did not, unfortunately, make things easier.

			The air was damp with condensation, and Sophia felt the clouds amassing overhead. Every step Nosh took seemed to add to the suspense. Sophia took a deep breath.

			“Use your dream eye, not your outer eyes,” Bittersweet murmured.

			“I’m trying,” Sophia replied.

			“It’s very hard to do when you’re so tense.”

			Sophia shot him a look over her shoulder.

			“Sorry.” He looked genuinely sympathetic. “We’re almost there. Please don’t hope for too much,” he said earnestly.

			“I know.”

			Sophia gave up on using her dream eye and instead looked closely at everything around them. The path was crumbly and dry, stony on the incline. A few wildflowers grew sparsely amid the maples. Nosh had been climbing steadily all morning, and the forest was thinning. Now he stepped off the path, heading right, toward a slow rise.

			Suddenly, between the trees, a great valley came into view. The hills below were dark green. The flattened mound that gave the valley its name lay to the north: a hill shaped like a crawling turtle, its arms, legs, and head just visible. At the valley’s base, the ground was rocky. A gray river wound along it, flat and colorless beneath the heavy clouds.

			“There’s the grove,” Bittersweet said, pointing. But Sophia had already felt its presence. A tight cluster of dark trees interrupted the stream, surprisingly tall, their trunks dark red. They seemed misplaced, as if they had been dropped there, whole and intact in their incongruity, by a stranger with no knowledge of the valley. Tree-Eater’s red trees, Sophia thought.

			Looking at the grove, she felt a storm of feelings that she knew with certainty were not her own. They belonged to the Clime, the old one. And the sense of intention behind them seemed so familiar that she wondered how she had never observed its source before, for surely this was the wellspring of the pressure, reassurance, suggestion, and guidance that she had known all her life. She recognized its influence in a hundred minute decisions that had seemed on the surface to be hers: an unspecified suspicion of another person; a trenchant unwillingness to make the choice that seemed by all other signs obvious; a desire to look farther into a deserted place. She remembered vividly hearing this voice-that-was-not-a-voice only two months ago, when she searched for the Nihilismian ship known as the Verity: it formed as a sense of excitement, urging her onward. The old one had been speaking to her all along.

			In that moment, she understood what Bittersweet meant by perceiving rather than seeing: it meant to know something without questioning how one knows; to accept the intuitive sense one has of what is right; to bypass the slow steps of seeing, judging, and deciding. She perceived what lay before her as clearly as if the old one had spoken it in her ear: This grove was secret. It was too dear, too fragile, too dangerous. They were not to come near.

			This was why the old one had fallen silent. Everything for miles and miles and miles had gone quiet and still for the sake of this place. The fear was not about the grove; it was for the grove. It had to be protected at all costs.

			“Bittersweet,” Sophia whispered. She found that she was standing next to him, and she did not remember having dismounted.

			“What is it?”

			“The Clime is guarding this place.”

			Bittersweet looked out toward the grove, and a sudden flash of lightning shuddered across the valley. Several seconds later, the thunder echoed, low and muted. “Yes,” he said. “You’re right. The sense of it is sharper now. Things have changed. I wonder what has happened.”

			“It is so palpable here,” Sophia said, still whispering.

			Bittersweet glanced at her. “It is. Perhaps because the old one has drawn all its attention here, to this place, its presence is very strong. Had you never sensed it before?”

			Sophia shook her head. She continued staring as splinters of lightning cracked the dark sky. Move on, move on, move on, they seemed to say. This is not the time. The grove stood, dark and impenetrable, still untouched by the coming storm. At such a distance, it seemed a slight and frail thing: tiny in the vastness of the valley.

			The rain reached them before it reached the valley floor, and it began to fall in cold, hard pellets. The droplets pattered on the leaves overhead, and then they began in earnest, falling with a roar. Almost immediately, the valley was obscured from view, but Sophia still saw it clearly in her mind’s eye: the secret grove of Red Woods; the great valley that drew the wailing Lachrima to its center; the place so vital, so cherished, that the burden of protecting it had awoken fear in the heart of the old one.

			“We can go now,” Sophia said loudly, over the crashing rain.

			“Really?” Bittersweet asked, surprised.

			“The Clime doesn’t want us to go near. Maybe later, but not now.” She turned to him, feeling elated, so clear was her sense of what to do. Then she realized that the falling rain had grown sharp and leaden. Looking up, eyes half-closed, she felt the hail pelting against her skin.

			When she turned back to Bittersweet, he was standing motionless, staring at his outstretched hand.

			She at first did not understand what she was seeing. Bittersweet’s palm was filled with black pellets. His face was streaked black, as if with paint.

			“What is it?” Sophia asked, horrified.

			They looked up at the trees around them and saw the green leaves smeared with black. The trail before them was already flooded; the hail made a black path leading into darkness.

			“Char. It is raining char upon us.”
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			Oakring

			
			—1892, August 12: 14-Hour 22—

			Every story tradition is different, I have found, but there are noticeable similarities among them. Elodean (Eerie) stories all have endings with morals, but these morals tend to be enigmatic and open to interpretation. Stories from the Closed Empire dwell upon the fantastical, relying upon it to explain things that seemed inexplicable in ordinary life. Stories from the Eerie Sea come in light or dark—light with comic characters who seem to find favor with the world despite many mishaps, or dark with tragic characters who fall deep into grief, no matter what they do.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Born of the Disruption: Tales Told by Travelers

			

			THEY HAD MOVED Theo’s bed out of Smokey’s kitchen into a separate room as soon as he could get up and walk about on his own. Most of the day he spent resting, staring up at the ceiling and trying to ignore the throbbing in his left shoulder. But now he stood by the window, watching the charcoal hail pelt the flowers and herbs of the garden until they lay crumpled and beaten.

			It was after fourteen-hour when he saw Smokey coming up the slow incline across the field. She was draped in a thin rubber tarp that made her look like a shapeless shadow drifting steadily uphill. Theo left his room and joined Casanova, who was waiting by the front door.

			Smokey threw off the rubber tarp, hanging it on a peg. “No one knows what it is,” she said at once. The black pellets rolled off her clothes like tiny marbles.

			“Any idea how far it reaches?” Casanova asked.

			She nodded. “Hardly anyone out, as you can imagine, but a pair of travelers came in this afternoon, and they said they saw the hail start in Turtleback Valley. About three miles southwest of here.” She moved over to the cold hearth and began to light a fire. “If this ever clears, we can go down to the ring. The travelers will be there, I’m sure, and we can hear the rest. No sign of Entwhistle, though he’s due to come in tonight. If the storm hasn’t stopped him.”

			“What’s the ring?” Theo asked.

			“We have a circle of stepped stones near the great oak—not unlike a little theater. Whenever travelers come, they give us news there at sunset. You would be surprised how hard it is to stay connected with the world in a place like this. It’s not Boston,” she said, smiling. She had stacked the wood and now she lit the fire; she knelt before the hearth until the flames caught. “I don’t know the girl,” Smokey continued, “but Bittersweet travels through here often. He is the only remaining Weatherer in these parts, since the other three disappeared.”

			Theo felt Smokey’s words come into sharp focus. “A Weatherer?” he said.

			The other two looked at him, noticing his change of tone. “Yes.”

			“I must speak to him,” Theo said. His heart was suddenly pounding. It threw him off balance.

			“Easy,” Casanova said, reaching out and taking his arm. “Have a seat here by the fire.” He steered Theo into a chair and looked at him closely.

			“I have information about the other Weatherers,” Theo said. He felt dizzy, and his breath came with difficulty, as if he had just been running.

			“He’ll want to hear that,” Smokey said, now hovering over Theo, too. “You can tell him when we gather at the ring.”

			As Theo nodded and made an effort to calm his breathing, the other two exchanged a look. “Maybe we could ask this Bittersweet to come here,” Casanova suggested.

			“That’s a good idea,” agreed Smokey. “As soon as this hail stops, I’ll go find him. For now, Theo, you just rest. Don’t worry—he’s not going anywhere in this storm.”

			“Okay,” Theo said. “Thanks.” He sat by the fire, feeling his heartbeat slow. Casanova began helping Smokey with the cooking, and their conversation drifted to people in Oakring that Theo did not know. He listened to the steady pattering on the roof and stared at the fire, hoping it would calm him, but fire these days did not seem peaceful. He still had Casanova’s story ringing in his ears, and he remembered too clearly the memories from the wooden ruler-map: a girl tied to a chair; a bright fire too close to her singed skirts.

			—16-Hour 6—

			AT SIXTEEN-HOUR, the hail finally stopped, turning to a thin drizzle of ordinary, clear water. Smokey was ready. “I’ll be back with Bittersweet before long,” she told him.

			“Thank you,” Theo said. He had not moved from the chair. Now he watched the doorway, where the fading light tinted the passing storm clouds a bright purple. The discoveries he had made in Boston seemed somehow to have taken place years earlier. Thoughts of Winnie and Nettie made him smile, but his memories of them seemed distant and unclear. Even Broadgirdle, the man he knew as Wilkie Graves, had faded somewhat; the fury Theo had felt realizing Graves would go free had diminished to a rumble of discontent. And yet the memories from the wooden map were still clear and bright: perhaps it was the nature of maps to make them so.

			He heard Smokey’s voice as she climbed the hill back toward the house, and he realized that a good half hour had passed. Casanova rose to his feet. “Do you want to stand up?”

			“Yes.” Theo got up on his own and stood by the chair, ready to sit when he needed to.

			Smokey arrived with the travelers: not one, but two. Talking to her was a tall young man Theo’s own age with a calm face and a steady gaze; he had the aspect of a man much wiser than his years would allow. On her other side was a young woman with braided hair and a tanned face; she wore a raider’s cape strung with silver bells. She was smiling at something Smokey had said, and her eyes were lit with laughter.

			“Sophia?” Theo breathed.

			They all stopped. Sophia looked up at him, frozen for a moment in shock. In the next instant she had crossed the room and thrown her arms around him. Theo held her tightly, certain that if she pulled away, he would fall back, for he could hardly stand. With her familiar face so close to his own, everything about his past life in Boston that had seemed so remote suddenly rushed back to meet him, proximate and full of life. He realized, with faint surprise, that there were tears running down his cheeks. “Ow,” Theo said finally.

			Sophia drew back, her own face damp with tears. “Oh, Theo! What happened to you? You look terrible.”

			He laughed shakily. He sank back onto the chair but held Sophia’s hand tightly. “A lot has happened. A lot. You have no idea.”

			• • •

			IT TOOK SOME time for Sophia and Theo to recount the passage of the last two months. They had much to tell each other and even more to explain for the benefit of their friends. At times giddy and incoherent, at times sober and slow, they related all that had transpired since the fateful day in June when they failed to meet at Boston Harbor. Theo began by explaining why he did not arrive, and then he had to tell them about finding the body of Prime Minister Bligh, Shadrack and Miles’s imprisonment, the involvement of Gordon Broadgirdle and the Sandmen, his own knowledge of Broadgirdle as Wilkie Graves, and the long route that led to his capture and conscription, even as Miles and Shadrack were finally freed. Then he told Sophia about his time in the army, about Major Merret and Casanova, and how he and Cas had found their way to Oakring and to safety with Smokey.

			Sophia described her journey with the Nihilismians, and her meeting with Errol Forsyth, and her encounter with Goldenrod. She answered many questions about the plague and the Dark Age and Ausentinia. She showed them the Ausentinian maps and the purse full of garnets. She explained the significance of meeting Richard Wren and discovering her mother’s journal. And she related how all of them, including Calixta and Burr, had come to find themselves once more in New Occident.

			Theo, Casanova, and Smokey listened in rapt silence as she described Burr’s capture, Goldenrod’s revelations aboard the train, the crimson fog in Salt Lick Station, and the arrival of Bittersweet and Nosh. Finally, she told them what they had seen that very day in Turtleback Valley: a grove of trees that held a secret, a place she hoped might hold the answer to her parents’ disappearance.

			It was hard for Theo to believe that circumstances had carried them both to this place, the safety of Smokey’s home, in a small town by the Eerie Sea—a place neither of them had ever heard of before. “It’s no coincidence,” Bittersweet said. “I am sure it is the old one guiding us all here. This is always the way with circumstances that seem coincidental. Sarah knows Shadrack, Sophia’s uncle; she knows Casanova; she knows me. The old one guided each of you to people who would find their way here.”

			“But what does it have to gain?” Theo wondered.

			Bittersweet smiled. “We are all pieces of a complex puzzle. Who knows? Perhaps something we do is of use to the old one, however small we might be.”

			Theo looked at him appraisingly, somewhat surprised by how likable the Weatherer was, despite his earnestness. “And I have a piece of the puzzle to give you,” he said. “It is the reason Smokey asked you to come here.”

			“Yes. She said you had something to tell me.”

			“It has to do with the other Weatherers.” Bittersweet tensed. “In the course of trying to find how Broadgirdle was responsible for Bligh’s murder, I found a wooden ruler. It was among Bligh’s possessions. He said in a letter that he had gotten it from the Weatherers themselves, and when I looked at the ruler closely, I found that it was a memory map. The memories showed a girl and an old man—but those memories belonged to a third person.”

			“My mother,” Bittersweet said eagerly. “They must be hers. My sister and my grandfather are the two people you saw. What was in the map?”

			Theo hesitated.

			Bittersweet leaned toward him. “Are my grandfather and sister alive?”

			“Yes. In these memories, they were alive. All three were captives. They were kept in a closed room. It seemed to be underground. One of the memories showed your sister being . . . threatened with fire. As the fire came closer, flowers bloomed in her hands. In the last memory, I saw the Sandmen making boxes. I think to keep them in winter sleep.”

			Bittersweet looked down at his hands, his face creased with worry. “That explains it.” He looked up.

			“What does it mean?” Sophia asked softly.

			“Mother and Grandfather in winter sleep . . .” He swallowed. “Winter sleep can offer renewal and rest. But when it continues too long, it can lead to death.”

			Sophia gasped.

			“No plant can live underground forever. This Broadgirdle is keeping their lives hostage. I knew only something terrible would drive my sister to such desperate lengths.”
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			Pip’s Delivery

			
			—1892, August 13: 7-Hour 23—

			Stories from the Baldlands, perhaps predictably, are difficult to characterize. Some are ominous; some are humorous; some seem simply to recount the past and offer no conclusion or argument. There is one I did not include here about an old woman who trades a penny for a pie, then a pie for a ham, then a ham for a saddle, then a saddle for a cart, then a cart for a horse, then a horse for a house. Apart from describing the old woman’s impressive bartering abilities, I cannot tell what the purpose of it is!

			—From Sophia Tims’s Born of the Disruption: Tales Told by Travelers

			

			SMOKEY TRIED TO order Theo to his room, seeing the exhaustion on his face, but he would not move from Sophia’s side. Even after everyone else had gone to bed, Sophia and Theo sat comfortably together on a pile of blankets before the cooling fire in the kitchen, unwilling to part. They had too much to talk about.

			Finally, past twenty-hour, Theo fell asleep with his head on Sophia’s shoulder. She moved out of the way carefully, lowering him onto the bundled blankets. Beside him, she tried to sleep, but her weary mind ran in circles. She tried to make sense of all that had taken place in Boston without her: Bligh’s murder, Shadrack’s arrest, and, especially, Theo’s long confrontation with Gordon Broadgirdle. She wondered what it was about Broadgirdle that unsettled him so deeply, for she had seen it in his eyes. He had said only that he knew the man as Wilkie Graves, a scoundrel and villain from the Baldlands who had no right to be Prime Minister in Boston. But she could sense that there was more, and it worried her to see Theo keeping secrets once again. He’ll tell me the truth when we’re talking alone, she thought.

			Sophia rested a gentle, protective hand on his good shoulder. She could feel his chest rising and falling with each breath, and it reassured her to know that Theo was there, sleeping safely and soundly. It was well past one-hour when she finally fell asleep herself, and then she slept so heavily that it seemed only a moment had passed before Smokey was quietly stacking logs to light the fire. Sophia burrowed deeper into the blankets and squeezed her eyes shut to block out the light. Some time later she heard Smokey, Casanova, and Bittersweet talking near the door of the house. A fourth voice joined them, one she did not recognize. Then, quite unmistakably, the unknown voice said, “Shadrack Elli.”

			Sophia’s eyes flew open. Theo was nowhere to be seen. She sat up and pulled her hair quickly into a braid. Padding up to the doorway, she saw Smokey, Casanova, and Bittersweet sitting around the ashes of a fire with a stranger. He had a gap-toothed smile, a bulbous nose, and a square-cut white beard. His head was entirely bald, and he was fanning himself with a canvas hat.

			“Good morning!” he said merrily to Sophia. “You must be Sophia Tims! I have heard such a great deal about you. Not from these good-for-nothings, who are worthless as gossips, but from Miles Countryman, my friend and associate in Boston.”

			Smiling at this peculiar greeting, Sophia extended her hand. “I am glad to know you.”

			The stranger winked. “Well, you don’t know me yet.” He stood up and gave a little bow. “Pip Entwhistle, at your service. Trader, merchant, purveyor of fine goods and curiosities.”

			“Do you also know my uncle, Shadrack Elli? I heard his name just now.”

			“I do!” declared Pip. “The finest cartologer of our Age, and a man of discerning taste, I might add. He and I share an interest in pennies.”

			“Pennies?” Sophia said, surprised. “He’s never mentioned that.”

			“Oh, yes, indeed. Pennies.” Pip grinned. “Would you like to see one?”

			Sophia, perplexed, glanced at Smokey and saw there a look of knowing amusement. She gave Sophia a small nod. “Why not?” Sophia replied.

			With a flourish, Pip produced a penny from an inside coat pocket. He held it up but did not hand it over. “Did you know that the first copper pennies were made in 1793, before the Disruption?” Sophia shook her head. “They were not a great success. In execution, not conception. Everyone liked the idea. After the Disruption, New Occident began the manufacture of what we know as the clock penny.” He held up the familiar wheel of copper, as large as a chestnut. “And yet this special penny, which your uncle and I have a keen interest in, is a little different than most. Why do you think that is?”

			He handed it over to Sophia, who examined it curiously, still wondering why they were discussing pennies, of all things. The penny had the twenty-hour New Occident clock on one side and a tiny map of the states on the other. “There’s something here on Upper Massachusetts,” she said, noticing a different texture.

			“You got it! Right on the nose!” Pip exclaimed triumphantly, tapping the side of his own. “You would find, if you were to consult a jeweler, that it is rose quartz. Mined in Upper Massachusetts. And, we think quite suitably, embedded in the portion of map that depicts the region.” He beamed.

			“Why rose quartz?” Sophia asked when it appeared Pip would not be explaining the obvious.

			Pip winked. “Because precious stones are the stickiest things in the world.”

			She was entirely baffled. “Stickiest?”

			“Sticky for memories, that is. Precious stones seem to absorb memories at the lightest touch—it is simply remarkable.”

			“Oh!” Sophia exclaimed, with sudden understanding. She turned the penny over to look at Upper Massachusetts again. “This is a memory map?”

			Pip laughed with delight. “Yes! Shadrack and I had three hundred made in total. I put the pennies into circulation, and everyone who touches them leaves a few memories in the rose quartz. The pennies work their way around and around, from one hand to another. Eventually, some of them work their way back to me, and I pass them along to Shadrack. They are each a treasure chest of information. They have given us invaluable insights into what is happening here and in the Territories, and all without having to actually go there.”

			“How do you read them?”

			“Thumb on the quartz, forefinger on the map, and your other hand on the edges. Otherwise, everyone would be reading the map by accident, you understand.”

			Sophia followed his instructions and held the penny in both hands. Brief but vivid memories flitted through her mind: Pip, laughing and waving good-bye at the entrance of a tavern; a messy kitchen with broken crockery; a country fair where cows wore blue ribbons and pies sat on a long, checkered cloth; a watch shop in which the proprietor bent over his work, examining minute gears to the music of chiming clocks; and Pip again, holding up a contraption that looked like a telescope. “How wonderful,” Sophia said, smiling, as she handed it back.

			“Entirely devised by your uncle Shadrack,” Pip said, taking the penny in his palm. “He is shockingly ingenious, if I do say so myself. Shockingly ingenious.”

			“We were speaking of your uncle, Sophia,” Smokey put in, “because Pip has brought me a new map.”

			Sophia raised her eyebrows. She saw now that a map lay unfurled on Smokey’s lap, and, on either side of her, Casanova and Bittersweet had been studying it. “A map of what?”

			“Shadrack has been sending us maps of the troops’ movements. It is part of his effort to avoid bloodshed in this war.” Smokey smiled. “You should be very proud of him—he has done a great deal in a short amount of time.”

			Sophia sank down beside Bittersweet, and Smokey passed her the map. “He sends them to you?” she echoed.

			“Here’s how it works,” Pip said, drawing himself up importantly. “I take my goods to Boston, as I have done from time immemorial, and of late I always make a point of stopping by Shadrack Elli’s house, in case he has any interesting maps to sell, which I pay for with copper pennies.” He winked broadly and tapped the side of his nose.

			“Oh, I see!” Sophia exclaimed.

			“I usually find at least a few interesting maps, you may not be surprised to hear. Then I travel back to my usual circuit, here on the border of New Occident and the Territories, and I stop in on half a dozen acquaintances, and since I excel at trade and barter, I am usually able to persuade them to take one of these peculiar maps off my hands. In exchange, they give me some scribbles that I tuck away and carry back to Boston next time I go. It works very well,” he said, pleased with himself.

			“Every week Shadrack sends us updates,” Smokey said, rather more directly, “and we keep him informed of things here. This map shows the troop movements since the start of the war and, as far as he knows, where they are headed.”

			Sophia considered the map. It was the first new map of her uncle’s that she had seen in months, and the familiar hand made her ache. It was clear that he had rushed, but as usual, he had not compromised on precision. A line of arrows, annotated with dates, showed the progress of the troops since July. She found Oakring, just south of the Eerie Sea, and to the southwest of it was a shaded cloud marked August 20 or thereabouts. All of the lines with arrows pointed to it. Sophia frowned. “And they are all meeting up there?”

			“We were discussing this as you came out,” Smokey said. “It seems Broadgirdle plans a large-scale confrontation. He is amassing almost all the New Occident forces there later this month. General Griggs will lead the armies, which almost certainly means that Fen Carver will be bringing the Territories’ troops to the same place. “

			“It’s not far from here,” Sophia murmured. “Is it even in the Territories?”

			“You’ve hit upon the problem,” Bittersweet said, his voice heavy. “This place is not in the Territories at all—it is Turtleback Valley.”

			Sophia looked up at him, horrified. “No!”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			“But the grove . . . We can’t let them harm it—we must stop them!”

			“I know,” he agreed. “I fear that with a force so large, the old one’s influence will be useless. The grove would be destroyed. And there is more. Pip, do you have a pen or pencil in that massive pack of yours?”

			Entwhistle, who had listened to this exchange with some bewilderment, reached into his jacket and withdrew a blue pen with a silver nib. “Here you are. Manufactured in Charleston. Flawless construction. Never leaks.”

			Bittersweet took the pen without comment and began marking the map with small Xs, dating each one. “There,” he said, holding it up. “It’s just as I thought.”

			“What is?” Sophia asked.

			He handed her the map. “Each X is where Datura has been. It didn’t make sense to me before, because I didn’t know all the troop movements, but look. In every single case, the crimson fog precedes New Occident forces. They send in Datura first, and then they come afterward with fire. Destroy what little survives.”

			Sophia caught her breath and Pip gave a low whistle. Casanova shook his head grimly. “I am sorry to say that it does not surprise me.”

			“That must be why this war has moved so quickly,” Smokey said.

			“No doubt,” Bittersweet agreed, his expression aggrieved. “They are using her as a weapon, clearing the way for New Occident troops.”

			Sophia gazed at the map, appalled by all that it contained. “What is the purpose of destroying these places so completely? Not just the crimson fog, but gunfire, and—fire? Why?”

			“It ruins crops, and it ruins morale,” Casanova told her.

			“I cannot believe that Broadgirdle would do this,” she declared.

			“He is capable of anything,” said a voice from the doorway. Theo stood there, looking tousled but better than he had the previous evening.

			“Theodore Constantine Thackary!” Pip cried, standing up once more. “How good to see you again, though I would prefer to see you with fewer bandages.”

			“How are you, Pip?” Theo greeted him, putting his arm carefully around the older man.

			“I am perfectly well. You, on the other hand, were in better condition last time I saw you,” Pip said disapprovingly.

			“We stayed with Pip when Miles and I traveled west in the winter,” Theo explained to Sophia. “A lot has happened since then,” he told Entwhistle.

			“Yes, yes—I know,” he replied gravely, stroking his beard. “Sit down, sit down. This Broadgirdle has wreaked havoc on New Occident, but I know he has been devilish to you in more particular ways.”

			“What has he done now?” Theo asked.

			Sophia handed Theo the map. “He plans to amass the New Occident army in Turtleback Valley. Where the grove is. And Bittersweet says that the troops have followed in the wake of the fog.”

			Theo studied the map in silence. “Well, we needed no proof that Graves is a monster.”

			“Graves?” Pip asked, eyebrows raised.

			“I know him from the Baldlands,” Theo explained. “He’s not even from New Occident. When I knew him, he went by Wilkie Graves.”

			Pip’s eyes lit with understanding. “Oh, ho, ho!” he said, slapping his knee. “Wilkie Graves. Wilkie Graves!” he said again.

			“You know him?”

			“Pip knows everyone,” Smokey said, looking at him thoughtfully.

			“I do indeed, I do indeed,” Pip declared. “And it doesn’t surprise me at all, now, to find he is at the root of this disastrous war. Not at all. He has a very violent past. Did you know him as a slave trader?”

			Sophia caught her breath. “A slave trader?”

			“I did,” Theo assented, his tone guarded.

			“Well, I knew him from even before that, and his earlier past is even more colorful, shall we say. And now we find him at the head of government and leading an army.” He shook his head and rose to his feet. “My friends, I know you have much to discuss and much to do here. But I have work of my own to take care of, and this very helpful bit of information will speed me along.” He looked at Theo meaningly. “I may not return for longer than usual,” he told Smokey. “So I’ll send word to you somehow—I hope before August twentieth, our day of reckoning.”

			The group rose to bid good-bye to Entwhistle, who shook hands all around, pulled on his canvas hat, and lifted the leather pack that sat beside him. He waved as he walked off down the hill toward Oakring, his boots squelching in the mud.

			Sophia watched him go, but the moment he was out of sight she turned her attention back to the map. “What are we going to do?” she asked, looking in turn at Bittersweet, Casanova, Smokey, and Theo. “We have to stop them marching into Turtleback Valley.” She was grateful that none of them tried to argue that it was impossible or unnecessary. Their faces told her how seriously they considered the question of what to do.

			“A distraction somewhere else?” suggested Theo.

			“What kind of distraction?” asked Casanova. “It would have to be dramatic.”

			“A weirwind would be distracting. A weirwind as long as the valley.”

			“The old one isn’t even listening to me these days,” Bittersweet said, shaking his head. “Persuading it to make a weirwind is out of the question.”

			“Perhaps they could be led in the wrong direction somehow,” Sophia offered tentatively.

			As she spoke, Nosh ambled up to them and rested his head lightly on Bittersweet’s shoulder. He exhaled noisily. “That’s a nice idea, Nosh, but it’s impossible,” said Bittersweet.

			“What?” Sophia asked.

			“He said we could show them the valley from the old one’s perspective, and then they would not want to harm it.” He rubbed the moose’s chin. “Nosh is such an idealist.”

			Sophia frowned. “But wait a moment. It’s not such a bad idea . . .” she said. As she considered Nosh’s suggestion, she spoke her thoughts aloud. “If you put it that way, then yes, it sounds unlikely. But if they somehow saw—really saw the Clime for what it was . . .” She trailed off pensively. “The old one remembers more than anyone, is what my map from Ausentinia says. I wonder. When I arrived at the edge of Ausentinia, I saw the Clime’s past—its memories of how it had been. I was—” She shook her head. “They were overwhelming. What if we could somehow make that visible to others? Yes,” she said eagerly, the notion taking shape in her mind. “Through a memory map. A map that shows the memories of the Clime. Wouldn’t that have the power to change someone’s mind, to show them something they cannot ignore?” She looked around at the others.

			“It could work,” Smokey said slowly. “From the little I’ve seen of Elodean memory maps, they do have incredible power. To be immersed in the Clime’s memories . . . If we gave it to someone in the right position, General Griggs or General June, it might just be impressive enough to make one of them pause.”

			“But how would you make such a map?” Casanova asked.

			Smokey clearly did not like having to give the answer. “I only know one person who has made such a map—a memory map of an old one.” She looked meaningly at Bittersweet.

			Bittersweet looked back at her. “It is much too dangerous, Sarah.”

			“If there were any time to court danger, this would be it,” she replied.

			“We could not go, you and I. It would have to be the three of them, and they are ill-equipped to reckon with her.” Bittersweet pressed his lips together. “But perhaps you are right. Perhaps this is the time.”

			“Who are you talking about?” Theo asked.

			Bittersweet addressed Smokey. “You tell them.”

			“Borage,” Smokey said solemnly. “She lives north of here, in the Eerie Sea, in an Age of her own making. Only two other people live with her. Sage and Ash. They are the three sisters—cast out by the Elodeans and banished from Oakring.”
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			The Exiles

			
			—1892, August 13: 7-Hour 57—

			I have also noticed interesting tendencies in how the various traditions imagine good and evil. In some traditions, notably in the Closed Empire and the Papal States, evil is external and unalloyed—what is evil has always been and will always be evil. What is good is in peril, threatened by the potential corruption of evil. In contrast, the Elodeans (Eerie) almost always characterize evil as something that comes from within, and it can coexist with good. That is, a person is not entirely good or bad—she can be both. And it is not just a matter of changing over a lifetime—good falling into disgrace, evil redeeming itself—but actually preserving the two in oneself at the same time.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Born of the Disruption: Tales Told by Travelers

			

			“WHAT DOES THAT mean?” Sophia asked, in disbelief. “An Age of her own making?”

			Nosh shuddered and turned away, as if avoiding her question. Bittersweet and Smokey stared at the cold ashes of the fire. “You said Goldenrod told you that one of the Elodeans had tried to practice the Ars, did she not?” Bittersweet asked.

			“Yes, but she didn’t say what that meant,” Sophia pressed.

			Smokey cleared her throat. “Well, let us be frank,” she said. “Neither one of us has been there, so much of what we know is secondhand. What we know is this: Borage, Ash, and Sage were—are—Weatherers like Bittersweet. Wildly talented, so that even to the Elodeans their feats sometimes seemed like magic.”

			“I never knew them,” Bittersweet put in, “but my mother is full of stories. Some are good stories.” He smiled. “Once, my mother said, the three sisters helped lead a pair of lost children out of the wood by sending them a cloud of fireflies.”

			“Not everything they did was so charming,” Smokey continued. “Borage, in particular, the most talented of the three, grew vengeful as she grew older. She hated the way people of the Territories treated the old one, and once, in her fury, she brought a weirwind that left more than a dozen settlers dead. The Elodeans cast her out for it, and she came here. For a time, we accepted her. There were some who called her a murderer and would not look her in the face, but we pride ourselves on taking in outcasts here, and most tried to countenance the three sisters. Until Borage revealed her plan for Oakring.” Smokey shook her head. “She decided that it was not enough to speak with the old one and influence its actions. She wanted more. She wanted to be an old one herself.”

			Sophia caught her breath.

			“But what would that even look like?” Theo asked skeptically.

			“That is the part we do not know, for we forbade it. Borage wanted to claim Oakring and the land all around it, making it her own. We banished her. She went north, with her sisters, to the Eerie Sea, and it is there that she attempted to create and inhabit an Age of her own.”

			“What we hear,” Bittersweet said, “is that every tree and rock and blade of grass there is an animated expression of her consciousness. Even the animals—and there are also creatures of her own making. But it is hard to say, for few have ventured there. Ash and Sage spend all their energies attempting to contain her.”

			Although Sophia found the portrait Bittersweet and Smokey had painted unsettling, she could imagine worse. She thought about other ways the armies of New Occident might be stopped, and all of them seemed more outlandish and more dangerous: surrounding the grove to protect it; provoking the army to march elsewhere; persuading the commanding officers on the strength of her conviction alone. Traveling into the Eerie Sea still seemed the better option.

			“It sounds strange but not dangerous,” Casanova said, voicing Sophia’s own conclusion. “I will go.”

			“The three of us can go,” Theo said. “Her grudge is against the Eerie and all of you from Oakring, right? So we should be fine.”

			“You, Theo, are not ready to travel,” Casanova objected.

			“He may not be,” Bittersweet said, “but Theo is likely the only way you will find them. It is quite difficult to find the shores of the Eerie Sea. We have no maps, and none of you is Eerie.”

			“What do you mean, I’m the only way?” Theo asked.

			Bittersweet and Smokey exchanged a glance. “You have the Mark of Iron, do you not?” asked Bittersweet.

			Theo held up his hand. “Yes.”

			“Well, what did you think it was for?”

			“For?” Theo echoed.

			Nosh let out a breath that sounded uncannily like a laugh. “That’s unkind, Nosh,” Bittersweet remarked, but he was trying to control his smile. “Many people in the Baldlands don’t know its meaning.”

			“What did he say?” Theo asked indignantly.

			Bittersweet hesitated. “He finds it amusing that you don’t use the Mark,” he said, clearly editing Nosh’s comment.

			“The Mark is a compass, Theo,” Smokey said, reaching out to press his scarred right hand. “People in Oakring with the Mark of Iron use it for way-finding. That’s what it’s for.”

			• • •

			THEO WAS INCREDULOUS, then furious, and finally, after a time, elated. Though it seemed a disgraceful waste to have lived almost seventeen years without knowledge of the Mark’s power, he decided that the most important thing was to waste not a minute more. The lethargy brought on by the strain of recovery vanished. Insisting that time was short, he persuaded Smokey to take him into Oakring.

			True to the story Lichen had told them, there were both people with the Mark of Iron and people with the Mark of the Vine in Oakring. Sarah Smoke Longfellow, as the town’s medic, knew them all. She decided that they would ask a man named Everett, a renowned tracker, to teach Theo how to use his hand. Theo could hardly contain his excitement. As he headed off with Smokey and Casanova, leaving Bittersweet and Sophia behind, he seemed to have forgotten his injured shoulder entirely.

			“You and I have our own work to do,” Bittersweet said as he joined Sophia at Smokey’s kitchen table. “Do you have the tree ring?”

			Sophia took it from her satchel and put it on the table. “Here it is.”

			“Have you been able to read it yet while waking?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Try again. You may find a new purpose in doing so.” He touched the wheel of wood. “When I looked at it the other night, I saw something interesting. This tree has memories of the three sisters.”

			Sophia’s eyes widened. “It does?”

			“It would be an advantage to you, I think, to see them in this way before you venture north into the Eerie Sea.”

			Sophia regarded him. “What will you do while we head north? Will you stay here with Smokey?”

			Bittersweet shook his head. “Thanks to your uncle’s map, I have a fair idea of where Datura will be next. I aim to get there ahead of her this time.” He stood up. “I will leave later today, and I have plans to make with Nosh. Good luck with the reading,” he said with a smile. “I’ll be back to say good-bye.”

			Sophia turned her attention to the disc of pinewood before her. Every time she had tried to read the map while awake, it had remained silent. Maybe now it will be different, she said to herself, trying not to struggle against a sense of frustration. Maybe now that I have seen the grove and understood what it means to perceive rather than see.

			She rested her fingertips on the wooden surface. Closing her eyes, she focused on the texture of the pine. It felt the way it always did. She willed herself to lose track of time, so that the moment expanded loosely, making a protective room all around her. Her arm felt heavy, then surprisingly light. The pine was smooth and slightly warm, but the warmth did not register as temperature; the warmth was something else.

			Sophia paused in her observations, realizing that something important had happened. Warmth was not warmth; wood was not wood. Her fingertips no longer seemed to rest against a solid surface. In a way that Sophia did not understand, in a way she urgently, deliberately did not question, her fingertips were touching memories. She could feel them brushing up against her skin like filaments of fine thread. It was the memories that made the heat.

			The memories lay before her. She could see them just as she would in a memory map made by human hands: snowfall, spring mornings, summer storms, autumn evenings, another snowfall. People came and went. A girl climbed the trunk and clambered up the branches, laughing. An old man rested against the exposed roots, tired and aching, catching his breath. A furtive boy dug and dug in the ground, making a deep hole and dropping a sack into it before covering it again with dirt. The wind howled; the moon waxed and waned.

			Then three women of middle age sat on the ground side by side, looking out over a town, which Sophia now recognized as Oakring. She could see only their backs. They were laughing. The bright colors of sunset were spread across the horizon, and the air smelled of clover. One of them reached out to cup a firefly, and the action sparked Sophia’s memory. The three sisters, she thought. “Don’t let it go to your head, Borage,” one said to the woman holding the firefly.

			“And why not?” came the light reply. Her voice was low and rich, with a pleasing musicality. “It’s true. We can see thoughts as they take shape. We can call on the wind and the rain. The old ones love us. Through our guiding hand, they shape the future. It’s not just that we seem like the Fates. We are the three Fates, sisters.”
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			Four Pawns

			
			—1892, August 10: 9-Hour 50—

			As it is with the study of the earth, so it is with the study of flora and fauna. Both had made significant progress before the Disruption, but the event itself has changed the nature of the pursuit. Now, the preexisting assumptions no longer hold. It is not just the proliferation of other species and other land masses. As explorers have demonstrated, the very categories we once considered stable are now unstable. James Hutton’s groundbreaking geological work just prior to the Disruption has been largely questioned—or rendered elementary, at the very least—by geologists in Nochtland, just as Carl Linnaeus’s excellent work, however influential, seems less and less adequate to describe our New World.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

			

			SHADRACK DID NOT wait to digest the significance of his discovery, nor did he wait to discuss it with the other plotters. Leaving the warehouse as soon as he could graciously extract himself, he took the trolley into town and hired a carriage that would take him to Lexington. The trip took a good hour, and it was close to midday when he arrived at the town’s center. There, he paid the driver for his time and his lunch, asking him to wait until he returned. “If I don’t return by thirteen-hour, go to this address,” he said, writing Mrs. Clay’s name beside the East Ending Street address. “Tell the housekeeper where you brought me, and she will do the rest.”

			He was grateful for the clear skies and for his sturdy shoes as he trekked across Lexington Green in the direction of the farm he had seen listed as one of Broadgirdle’s properties. As he did, he mulled over the consequences of his discovery at the warehouse. Broadgirdle had arranged matters so that he could not be blamed for anticipating a war. That blame would fall to Shadrack. What else would he be implicated in? If Broadgirdle was capable of planning such a thing so far in advance, what other plans lay unseen, waiting to reveal their results? Which of them involved the missing Eerie?

			Shadrack arrived at the farm at half past ten-hour, and he approached it with caution. He did not know what he would do if he found himself confronted by Sandmen with grappling hooks. A long avenue lined by oaks led to a farmhouse at the top of a slight hill. The fields on either side seemed untended, as if they had not been mown for many summers, and they were coated with a layer of ash. But the fence all around the property was in good repair, and the latch on the gate was well-oiled. Shadrack opened it and stepped onto the avenue.

			The farmhouse was silent as he drew near. Most of the windows were open, and pale yellow curtains fluttered in one of the rooms. Shadrack took a deep breath. He walked up to the blue door and knocked. Almost immediately, he heard a quiet shuffle inside. A minute passed, and then another. Shadrack looked around him and noticed that while the fields grew wild, the gardens in the immediate vicinity of the farmhouse were well tended. A blueberry bush by the door was starting to bear fruit, and a gnarled apple tree showed signs of being well picked over. Herbs grew against the house in tall clumps: verbena, mint, and lavender. Shadrack knocked again. He leaned toward the open window nearest him, where a box of creeping thyme was in full bloom. “Hello? This is Shadrack Elli. Is anyone home?”

			The shuffling sound came again, and this time he heard footsteps. A latch was thrown, and the blue door creaked slowly open. Shadrack found himself looking down at an old man with wispy, white hair and a pointed beard. His eyes were filled with tension. The furrows of his brow seemed engraved by the sharp point of some vexing burden. “Shadrack Elli, the cartologer?” the old man whispered.

			“Yes. I am Shadrack. Are you Gerard Sorensen, doctor of botany, by any chance?”

			Fear flashed in the man’s eyes, but he nodded.

			“I mean you no harm. I have been looking for you. May I come in?”

			Sorensen hesitated. “I do not think you should,” he said quietly.

			“I want to help, Dr. Sorensen. Can’t you tell me what has happened?”

			“Will you ensure my family’s safety?” Sorensen asked, his voice pleading.

			Shadrack swallowed. “Are they in danger?”

			“I am here against my will, Mr. Elli,” Sorensen said, with rather more firmness in his tone. “If my children and grandchildren were not under threat, I would not be here at all. And if speaking to you imperils them in any way, everything I have done will be for naught.”

			“Dr. Sorensen, I am only beginning to understand this puzzle, which your predicament is part of. I know that Gordon Broadgirdle is somehow to blame, and I know that unless we stop him, the lives of many more people will be forfeit. If you will only explain to me your part in this, I will do everything in my power to make sure your family is safe.”

			The indecision was plain in Sorensen’s face. Finally, he opened the door with a little sigh. “We are lucky it is a Wednesday,” he said. “Come in. Perhaps we can do this without anyone being the wiser.”

			Shadrack stepped into the farmhouse kitchen and found himself in a room that reminded him immediately of Martin Metl’s laboratory in Nochtland. Soil lay everywhere. Empty pots were piled high on a worktable, where a watering can and a pair of gloves had been hastily put aside. Plants covered almost every surface and much of the floor. Among those that Shadrack recognized were potted orange trees, papyrus, a miniature willow, and ferns: more ferns than he had ever seen in a single space. There was nowhere to sit.

			“I will tell you quickly,” Sorensen said, “and then you must go.”

			“That is all I could ask,” Shadrack agreed. “Thank you.”

			“It began in late winter of this year. I was approached by a man named Gordon Broadgirdle who said he would pay me handsomely to examine a plant specimen he had acquired from the Eerie Sea. I am interested in the plants of that region, so I accepted. He invited me here, to this farmhouse. To my dismay, I found . . .” Sorensen touched the orange tree nearest him with a distracted air. “I found that the specimens he had were not plants. They were people.”

			Shadrack nodded as the pieces came together. “Three people: an old man, a woman, and a girl. Three Weatherers of the Eerie.”

			“Yes!” Sorensen said. “How could you know this?”

			“One of them managed to send a message, despite her captivity.”

			“I see,” Sorensen said, relieved. “I am glad to hear it. But apparently it was not enough. The one of most interest to Broadgirdle was the girl, for her hands bloom with flowers known as datura—a flower that is toxic. Once the flowers are loosed from her hands, their vapors cause terrifying delusions. They are dreadfully poisonous.”

			“The crimson fog,” Shadrack said, shaking his head. “Now I see.”

			“I did not,” Sorensen said quietly, “until it was too late. I demanded that the Eerie be set free, and I refused to participate in what Broadgirdle had planned. He said, in reply, that he would send his men after my family.” Sorensen put a hand over his eyes. “From then on, I did everything he asked. I confirmed what the flower was capable of, and, once I did, Broadgirdle ordered me to place the other two Eerie in winter sleep. I know very little of the Eerie, and I have only read about such sleep in written accounts—but Broadgirdle said that if I did not, he would end their lives. So I did my best. The girl was taken away, I dread to think for what purpose, and the other two remained here.”

			Shadrack was galvanized. “They are still here?”

			By way of answer, Sorensen turned and left the room, leaving Shadrack to follow him. In the adjoining chamber, dark curtains were drawn to block the sunlight, and Shadrack had to wait in the doorway while his eyes adjusted. Once they did, he could see that the room was empty except for a stack of wood beside the open fireplace and two long crates that looked like coffins. They were closed. Sorensen shuffled over to them and gently removed their lids, tucking them back behind the crates. “See for yourself,” he said.

			Shadrack drew closer, a sense of dread creeping upon him as he did so. It was still difficult to see in the darkened room. As if hearing his thought, Sorensen rose and walked to the fireplace, where he took a candle in its holder from the mantel. He struck a match and lit the wick, then knelt by the nearest crate with the candle in his hand.

			Shadrack peered down into the crate and saw that Sorensen had told him the truth. It was filled with dirt. A pair of white hands, one folded over the other, interrupted the soil near the middle. Three white flowers, delicate trumpets upon a dark vine, were entwined between the limp fingers. And at the top end of the crate a woman’s pale face—eyes closed, her expression tranquil—lay waxy and still in the black soil.
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			Half a Lie

			
			—1892, August 11: 12-Hour 22—

			On balance, it is clear that other Ages love their gardens more. Nochtland, the capital of the Baldlands, would be aptly dubbed “a city of gardens.” Even the Papal States, asphyxiated as it is by the plague, pays more consistent care to the fountain gardens of its cities. Travelers to New Occident often remark that the rural areas are lovely enough, but the cities are choked with bad construction, cobbled streets, and too few trees. Boston has its Public Garden, but apart from that, the largest parks are cemeteries. As one illustrious visitor remarked, “Wouldn’t it be better to have more gardens for the living and fewer for the dead?”

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

			

			SHADRACK HAD RACED back to Inspector Grey’s office; he had persuaded the inspector and twenty of his men to follow him to Lexington; he had compelled Grey to guarantee Sorensen and his family police protection; he had convinced Sorensen to wake the two Weatherers; and he had taken charge of the Weatherers himself, placing them with a friend in Concord so they could recover fully from their long winter sleep. Then he returned to East Ending Street, exhausted, and reported to the plotters what had happened. Winnie and Nettie were furious, but they forgave him when he explained what was likely to happen next. At last, his tasks completed, satisfied that he had done all he could, he waited.

			He half expected that Broadgirdle would knock on his door that very evening. But the confrontation occurred the next afternoon, several hours into the workday. Shadrack had spent the morning gathering his papers, and now he stood at the window of his office, looking out at the Public Garden. He was remembering how, as a child, he would walk there with his parents on Saturday mornings. The roses seemed as tall as trees, and the air was filled with the quiet conversations of other people walking past. Boston had seemed like a winking jewel to him then, full of brilliant light and unexpected treasures.

			Broadgirdle did not knock. He burst through the door and slammed it closed behind him. Shadrack took in one last lingering view of the garden and turned, somewhat reluctantly. He could see the man making an effort to rein in his anger, and it struck him as interesting that the prime minister had accosted him in a fury instead of waiting to bring himself in check. “This will cost you,” Broadgirdle finally said, his voice strangled.

			Shadrack paused, reminding himself that there was nothing to gain by provoking the man further. “I’ve done only what seemed necessary,” he said. “The Weatherers and Dr. Sorensen had suffered enough at your hands, it seemed to me.”

			Broadgirdle sneered. “You imagine yourself a man of the world, with your maps and your exploring friends—but you are as narrow-minded as the most provincial man in Boston. You cannot see the forest for the trees.”

			“And what is the forest that I cannot see?”

			“The purpose. The purpose of it all.” He waved his hand around the room, ending at the windows and all of Boston beyond them. “The purpose of our Age. Of what we do in it. Of the Disruption.”

			Shadrack clasped his hands before him patiently. “You see your plans as part of a larger purpose,” he said.

			“Of course they are,” Broadgirdle said, planting his fists on Shadrack’s desk and leaning forward. “It’s not just about fulfilling our Age’s destiny and expanding westward. It’s about who wins and who loses. Who will triumph and who will be extinguished. Would you want this hemisphere overrun by raiders? Or Indians?”

			Shadrack raised his eyebrows. “I was not aware that either was interested in overrunning the hemisphere.”

			“You are a fool,” Broadgirdle said dismissively. “You know quite well that its fate hangs in the balance. We can follow the path we are on, into greater and greater disintegration, or we can follow the path set out for us in the Age of Verity: Unity. Cohesion. Progress.”

			“I do know that there are several possible directions for our Age,” Shadrack replied in a measured tone. “But I do not see them as you do.”

			Something in Broadgirdle seemed to crest and fall. He stepped back from the desk, and his tone now was cold, almost indifferent, as if he had abandoned the prospect of persuading someone so dim. “This Age of Delusion is so misguided. The extent of the derailment is”—he shook his head—“tragic. Hopeless. And yet . . . and yet. This is the only Age we have. We will save this Age or we will not. Do you see?” He smiled grimly. “There is no other possible solution. I lament that you have failed so utterly to understand this.”

			Shadrack heard the Nihilismian logic in Broadgirdle’s words, and he realized, as if he had ever doubted, that reasoning with him would be impossible. “Well,” he said, “then you are right—I do not see the forest. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that I see a different forest.”

			“The cost of your failure will be high,” Broadgirdle said. His voice was ice. “I warned you, and I am true to my word. Those threats were not made idly. Sissal Clay and Theodore, if he survives this war, will be deported. And when she returns to Boston, Sophia will be arrested for fraud. I hear juvenile prisons are no better than adult prisons—lack of funds, no doubt. And that’s where you will be, of course,” he finished triumphantly, “for having planned this war under Bligh’s nose. The evidence is at a warehouse near the wharf.” He grinned, his white teeth gleaming.

			“I am aware of it,” Shadrack said calmly.

			To Broadgirdle’s credit, he did not seem in the least surprised. “Then you are even more of a fool than I thought.”

			Shadrack turned back to the window. “I hear that in the Age of Verity, Boston is not this nation’s capital.”

			Broadgirdle took a moment to reply. “That is correct.”

			“I can imagine such a world. In which Boston is not the center, but a place on the edges. How I love this city,” he said quietly. “Its crooked streets and absurdly cold winters and absurdly hot summers. Its face of brick, its heart of green grass. But it has changed. With the border closure, it has become a pale ghost of itself. I have the sense that it is already gone. Even living here, I already miss it.” He turned back to the other man. “Perhaps this will make it a little easier to leave. Not so much an exile as a journey to find a city like the one Boston once was.” He smiled sadly. “Nochtland perhaps, or the distant cities of the Pacific. I have never seen them.”

			Shadrack had placed all his effort into planning that journey, and the destination seemed strangely secondary. He had not allowed himself to imagine what it would look like when they were all safely reunited somewhere: Mrs. Clay, Theo, Sophia, and himself. There were too many things yet to plan and too many things that might yet go wrong before tomorrow, when he closed the door of the house on East Ending Street behind himself for the last time.

			Broadgirdle’s gaze was heavy with disdain. “You put safety above principle, do you? You have a small mind, Shadrack.”

			Shadrack still smiled. “I believe it is principle that has urged me to take this course, Gordon. Had I been more concerned for my safety, I would have left the Eerie where they lay, in their coffins filled with earth. But I am glad I did not. When we are all together, my family and I, somewhere far from here, I will have nothing on my conscience as I explain my actions.”
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			Smoke Maps

			
			—1892, August 14: 6-Hour 22—

			The chapter by Sarah Smoke Longfellow (Smokey) concerns the origin of smoke maps, which are worth knowing about. They are widely misunderstood. Many people believe that “smoke maps” are impressions made by smoke on paper—that is, a kind of drawing or painting done in smoke. These are interesting to look at, no doubt, but they have no mapping properties in and of themselves. If anything, a more interesting map might be made by drawing with smoke on cloth, which is the standard medium for mapping weather.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Born of the Disruption: Tales Told by Travelers

			

			NOSH AND BITTERSWEET left on the afternoon of the thirteenth, setting out to find Datura. Sophia found it difficult to say good-bye. From the moment Nosh’s gentle face had appeared so close to hers in the Salt Lick train station, the moose and the boy had surrounded her with a sense of considered protectiveness. She had traveled with only two Eerie in her short life, but both of them had a kind of measured stillness that was reassuring in difficult circumstances. She felt worried, uncertain, and suddenly less safe. First Goldenrod, then Bittersweet; I’ve been traveling with an Eerie by my side for a month and a half, she thought as she stood outside Smokey’s front door, watching moose and Weatherer depart. Now I’ll have to get used to traveling without one again. When will I see them next?

			Theo was mending well, and the excitement of learning the Art of Iron, as Everett called it, infused him with energy. Nevertheless, Smokey said she would feel more confident about her patient if he slept one more full night in quiet and safety.

			“That is,” she added with a smile, “when you’re finished telling us about it.” They were all standing in the kitchen after dinner.

			“It’s like listening,” he said, extending his scarred right hand, “but with your bones.”

			“That sounds impossible!” said Sophia.

			“It’s not easy,” Theo admitted, with the air of someone who is a little embarrassed at the greatness of his own gifts. “At first, I had no idea what he meant. But he said to stop thinking about it and just focus on hearing what my hand had to say.”

			Sophia reflected that it was not unlike what Bittersweet had taught her: to observe and interpret without considering how. “What are you trying to find now? Your boots?” she teased. “I’m pretty sure I saw them under the cot.”

			Theo laughed good-naturedly. “I was trying to sense the Eerie Sea. I know which way it is, because I know it’s north, but I was trying to see if I could feel the way.”

			“Can you?” Casanova asked, watching with interest.

			“A little. It’s like I want to go that way”—he pointed—“and I can’t explain why.”

			“Is it pulling you to bed?” Smokey asked. “Because that’s where you ought to be right now.” Theo laughingly accepted her reprimand, and they all retired for the evening.

			• • •

			ON THE MORNING of the fourteenth, Sophia woke to the sound of Smokey’s quiet preparations in the kitchen. She was wrapping bundles of food, setting them aside in tidy piles. “Bread, dried meat, and fruit,” she said, seeing that Sophia was awake. “There is water along the way. Casanova has one pack, and you’ll borrow one of mine.”

			Sophia rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “Thank you, Smokey.”

			“I’ve set out some clothes for you to wear that are better than that raider garb. Everyone will hear you for a mile around.” She held up a pair of buckskin pants, buckskin boots, long woolen socks, a linen shirt, and a wool cloak. “Pants are better for travel anyhow. I’m only a little taller than you, so I hope they will fit.”

			“They look wonderful, Smokey—thank you.” Sophia changed rapidly into the clothes, finding them only slightly too large—but comfortably so. The boots were a perfect fit, and she looked down at them admiringly, happy to find that everything was so warm and light.

			“You’ll find the weather cooler than here, because of the ice.”

			Sophia folded the cloak carefully and tied it onto the borrowed pack. “I wonder how far away the sisters are.”

			“There’s no telling.” Smokey finished wrapping another bundle. “But you must turn around and start back when you are halfway through this food, regardless of where you are. You’ll find nothing to sustain you there.”

			“The three of them must eat somehow.”

			Smokey shook her head. “I wouldn’t eat what they eat,” she said darkly.

			Casanova and Theo joined them in the kitchen. Casanova carried a large pack that seemed already stuffed to the brim, but he set it on the table and opened it, stowing all the food Smokey had prepared.

			“Wool blankets and rubber tarps for the ice,” Smokey said, handing them to Casanova. “Theo, these are for you.” She held up a linen packet. “Clean bandages and a small flask of medicine. Take no more than a sip or two if your shoulder begins to hurt again. It will numb the pain. And choose a good walking stick—your balance will be off with your arm in a sling.

			“There’s enough food for four days, no more. If you aren’t back by the eighteenth, we’ll have to head in after you, and I can’t promise it will end well. So turn around in two days,” she said, “regardless of where you are. Besides, if you aren’t back by then, it will be too late to save the grove anyway,” she added matter-of-factly. “And one more thing.” She held up three short candles.

			“Ah,” Casanova said, smiling and taking them in one large hand. He handed one to Theo and one to Sophia. “Carry these on your person. You don’t want to lose them.”

			“But we already have enough candles,” Theo said.

			“Not candles made by Smokey.”

			“They are smoke maps,” she said, a trifle apologetic. “You’ll forgive me for worrying. But I just want to be sure you can find your way back, should anything go wrong. Light the candle, and the smoke will guide you here, to me.”

			“Oh!” Sophia exclaimed. “Thank you. A smoke map,” she murmured. The short candle looked quite ordinary and smelled pleasantly of beeswax. She tucked it into her satchel and then placed her satchel inside the pack, making room between the wool blankets.

			“Do you have to take your satchel, Sophia?” Casanova asked. “All that paper. It’s a lot to carry.”

			She nodded. “It has my maps. And my notebook. And the garnets they gave me in Ausentinia. I have to bring it.”

			“Sophia never goes anywhere without her satchel,” said Theo, smiling. “It is as well traveled as she is.”

			“Very well,” Casanova said with amusement as Sophia blushed. “Let’s head off, then. Smokey,” he said, turning to embrace her, “thank you. We’ll be back on the eighteenth or sooner, I promise. I’ll take good care of them.”

			“I know you will, Grant.” She hugged Sophia and Theo in turn. “One more thing,” she added as she stood in the doorway. “The Eerie Sea carries its name for a reason. Do not be troubled by what you might see or hear there. It is an uninhabited Age, and it cannot harm you. Until you reach the realm of the three sisters, at least.” The three started down the path. “Be safe,” she called after them.

			—9-Hour 40—

			THEY WALKED NORTHWARD, away from Oakring. For the first part of their journey, they had no need of Theo’s guiding hand, for Casanova knew the way toward the Eerie Sea. Elodeans traveled there periodically to spend time in the ice caverns, and their trails were visible, though overgrown.

			Sophia felt deeply grateful, as they proceeded, that Theo had been so fortunate as to meet Casanova in the Boston jail. At Smokey’s house, she had already seen the gentleness with which he cared for her friend. Now she could see that he was a thoughtful companion on the road, as well. Clearly he had taken his promise seriously. He held the branches up out of their way to let them pass; he warned them of loose rocks underfoot; and he seemed to know the name of every plant and the meaning of every sign around them.

			“Owl pellets,” he said, holding up a tufted bundle of what appeared to be lint and bones. “The owls cannot chew, so they swallow their food whole and regurgitate some of it. You see,” he said, pulling it apart, “the remains of a little mouse.”

			“Seems messy,” Theo commented.

			“You try eating a mouse whole,” said Casanova.

			The land they traveled through was mostly flat and sparsely forested. The trees seemed to droop overhead, their foliage battered by the charcoal hail. The path was covered with fallen twigs and torn leaves.

			As they walked, Sophia periodically looked up at the skies. She had not seen Seneca since he had dropped Goldenrod’s token, and some part of her was always waiting for the falcon to appear. Every flutter of wings drew her eye. “That’s a duck hawk,” Casanova said, following her gaze when a swooping figure made her stop.

			“Very beautiful,” Sophia commented.

			“Also known as a peregrine falcon. They are fairly common in these parts.”

			“Casanova,” she said, “Theo was lucky to meet you in the Boston jail.”

			He smiled. “Lucky Theo.”

			Theo stopped in his tracks. “Why did you call me that?”

			Casanova smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. “How could I have forgotten? So much has happened, it entirely passed me by. When you were ill on the way to Oakring, we were stopped by raiders. They knew you. They even gave me dried meat, saying it had iron you needed. And one of them, named Skinny Jim, called you ‘Lucky Theo.’”

			Theo’s strained expression relaxed into a smile. “Skinny Jim,” he repeated. “Well, well.” He turned back to the path, still smiling.

			“Who is he?” asked Casanova.

			“A raider I used to know.” Theo laughed, tapping his walking stick against a tree trunk. “He made his name as a knife thrower, actually, before he turned to raiding. He was one of the few I met who seemed to think there were rules to raiding. He never stole from women or from old people or from people who had children.”

			“That rather shrinks the pool, doesn’t it?” Sophia remarked.

			“Considerably. I never said he was a successful raider. But a few times, it worked out for him. He robbed a rancher in the southern Baldlands once and made off with enough money to live for two years. Of course, he spent it all in six months, but it was good while it lasted. Skinny Jim. A thief with scruples.”

			“Like the pirates,” Sophia said.

			“Like Casanova,” Theo suggested.

			Sophia eyed Casanova cautiously. “Is that true?”

			Casanova shook his head, a smile twisting his face. “I’ve never told Theo why I landed in the Boston jail. He’s fishing.” He ducked beneath a tree trunk that had fallen across the path. “Could be I was in jail for embezzlement. Or murder.” He turned and gave them a menacing look.

			Theo laughed. “Sure. Very likely.”

			“Or treason,” said Casanova, with less mirth in his voice.

			“Treason,” Sophia repeated.

			“’Course it was treason.” Theo scowled. “With Broadgirdle as prime minister. Cough too close to him and it’s treason. No doubt he was trying to stuff the Boston prisons so he’d have enough foot soldiers.”

			Casanova pointed up the path. “There’s a clearing up ahead, and we’ll take a rest.” Theo and Sophia waited, hoping he would say something more. He did.

			“I was arrested for protesting the border closure and New Occident’s policy toward the Indian Territories. I was part of a crowd on the State House steps. The police took us in. At first, it didn’t seem serious. But I had trouble getting a lawyer, and the days passed. And then Broadgirdle—who wasn’t prime minister yet, but still in parliament—got a law through that made certain forms of protest count as treason. The law applied even to people who had already been arrested on lesser charges. So there I was—in prison for treason.” He paused, holding a branch aside so that Theo and Sophia could pass. “No doubt if I hadn’t been conscripted,” he said matter-of-factly, “I would have been hanged.”

			• • •

			BY MIDAFTERNOON, THEY had reached the limits of the territory Casanova could navigate. He paused in a clearing where a rotting lean-to stood decomposing beside a cold fire. “This is a stopping point travelers use to travel east–west. We’re as far north as I know to go.”

			Theo raised his right hand. “Time to use the Art of Iron. Stand aside.”

			“Please do,” Casanova said, with a mock bow. “Just keep your other hand on the walking stick, would you?”

			Theo scowled at him. Then he closed his eyes and held the scarred hand out, palm down, as if waiting for something to float up into it.

			Sophia watched him with anticipation. Minutes passed. Surreptitiously, she pulled her watch from her pants pocket and checked the time. She and Casanova exchanged a look.

			“I can actually feel it pulling me,” Theo said finally, his eyes still closed.

			“What’s pulling you?” Sophia asked.

			“I don’t know. It’s just this tug. Not so strong that I can’t ignore it, but it’s noticeable when I pay attention.”

			“Which way is it going?”

			Theo opened his eyes. “But I can’t do it if I have to look around. How am I going to walk with my eyes closed?” he wondered aloud.

			The other two looked at him blankly. “Maybe you can stop every few steps,” Sophia suggested.

			Theo frowned. He closed his eyes and held his hand out once more. Then he took a hesitant step forward, opening his eyes as he did so. A few more steps took him to the edge of the clearing, and another carried him onto a boulder. He scrambled up it with some difficulty, leaning on the walking stick. Sophia and Casanova, glancing at each other, followed. “That way,” Theo said when they had joined him. “Where the trees are more yellow.”

			“I don’t see anything,” Sophia admitted.

			“Neither do I,” said Casanova. “But if you see it, then it must be there. I can take us that way.”

			He helped Theo down off the boulder and guided them through the trees. Once, Theo stopped him, tapping his shoulder and pointing to the right. Another time, he pulled Casanova to a halt before a piney trail that wound uphill. “That’s a dead end. We should stay to the west of the pines.”

			Casanova eyed him, impressed. “Expert at the Art of Iron, I see.”

			Theo smiled, but Sophia noticed his weariness. She could tell that his injury was bothering him. He had been struggling ever since they left the clearing, and was trying to hide it—badly. More than once he had tripped, and only Casanova’s quick hand had prevented him from falling. She was on the verge of claiming that she needed to rest, thus sparing Theo’s feelings, when something made her shiver: a cold wind cutting through the dank air like a draft in a warm house.

			“Do you feel that?” she asked.

			Casanova nodded. “The breeze off the ice. We are very close.”

			Soon after thirteen-hour, they stepped out of the forest and found themselves at the edge of the Eerie Sea.

			The first thing they saw was a glacier. Cold air drifted off it in visible waves, and its surface gleamed in the afternoon sun. The sea itself was a sheet of silver, bounded on either side by mountains. The three travelers stood on the pebbled ground, amid a network of streams: some thin as ribbons, some that looked much deeper. “You found the way, Theo,” Casanova said, putting a hand on his good shoulder. “Well done. The Eerie Sea.”

			“Doesn’t look so bad.”

			“Glad you think so,” Casanova said dryly. “Personally, I did not come prepared for ice-climbing.”

			Theo shook his head. He held his right hand out loosely, palm down, and then pointed. “There. We’re not going over the ice, we’re going under it. An opening to the caves.”

			As he spoke, something moved from the direction he had indicated. The three of them stood silently, watching. It drifted smoothly, like a leaf on the wind. Sophia realized that it was an object floating on one of the many streams that wound toward them, most of which disappeared into the woods they had just left behind. “It’s on the water,” she said.

			“That stream comes from the cave,” Theo added.

			Casanova took a more considered look. “Yet it is moving in the wrong direction—away from the sea.” They continued to watch as the object drew closer: brown and white, like the feathers of a falcon or the wood of a birch tree. “A canoe.”

			“It’s empty,” Sophia realized when it was close enough to see clearly. The canoe drifted easily along in the shallow stream, now one hundred feet, now fifty feet, now ten feet away from them. And then, when it reached them, it stopped. Sophia caught her breath and stepped back. The water continued to move, but the canoe did not, as if stopped by some unseen obstacle in its path.

			“I think we are meant to climb in,” Casanova said.
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			Oarless

			
			—1892, August 14: 14-Hour 00—

			The story of the first expedition into the Prehistoric Snows is well known. Rumors of the endless ice had already come down to Boston from trappers and traders. There were rumors, too, of great ice caves so vast that whole ships could be seen trapped within them. The expedition of 1808 found no such caves and no such spectacles. What they did find were frostbite, and avalanches, and in at least one case snow blindness from the glare. The expedition members who survived quickly became unreliable sources about their own journey. They spoke of woolly beasts and strange sounds, of echoes that returned their own words back to them, distorted. It was assumed that the snow had caused some madness in addition to the blindness.

			—From Shadrack Elli’s History of the New World

			

			“IS THAT A good idea?” Sophia asked. The canoe waited patiently for them in the running water, as if held in place by a phantom hand.

			“I don’t know.” Casanova looked up toward the Eerie Sea, as if the answer to his doubts might lie there.

			“I say we try it,” said Theo.

			Sophia looked at him sharply, and she realized that his face was drawn and he was leaning on the walking stick with both hands. He was even more exhausted than she had realized. From the look on Casanova’s face, he had clearly come to the same conclusion.

			“There are no oars, which is a problem,” Casanova said, studying the canoe. “This current goes south. We need to paddle against it.”

			“Look!” Sophia exclaimed, crouching down beside the canoe. A bundle of blue flowers lay in the hull. The blooms were like two five-pointed stars set atop each other, blue petals alternating with narrow dark green leaves. The bouquet was tied together with a length of white string.

			“Starflower,” said Casanova.

			Something about the string reverberated in Sophia’s mind. She realized that it reminded her of the length of string tied around the Ausentinian maps. And, with that, her sense of unease began to fade. Someone had placed these flowers here. Someone had sent the canoe. How could such a gentle gesture possibly bear ill will? “I’ve never seen starflowers before,” she said, reaching for them. “They are so beautiful.” She pressed them into her face and found that they smelled faintly of honey.

			“They aren’t very common here, unless they are planted in gardens. Smokey has some—they have medicinal properties. Starflower is another name for borage,” Casanova added.

			Sophia’s hand tightened on the bouquet. “The canoe comes from her. From Borage.”

			“It would seem that way.”

			Theo had not moved; he was so tired that he had not even commented on the flowers. She wondered how much the Art of Iron had drained him.

			She looked at the flowers in her hand and then the waiting canoe. “I think we should get in. Perhaps her sending us the canoe means something we do not understand. Perhaps it is not as kindly as it seems. But I believe it is a way for us to travel north, toward their realm. And that is what we want, right?”

			Casanova nodded. “Yes. Your reasoning is sound.” He looked around. “Well, I will need to make paddles. Give me some time.”

			“And since this friendly canoe is so obliging, instead of making paddles, I am going to wait for you in it,” Theo said.

			Casanova put down his pack and appraised the nearest trees. “When I packed, I omitted an ax,” he said wryly.

			“Can I help?” Sophia asked, and began to remove her pack.

			“Hey!” Theo exclaimed.

			Sophia and Casanova turned as one to see the canoe, with Theo in it, beginning to drift northward, whence it came.

			“It’s moving on its own! I’m not doing anything.”

			Casanova scooped up his pack; Sophia re-shouldered hers. He hurried after the canoe, dropping the pack in the hull, behind Theo. The canoe had already drifted several feet.

			“Take the bow.” Casanova walked beside the canoe, waiting to make sure that Sophia climbed aboard before doing so himself. “I’ll try to be our rudder.”

			Placing her pack in front of Theo, Sophia scrambled in awkwardly, the canoe tipping slightly as she settled onto the front seat. She turned and saw Casanova climbing in after her. “Give me your stick, Theo,” he said.

			But before Casanova could use it, the craft began to gather speed, moving steadily forward.

			“How is it propelling itself?” Theo asked.

			Casanova peered over the edge into the shallow stream. “It’s not the canoe. It’s the water. The water’s moving upstream now.”

			“What?” Sophia rose slightly from her seat to get a better view, and she saw that he was right. The water had changed direction and was taking them toward the cave, not away from it. “How is it possible?” she breathed.

			“Well,” Theo said comfortably, seeming no longer bothered by the problem. “Smokey did say the Eerie Sea was eerie. If this canoe wants to carry us northward, I’m all for it.”

			Sophia had to laugh. Then she looked at him appraisingly. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine. But I’m glad to be sitting.”

			“Eat,” Casanova said, handing him one of Smokey’s packets of food. “We have yet to see how long this unexpected assistance lasts. Better take advantage while we can.”

			Sophia turned to face forward as the canoe approached the cave opening. She felt a flutter of apprehension. The cluster of starflowers was still in her hand, and she clutched it more tightly for reassurance. I hope these waters have our best interests at heart, she said to herself.

			The cave entrance was dark, and as soon as the canoe passed under the overhanging rock, it turned a sharp corner: right, toward the ice. The waters had yanked them into sudden, overwhelming darkness. Sophia could only tell that they were still moving by the quiet sound of the rippling water beneath them. Then, as they drifted farther, shimmering threads of light appeared overhead and on either side. “What are those?” she whispered in the darkness.

			“I am not sure,” came Casanova’s quiet reply. “Perhaps veins of mica.”

			Sophia thought her eyes were adjusting, for the craggy walls grew slowly visible, but then she realized that a greater source of light lay ahead. The tunnel turned left, and suddenly the rock around them was replaced by ice. Illuminated by unseen sunlight beyond, the ice shone pale blue. The walls and ceiling around them had shallow bowls and sharp points, as if they had been carved away in pieces by a giant spoon. Here the stream was deep and wide, its bottom no longer visible. The canoe moved serenely along, the mysterious waters maneuvering the vessel through the ice cave with uncanny ease.

			“This is magnificent,” Sophia said to Theo and Casanova. Like her, they were both staring about them, awed. It was hard to believe that the massive glacier they had seen from the shore was actually hollow.

			The ceiling rose higher and higher as they moved forward, and the space opened into a vast cavern. It reminded Sophia of an earlier adventure—navigating the labyrinth of the lost Age beneath Nochtland. The blue ice, the waves of chill air, the echoing sounds recalled the monumental pyramid of the Glacine Age that had met her when she finally emerged from the subterranean passages.

			In the canoe, surrounded by unearthly ice, Sophia hardly felt the cold. She came unloosed from time. Of course Elodeans would want to come here, to experience the majesty of such a place. It had a sense of perfect stillness, and she almost longed to step out of the canoe so that she could stand in the great cavern, within the quiet of the ice.

			Or was it quiet? The sound she was hearing, Sophia realized, was not only the rippling water around the canoe. There was something else intermingled with it—a kind of whispering. She cocked her head, trying to hear past the gurgling stream. Yes, now that she listened for it, the sound was clearer: a susurration, as if somewhere in the great ice cavern, people were talking to one another in hushed voices.

			“Do you hear that?” Sophia asked, turning back to look at Theo and Casanova. Theo had fallen asleep. He was curled up around Sophia’s pack, resting his head on a folded blanket.

			“I hear it,” said Casanova. “The whispering?”

			Sophia nodded. “What is it?”

			“I don’t know. It sounds like human voices, but I cannot make out the words.” He reached into his pack and took out a napkin-wrapped bundle. “Try to ignore it,” he told her. “And Sophia—remember what Smokey said. You should eat, too—you haven’t had anything since midday.”

			Sophia took the packet Casanova passed across to her and unfolded the napkin on her lap. Slowly chewing on the dried meat and fruit, she tried to discern whether the cavern had entrances that might lead to other caves. “There,” she said to Casanova, pointing off to the right. “Another opening.”

			“I see it.”

			The more she looked, the more Sophia realized that there were innumerable passageways leading off the great cavern. It was a network of waterways and ice tunnels, but the water beneath them guided them past every one. Perhaps, she thought, there are people in those other passageways. There was no telling how sound would travel through such an unusual space. The thought was disquieting. Elodeans traveled in solitude. Who else would be wandering the ice tunnels of the Eerie Sea?

			Finishing her meal, Sophia shook the napkin out, folded it, and stowed it in her pack. She turned all her attention to the canoe’s route. I should be mapping this, she realized, reaching for the notebook in her satchel. She hurriedly reconstructed the route they had taken so far, doing her best to capture the contours of their own meandering path beneath the glacier. Then she began making note of where the tunnels branched on either side, marking them with half circles.

			They had almost reached the far end of the cavern when the canoe began turning to the left, toward one of the arched openings in the ice wall. Sophia quickly marked the location on her map and then looked up, eager to see where they were headed.

			The canoe entered a narrow passageway with a low ceiling. It seemed smaller than the others she had observed—so narrow that it was only just wide enough for the canoe. And the space overhead was shrinking. With a flash of unease, Sophia realized that Casanova would not have been able to stand had he tried. Perhaps the unseen hand that steered them was not so benign, after all.

			Little by little, the ceiling dropped. Her unease bloomed into panic. “What if the ceiling meets the water? Casanova, we’ll freeze! There’s no way to climb out!”

			His face was grim. “I don’t know.” He had to lean back to look up. “I should have made that paddle.” Jabbing at the ceiling experimentally with Theo’s walking stick, he said, “If it comes to it, I can keep us in place with this. We won’t be dragged underwater.”

			This did not make Sophia feel much better. She turned forward once more, trying to see if the ceiling would rise again, but, if anything, it seemed to dip lower. She ducked her head. “Casanova!”

			“What’s happening?” Theo mumbled.

			“Stay down.” Casanova had slid down from his seat and was holding the walking stick at the ready, preparing to use it as a brake against the ice.

			“Wait!” Sophia cried. “Wait! Don’t stop us. I see a different kind of light ahead. Not blue—yellow.”

			She huddled down. The low ceiling continued for another ten feet, twenty feet, fifty feet, and then the canoe turned a corner. Without altering its speed, it drifted through the low archway and out into the open air, leaving the ice tunnels behind.

			“Thank the Fates,” Casanova murmured, climbing back onto his seat.

			Sophia took a deep, relieved breath.

			The canoe had emerged beyond the glacier, drifting into a stony landscape that seemed limitless. The air seemed brighter and cleaner than she had seen in days—the sky was a cloudless blue. Behind them, the glacier wedged between the mountains was like a cork in a funnel: a barrier from the world of upper New York. Before them, granite outcrops with surprising shapes—leaning mounds and tall cones and bulging humps that looked like faces—made a prospect of sculpted stone. The canoe seemed to move with renewed energy along the narrow stream that cut through the rock.

			The sun was low on the horizon, and Sophia estimated that they had perhaps an hour or so of light left. She checked her pocket watch; they had been inside the glacier for more than two hours.

			“Is this still the Eerie Sea?” asked Theo.

			“You know as much as I do,” Casanova replied. “What does your hand tell you?”

			Sophia looked back to see Theo with his hand outstretched, concentrating once more.

			The landscape drifted past. A few minutes later, he told them, “We are going the right way. But I have no idea if this is the Eerie Sea.”

			“There’s someone watching us,” Casanova said abruptly.

			Sophia whirled. “Where?”

			He pointed toward the west, to a distant rock ridge. Sure enough, a figure stood there, with the sun behind it. “It’s been there since we came out of the glacier—always a little ahead of us, as if it knows where we’re going.”

			“Doesn’t surprise me,” Theo said, yawning. “Even the canoe knows where we’re going. We’re the only ones who don’t, apparently.”

			Sophia watched the figure and found that what Casanova had said was true. It remained always at the same distance, always to the west and a little ahead of them. She shook her head and turned back to her notebook, intent on continuing the map she was making. “Maybe it is one of the sisters,” she said, sketching the route through the stone.

			“Could be,” Casanova replied. “It seems agile to me. More than I would have expected for an eighty-year-old woman.”

			“Is that how old they are?”

			“Around that. From what Bittersweet said about how long his mother and grandfather knew them.”

			The sun began sinking into the horizon. All around them, the stone was bathed in orange light. Here and there, cliffs jutted up into the darkening sky, bright red and shaded purple. “Oh!” Sophia exclaimed. She pointed ahead. A cluster of fireflies had appeared in the air above the stream, and as the canoe approached they danced toward them, their lights glancing on and off.

			Casanova observed them warily. “The three sisters must have sent them.”

			To Sophia they seemed anything but ominous, and she smiled as the fireflies heralded them onward. “A retinue of fireflies,” she said. “I think it’s very welcoming.”

			As the sun sank lower and the sky above them made a dome of fading indigo, the canoe began to slow down. The stony outcrops disappeared, leaving only a flat stone table stretching east and west. Abruptly, the stream widened. Sophia realized, as they floated forward, that it had opened into a lake: a wide body of water bordered entirely by stone. And now, as the fireflies flickered toward it, she saw the island that rose in the middle of the lake. Steep and thickly forested, it jutted from the still water like a craggy horn. At the hill’s peak was a great stone edifice that seemed carved from the island itself. Lights shone in the windows—amber lights that flickered like candle flames, or fireflies.
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			The Island

			—August 1892: # Day, # Hour—

			
			For the Elodeans (Eerie), fireflies have particular significance. They are also called “lightning fliers,” and they are admired for the blinking patterns made by their lights. The Elodeans contend that these patterns are not arbitrary  but intentional, and that the blinking is a manner of communicating. I have not seen the lightning fliers talk in this way, but I believe it might be possible.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			THE CANOE DRIFTED across the lake until it reached the island’s rocky shore. Casanova jumped out and pulled the canoe to ground, raking the birchbark against the stones, then helped Theo out of his seat. Sophia shouldered her pack.

			The fireflies had moved and were waiting at the base of a trail that wound steeply upward. As Sophia watched, her eyes widened with surprise. “Look,” she whispered.

			Theo and Casanova turned. The fireflies flickered and steadied. Their lights were no longer a meaningless cluster; they were letters.

			“Up,” Sophia read aloud.

			“Let us hope they are honest as well as literate,” Casanova said. “Do you have it in you to climb this hill, Theo?”

			Theo planted his walking stick firmly in the ground. “Definitely.”

			They followed the fireflies’ winking lights. Ash trees grew densely on either side of the uphill trail. Sage and borage filled the air with a scent that was both earthy and sweet.

			After leading them up and around the island twice, going higher and higher still, the fireflies turned a sharp corner, and Sophia realized they had arrived at a stone archway. It opened onto a square courtyard. Theo stopped, leaning on his walking stick to catch his breath.

			The granite castle loomed darkly above them. It was more fortress than castle, with high, solid walls and gated windows. Burning torches flanked its massive wooden door, which stood open.

			And, in the doorway, someone was waiting for them.

			A long laugh that ended in a cackle echoed through the courtyard. “I was right! I was right!”

			The three travelers waited, poised, as the strange figure approached.

			“I told Ash and Sage that you would never make it if you had to walk. And I was right. You’d be floating in the icy waters of the glacier by now, or lost in one of the tunnels.” It was an old woman’s voice, as surprisingly strong and nimble as her gait. She stood before them in the flickering torchlight. Her grin seemed genuine, but her eyes flashed with something sharp and malicious.

			Casanova spoke first. “The canoe made our journey here much easier. Did you send it?”

			“Of course we did,” she replied, suddenly serious. “How else would it have arrived?”

			“Thank you,” Theo said. “You’re right. I would never have made it otherwise.”

			The old woman grinned again, her eyes gleaming. “Well, come in, come in! I know why you’ve come, and we must get started. You’ve lost too much time already.” She turned toward the open doors and beckoned for them to follow. “I am Borage, in case you had not solved that puzzle.”

			Glancing at one another, the travelers followed Borage toward the darkened doorway. They found themselves in a small anteroom, facing a spiral staircase made of stone. “More steps,” Borage announced. “Fifty-three of them,” she added cheerily. “And then you can rest, Lucky Theo. And you can ask me about the old one, Sophia. And you can get a poultice from Sage for the complaint you are hiding, Grant.”

			Sophia and Theo turned to stare at Casanova. “It’s nothing,” he said. When they did not reply, he added, “I brushed up against a poisonous plant.”

			“Ah!” Borage said, already climbing. “But it will grow worse if you do not get the poultice. And the scarring will add to your already impressive collection.” Her voice became muffled as she wound upward. “He was holding back the plant so it would not touch either of you, of course.”

			“Cas,” Theo admonished.

			“Come on,” said Sophia. “The sooner Sage attends to him, the better.”

			At the top of the narrow staircase, they reached a room made entirely of stone, with pillars and a vaulted ceiling. A fire roared in a great fireplace, and the windowless walls on either side of it were hung with tapestries. Both the tapestries were maps: woven maps that showed every detail of the Eerie Sea and the region south of it. Before the fire was a long wooden table, where two other elderly women sat, waiting for them.

			“Good evening,” one of them said as she stood. She had short white hair, cut unevenly in wayward tufts, and a broad smile that was unexpectedly warm. “I am Sage. Please forgive Borage her peculiar welcome. She insisted on meeting you alone.”

			“Because they came to see me,” Borage pointed out.

			“Yes, Borage, but we are all glad to see them. And they would not have arrived without Ash’s canoe, as you so rightly pointed out.”

			The third woman, Ash, nodded with a timid smile. “I’m glad Birke carried you here safely,” she said, her voice barely audible.

			Now that they stood together in the firelight, Sophia could see the resemblance among the three sisters. They all had rather pointed features, with sharp noses and wide mouths, and they carried themselves like women half their age. In contrast to Sage’s tufts of short hair, Ash had a long white braid that reached nearly to her waist, and Borage’s hair was an untidy cluster of pins and starflowers. The sisters wore long, simple tunics sashed at the waist, and Sophia suspected, having caught a glance of a loom in the corner, that they wove their own clothes—and perhaps their tapestries as well.

			“Sit down, please,” Sage said. Theo sank at once into one of the wooden chairs. Taking a small basket, filled with what looked like moss, from the table, Sage turned to Casanova. “Shall I tend to your arm, Grant?”

			“Thank you,” Casanova said. He put down his pack and approached the table, folding back his sleeve to reveal his red, blistered forearm. Sophia winced.

			“I’m afraid you will need to take that off so we can wash it,” Sage said. “The poison will have soaked into the fabric.”

			After a moment’s hesitation, Casanova pulled off his cotton shirt. Sophia realized at once that he was not embarrassed to be shirtless, but rather reluctant to bare his scars. They covered most of his chest and much of his back. She stopped herself from gasping and turned away.

			Borage met her horrified gaze with a smile. “Yes,” she said. “Grant wears it on his skin, the cost of war. Would that every man were forced to wear the cost so visibly.”

			“Borage,” Ash said, her tone reprimanding.

			“What?” Borage scowled. “If everyone were so marked by the idiocy of war, perhaps it would provoke greater prudence.”

			“I agree with you,” Casanova said quietly, holding out his arm while Sage spread the green poultice over his forearm.

			“I know you do,” said Borage. “That’s why I’m not biting my tongue. My sisters seem to think there is a place for delicacy where war is concerned.” She made a derisive noise. “Utter nonsense. There is nothing delicate about it.” She turned to Sophia. “You are here to stop a war, and I intend to help you. And though I know you are probably hungry, and Ash has promised to set out a banquet, we should begin. Time is very short.”

			“Will what we have to do take so long?” Sophia asked apprehensively.

			Borage gave another one of her piercing laughs. “I suppose you are under the impression that you left Oakring this morning.”

			Sophia felt a sudden stab of dread. Have I lost track of time even more than I realized? But Theo and Casanova looked as perplexed as she felt. “Yes—we left this morning.”

			Borage chuckled, and again her laughter made Sophia unsure. “Today is the nineteenth of August. You left Oakring five days ago.”

			Sophia gasped. “No! How is that possible?”

			“You are mistaken,” Casanova said at the same time.

			“No mistake. It took you five days to reach us.” Borage seemed very pleased, as if observing the workings of a convincing magic trick.

			“It is the glacier,” Ash told them in her quiet voice. “You are right that the distance is a day’s journey, but the glacier changes things. Time is unruly there. Unsteady and unpredictable. We have seen some travelers spend years in the tunnels, unawares.”

			Sophia realized with sudden panic that the day of reckoning, the day upon which the armies would descend into Turtleback Valley, was only hours away. The time she’d counted on to make the Clime’s memory map was already gone. “But then we must leave right now!” she exclaimed.

			“Why do you think I told you that time was short?” Borage asked, exasperated.

			Sophia shook her head in despair. “I didn’t know. I didn’t understand.”

			“Borage is alarming you unnecessarily,” Sage said, giving her sister a sharp look. “There is plenty of time. There,” she said, looking at Casanova’s arm, which she had wrapped in clean cloth. “You should leave that for two days, and the rash will slowly subside. Now,” she said, replacing her materials in the little basket, “Theo will rest by the fire; Ash and I will finish preparing the meal; and Sophia will make the map with Borage. Then we will eat together, for though it feels like only a day has passed, your bodies will soon start to realize that they are exhausted and hungry.”

			Sophia felt calmer when Sage had finished speaking. She could see that Casanova and Theo, too, were ready to take her advice.

			“Thank you,” Casanova said. “You have prepared for every circumstance.”

			Sage smiled. “The consequence and benefit of knowing too much.”

			“Fine. Good. Come along, then,” Borage said to Sophia unceremoniously, pointing toward a door at the back of the room. “We go to the workroom.”

			• • •

			BORAGE’S WORKROOM WAS in a turret. The walls were curved, lined with ash-wood shelves that were overloaded with books. Narrow windows looked out into the starry sky.

			Disorder reigned. A round table in the center of the room formed an island, and the island was crowded with every manner of tool and implement. Sophia recognized tongs and a hammer, bellows and an awl, scissors and paintbrushes. The confusion reminded her of Shadrack’s work spaces—it was a disorder born of activity and enthusiasm, not neglect.

			“I’ve already made my part of the map,” Borage announced, skirting piles of books, an empty cage, and what appeared to be a wasp’s nest.

			“How did you know?” Sophia ventured, while Borage rummaged through the assorted contents of her workroom.

			“Know what?”

			“That we were coming. That we needed a map.”

			Borage stopped to look at her with incredulity, as if astonished to hear so inane a question. “The same way we know anything. Through the old one. The one you call ‘New Occident.’”

			“But my friends Goldenrod and Bittersweet also speak to the old one—and still they do not know everything everywhere.”

			“We don’t know everything everywhere, either.” Borage scowled.

			“But . . .”

			Borage put her hands on her hips and let out a huff of impatience. “When you talk to Iron Theo, do you know everything he knows?”

			“Iron Theo?” Sophia asked, confused.

			Borage waved away the question. “That’s a joke of ours. Don’t get distracted—Theodore. Do you know everything he knows?”

			“Of course not.”

			“But can you ask him questions about things he knows that you don’t? Such as how Casanova got his scars, or what Theo did to Major Merret, or how he knows Wilkie Graves?”

			Sophia blinked rapidly. “Yes,” she said. “I can ask him questions. And most of the time, he’ll tell me. Not always.”

			“Exactly!” Borage exclaimed. “We ask the old one, and most of the time it tells us. Not always.” She turned away as if this concluded the matter, and reinvigorated her search. “Where is it, now?” she muttered, pushing aside the objects on the table. “Ah!” She triumphantly held up a long cylinder. “Here it is.” She handed it to Sophia. “See if you can figure it out,” she said, mischief in her voice.

			Sophia took the cylinder in her hands. It was a metal tube covered with leather. One end had a removable lid made of glass. The other end had an eyepiece. “Is it a telescope?”

			Borage rubbed her hands together and grinned. “Guess again.”

			Sophia took off the lid. There was something inside—a roll of paper. She pulled it out carefully. A very crude map labeled “The Stone Age” showed a riverine route from a mound identified as “The Glacier.” The route ran directly north until it reached a pear-shaped body of water: “Moat,” and, within it, a small island: “Home.”

			Mystified, Sophia rolled up the paper once more, returned it to the cylinder, and replaced the lid. She looked through the eyepiece. For a moment, she saw nothing. Then the cylinder shifted in her hand, and light moved through the tube, creating a sudden constellation of shapes. The route she had just taken to the island appeared before her: the misshapen stones, the slender river through the rock, the still pond, the towering island. As the cylinder turned slightly, the light winked and the angle of her passage changed. She caught her breath. “I don’t know what it is, but it is beautiful.” She put the instrument down. “Is it a map reader? It seems to show what the map describes.”

			Borage was unexpectedly abashed by the compliment. She took her creation back and looked at it fondly. “Thank you. I call it a ‘mirrorscope.’ There are mirrors inside, and they combine with the light and the map to show its contents.”

			The images were still behind Sophia’s eyes. “Can I put any map inside it?”

			“Of course. That is the idea.”

			She fumbled in her satchel for her worn pocket map of upper New York. Rolling it carefully, she tucked it into the empty scope that Borage handed her and replaced the glass lid.

			Falling leaves, a path through the woods, a bridge over a rushing river, a cluster of houses nestled in a valley at dusk, a mountain pass in the snow: as she turned the cylinder, one image after another appeared. These were not memories, for the map was not a memory map. It carried no sounds or smells, no sentiments; but it nonetheless conveyed a crystalline sense of how the paths rendered on the map would look to a traveler.

			“So wonderful!” Sophia exclaimed, smiling with delight as she lowered the scope. Then she paused. “But how can we use it to make a memory map of the Clime?”

			“I don’t know,” Borage said matter-of-factly. “That is your part.”

			Sophia stared at her, aghast. “What do you mean?”

			“Just that. I know my scope is the receptacle for the map, but the map itself has to be made by you.”

			“‘From then on, the map you follow must be your own,’” murmured Sophia. She felt a sinking sensation.

			For the first time, Borage looked puzzled. “I thought you would have the map that goes inside.”

			“I don’t! I have no idea what it even looks like.”

			The old woman was silent for a moment, and Sophia wondered if she would fly into a sudden rage. But instead she burst into laughter. “Well, well,” she said, grinning widely. “You’ll have to find the answer before tomorrow, then, won’t you?”
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			Birke’s Voyage

			
			—1892, August 19: 18-Hour 01—

			Most often the characters in Elodean (Eerie) stories are named after animals or plants that supposedly reflect the character’s qualities. But sometimes the associations with that plant or animal are surprising. For example, one story related to me about someone named Rose cast the character as a cunning and indefatigable warrior—not, perhaps, what we would imagine for such a name. But the Elodean explained to me that the wild rosebush is tenacious and tough, with a protective armor of tiny spines.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			THE MEAL SAGE and Ash had prepared was waiting on the table. Sophia recalled Smokey’s warning as she looked at the food and wondered where it had come from: corn porridge with mushrooms, bread and butter, summer apples baked with honey. Still, she was very hungry, as Sage had predicted. Casanova had already served himself a full plate; he seemed to have accepted the three sisters’ hospitality entirely. She took his cue, gratefully, and joined them.

			“Sophia does not know what goes in the mirrorscope,” Borage announced, helping herself to bread.

			“What does that mean?” Theo asked, his mouth already full.

			Sophia held up the mirrorscope and explained its purpose. “I suppose I am meant to create a map of the Clime, but I have no idea yet how to do it.” She shook her head, dejected. “Shadrack never got to that part in our lessons. I’ve only ever learned to read memory maps, not make them.”

			“Well, you’ll have to learn yourself,” Borage snapped.

			Sage gave her a look. “Yes, Borage, she knows that.”

			“Perhaps we are to help her,” Ash suggested quietly. “After all, it is the three of us who converse most with the old ones. We know their thoughts quite well.”

			“We did help,” said Borage. “Sophia would never have known to make the mirrorscope, would you?”

			“That’s certainly true. I wouldn’t even recognize this as a map reader if you hadn’t told me.”

			“Knowing their thoughts is not the same as mapping their memories,” Sage reflected. “I am sure Sophia will discover the way.” She held the basket of bread out toward Theo, whose plate was already empty.

			“But there’s no time!” Sophia’s stomach was in knots, and she was having difficulty eating, though the food was delicious.

			“Here’s what we will do,” Sage said, pushing back her chair. “Sophia?” She went to the tapestry that hung at the left side of the fireplace. “This map shows where we are—here.” She took up the poker and pointed to a gray circle in a tear-shaped blue lake. Narrow blue passageways fanned out from the lake in every direction, including south. “These are the streams that wind through the Stone Age,” Sage said, tapping some of the blue ribbons. “And here is the glacier, to the southeast. Birke will carry you this way, southwest, to avoid it altogether.” She trailed the poker along a riverine route that cut through the gray Stone Age and into the green lands south of them. “This stream runs quite far, look. All the way here, through upper New York, and into . . .” She pointed at a green shape that looked vaguely familiar to Sophia.

			“Turtleback Valley!” she exclaimed.

			“Precisely.”

			“Birke can carry us all the way there?” Sophia wondered.

			“What she means is: Does our sorcery extend into New Occident?” Borage commented from the table.

			“I—” Sophia began. “Well, I didn’t mean sorcery, but I do not even know where your realm begins and ends.”

			“It is a little grand to call it our ‘realm,’” Sage said with a smile. “I don’t know what you heard in Oakring, but I suspect they remember things rather differently than we do.”

			“They said you were banished here,” Theo put in bluntly, “for attempting to remake New Occident.”

			“And,” Sophia added, “that you came here to make your own Age.”

			The three sisters exchanged glances, and Sophia saw in their eyes many years of disagreements. “That is true, in a manner of speaking,” Sage said.

			Borage frowned and stared at the table with an embarrassed air.

			“It took many years for the Stone Age to become what you see now,” Sage added gently.

			“It was a disaster,” Borage said curtly, not looking up. “Or, rather, many disasters, one after the other.”

			Sophia waited, hoping for more explanation.

			“It is more true to say that we have exiled ourselves here,” Ash said. She reached out and tenderly covered Borage’s hand with her own. “The fewer people who come here, the better. Apart from the three of you, no one has come to the Stone Age for more than two years.”

			“We did see someone,” Casanova commented. “In what you call the Stone Age—following us along as the canoe carried us northward.”

			Borage chuckled. “One of Ash’s tree-children snuck out after all,” she said, squeezing her sister’s hand. “Sage has tried to keep all this as decorous as possible, but truth will out.” She grinned.

			“What do you mean?” asked Sophia.

			“We did not wish you to be alarmed as you traveled here,” Sage explained. “Let us say that you are only seeing one side of our world. Not all of it.”

			“My tree-children are not alarming,” Ash whispered.

			“Not to you, my dear,” Borage commented, pushing her plate aside. “But that is the point. Most people do find animated bundles of roots disconcerting, especially when they are bound up with string in that way. And their voices are a bit odd, you have to admit. Like creaking floorboards.” She sighed. “But I admit some of my experiments had even worse results.”

			“But then the people of the Indian Territories have it wrong,” Sophia said, surprised. “Even the Eerie.”

			“Of course they have it wrong.” Borage scowled. “They are ignorant. What they know about the workings of our Age would not fill this cup,” she said bitterly, holding up her cup of water. There was a long silence as Sage and Ash looked at their sister, waiting.

			Finally, when Borage seemed unwilling to say more, Sage spoke. “What Borage does not say,” she put in gently, “is that we were ignorant as well—at first. We shared the assumptions of our fellow Elodeans, and those assumptions turned out to be wrong.”

			“What assumptions?” Sophia asked, intensely curious.

			“The easiest way to think of it is as a room,” Sage said, gesturing to the space around them. “If someone from your city of Boston were to imagine the relationship between a people and their Age, they might think of it as a person inside a room. What the Eerie know is that this ‘room’ is sentient. The Eerie imagine a living, waking room that can hear you when you laugh and shout inside it.”

			Sophia nodded. “Yes—that fits what Goldenrod has told me.”

			“And this is why we hoped to make an Age,” Ash put in quietly. “For cannot the occupant change rooms, and even create a better, more beautiful room?”

			“This was the mistaken assumption,” Sage continued. “For, as we learned, it is not accurate to imagine the Age as the room. It is more accurate to imagine the Age as another person in the room.” She paused and looked at them for acknowledgment.

			Sophia, Theo, and Casanova looked back at her in silence, dumbfounded. “I don’t understand,” Theo said frankly.

			Borage let out a low, bitter laugh. “Imagine how annoying it is to be in a room with someone who ignores you completely. You talk to them and they seem not to hear you. You try to persuade them not to light a fire on the floor, and they do it anyway, and then when you stamp the fire out, they look around shocked, trying to figure out what happened to their fire. Or,” she said, growing more animated, “they start swinging an ax in every direction, smashing the furniture and the walls, and finally hitting you in the shoulder. More than annoying!” she fumed.

			“You mean,” Casanova said slowly, “that the actions we take have consequences for the Clime. They upset the Clime.”

			“And that what you see happening in the Age around you are responses,” Sage said.

			“The rain of ash,” Sophia said, with dawning realization. “The char.”

			Borage stormed to her feet. “Among other things. This war is wreaking havoc on every Age it touches,” she raged, stamping over to the tapestry map. “Sinkholes, storms, weirwinds, and more, I’m sure, to come.” She jabbed at the map with a broom. “There is a crack in the earth—here—that runs a mile long, and no one seems to wonder where it came from!”

			“So the war is causing all of this?” Theo asked, perplexed.

			Borage whirled to glare at him. “You can’t keep firing a pistol in a closed room without consequences. Keep firing that pistol and you’re going to hit someone. And make them very, very angry.”

			• • •

			THE THREE SISTERS walked with them all the way down to the island’s shore, where the canoe waited under the starry sky. “Sleep as much as you can,” Sage advised. “You can trust Birke to carry you safely.”

			“I hope you find the solution, Sophia,” Borage said, her voice unexpectedly earnest. “We have mostly left your Age behind, but some part of me still grieves for the destruction I have seen in it—past and future.”

			“Certainly you will find it,” Ash said. “This is for you,” she added, handing Sophia a roll of paper. “For the map you are making of the way through the glacier and the Stone Age. It will preserve the memories more clearly.”

			Sophia realized that it was a roll of birch bark. “Oh, thank you!”

			She had packed the mirrorscope in her satchel, close to hand, and as she said good-bye to the feared, disowned, and outcast sisters who had given them such an unexpected welcome, half of her mind was still turning over the problem of the memory map, as it had been ever since she and Borage had left the turreted workroom.

			She intended to ponder the question more fully as they traveled.

			Casanova pushed them off, stepping quickly into the canoe and taking his seat at the stern. Theo had already curled up against the hull. Sophia settled herself so that her head was at the bow and her feet lay parallel to Theo’s. Facing northward, she saw Casanova’s silhouette and, behind it, the larger shape of the island castle. Only one light shone in it now, pale yellow but steady. As they began to move, she glanced upward at the clear sky, almost aglow with starlight. There was no moon. The constellations appeared motionless, despite the speed of the canoe.

			The murmuring sound of the water beneath them shifted as Birke left the lake and entered the stream that led southwest. It was a low murmur, quiet and calm, and Sophia imagined it was how the three sisters would sound now, sitting around their fire, talking of the travelers who had visited their realm.

			Without meaning to, Sophia fell asleep. Her dreams were strange and vivid. She heard high-pitched laughter that sounded almost like birds chirping. A forest came into view, and among the trunks, children were running, chasing one another. It was their laughter that rose and fell, giddy and gleeful. One of the children ran toward her and threw his arms around her. Only then did she see that he was not a child, but only moved like one. Every part of his body was a tangled cluster of roots, and he was clothed in a fine film of thread like a cobweb. His eyes were little brown nuts, and his laughing mouth had no teeth, only a green leaf of a tongue. He pressed his head against her side and cried, “Hiding, hiding!”

			The dream shifted, and now Sophia looked out onto a flat plateau of stone, where a giant made of rock tipped his head back and raised his arms high. He seemed about to summon the sky, but instead he suddenly swung down and smashed his head against the ground, as if intent on breaking himself to pieces. The ground trembled, and the giant raised his head again and brought it down once more, and again and again and again, until his great forehead shattered and the splintered fragments cascaded outward like the shards of a broken vessel. Then Sophia heard the voice that had been calling uselessly to him all along, wailing now with anguish, “No, Rore, no! How could you? How could you?” The words trailed off into weeping, and Sophia felt a deep pang of grief, for the stone giant and for the woman whose wordless lament went on and on.

			In the last dream, there was a storm. Sophia felt the ground beneath her rumbling. The sky was heavy with rain, and the clouds seemed to press down upon her. They were there, just beside her: great angry clouds of fury, in which the lightning shuddered like a spasm of violence. Sophia felt herself pushed back, and back. The clouds would pin her to the ground, they would eat her alive, they would destroy her. Her mouth was filled with water. She could not breathe. All the air was gone, and the lightning flashed now through water, a cruel stabbing of light that was meant to end her, end her completely.

			Sophia woke with a start, sitting up so suddenly that the canoe rocked. The first thing she saw was Casanova’s scarred face watching her. She realized that she could see him because the sky was light; a gray dawn was upon them. Dark clouds overhead recalled her dream, and for a moment she imagined that it would begin again: the clouds would enclose and then suffocate her. Her breath came hard and ragged; her heart was still pounding. She shook her head sharply.

			“Nightmares,” Casanova said quietly. “I have them, too.” He motioned with his head at the way before them. “But don’t worry. You’ve left them behind now, and things are going well here in the waking world. We’ve made good progress.”

			They were deep in the woods, floating rapidly along a stream that gurgled over mossy stones, past pines and maples. The air was moist and heavy with threatening rain. Birds cried out urgently, as they do before a storm, and only then did it occur to Sophia that it was the first time she had heard birdsong since entering the glacier.

			She looked down and saw that she was still clutching the roll of birch bark that Ash had given her, and slowly her thoughts ordered themselves. Her eyes drifted upward to the trees around them. Dreams, she thought, dreams that are memories. Just like the wheel of wood and the piece of antler. I was remembering what this birch has seen.

			Theo woke up then. He looked around sleepily and adjusted his sling, wincing slightly. “What?” he said, in response to Sophia’s stare.

			“I was thinking,” she said slowly. “About memory maps. What makes them. Not who—what. How they are made. Especially when they are memories that aren’t human. Is it a person who makes them, or are they made by the memories themselves? Do the memories gather on the substance from which the map is then chosen?”

			Theo scrunched up his face. “What?”

			Sophia’s eyes opened wide. “Sticky,” she said with a burst of awareness. “Casanova, he said they were sticky.”

			Casanova nodded and then winked, tapping his nose, in imitation of Pip Entwhistle. “So he did, so he did.”

			“What are you two talking about?” Theo asked.

			“Precious stones are sticky,” she said excitedly. “They gather memories more easily than anything.” It occurred to her then that mapmaking, great mapmaking of the kind she admired, was as much about inspiration as it was about skill. What had inspired Shadrack to make memory maps out of pennies? Was it the long years he had spent devising maps that revealed the hidden past, or was it a momentary insight when a shopkeeper handed him a palmful of change? Was it a beggar on the corner with hands outstretched, asking for coins? Was it the feel of the metal clinking in Shadrack’s pocket, sounding out a subtle melody that told a story about where each piece had been? Perhaps, Sophia thought, great mapmaking began with noticing such moments and really listening to them.

			“Maybe I don’t have to make the memory map! Maybe it is already made!” She dove into her pack and pulled out her satchel, wrestling with the contents until she had drawn out the mirrorscope and then a small leather purse tied with blue string. “Garnets!” she exclaimed triumphantly. “The memories are in the garnets!”

			“But you got those in Ausentinia,” Theo said, confused.

			“I did. But somehow—somehow—I am sure that when we see them through this mirrorscope, we will find that they are not from Ausentinia at all. They are from here. And they hold the memories of the old one that lives and breathes around us.”

			As she opened the mirrorscope, Sophia thought about her last few days in Ausentinia. She remembered when Alba had handed her the purse of garnets—they had seemed so much less important than the map accompanying them. Sophia had thought of them as currency of some kind: pretty pieces of red stone whose value lay in how they could be traded and what they might procure in exchange. She realized now that she was wrong. The garnets were not to be traded; they were precious stones in a different way altogether—and yet the way she had gotten it wrong allowed her to connect the pennies with the garnets and make the leap. She carefully poured the garnets into the mirrorscope’s compartment, then fastened the lid. For a moment she paused, looking at the instrument apprehensively.

			“Well, what are you waiting for?” Theo prompted. “Try it.”

			“What if it doesn’t work?”

			He grinned. “Then you’ll figure out what does. Try it.”

			Sophia took a deep breath and put the mirrorscope to her eye, pointing the glass end toward the growing sunlight. Her vision was flooded with crimson. For a moment she saw a beautiful constellation of red and white, and then it was gone. The memories of the old one filled her mind. She had expected something like her encounter with Ausentinia—an immersion into some unrecognizable landscape. But this was nothing like that. The memories contained in the garnets were recent and recognizable, if not familiar. They were one kind of memory, over and over again, recurring with terrible variety and ingenuity and yet repetitive in their horrors. There were people in all of them. And what the people felt, the old one felt. Sophia had not understood until then that the old one not only watched and listened, but sensed. A brief pang of heartache echoed in the old one like a sharp cry in a cavern: filling every dark chamber, vibrating into the deep darkness. This was how it could know so much in so many places—every twitch of gladness and grief was amplified a thousandfold. The question was not how the old one could know and see so much; the question was how the old one could hope to ignore any of it: the dull ache of a doctor dressing one wound after another; the anguish of a mother burying her son; the terrible uncertainty of waiting for a soldiering father to return; the bitterness of hunger in the aftermath of razing fire; the sense of futility, hearing the war cries once more; the emptiness at the sight of a buried town; the fevered desire to be done with life, to be gone from the world, when everyone who mattered in it was gone.

			There was too much: too much misery, too much agony, too much despair.

			Sophia dropped the mirrorscope into her lap. Her hands were trembling. She did not know how much time had passed; every moment had seemed to unfold an entire lifetime of pain.

			“It didn’t work?” Theo asked. Then he saw her expression. “What happened?”

			Sophia could not speak. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to forget what she had seen. It was impossible. Red filled her vision; cries filled her ears; she felt a tearing at her chest that seemed both cruelly fresh and achingly old. Her breath moved through her with difficulty, as if something inside of her, now crushed, was blocking the way. When she opened her eyes, Theo and Casanova were staring at her, worried and perplexed.

			“The old one remembers war,” she said, her voice faltering. “Wars of the past and wars of the future. They are never-ending.”
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			Seven Witnesses

			
			—1892, August 17: 10-Hour 11—

			In particular circumstances, individuals from other Ages may be granted temporary endorsement, a short-term passage that permits them entry to New Occident. The sponsoring party in New Occident must apply directly to the Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages, who will grant the endorsements on a case-by-case basis. Justification for these endorsements will be made at the end of each parliament session by the Minister. It should be noted that this temporary endorsement will not be granted for commercial purposes, only for extraordinary circumstances of diplomatic necessity, such as the visit of a foreign dignitary for the purpose of establishing a treaty.

			—Parliament decree, June 14, 1891

			

			SHADRACK KNOCKED ON the door of Broadgirdle’s inner office, which adjoined the War Room. “Yes, Cassandra,” came the reply. “It’s unlocked. As always,” he added, a trifle sourly. Shadrack opened the door and stood waiting for the figure behind the desk to look up from the neat pile of papers before him. “What is it?” the prime minister asked, without raising his head.

			“There are some people here waiting to see you,” Shadrack said.

			Broadgirdle looked up at the sound of Shadrack’s voice, and surprise flashed across his face. “What are you doing here?” He half smiled. “I thought you would be on the road to Nochtland by now,” he said, his voice edged with malice.

			“I found that, after all, it made more sense to stay.”

			“Excellent,” Broadgirdle said, rubbing his hands together, his smile widening. “I do love a good fight.”

			“So I hear,” Shadrack replied. He turned and left the office deliberately, heading toward the War Room.

			“What do you mean by that?” Broadgirdle called after him.

			“If you would follow me, you’ll see.”

			Shadrack walked down the corridor, and after a moment Broadgirdle followed him into the War Room. There, Inspector Grey stood holding a piece of paper, and he motioned to the two officers who stood beside him. Without a word, they moved to stand on either side of Broadgirdle.

			“What is this?” Broadgirdle asked with a scornful smile.

			“Prime Minister Gordon Broadgirdle,” Inspector Grey said, reading from the paper in his hands, “I have been ordered by the parliament judges to conduct you from your office to a parliament hearing, which in this instance will be held in the State House parliament chamber. Due to the nature of your responsibilities as prime minister, there can be no ordinary arrest and trial at this time. The parliament judges ask you to answer immediately to the accusations.”

			Broadgirdle frowned, the levity of his expression giving way to hostility. “What accusations?”

			“Allow me to continue,” Grey said, without looking up. “You will be conducted by my officers to the hearing chambers, where a legal representative appointed by parliament will inform you of the accusations. I have been urged by the judges to add that this hearing must be conducted with the utmost discretion and speed, with the hope that the affairs of state will suffer minimal disruption.” He raised his eyes from the paper. “Please follow me.”

			For a moment Broadgirdle stared impassively at Grey, and Shadrack thought that the man would burst into rage—or worse. But then the hard expression shifted, as if with awareness of some new perspective, and the supercilious smile that was so characteristic of him returned. “Of course, Inspector,” Broadgirdle said, his rich voice edged with mirth. “Let us by all means conduct this quickly and discreetly, so I can get back to the business of governing this nation.”

			Unfazed, Inspector Grey nodded to his officers, who led Broadgirdle out of the War Room. Shadrack walked behind them, nodding reassuringly to the assistants who leaned out of their offices and peered into the hallway. “Please return to your work,” he told them. “The prime minister is assisting the police with official business.”

			The winding trip through the building brought them finally to the great hall where parliament met. The ninety members, previously summoned, were seated in their chairs. Nine judges, selected by parliament from the district courts of New Occident, sat on a raised bench across from them. At a table to the left of the dais was a middle-aged man in a black suit and barrister’s robes. To the right of the dais was another table, this one with an older man in a similar costume, accompanied by seven people.

			The seven people made a strange sight. Even to Shadrack, who knew them all by name, they were something of an odd assortment: Pip Entwhistle, with his white, square-cut beard and bulbous nose; Gerard Sorensen, with his perennial air of surprised disarray, who would not take his eyes from the table; the Eerie named Solandra, whose green hands were clasped before her and who regarded Broadgirdle with undisguised contempt; her father Lycium, whose green complexion seemed to darken at the sight of the prime minister; Susan Eby, a slight woman with black hair braided into two neat buns behind her ears; Victor Manse, a tall man with a tired expression and a worn hat, which he handled nervously; and Hannah Selvidge, an elderly woman in a floral dress with puffed sleeves, who looked hard at Broadgirdle through her spectacles. None of them seemed to belong in the State House.

			In fact, the only person who appeared entirely at ease in the silent, austere room was Cassandra Pierce, who sat apart from the rest in the area ordinarily reserved for the public. She and Shadrack were the two-person audience to the strange hearing that began as Broadgirdle was led forward. “Prime Minister,” one of the judges said, rising to her feet. Her round, impassive face considered Broadgirdle without expression. “Mr. Appleby has been appointed as your counsel. He will apprise you of the accusations and discuss your recommended response. As of this moment, there will be no recesses, and no one will leave the room until this hearing is concluded. You may confer.”

			The judge sat down. The members of parliament and the attorney for the state, who had also been standing, sat down. In the considerable rustle made by their movements, Broadgirdle and Appleby began a furtive conversation. From his seat beside Cassandra, Shadrack could hear nothing, but he could see the shape of the conversation reflected in Broadgirdle’s face as Appleby apprised him of the accusations and suggested a course of action. For the most part, Broadgirdle was silent and unmoved. No doubt the presence of these particular witnesses led him to guess the nature of the accusations. Broadgirdle listened with eyebrows raised, unimpressed, for several minutes. He seemed to answer Appleby’s questions with a dismissive wave of the hand. Appleby launched into an earnest appeal, leaning toward the prime minister and gesturing to the judges. After nearly a minute of silence, Broadgirdle nodded his assent.

			Appleby rose to his feet, seemingly relieved. “We are ready to proceed, Your Honor.”

			“Thank you,” the judge said. She took the top sheet of the pile of papers before her and read aloud. “Prime Minister Gordon Broadgirdle, we are here today to inquire into the potential criminality of several actions taken by you, both before and during your tenure as prime minister of New Occident. If these inquiries suggest that criminal activities did occur, you will be immediately removed from office. You will then be formally arrested and charged, and a trial will take place through the proper channels. Allow me to reiterate,” she said, putting the paper down, “this is not a trial to determine your innocence or guilt. This is merely a hearing to establish the likelihood of criminal acts, and based on the outcome of this hearing, charges relating to those criminal acts may or may not be brought against you. Is this understood, counsel?”

			“Understood,” Appleby said.

			The judge nodded and returned to her paper. “We are here to inquire into the following: Did you or did you not remain in New Occident without proper documentation after the border closure? Did you or did you not present false credentials when seeking political office? Did you or did you not engage in the illegal traffic of human beings, banned as part of the treaty negotiations with New Akan in 1810? Did you or did you not forcibly detain four people in the winter and spring of 1892, keeping them against their will at your property in Lexington, Massachusetts?” The judge turned from Broadgirdle to the table with the odd assortment of people. “Is the attorney for the state prepared to call witnesses?”

			The older gentleman rose to his feet. “I am, Your Honor.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Fenton. You may proceed.”

			Mr. Fenton was the kind of man who was easy to overlook. Everything about him was nondescript. His voice was quiet and unassuming; his clothes beneath the open robes were plain and unassuming; and the features of his face, fleshy and soft beneath a neat haircut and a neat gray beard, were bland and unassuming. Only his eyes gave him away. As he strode to the dais, he gave Shadrack a quick glance, and a sudden current seemed to pass between them. “I would like to call Phillip Entwhistle, also known as Pip, to give testimony.”

			Pip rose to his feet.

			“There is no witness box here, Mr. Entwhistle, so you may remain where you are.”

			Pip nodded.

			“Would you please identify the man sitting beside my colleague, Mr. Appleby?”

			“Happy to. He is Gordon Broadgirdle, current prime minister of New Occident.”

			“And do you know him personally?”

			“I do, but not as Gordon Broadgirdle.”

			There was a murmur of surprise from the gallery of parliament members.

			“I knew him years ago as Wilkie Graves. And before that, I knew him by the nickname ‘Terrier.’”

			The murmur from Parliament grew more consternated. “Silence, please,” the judge called.

			“Thank you, Mr. Entwhistle. Would you please, in your own words, tell us how you came to know this man?”

			“I will, Mr. Fenton, though I must admit it takes me back to a time I would rather not recall. I first met Terrier when I was a young man, and, frankly, not a very good man. I was young and stupid and much too taken with gambling. I would bet on anything. I would bet on whether there would be rain in the afternoon. Horse and dog races were as intoxicating as wine to me. Rather bad wine that always left me the worse for wear.

			“I say that not to excuse what I did, but to explain how it is that I traveled to a dusty patch in the middle of the Baldlands, on the rumor of a gambling game that many of my dissolute fellows had warmly recommended. I arrived, and I found that it was much as they had described. A man named Herrick was running dog fights.”

			Pip paused, and the members of parliament seemed to pause with him, waiting for the significance of this strange circumstance. “I stayed at the dog fights longer than I should have. The town nearby had its own unsavory appeal, and it was easy enough to spend a day at the dog fight, an evening at the tavern, and a night passed out under the stars.” He shook his head. “Thinking back on it, I wonder how my stomach could take it.” He sighed. “And the dog fights drew such crowds. My, they were nasty. Horrible spectacles, in retrospect. Blood sport. Can’t imagine how I ever watched. The dogs tore each other limb for limb. At the time, I’m ashamed to say, I found it exciting. People would bring their dogs, and you always hoped they would somehow surprise you and win the day, but Herrick’s dogs were beasts, and they always won. There was something that pulled you back—wanting to see those beasts of Herrick’s finally beaten, but somehow always knowing it wouldn’t happen. Until the man with the kerchief arrived.”

			Pip looked up at Broadgirdle, and a flash of something unexpected—sympathy, perhaps—brightened his eyes. “I never learned his name. He wore a red kerchief around his neck, and his boots were so worn there was no tongue on either one of them. You could see at a glance that he was down on his luck, and that he’d come to the ring to gamble with Herrick because he was desperate. He proposed something crazy, and to everyone’s surprise, Herrick agreed. The man with the kerchief proposed putting not a dog in the ring, but his own son.”

			There was a moment’s silence, and then a rumble of dismay from the parliament members.

			“Oh, I know,” Pip said, with a forlorn air. “It was reprehensible. It gives you a sense of what we were all like, the men standing around, that we didn’t stop this deranged experiment but instead looked forward to it eagerly as another good gamble.” He shook his head, appalled at himself. “He could not have been more than eight or nine. The first fight was a big one. It had drawn quite a crowd—people had come from miles around to see the boy who would fight dogs. He wore ordinary clothes. His only protection was in the form of boxing gloves and a leather helmet.” Pip’s voice faltered. “And he was terrified.”

			“Speak up please, Mr. Entwhistle.”

			“He was shaking when he stepped into the ring,” Pip said, only a trifle more loudly. “But like the brutes we were, we didn’t do anything about it. We cheered. I am glad to say we cheered for him, but that is not much comfort, is it?” He paused and took a deep breath. “Well, I have no wish to tell you the details of that fight. I will mention only that when the dog first bit him on the leg, the boy ran to the corner and begged his father to take him out. He was weeping so hard and scrambling to escape, and his father pushed him back in. I remember clearly what he said to the boy: ‘Get in there, Terrier. Get in there. Are you no better than a dog?’ I suppose he meant it as some kind of encouragement, but it sounded instead like an insult. The question stayed with me. At the time, I was madly cheering along with the rest of them, but later that question began to strike me differently. You could even say that the cruel words spoken to Terrier were responsible for ending my gambling, for when I stood at the racetracks or stood at the dice table, I would hear that question in my ears: ‘Are you no better than a dog?’ No, frankly, no,” Pip said, shaking his head. “I was not.”

			He took another deep breath. “Terrier won that first fight, and I suppose he made his father some money. I stayed for a few more, and then, as I said, something in me seemed to turn. Wish I could say it was righteous disgust or another noble impulse, but it was not. It was more like boredom. If I’d had my senses about me, I would have gone back to those fights and taken Terrier out of the ring and found him some place of safety. Instead, I left that filthy patch of desert and made my way elsewhere. And the words of Terrier’s father, as I have said, gradually curbed my excesses.

			“I did not see him again for more than a decade. It’s a wonder I recognized him at all, frankly, since he had changed in more ways than one. He was a man, not a boy. He was no longer in the ring, of course. And the air of terror that he had had in the ring was replaced by a kind of swagger. How did I recognize him? Well!” Pip exclaimed, tapping the side of his nose. “You may be surprised. He looked exactly like his father. Indeed, he was a younger and less-impoverished version of that man with the kerchief, but he was the spitting image. There was no denying it.

			“I came upon him at an inn in the southern Baldlands. In those days I was already a merchant, though I mostly sold worthless dreck. Terrier was sitting by himself at a booth, and I approached him. Perhaps I hoped to give him something like an apology for having stood by when he was thrown into the ring. Or perhaps I was merely looking to sell some dreck. Who can say? I cannot pretend that even then, after I had stopped gambling, I was always guided by better instincts.

			“I approached him and said, ‘You look familiar. Can it be I am standing before the great fighter known as Terrier?’ I said this with an admiring air, you understand. For a moment something like suspicion passed across his face, and then he gave a broad grin. ‘Certainly, though it’s been many years since anyone called me that.’

			“I tell you—he was entirely changed. He had a great, booming voice filled with confidence—a man used to getting his way. We had a meal and a drink together, and I had a chance to know him better. Terrier told me that his name was Wilkie Graves. His father, he said, had passed away some years earlier—I did not ask how. Throughout the entire conversation, what he did for a living did not come up. I suppose I dreaded asking, thinking that he might still be caught up in the world of fighting and gambling, and that world had little allure for me now. Instead, we talked about dreck. I showed him the books and pamphlets and other little scraps that I had with me, and he expressed great interest and told me about other pieces of dreck that he had come across. I remember he bought a page of newspaper from me—I was glad to have made a sale that day.

			“Then we each repaired to our beds, and only the next morning when I saw him outside the inn, hitching his wagon, did I learn by accident what his new profession was.” Pip looked across at Broadgirdle, whose expression throughout the entire testimony had been a mask of scornful indifference. “He was holding a crate of food, with jugs of water and a couple of loaves of bread and a handful of apples. As we talked, he opened the locked wagon and put the crate inside, on the floor. There were three women and two men shackled there. Graves saw my expression, and he gave me a quizzical look. I struggled for words. ‘Transporting criminals, I see?’ I asked hopefully.

			“‘Criminals?’ He smiled wryly. ‘I’m no sheriff, Pip.’ No doubt he could see the consternation written on my face. Graves considered me for a moment, and then he gave a great, deep laugh. ‘You don’t mind seeing a boy torn to pieces by dogs, but the sight of a few slaves in shackles makes you itchy?’ He shook his head. ‘You’ve got a strange sense of right and wrong, Entwhistle.’”

			The members of parliament erupted with murmurs of horror and disbelief, and Pip waited, shaking his head sadly. “What could I say? He was right. Entirely right. I was left speechless, and Graves, with a cheerful wave, locked the wagon, climbed aboard, and made his way out of town.”

			• • •

			MR. FENTON THANKED Pip for his testimony. In the pause between witnesses, the murmuring among the members of parliament grew louder. Shadrack caught a phrase or two and smiled. “. . . simply outrageous.” “The temerity . . .” “. . . nothing more vile.”

			He glanced at Cassandra, who nodded slightly. “Very effective testimony,” she said.

			The judges had to quiet the room before Mr. Fenton could call his next witness. “Miss Susan Eby, your honors,” he said, gesturing to the slight woman with the braided hair, who rose silently at the sound of her name.

			She was nervous. Her hands clutched a yellow handkerchief, which she worked through her fingers as if attempting to wring every last drop of moisture from the faded fabric.

			“Please take your time, Miss Eby,” Mr. Fenton said reassuringly. “I am aware of the difficulties you face in being here today. The judges and I are grateful for your testimony.”

			Slowly, the woman raised her eyes to Fenton’s face. She kept her gaze pinned upon him all throughout her testimony, seemingly afraid of what she might see if her eyes wandered. “Would you please identify the man sitting beside Mr. Appleby?”

			“His name is Wilkie Graves,” Miss Eby said quietly.

			“Thank you. Could you please tell us, in your own words, Miss Eby, how you know him.”

			For several long seconds she looked into Fenton’s eyes, agonized. He gave her a slight smile, and Susan Eby took a deep breath. “I met him fifteen years ago, when I was eleven. My mother and father passed away, and my sister and I were put in the home of a neighbor who ran a home for children. Only there was no one to pay for our stay, and we were not yet old enough to earn our keep. Three months and four days after we went to the home, Graves took us away. At the time I did not know he had bought us. Carol and I thought we were being adopted.” Susan had rushed through her words as fast as she could, and she stopped now to take another deep breath. “We learned we were wrong when Carol was sold to a farmer near Mud Flats and I was sold to a factory six hours away. I lost touch with my sister for seven years, but after that time I ran away and found her, thank the Fates, and we were reunited.”

			“Do you know for certain that you and Carol were sold?” Mr. Fenton asked, as kindly as he could.

			“I do,” Susan said, with more firmness than she had used yet. “I saw the money change hands both times.”

			“And did you ever encounter Graves again?”

			“I did not. After Carol and I found one another, we moved to New Akan, where there is no slaving, and we have lived there by ourselves ever since. I have not seen Graves again, thank the Fates, until this day.”

			“Thank you very much, Miss Eby.”

			Shadrack watched with some curiosity as Broadgirdle, his face unchanging, kept his eye fixed upon the balcony. He seemed entirely uninterested in the witnesses and their testimony. The members of parliament, on the other hand, grew more agitated with each one. They no longer made any attempt to conceal their disgust and disapproval, and the rapid conversations that followed Miss Eby’s account were unequivocal in tone.

			“Is that confidence or capitulation on the prime minister’s part, I wonder,” Shadrack murmured to Cassandra.

			She smiled. “Of course it is confidence. Though he alone knows why.”

			“I would next like to call Victor Manse,” Mr. Fenton declared when the judges had finally quieted the room.

			Victor Manse lumbered to his feet and put his hat carefully down on the table. In response to Mr. Fenton’s questions, he said in a slow, deliberate voice that he knew the man sitting beside Mr. Appleby as Wilkie Graves. “Though we always called him ‘Early Graves,’ those of us who knew him,” he said with a wry smile, “as he had a reputation for sending those he sold to an early grave. I was bought and sold by Graves three times,” he continued somberly, “because I always caused some trouble to those who bought me. I believe I even caused Graves some trouble,” he added with satisfaction, “since thanks to me he had more than one unhappy customer.” He gave Mr. Fenton the names and locations of those places where he had been traded, and concluded by saying that his last master had died, leaving him and the other slaves he owned free.

			“Thank you, Mr. Manse. Let me call Mrs. Hannah Selvidge.”

			The old lady in the puffed sleeves and spectacles did not even wait for the attorney’s first question. “That’s Wilkie Graves, all right,” she said, pointing accusingly at the indifferent Broadgirdle. ‘Early’ Graves, just as Vic said—we all called him that. He had a reputation, for sure. We even joked about how many days we’d survived with him, since any amount of time with Graves between purchase and sale was perilous. You’d think he had no care for his merchandise!” she scoffed. “I imagine it would be hard to sell a dead slave, but Early Graves seemed not to worry about that, giving us just the barest crumbs to eat on the way to wherever we were going.

			“Time I spent with Graves was eighteen days, and I tell you, by the end of them I was practically asking to be put on the auction block. It couldn’t be worse than Graves, I figured. There was a boy working with him then—a young boy, and I’m guessing it wasn’t by choice. Fates above, he was scrawny. I urged him to run away—he wasn’t chained, was he? But he looked at me terrified, as if I’d suggested he jump off a cliff. That’s how Graves was—he made everyone afraid of him. And the more time you spent, the more afraid you were.”

			Hannah Selvidge concluded her testimony with several vehemently stated facts about when and where Wilkie Graves had circulated as a slaver. And then Mr. Fenton turned his attention to Sorensen and the two Eerie.

			He began with Solandra, who rose and stood with a stately air, gazing coolly across at the prime minister. It was clear that many in parliament had never seen the Eerie’s distinctive green skin. She waited patiently for the whispered comments to stop before speaking.

			“My name is Solandra, and I am one of the Elodeans living south of the Eerie Sea. In New Occident, I believe you call us ‘Eerie.’ I had no knowledge of Gordon Broadgirdle before this past year, when we came to Boston in response to a letter sent our way by Shadrack Elli, the cartologer.” She nodded to Shadrack, who gave her a brief, regretful smile. He was well aware of how his request for aid had unwittingly plunged the Eerie into their nightmarish misadventure.

			Solandra, her green arms crossed across her chest, turned deliberately to face the parliament judges. “We never had the chance to speak with Shadrack, for we were captured by seven men. I did not know them at the time, but I have since heard them refer to each other as ‘Sandmen.’ They share several qualities, among them scarred faces, a curious choice of weaponry, and an unquestioning loyalty to Gordon Broadgirdle, who soon made himself known as the architect of our capture. The purpose of our capture was quite clear. Broadgirdle had heard rumors of the Elodean gifts, and he desired to use them for his own ends in the course of the war against the west.”

			“And remind us when this planning for the war took place?” Mr. Fenton prompted her.

			“Late autumn of 1891.”

			A murmur from the parliament seats reflected their collective surprise.

			“Well before Broadgirdle was prime minister,” Mr. Fenton clarified, in case the judges were in any doubt. “And what is this gift you speak of?”

			Solandra uncrossed her arms and held out her hands, palms up. She took a breath like a long sigh, and suddenly clusters of white blooms appeared in her hands.

			The members of parliament burst into urgent exclamation. Their comments reflected awe and wonder and not a little wariness.

			“Please,” Mr. Fenton urged them. “Let us allow the witness to continue her explanation.”

			Solandra smiled. “There is little to explain. All the Elodeans have similar gifts. I believe in the Baldlands they say that people like us have the ‘Mark of the Vine.’ In us, the Mark is especially strong. Elodeans vary in their gift, though gifts are familial. And my daughter . . .” she said, and paused. For the first time, she seemed upset, and she swallowed hard before speaking. “My daughter,” she continued, with visible effort, “has a gift that is most dangerous. The flowers she brings forth hold poison, and it is this poison that Gordon Broadgirdle has been using to fight his war.”

			—11-Hour 01—

			INSPECTOR GREY, STANDING outside the closed doors of the parliament chamber, heard the running footfalls with apprehension. “Inspector Grey,” the officer panted, rushing toward him.

			“What is it, Ives?”

			“Twenty men. On the State House steps.”

			“What do they want?”

			“You’d better come yourself, Inspector.”

			Inspector Grey kept his pace steady as he accompanied Ives back along the corridor to the entrance of the State House. There twenty men waited, just as his officer had reported. All of them were scarred, with long, uneven lines that ran from cheek to ear. They carried weapons: pistols and long, curved grappling hooks on ropes. “How did they know to come?” Grey asked Ives quietly.

			“We don’t know, sir. It must be that someone in the State House who saw us escorting the prime minister conveyed the news.”

			Grey nodded curtly, suddenly furious at himself for not taking greater precautions.

			The man nearest to Inspector Grey stepped forward and rested his hand loosely on the grappling hook that hung at his waist. “We’re here for the prime minister,” the man said flatly.

			“What is your interest in him?” Grey asked coolly.

			“Our interest is not your concern,” said the man. “We’re here to take him away, and we’re not leaving without him. I’m not asking.”
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			The Iron Cage

			
			—1892, August 20: 5-Hour 32—

			The Elodean (Eerie) story-explanation for the weirwind describes a creature known as the Ording, a kind of giant magpie. It gathers trinkets of no value to anyone but itself, hoarding them as treasure. The weirwind is the Ording’s manner of gathering the precious pieces of the world, blowing through to collect wonders great and small.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Born of the Disruption: Tales Told by Travelers

			

			BIRKE’S PASSENGERS WERE mute as the southward-running streams took them through the woods of New Occident. They had all looked through the mirrorscope, each for only seconds, but the visions had stayed in their minds, leaving them shaken.

			Overhead, the sky darkened. Beneath them, the rippling water had become inaudible—it seemed to rise and fall and splash without so much as a murmur. The birds had fallen silent. Then a high, distant keening sound began. At first Sophia could not place it, and then she knew: it was the mounting of a weirwind.

			The tree branches murmured uneasily in the gathering wind. Sophia felt fear in her stomach: tense and coiled and trembling. She was afraid of what she had seen, and she was afraid of what the gathering storm might mean, and she was afraid that they would arrive too late. What if they reached the grove only to find the kind of horrors she had seen in the mirrorscope actually happening?

			The fear made her mind turn in panicked circles, racing from one thought to the next, until they all ran together: memories from the birch bark; visions from the garnets; sights and sounds from the woods around her; and scenes of what might already be happening in the grove. Sophia could not open her eyes. As the howling wind grew sharper, she thought she heard voices. Who was crying out in the distance? Were they human? Where were they?

			Birke plummeted down a short waterfall, and the icy spray made them all gasp. Sophia’s eyes flew open. A flash of lightning cut through the dark clouds. Thunder crashed, drowning out the keening wind. Rain began to fall in heavy sheets, and the forward motion of the canoe made the droplets bite.

			“Here!” Casanova shouted, holding out one of the rubber tarps that Smokey had packed. “Get down into the hull and cover yourselves.”

			Thunder crashed around them once more. Sophia and Theo huddled down, pulling the tarp over them and peering out uselessly into the driving rain. They could not see where they were going—yet Birke shuttled onward as steadily as ever, coursing along the turbulent waters, circling boulders that appeared suddenly out of the gray, wavering storm. The howling weirwind seemed more remote now, but now there was something else—an uneven sound more like a whistle than a howl.

			“Do you hear that?” she said loudly in Theo’s ear.

			He nodded. “It’s Fen Carver’s men. It’s the call.”

			Sophia shook her head under the tarp, signaling that she did not understand.

			“They whistle before they attack,” Theo said.

			Sophia listened again, and now she heard the difference between the howl of the weirwind and the piercing call of the troops: a haunting rise and fall like the whistle of a dying fire.

			• • •

			THE RAIN DROVE down, and they drove forward. Finally, the tree canopy diminished, and as the rain drew back from downpour to shower, Turtleback Valley came into view. Sophia and Theo pushed the tarp aside. It was difficult to see what lay below them on the floor of the valley. The grove appeared to stand intact, the tall trees swaying with the force of the winds. Beyond the grove, two great patches discolored the slopes on either side of the river: to the east, Fen Carver’s troops, a meandering brown stain punctuated by patches of blue and green and yellow; and to the west, the New Occident troops, a rectangle of red and white. In a flash of lightning, Sophia saw the river that ran between them, a long, uneasy serpent of gray.

			Just as she had standing at the edge of the valley with Bittersweet days earlier, Sophia perceived clearly the old one’s fear, concentrated around the grove. The Clime’s intentions had hardened. There was desperation in the howling wind and the crashing thunder, but the desperation was controlled. Now there was also determination in the relentless wail of the weirwind that waited at the crest of the western hills, ready at a moment’s notice to raze the ground before it. Sophia looked toward it apprehensively, and as the hilltop crackled with light, she realized that this was no ordinary weirwind. So tall that it merged with the clouds overhead, the weirwind carried lightning inside it. It was just as Borage had said: Keep firing that pistol and you’re going to hit someone. And make them very, very angry.

			With horror, Sophia saw what would happen. When the troops moved forward and launched into battle, the weirwind would descend to protect the grove, and the men would be obliterated, destroyed—killed. She half stood in the canoe, and it rocked dangerously. How can they not see it? she asked herself. How can they not see what will happen?

			The whistling of Fen Carver’s troops and the howling of the weirwind were interrupted by a long roll of thunder, and when it rumbled into silence, the whistling had stopped.

			“Are we too late?” Sophia cried.

			“They are negotiating,” shouted Casanova. “Look!”

			Halfway between the two armies, on the western bank of the river, was a small cluster of men on horseback. “Negotiating what? Surrender?”

			“The terms of battle,” Casanova replied. He gestured to the east and west. “Fen Carver’s troops are in a defensive position. They would gladly walk away from this if they could. It is General Griggs who will attack. Carver is likely trying to ensure the safety of any troops who survive. We still have time,” he decided, “but not much.”

			As if in response, Birke picked up speed, taking the short waterfalls with greater abandon. Water splashed into the canoe. Sophia stared so hard at the dark cluster between the two armies that her eyes hurt, and her hands ached from clinging to the sides of the craft.

			Finally, Birke reached the base of the valley. As they surged along the winding river, Sophia lost sight of the negotiators, only to spot them again at the next bend.

			The grove was before them now, on the right bank, so much larger than Sophia had imagined. Red trunks towered overhead, and the long branches tossed this way and that like frantic arms. Sophia thought of Tree-Eater, and for a moment it seemed she could see the great monster, standing at the edge of the grove in anticipation of the destruction he would cause. His great jaws and antlers were made of men, and his golden eyes were made of fire. In the dense clouds of the storm, the figure wavered, and then it was gone.

			Birke moved onward. The grove was behind them, and the axis of the battlefield came into view. A group of boulders formed a natural bridge across the river, and water stormed through its crooked archway. Caught at the mouth of the funnel it rose rapidly, swamping the banks. Theo clutched Sophia’s hand.

			But before they reached it, the waters governed by the three sisters launched Birke onto the eastern bank. Theo and Sophia stumbled out into the mud. Casanova dragged the canoe away from the river, along the stony ground.

			Sophia rushed forward with the mirrorscope; then she slowed her steps, confused. Several hundred feet away, the armies were waiting on the slopes to either side. The front lines of each stood in apparent stillness, the individual faces obscured by the rain. But there were no negotiators. The horses and men she had seen from the hilltop were gone. In their place was something else: a large square frame—as tall and wide as a man.

			As she walked on toward it, Sophia squinted. What was it? A house? A wagon? She moved closer.

			“Sophia! Stop,” Casanova shouted as he caught up to her, seizing her arm.

			“What is it?” she asked, looking at the strange box.

			“I am not sure.” He frowned. “Let me go first.”

			Theo joined them. “I know what it is,” he said, with faint surprise. “It’s harmless.”

			After a moment, Casanova continued onward, with Theo and Sophia close on his heels. Only when she had nearly reached the motionless object did Sophia realize what it was: an iron cage with long carrying poles, like a palanquin, rested on the ground by the banks of the river.

			There was someone inside. As they drew closer, Sophia realized that it was a girl. She could not have been more than ten or eleven. Her long, black hair hung loose and wild, and she was weeping. The sobs were inaudible in the thunderstorm, but they were visible in how they wracked her body. The girl clenched the iron bars and leaned slowly forward against them, as if exhausted, sinking into a pile of her own skirts.

			Their hems were charred.

			In a moment, Casanova was at the cage, working upon the lock. Theo watched his futile efforts. “It’s the Weatherer,” he said in Sophia’s ear. “The one I saw in the memory map.”

			And then, in a rush, she understood. It was Datura—the sister Bittersweet had sought so desperately for so long. She is just a child, Sophia thought, shocked. She found it hard to believe that the small, wretched creature before her was the cause of so much catastrophe. “Datura,” she called out over the rainstorm, reaching to touch the small fingers that gripped the iron bars.

			The girl’s sobs stopped abruptly, and she looked up. Her face, green at the edges where it met her dark hair, was white and strained. She looked half-starved, her cheeks gaunt and her green fingers bony. Her lips were scabbed from old cracks and red from new ones. With eyes wild and despairing, she looked from Sophia, to Theo, to Casanova, and back again.

			Sophia leaned in close to make herself heard without shouting. She covered the girl’s fingers with her own. “Datura,” she said gently. “I’m a friend of your brother’s. Bittersweet is looking for you, searching everywhere. He will be so glad to know we’ve found you.”

			Tears filled Datura’s eyes once more, and she pulled her fingers away. “He will not be glad. I have done terrible things.” Her trembling voice was not the voice of a child; she sounded to Sophia like a woman who had lived long enough to regret decades of her life—a woman who had lived enough to grow bitter and weary. She dropped her head again, covering her face and renewing her sobs. “Terrible things,” she cried.

			Sophia reached through the bars and took Datura’s bright green hands in her own, drawing them away from her face. They were small and terribly cold. “You had no choice.”

			“I did have a choice,” the girl said, looking up, her expression agonized. “I do. And every time, I choose my gift. Every time, I choose Mother and Grandfather over everyone else. It is unforgivable,” she whispered. “But I love them too much.” Her words were almost inaudible.

			Sophia felt tears in her eyes as she pressed the girl’s hands. Suddenly, a muffled bugle call sounded from the direction of the New Occident troops. Datura started. She scrambled to her feet and stood in the center of the cage, her arms rigid. “That means I have to begin,” she said, her voice trembling. “You must run as far as you can. The vapors will spread in seconds.”

			Sophia glanced at Theo, who looked tired and wet, and Casanova, who looked stricken and uncertain. He had given up on the lock. Sophia could see him calculating the weight of the palanquin, wondering if he could lift the front while Theo and Sophia raised the poles at the rear. She had briefly considered the same thing, but with Theo’s injury it was out of the question. Looking meaningly at Casanova, she shook her head. “Go,” she said. “I will stay with Datura.”

			“All of you must go,” Datura insisted. The bugle sounded again, and she jumped. “Please, please, I beg you!”

			Theo and Casanova had not moved, but Sophia could see, taking in every sight and sound around them, how the circumstances of the present would unfold. The roaring of the storm seemed to recede, and she felt time slow around her. The New Occident troops in the distance were a blur of red and white. Behind them, the weirwind waited, enraged and hungry. Casanova was shielding his eyes from the rain, and the water ran down over the bandages of Sage’s poultice. Both his arms were trembling. Sophia realized that he had overexerted himself yet again—had he tried to lift the palanquin alone? No—it must have been earlier, while steering the canoe. She noticed that Theo’s boots had sunk into the mud, and he was frowning fiercely, squinting at Sophia with a look that was one part exasperation and two parts agony. He would not leave her with Datura. He would not leave her here, the way he had in the driving rain outside of Nochtland the year before, because if he could help it, he would never leave her again.

			That was when she knew: Theo had changed. He was no longer happy to save only his own skin; he no longer counted himself lucky when he slipped away unnoticed. He was tied to people and places now, and he wanted to be. He was tied to her—to Sophia. It was in every line of his furious, loving scowl. Sophia wondered how she could have missed it. I’m weathering, she realized. I’m making space so that I can see everything. This is what Bittersweet described to me, what seemed so hard to imagine when he did.

			And a chain of events unreeled before her. The terrified child in the cage would open her hands, and red flowers would bloom from her palms—Datura’s gift would blossom once more. The scent of the flowers would drift, carried by the powerful winds, and the tension of the waiting armies would collapse in the chaos, confusion, and carnage of the crimson fog. The weirwind would descend the slope, and the troops from both sides would be battered into death. When the storm passed, there would be little more than the wreckage of an iron cage.

			Sophia could see no way to prevent these things from happening that did not begin and end with persuasion. She had to persuade Datura to wait. She had to persuade the commanders to wait. She had to convince the armies to wait.

			But though it was Sophia’s gift to have all the time in the world, she had run out of time.

			• • •

			THERE WAS A crashing sound, and Sophia felt the ground shaking under her feet, as if from the impact of a horse’s hooves. The space she had created around herself collapsed; time ran on as usual. She looked desperately to either side of the valley. Had the weirwind descended? Had the troops begun their charge?

			“Da-tu-ra!” came a distant shout. Sophia turned. She could see only a dark blur, racing toward them along the riverbank, but she knew that voice. Even though she had never heard it shout, she recognized it. The dark blur became a moose, charging toward them with its antlers lowered, moving at an incredible speed. “Datura!” came the cry once more.

			“It is Bittersweet!” Sophia exclaimed, reaching through the bars once more to take Datura’s hands. “You see, he has come to find you.”

			Datura stood staring, wide-eyed and wondering, as Nosh bulleted toward them. The bugle sounded again, but she ignored it.

			Sophia saw, out of the corner of her eye, an uneasy stirring at the front line of the New Occident troops. She imagined how this would appear to General Griggs, who had now ordered Datura three times to release a fog that did not come: first, three figures in a canoe had appeared, and now another who knew the girl by name. Clearly, he was only waiting because he expected the fog to begin at any moment. How long would he wait? She willed Nosh to run faster.

			He closed the distance, now fifty feet away, now twenty, and finally Bittersweet slid from Nosh’s back and ran to them, soaked to the skin, his face bright with exertion. He threw himself against the bars and pulled Datura toward him. They held each other close. “Little sister,” Bittersweet murmured, his hand on her head.

			With effort, she pulled back, and her face was strained with grief. “You must go,” she said, trying to push him away.

			Bittersweet was unmoved. “I am not going anywhere.”

			“But Mother and Grandfather,” Datura said, dissolving into tears. “If I don’t—”

			“They will understand,” Bittersweet reassured her.

			“They will be dead! They are in winter sleep and will never wake unless I do everything the men ask!”

			As Bittersweet and Datura spoke, Sophia felt a tremor of warning course through her. Perhaps, in the past, she would have pushed it aside as her own baseless anxiety. Or, if by chance she listened to it, she would have ascribed it to some mysterious better instinct. Now she knew that it was neither baseless anxiety nor sound instinct; the warning came from the old one, and she raised her head abruptly.

			It was not the New Occident troops advancing toward them, as she had feared. It was the muddy river water, rising and falling in mutinous currents. A section of grassy earth disappeared beneath a swell of water; the riverbank was being eaten before their eyes. Sophia looked down, aghast, at the widening fissures in the soft ground underfoot.

			“We must move!” she shouted, seizing one of the poles of the palanquin. The others looked at her, startled. “The riverbank!”

			Bittersweet was the first to understand. He took up the pole beside Sophia and began straining to lift it.

			Casanova followed suit, pushing Theo aside and attempting to lift both poles at the rear of the palanquin. Sophia could feel his exertion through the wood in her hands, but the iron cage did not move.

			“It is too heavy,” Datura cried. “They use eight men—you will not be able to lift it!”

			Sophia looked at Bittersweet in anguish. She could see in his face the same desperate, fruitless unreeling of what lay before them: the rush of the river, the muddy soil, the crumbling ground, and the heavy iron cage. Before long, the ground underfoot would give way, and Datura’s prison would fall into the water. Datura, trapped inside, would drown.

			Sophia’s mind worked rapidly through one possibility, and then another, and another; she could see only one way forward, and it was precarious.

			“Go!” she shouted to Casanova, pushing him away from Datura’s cage. “Get Fen Carver! Tell him Griggs has agreed to negotiate a truce!”

			Casanova did not protest that this was a lie. He did not ask how the lie would be made true. Without a word, he ran toward the boulders that served as a bridge to the western riverbank.

			Sophia turned to Bittersweet and Theo. “Keep her alive,” she said. Then she ran uphill, toward the soldiers who stood, unmoving, like rows upon rows of black teeth, preparing to devour the valley whole.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			38

			One Terrier

			
			—1892, August 17: 10-Hour 56—

			In addition to the above measures prohibiting the sale and traffic of human beings, New Occident hereby agrees that any person in this Age known to engage in such sale and traffic after the passage of this treaty, even if such sale or traffic occur beyond the boundaries of the nation, shall be tried for his or her crimes. The penalties in this case will be identical to those described above for the sale or traffic within the boundaries of New Occident.

			—1810 Treaty of New Orleans

			

			SORENSEN AND THE Elodeans had given their testimony, and Mr. Fenton had summarized the narratives offered by the seven witnesses, explaining to the judges what evidence was laid before them.

			Gordon Broadgirdle, he asserted, was Wilkie Graves, a known and notorious slaver. Graves had made his way into New Occident and pursued a political career, shedding his old identity and taking on a gang of armed men to dissuade the intervention of any who might get in his way. Though there was not yet evidence to prove it, Broadgirdle had likely begun his plot to kill Prime Minister Bligh months in advance—all with the intention of starting the war he had effectively begun in the summer of 1892. What had been proven beyond doubt, Fenton argued, was his treatment of Gerard Sorensen and the Eerie, who had been most cruelly used in pursuit of his agenda.

			The judges heard this summary solemnly. “You may be seated, Mr. Fenton,” the chief judge with the impassive face instructed. All of Mr. Fenton’s witnesses shifted slightly, their attention turning to the defense.

			“Mr. Appleby?” said the judge. “Please present your evidence.”

			“I certainly will, Your Honor,” Mr. Appleby said, rising. “I have counseled the prime minister to tell you the truth, and I hope you will take this into consideration as you determine the next steps. Prime Minister,” he said, nodding to Broadgirdle.

			Broadgirdle rose, and with the confident air that always hung about his person like an ornate cloak, he strode to the dais instead of remaining by the table. Shadrack considered him with reluctant admiration. There was nothing in the man’s expression to suggest that he was the target of multiple devastating accusations—that he was on the very verge of losing not only his high position, but his freedom. He seemed, rather, the same self-assured politician he always was, primed to deliver a momentous speech that he knew already his audience would applaud.

			“Your Honor and members of parliament,” he began, looking at them all with a slight smile. “I will heed Mr. Appleby’s wise counsel, and tell you the truth about my past, thereby filling in the considerable holes left by the testimony of these . . . ahem, unusual witnesses.” He cast his eye over them wryly. “What these seven don’t know would fill a chamber much greater than this one, Your Honor. In fact”—he shook his head with a low chuckle—“what they don’t know might fill an entire Age. For you see, honorable judges, members of parliament, you are right—I am not a native of New Occident. Nor am I from the Baldlands. In fact, I am not of this Age at all.” There were murmurs of considerable surprise.

			Shadrack frowned. He had expected a well-crafted response from Broadgirdle, but he had not expected this. He noticed out of the corner of his eye that Cassandra was looking sharply at Broadgirdle with something like concern. “I,” Broadgirdle said, waiting for the suspense to climax, “am from the Age of Verity.”

			The murmurs from parliament shifted to become something more disbelieving—more ridiculing. “My father was a criminal,” Broadgirdle said, cutting into the murmurs. There was instant silence. “He came from another part of this Age of Delusion—Australia. As the testimony from Pip Entwhistle has intimated, he was a desperate man prone to dramatic and excessive measures. One of those excessive measures was to flee his native Australia when threatened with life in prison for a crime he had committed. He escaped to this hemisphere, where he landed on the western coast of the Baldlands and met my mother. My mother died at my birth.” He covered his eyes briefly with his hand, and Shadrack recognized the falsity in the gesture—but he doubted any of the judges would. “With a motherless infant and a criminal past, he made his way east, toward the middle Baldlands.

			“You can imagine the kind of life I led,” Broadgirdle continued, his voice low and strained, “with such a man as a father. It was a difficult life. And it was made more difficult by a discovery I made when I was fifteen. Due to the circumstances, of course, my father had brought very little with him from Australia. He had a small wallet with him, however, that contained all of his identification papers, and I had occasion to examine the contents when my father was taken ill. I found in the wallet a surprising piece of dreck—dreck that described me by name. I lived in Australia, a grown man—an important man. A man of influence and power. The fact that my father had kept this piece of dreck spoke to me clearly: coming to the Baldlands had not only been an act of desperation, it had been an act of selfishness. He had stolen from me the future I ought to have had.

			“I left my father on that very day, and I have not heard of him since. I will leave aside the intervening years, as I tried—without success—to recover the fate my father had stolen from me. And then the course of my life was changed again—by Pip Entwhistle.” He looked at Pip with what seemed a smile of genuine warmth. “Yes, indeed. You did not know it, but the piece of dreck you sold me set me on a new course. For it mentioned me by name as a great political leader in a great war, uniting the western continent.”

			“But . . .” Pip protested, entirely out of turn. “But that newspaper made no mention of a Wilkie Graves.”

			“Wilkie Graves is not my true name,” Broadgirdle said with a gleaming, assured smile. “I recognized at once the meaning of the paper in my hands. Now there were two pieces of dreck, both of which described my illustrious future. It was clear that I was destined for such a path regardless of which Age I inhabited. Within the year, I had joined the Nihilismian sect. Of all the misguided people in our world, I understood that they, and they alone, were attempting to restore the Age of Verity that we had all lost. With their guidance, I began to see more and more the true nature of the world around me. I realized that there are certain people, certain paths, that will transcend even disruptions of the kind that occurred ninety-three years ago. And I was one such person.

			“I have tried,” he said, leaving his explanation and past behind, his voice rising to a crescendo, “to bring this misguided Age of Delusion closer to its true path—closer to the Age of Verity that is irrevocably lost to us. We must,” he said, pounding his fist on the podium, “correct the mistakes of this deluded Age. We must do everything we can to align ourselves with the events that transpired in the Age of Verity. That Age is beyond saving, I know.” He looked at the parliament judges with reproach. “But to sit here idle while Verity runs away from us—it is inexcusable. Every one of my actions,” he said, with an air of great self-righteousness, “has been an effort to keep us on track. An effort to recover the world we have lost. An effort to save what little can still be saved.”

			—11-Hour 04—

			INSPECTOR GREY, GLANCING around him, understood at once that he was outmanned. He had only eight officers, and half of them looked terrified. Grey turned back to the scarred face before him and wondered if it would be better to lie about Broadgirdle’s whereabouts. On principle, Grey never lied, but in this instance, he reasoned, such a course might be the only way to prevent his officers from being killed.

			“The prime minister is not in the State House,” Grey said firmly.

			The man before him slowly took the grappling hook from his belt and held it with a casual air. The others around him followed suit. “You can tell us where he is, then.”

			“I don’t know where he is. The prime minister fled the State House as we were taking him to chambers.”

			The man with the grappling hook frowned, and suddenly the hook was whirling in the air like a lasso. “You are lying,” he said.

			The officers drew their pistols. The nineteen men before them began whirling their grappling hooks. Grey, his hands at his sides, sought desperately in his mind for a way to avoid the confrontation. He could think of nothing. As the man before him drew the circling hook over his head, preparing to launch it, a sudden whoop sounded, piercing and clear, from the colonnade behind him. A chorus of shrill, exuberant cries echoed the first, and Grey watched in amazement as a fist-sized rock flew past him, hitting the man with the grappling hook soundly on the ear.

			He fell back, stunned, and a volley of smaller stones followed, pounding down on the twenty men like a hailstorm. Grey turned his head in astonishment and looked up at the gallery of the State House.

			The inspector was of strong constitution, but he nearly fainted when he saw his own daughter, grinning from the gallery. She gave him a cheerful wave before launching another missile. Grey stared at her, aghast. Beside her were some twenty-five or thirty street urchins, all of them enthusiastically pitching rocks at the men on the steps. The stones were small, but many hit their mark, and as they continued without pause, they made it impossible for the men to throw their grappling hooks.

			The anxious parent in Grey wanted to run up to the colonnade and drag Nettie home. The inspector in Grey reasoned that he and his men were getting the very help they needed. He agonized for several seconds, watching as several of their attackers fled the steps and two others huddled down, covering their heads with their hands. There would be no other chance, Grey realized. The inspector prevailed over the parent.

			“Cuff them,” he shouted to his men. “I want to see them all in the station within the hour.”
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			39

			Red Garnets

			
			—August 20, 7-Hour 41—

			In contrast, the story from Oakring about the origins of weirwinds describes a man who lost everything—his home, his family, his livelihood—in a storm. Others with similar losses sat bereaved, broken and hopeless, until they hardened and turned to stone. But this man grew with his anger, until his great, desperate sobs became gales and his tears became storms. It is striking to imagine the weirwind this way—animated loss, taking back from the world what can never really be recovered.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Born of the Disruption: Tales Told by Travelers

			

			SOPHIA HAD RUN only a few feet when she heard a snort behind her. She turned, and Nosh was there, barring her way. “Thank you, Nosh,” she said gratefully as he sank down so she could mount. He grunted in reply as he rose, clearly offended that she had tried to run off without him. “You’re right,” Sophia conceded, patting his neck. “It was not the best part of my plan. Your legs are much stronger than mine.”

			Nosh galloped uphill through the muddy grass, toward the center line of the New Occident forces. As they neared the troops, Sophia saw a cluster of three riders who waited before the rest. She swallowed her nervousness. Nosh slowed his pace and stopped ten feet away. The riders did not approach her. They did not move at all.

			Two of the men wore goggled masks. The third, who wore a hat and carried his mask in the crook of his arm, was clearly General Griggs. Although his uniform sagged with the weight of the rain, he held himself erectly in the saddle, and his eyes considered Sophia with dispassion. The eyes were hard without being cold. Griggs seemed, in his upright posture and stern bearing, a man more guided by principle and obligation than by bloodlust, cruelty, or ambition. It was evident, from the white knuckles and slow breaths, that he was weary.

			“The Eerie girl is caged for a reason,” Griggs said.

			“And she is about to drown,” Sophia said. “I am here to speak for Fen Carver and the troops of the Indian Territories,” she declared in a clear voice.

			Griggs did not respond. He leaned toward the soldier to his right and asked a question. The man removed his mask, revealing a round face with a red beard. Then he drew a telescope from the inside of his jacket pocket, wiped it with a handkerchief, and held it up to his eye. After a moment, he pocketed the telescope and said something to his commander.

			Griggs sat back. “Go down, then, and pull it back twenty-five feet.”

			The bearded soldier assented and waved to the soldiers behind him. Seven of them followed, plodding downhill at a measured pace. Sophia felt relief like a breath of dry air. Datura would be safe for a little while longer. On to the next step, she told herself.

			“Now,” Griggs said to Sophia. “Explain. I’ve already agreed to terms with Carver. You’ve violated those terms by meddling with the girl. Does Carver want me to ignore my side of the agreement as well?” Rivulets of water dripped over his white eyebrows as if over an awning. His mustache was a sodden broom.

			“Yes,” Sophia said. “He was waiting for us to arrive with this.” She held up the mirrorscope. “And we arrived too late for your initial negotiations.”

			Griggs took in the mirrorscope, and the white mustache twitched with his wry smile. “What is this? Some magical Indian weapon?”

			“No,” Sophia replied. “No magic. It is a telescope. Carver is certain that if you look at his troops with this telescope, you will want to change the terms of battle.” She was relieved that her voice did not sound pleading. It sounded surprisingly confident. In fact, she realized, she felt confident.

			General Griggs pondered her in silence. Then he urged his horse forward and held his hand out—not with curiosity, but with the unhurried air of a man who would conclude his business regardless of the trivial obstacles placed in his path. Taking the mirrorscope, he nudged his horse back a few paces. He examined the instrument briefly, turning it in his hand.

			For a moment Sophia thought he would decline to look through it. But then he held it up to his right eye. He rotated it slightly. Sophia held her breath. The rain fell against his hat in a constant patter. Behind him, the troops stood still and anonymous, faceless in their dark hoods. The weirwind howled; the storm crashed around them like waves. Sophia had the momentary impression that she and Griggs were floating in a tiny vessel, large enough for only the two of them, while an ocean raged around them.

			There was no change in Griggs’s expression, and he remained perfectly still—one arm around the goggled mask, the other raised with the mirrorscope, sitting astride his horse in the rain. But the effect of the mirrorscope was nonetheless evident—upon his horse. Sensing the invisible change in its rider, the animal raised its head in sudden terror, eyes wide, every muscle suddenly rigid. There was a long pause, in which Sophia imagined the horse bolting, throwing Griggs and the mirrorscope into the mud.

			Then Nosh stepped forward and nudged the horse’s neck. It startled, shuddered, and turned to consider the moose. Nosh held its gaze for several long seconds, until Griggs finally took the mirrorscope from his eye. Sophia watched his expressionless face for some sign of what he would do.

			“How does this work?” Griggs finally asked.

			Sophia looked at him, unsure of how to answer. “It is an Eerie device.”

			“But how does it work?” Griggs insisted, lifting his hat so that his blue eyes were looking steadily into hers. When Sophia did not answer, he put his mask down on the horn of his saddle and clasped the mirrorscope with both hands. He held it reverently, as if considering a sacred object. “I saw my father here,” he said. “And my brother. I saw things I thought no one else in the world had seen but me. How is that possible? How does it work?” He had not raised his voice, but the words had quickened, and as he finished his question he raised the mirrorscope before him.

			“I don’t know,” Sophia admitted. “I don’t understand how it works. But if you saw things you remember, surely you must realize that the memories in the scope are true.”

			“Someone else has seen what I have seen,” Griggs said, looking past Sophia, into the middle distance. His words were slow and considered, as if he was attempting to pinpoint the nature of his question. “Not just seen, but also felt. For I remember feeling nothing when I realized the horses had drowned, and the eye that remembers this”—he gestured to the mirrorscope—“felt grief. When I did not. It was many years before I felt grief.” He stopped abruptly and lifted the mirrorscope to his eye once more.

			This time he truly studied the garnet map of New Occident. Sophia watched him, astonished, as the minutes passed. She found it hard to believe that he could stomach such horror for so long. As he lowered the mirrorscope a second time, she saw that it had indeed taken its toll. His hand trembled slightly. He turned to look back at the slope where his troops were assembled. “As if I needed reminding,” he said, his voice unsteady. His shoulders sagged. “Which one of us is not weary of war?” he asked. He seemed to be speaking to himself rather than to Sophia or to his troops, who were out of earshot. “Which one of us does not wish to go home? To a home untouched by all that we have seen. A home now vanished, from days when our eyes were young. It is impossible to return to that place—that childhood, when the world was not a landscape of blood. A red place. And for some, even that childhood is no escape. All they remember, all they ever remember, is pain. There are children who fall like the rest of us. Who see what we do. Who fight.” He clenched the mirrorscope in his hand.

			Sophia watched Griggs’s grave face in suspense. She had seen many things in the mirrorscope, in the brief glimpse into New Occident’s memories, and she could not be certain that he had seen any of the same. But she understood his words. The sound that had stayed with her from her glimpse into the mirrorscope was the wail of a child—high and terrified and unabated—a sound that even now rang in her ears. It was like nothing she had ever heard, yet it reminded her of another wailing: the Lachrima’s long ebb and flow of grief, the cry that had echoed in her mind from the moment she learned that her parents had transformed.

			Griggs straightened in his saddle and took a deep breath. He interrupted the silence. “It is compelling, what you have shown me,” he said, “but it cannot change my purpose in being here. I have no choice. I answer to the prime minister of New Occident. Carver knows this is no personal venture of mine.”

			“But you said—”

			“I know what I said. But look around you.” He gave a broad gesture that took in the entire valley. “This was not brought about by my hand. I did not wish this or make this. I cannot stop it, either.”

			“You can stop it!” Sophia insisted.

			“Child, you will soon learn the most humbling lesson to be learned here, on this battlefield. We like to think that a single person can change the world. But there are times when one person counts for very little. There are times when he or she counts for nothing at all.” Griggs held the mirrorscope out to her, his face hard.

			It failed, Sophia realized, aghast. He is going to attack despite what he has seen. As Sophia struggled for words, taking the mirrorscope in her hand, the men Griggs had sent downhill returned.

			The soldiers melted back into their places, and the officer with the red beard stopped before Griggs. “She is in position,” he said. “Carver has come back to this side of the river.”

			Griggs shook his head very slightly. He lifted his horse’s reins and said to Sophia, “Tell Carver I will honor the original terms. You and he have ten minutes to get across the river. Tell him I cannot disobey my orders.”

			“But what about the weirwind?” Sophia asked. “Look at it!” She gestured at the crest of the hill, where the wall of wind remained poised. “It will descend at any moment. The weirwind will destroy this valley and anyone in it.”

			“Eventually it will pass,” Griggs said. “The weather is no obstacle to me.”

			Sophia did not know what to do. She had been so sure that the mirrorscope would change the general’s mind, and though it had clearly shaken him, it had not altered his course. All it had done was delay him.

			Wait, something said in Sophia’s mind. It was not her own inner voice, but the other voice—that familiar instinct that she was beginning to recognize as the old one, as the Clime: as New Occident. Wait, it said again.

			“Wait!” Sophia cried aloud.

			Griggs paused, and she stared at him desperately, waiting herself for the old one to explain itself so she would know what to do next.

			And then she saw them. Battling the rain, dipping and wavering and faltering, a flock of pigeons was flying through the storm. Above the pigeons flew larger birds—falcons and ravens—whose broader wings served as a canopy, protecting them from the worst of the rain. “Look!” she cried. “Iron pigeons!”

			Griggs and his officers looked up. The mass of birds descended, arriving in a burst of cawing and screeching that seemed to explode around them. The falcons wheeled dizzily, circling and swooping before driving upward once more, while the ravens landed on the ground around them. The iron pigeons fluttered to a stop on Nosh’s antlers—more than a dozen of them, cooing and shaking their feathers.

			“Marcel!” Sophia exclaimed, recognizing at once the pigeon who had flown from Maxine’s house in New Orleans with her message to Shadrack.

			With trembling fingers, wet and clumsy, Sophia opened the compartment on Marcel’s leg. She read the words on the tiny slip of paper, protecting it with her hand. Then she read the next pigeon’s message, and the next. All of the pigeons carried papers with the same words.

			Then, her hand shaking, she reached out to General Griggs and handed him the papers. He read a few in silence, his drooping mustache twitching once. With a short exhalation, he tucked the papers inside his jacket, protecting them from the rain. “Is Carver still below?” he asked his officer.

			The man with the red beard consulted his telescope. “He is.”

			“Hold the troops here. I will return in a moment. Come along,” he said to Sophia.

			Griggs led his horse downhill, with Nosh and Sophia behind him. They came quickly upon Datura’s cage, where Bittersweet clung resolutely to the bars. Theo and Casanova stood beside him, their faces expectant. Beside them, a hatless Fen Carver stood in a dripping buckskin coat, a worn rifle slung across his shoulder. A handkerchief covered the lower half of his face, and he reached to pull it downward as Griggs and Sophia approached. He was frowning, but under his furrowed brow, his eyes held something light and fragile, like hope. “Well?” he asked, after Griggs had reined his horse and dismounted.

			Griggs removed his hat. He reached into his coat and handed the slip of paper to Fen Carver. “Prime Minister Gordon Broadgirdle has been removed from office,” he announced. “By emergency vote, parliament has ended aggressions with the Indian Territories and New Akan.” He paused. “My orders from the Minister of Relations with Foreign Ages are to return to Boston.”

			There was a pause, and then an explosive cheer from Theo, echoed by Casanova. Carver, who had read the messages with a grave face, handed them back to Griggs and gave a slight bow. Then he took the white scarf from his neck and tied it around the muzzle of his rifle. Lifting it over his head, he waved the rifle, and a slow eruption of shouts, muffled by the storm, sounded from across the valley.

			Griggs walked to Datura’s cage. Taking a key from his pocket, he unlocked the door. “It would be an insult to offer you my hand,” he said, “after what you have seen and I have done. You would be right not to take it.”

			She stood, dazed and disbelieving. “I can go?”

			“You are entirely free.” Griggs stepped back from the cage. “I had my orders,” he said to her, “but there was no dignity fighting in your wake.” He gave her a brief nod and turned to ride uphill, where the troops of New Occident waited.

			Still, Datura did not move until Bittersweet ran up and pulled her from the cage. She stepped down with trembling legs, and her brother embraced her. “It’s over, little sister,” he said, holding her close. “It’s over.”
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			40

			Red Woods

			
			—1892, August 20: 7-Hour 02—

			But what has yet to be thoroughly understood is how some places can so effectively make time pass in different ways. What is it about a place that changes the texture of time within it? I would like to see a considered study of how time passes in different places, similar to the one conducted in Boston last year. (For those who have not read the work, it was found that a majority of Bostonians experienced a slowing down in time between ten-hour and ten-seventeen.) Is this about some property of the Age, or is it some manner of living that has created synchronous experience? We do not yet know.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			THE RAIN STOPPED abruptly, and the valley was suddenly quiet. The only sound was the river, which churned on, sending its swollen waters south. Fen Carver stood on the flooded banks, watching the currents with a pensive air. His troops waited for him, the groups of warriors from every corner of the Territories coming into focus as the clouds retreated.

			Sophia looked up at the crest of the hill. The weirwind had gone—retreated or disintegrated. There was nothing left now but a scorched line where the contained lightning had held itself in check. The New Occident troops were already withdrawing, marching steadily toward the path leading out of the valley. Theo and Casanova watched them depart, and Theo leaned heavily on his friend’s arm, suddenly overcome.

			As the air warmed, a gray mist began to form. It blanketed the valley, enveloping Datura’s cage and hiding the muddy ground from view.

			Sophia could sense the change all around her—a deep breath exhaled, a tension unwound. The old one knew that the danger had passed. Turtleback Valley was calm and still.

			Casanova, Sophia, and Theo stood at a slight distance, witnesses to Bittersweet and Datura’s reunion. Datura leaned against her brother’s shoulder, and, his arm around her, Bittersweet spoke steadily, telling her how they would leave the valley and go spend some time with Smokey, and how they would write to Boston for news of Mother and Grandfather.

			Sophia watched them with a mixture of gladness and reluctance. On the one hand, she could almost feel the relief that was evident in each of their faces. On the other hand, their reunion reminded her painfully of the unavoidable possibilities that had finally arrived. When it ended, she would have to venture into the grove, where Minna and Bronson either would be or would not be. All the signs had led there; there was no place else to go. If I don’t find them there, she thought, I won’t find them at all.

			Sophia looked away from Bittersweet and Datura and considered the mirrorscope in her hand. She packed it carefully in her satchel. “The scope gave him pause,” she said to Theo and Casanova, “but without the messages from Boston, it would not have been enough.”

			“Yes,” Casanova said, “but if Griggs is anything like me, those glimpses of what war can do will linger for much longer—they may never go away—and change how he thinks and acts in the future.” He gestured uphill, where the New Occident troops had begun to withdraw. “What you see now is only the first step. But those images are lasting ones, and they will have a lasting effect.”

			Theo took Sophia’s hand and pressed it. He gave her a crooked smile. “Borage will be very impressed. Shadrack, too, when we tell him.”

			Sophia smiled back. “Perhaps. It is really Shadrack who stopped this war.” She took one of the slips of crumpled paper from her pocket and showed them the blue stamp—the official seal of the Ministry of Relations with Foreign Ages. “He sent a dozen pigeons. To be sure the news arrived.”

			“Let us go,” Bittersweet announced, walking over, his arm still around his sister’s shoulders. Nosh plodded after them, the pigeons still perched on his antlers. “We are ready to venture into the grove. And you should go first, Sophia.”

			Without realizing it, she had turned her back on the grove of Red Woods. With a deep breath, she faced it. “Very well,” she said, her voice determined. “If you are ready, I am ready.”

			They headed toward it, quiet descending upon them. As they approached, Sophia deliberately chose to observe what was around them, rather than anticipate what was to come.

			The trees were unlike any she had ever seen. They reminded her of the red trees described by Goldenrod in her story. Their bark was the color of old bricks, and they seemed as tall as the surrounding hills. Standing at the very entrance of the grove, Sophia peered up and found that the treetops were lost from view, blurring as they reached for the sun. A narrow dirt path cut between rolling mounds of clover, and the base of each tree was almost hidden by ferns. The bright green of the clover, the dark red of the tree trunks, the vivid blue of the morning sky: the grove seemed entirely composed of shining parts, making a brilliant whole.

			Theo gave her a slight nudge, and Sophia stepped onto the path. She walked along it slowly, entranced by the stillness of the grove. The silence seemed intentional and aware, as if the grove itself were watching them with bated breath. Following the winding path, she skirted a mighty tree with a trunk so wide, ten pairs of arms would not have encircled it. “Have you ever seen trees so large?” she whispered over her shoulder.

			Theo shook his head.

			“Never,” Bittersweet replied.

			Casanova and Datura were lost in wonder, gazing up at the massive trunks. Nosh ambled happily in their wake, bending his head to nuzzle the ferns.

			The path turned, opening onto a clearing. The fallen needles of the Red Woods made a carpet in the center, and at the far side of the clearing were two great trees that had grown toward each other, meeting several feet in the air, their trunks becoming one that stretched upward toward the sky. The space between them was a natural shelter, cool and shady—almost like a room made by the trees themselves. Sophia walked toward it with delight, stepped into the dark chamber and smiled; something here struck her as safe and welcoming. She felt at home.

			And then she froze. Inside the shelter, between the two trees, hung a watch on a chain. The trunks had grown through and around it, swallowing parts of the chain whole, and yet Sophia could see the watch face well enough to recognize it immediately. She had seen it before, in a memory map made of beads. She had seen, through the eyes of a faithless sheriff, two condemned prisoners wrap it around their wrists to join hands. It was the watch Richard Wren had given to Minna and Bronson Tims.

			A sob caught in her throat. She reached up to take the watch with both hands, but it was too high up, and her palms fell against the brick-red trunks on either side of her.

			The grove fell away, and memories flooded her mind. She had never before seen memories so vivid, and even as she felt bewildered at their clarity, some part of her paused and understood what had been working below the surface of her mind for some time. The disc of wood, the antler, the birch bark scroll, and the garnets: they had suggested to her the possibility that all such remnants had the potential to be memory maps. And now she was proven right.

			She saw the memories in disordered flashes—meaningless bursts of light, faces, darkness, groans, crashes, piercing silence—before she realized that her own frantic touch was creating the turmoil. She was skipping feverishly through the memories, glancing at them too quickly, searching for something without knowing what it was she sought. She took a deep breath and stilled her hands. The memories slowed. She could see them now with greater clarity: the long years spent as Lachrima and the preceding ones spent as living, thinking, loving people. There was not yet a sense of order, of linear time, but Sophia dwelt in the memories with intention now, with enough restraint to see coherent moments.

			A young Minna remembered making a castle out of sticks as a child, patiently breaking and building over and over until she was rewarded with a fantastic porcupine of an edifice. An older Bronson remembered meeting Shadrack, a young man with untidy hair and ink all over his hands. Minna, now grown, made a pie in midsummer out of stone fruit, and she sat on the porch with her feet on the railing, letting the smell of the baking waft out through the open door. Bronson sat as a child in school, staring out the window, daydreaming about exploration. Minna remembered squeezing Shadrack’s hand tight as a doctor stitched the aching gash on her knee. Bronson remembered seeing Minna throwing snowballs in the Public Garden; she laughed, her hair disordered and her cheeks pink from the cold, and he felt a stab of something both terrifying and comforting—he had loved her at once. Minna remembered falling asleep on Bronson’s shoulder; they had meant to stay awake to watch the sunrise, but she felt such exhaustion and relief that she could not keep her eyes open. Bronson remembered holding a smiling Sophia, who had new-grown front teeth, and as he leaned forward to bump noses with her he felt an overwhelming joy that left him breathless. Minna remembered cradling Sophia as she fell asleep in her arms.

			Standing between the red trees with her hands upon their trunks, Sophia felt overpowered, not at the sight of her own face, but at the resounding happiness that filled Minna and Bronson when they saw it. It slowed her progress, and suddenly the memories flashed forward and took on a clear order.

			She recalled with abrupt and shocking vividness the events Minna had described in her diary: conversations with Captain Gibbons, long evenings spent on the deck, the gentle rocking of the ship, the explosive storm that passed so quickly it seemed to swell and burst like a bubble. She saw Wren’s familiar face, and she felt her heart pounding with relief as she clutched Bronson aboard the Roost. Wren moved through the memories like a bright and sturdy cable, anchoring them in the possibility of safety. He vanished as Seville appeared, wrecked and desolate, still plague-ridden. The kindness of the innkeeper, the terror of discovering the plague in Murtea, the slow and building desperation of imprisonment, all finally led to the moment before the bridge. She saw the moment now not from the vantage point of Murtea’s sheriff, who had looked on with such reluctance, but from the eyes of both Minna and Bronson. Both appeared calm to the other, and both burned with terror. It was as palpable as the watch chain that linked their wrists together. It astonished her to feel the texture of this terror, for it was not about what they would find when they crossed the bridge; it was fixed on a distant point on the other side of the ocean—a smiling face that could not be lost, that must be remembered at all costs.

			Her own—Sophia’s—face.

			Minna and Bronson crossed the bridge, and the piercing light of the shifting Age moved through them. The world became blurred—not blurred by sight, but blurred by grief. What would have appeared to an untouched mind like hills and paths around them seemed, rather, like a flat canvas. It was visible, but it meant nothing. Even when it changed, giving way to towns and then cities as they fled across the Ages, it seemed to have no meaning. The only intelligible thing was the despair, which filled every corner of their minds with its terrible, inescapable language. The words spoken by people near them, the expressions of horror, the landscapes of ice or hills or desert were all there, but it was impossible to understand them, for grief weighed down upon Bronson and Minna’s minds like a visor. Even the rising and setting of the sun seemed incomprehensible, a predictable cycle that remained senseless in its repetition. Through this, they moved with heavy hearts toward a single point of clarity: a place. The place had meaning—as yet unknown meaning, but a meaning nonetheless; the unseen place promised them an end to the grief; it shone on the horizon like a dawning star. And so they followed it.

			The desert pathways grew hot and cool with the passing days. Rain fell in sudden bursts, and then cleared. Bands of traders rode past, galloping away from them with shouts as if fleeing a plague. The deserts gave way to mountains, and strange animals became their companions. Silent and tall, covered with gray-white fur, they radiated a gentle and stubborn intention that made its way past the grief. At first the creatures walked beside them. Then they carried Minna and Bronson in their arms. The two were passed from one pack of creatures to another, and the creatures spoke to one another in silence, tapping their feet against the earth. Their kindness slowly made itself evident, even to Minna’s and Bronson’s dulled minds: warmth and shelter, wrappings of fur for clothing and shoes, a low and penetrating hum at night that lulled them into uneasy sleep.

			Years passed in this way, with the mountains flattening into hilly plains, and the plains giving way to long expanses of ice. The creatures left them, reluctantly, when the ice ended.

			For a time yet, Minna and Bronson sensed the heavy trembling in the ground that came from the creatures’ footsteps, and though the meaning of those messages was obscured, the reassurance of their continued presence in the distance carried the weary wanderers a way farther. Then the footsteps faded, and the world was a green tunnel. The place they had sought was close. It had a sound. That sound was a voice—a constant, quiet call that spoke their names.

			“Sophia,” someone said.

			She resisted. She did not want to be drawn away from these memories. She wanted to see them all—every one of them—and then she wanted to see them again.

			“You will see them all,” someone else said. “There will be time.”

			Sophia felt a moment’s confusion. She had not spoken. Had she? She realized that her eyes were squeezed shut. After a slight hesitation, she opened them. She had fallen back against the wall of the shelter; her hands rested on the gnarled trunks of the trees.

			Standing before her were Minna and Bronson Tims.

			Sophia could not find her voice. “Is it really you?” she finally whispered.

			Minna smiled, her eyes shining as she gazed at Sophia’s face. She reached out impulsively and then checked herself. Slowly, she drew back her arm. As she did, Sophia realized that the brick-red trunks behind her were still visible. Minna and Bronson were fading.

			“It is really us,” Minna said quietly.

			“We have waited as long as we could,” Bronson said. His voice caught. “And it was enough.”

			Sophia could not stop looking at them. This was no feat of the imagination, for she could not have imagined the way their faces were lined with age and long exhaustion. Minna’s hair was streaked with gray. Bronson’s beard was gray around his mouth, and a long scar ran along his neck. They wore strange clothing—soft leather molded and tucked around their bodies. It seemed alien: a fragment of another world. She felt a sudden, inexplicable sense of betrayal. They changed, Sophia thought. They changed without me.

			“How?” she asked out loud. “How are you here?”

			“We traveled here,” Bronson replied. “All the way from the Papal States. Through the Middle Roads, into the Russias, across the land bridge into the Prehistoric Snows. And finally into New Occident. To here.”

			“You saw some of it,” Minna added. “It was a dark time, and our memories are no clearer than what you yourself saw.”

			“But why here?” Sophia pressed, unable to fully voice her true question.

			“We were called here,” said Bronson.

			“Our hearts did call us to Boston,” Minna acknowledged. “I believe every movement for years carried us in that direction. Toward Boston—toward you. But then the call began.”

			“It promised us wholeness. An end to the life, if you can call it that, we were attempting to survive.”

			“But who called you?” Sophia asked. And then she realized: “The old one.”

			“Yes,” Minna said. “We came here, to this grove, because we were called.” She gestured at the two trees above and around them. “This grove, this place you stand in, is the start of a new world.” She smiled gently. “We are making it. Not just us—all of us who were effaced.”

			Effaced. “The old one is healing the Lachrima?” Sophia breathed.

			“It is more than that,” her mother told her. “Yes, it is healing the Lachrima, but in so doing, it is creating an answer to the kind of grief that burdens the Lachrima. An answer to the war that almost destroyed this valley.”

			“This grove,” Bronson said, his eyes shining, “is even an answer to the Disruption.”

			“The Disruption?” Sophia did not understand.

			“The great conflict that erupted as the Climes faced their own extinction. An extinction they might understand, but we as yet do not. The cause is obscured. The ‘old ones,’ as you call them, could not agree on how to prevent their own annihilation. The Disruption was the result of their disagreement—instead of one solution, many solutions. From the Disruption emerged a world with old ones in different times, different Ages. But we hope that this disagreement has ended. We hope that this place will prevent such a thing from ever happening again.”

			“How?” Sophia wondered.

			“By bringing to the surface what is hidden. By making the past always visible in the present. With the surfeit of memories we—the effaced—carry, a place made of memories can come into being. For now it is just this grove, but the Ages will slowly be remade so that they are entirely made of memories.”

			“What do you mean, ‘made of memories’?”

			“Just that,” Bronson said. “Every blade of grass, every stone, every drop of water—they will contain the memories of what they have been part of.”

			It was as Sophia had imagined, considering the wheel of wood, the antler, and the birch bark. Here, in the grove, the old one had rendered memory in a way that everyone and anyone could see. It required no expert knowledge, no skill of discernment, no elaborate device. The old one wished these memories to be attainable at a single, thoughtless, touch. “Everyone will know what the past is made of,” she murmured, comprehending at last.

			Her mother nodded. “And though there are many who are misguided in this world, we believe, as does the old one, that knowing the past so entirely will offer guidance.”

			“But to make such a place,” Bronson continued, “to begin, the grove had to emerge from memory itself. And that is what Lachrima are. What we are.”

			“Then these two trees . . .” Sophia began.

			“The two of us are everywhere in the grove, but mostly we are here. When we came to the valley, we wished to make a space that you would find one day, and this is it.”

			“We knew you would come,” Minna whispered.

			“But I can see you—your faces. Can you not leave now, as you are?” Sophia heard the desperation in her own voice.

			For the first time, Minna and Bronson took their eyes from Sophia’s face and glanced at one another. “No, we cannot. We are hardly here at all,” her father said, with a sad smile. “Everything that we are has gone into the making of this place. But it is right,” he added gently. “This is how it should be.”

			Sophia’s vision blurred, and she felt the tears begin. “But I just found you,” she whispered.

			“It is more than we ever hoped,” her mother said, her face softening. “And it is better to see one another briefly than not at all. Isn’t it?”

			Sophia could not speak. She nodded wordlessly.

			When she looked up, she saw that they were both kneeling before her, their insubstantial figures as close as they could be without touching her. “Won’t you tell us about the young woman you have become, dearest?” Minna asked. “You have our memories here,” she gestured to the trees, “but we have only you. Tell us.” She tried to smile. “Tell us everything.”

			At first, Sophia could not bring herself to tell her parents about her own past—it seemed impossible when there was so much else to think about in their presence. And she could not imagine where to begin. But slowly, with her mother’s gentle questioning, she found herself talking about what had happened beyond the grove, with the discovery of Datura and the two armies, and then she found herself explaining the realm of the three sisters, and the long journey that had led to the Eerie Sea. She described the wonder of Ausentinia, and the terror of perceiving its memories; she recounted the Atlantic voyage with the Nihilismians and the earlier journey to Nochtland; she told them about Blanca, and the anguish she had felt hearing her cry. All the people she had met on her voyages, all the sadness and disappointment she had felt with Shadrack, all the changes that had brought her to the present began to fall into place.

			What had seemed impossible became easy. She found herself describing who she was, recounting things great and small: memories from growing up with Shadrack, early days at school, the discovery of favorite books and favorite places, her anxiety losing track of time, and the notebooks she had drawn to mark the days. Minna and Bronson wondered and asked and exclaimed. When her mother laughingly told her own tales of how she lost track of time, and when her father spoke of his own drawing notebook, she marveled at how things that had once made her feel so strange and solitary now made her feel secure and rooted. To her surprise, there were even moments when the three of them found themselves laughing, and she saw, then, brief glimpses of what a life with them might have been like.

			She was astonished when the light around her began to fade; night was approaching, and she had spent the entire day between the two Red Woods, in her parents’ company. “I don’t want to go,” she said, looking out at the clearing in the growing darkness.

			“You can stay, of course,” Minna said.

			“Will you stay?”

			“We will stay as long as we can,” Bronson replied softly.

			Sophia gazed at them. Already, it was difficult to see their features. She could not tell if it was the fading light or their figures slowly fading from the grove. Abruptly, she realized that she was exhausted, and she fought to keep her eyes open. “It is beautiful, this place you have brought into the world,” Sophia told them. “It is going to change everything. It is the most remarkable thing I’ve ever seen.”

			“But not the most beautiful or remarkable thing your father and I have brought into the world,” Minna whispered, leaning over her.

			Sophia closed her eyes without meaning to. She heard a hummed melody that was familiar, though she could not remember how she came to know it. It reminded her of something: a time and feeling she had lost sight of for years. There was an unshakable sense in her very center that all was safe and well, that she was encompassed and known, and that everything was as it should be.
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			Reunion

			
			—1892, August 21: 5-Hour 20—

			Now the markers appear as far as New Orleans and Charleston: RED WOOD GROVE, they say, noting the miles one must walk along the paths of New Occident to reach the valley. Even as the grove remains a distant destination to many, it is, quite literally, growing closer. Other travelers have reported to me—and I have seen for myself—that the number of Red Wood trees has increased, taking the pathways out of Turtleback Valley as their guides. Reader, you will find contained herein the map to Red Wood Grove, drawn as it existed in the summer of 1892.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Reflections on a Journey to the Eerie Sea

			

			WHEN SOPHIA WOKE, Minna and Bronson were gone. At first, it struck her like a blow, and she wanted to return to sleep to forget how irrevocable was their departure. But then she realized, to her surprise, that the sense of comfort and security she had fallen asleep with was still there. Yes, Minna and Bronson were gone, but they had left her with that unshakable stillness that was the heart of the grove.

			She stepped tentatively out of the Red Wood shelter and found Theo sleeping outside it, curled up among the ferns. She smiled. Instead of waking him, she sat beside him and waited, letting the morning light filter in through the trees. In the east, the sun rose over the hills and reached them in the clearing, slowly igniting the red trunks with orange light. The grove itself was awake. Sophia could feel its watchfulness, its steady purpose. She listened to it with all her senses, awed and profoundly glad that she had been so fortunate to find her way to such a place.

			When Theo woke, he sat bolt upright. Then he groaned. He eased his arm out of the sling and stretched it gingerly. “Are you okay?” he asked anxiously, searching her face.

			She smiled. “I’m fine.”

			“Are they gone?”

			Sophia nodded. She glanced at the two trees. “Yes. Though not entirely. Their memories are there. And they will be—always. I will get to spend more time with them that way, at least.” She turned back at him. “Thanks for waiting with me.”

			Theo drew one of Smokey’s food packets out from under him and unfolded it, revealing a flattened piece of bread, a squashed apple, and crumbled nuts. “I saved you this delicious meal,” he announced.

			Sophia laughed. “Thank you.” She took it, grateful for anything to put in her rumbling stomach. As she ate hungrily, she asked, “Where are the others?”

			“They camped out by the river last night.” He smiled at her sideways. “We have company.”

			“Company?”

			“When you’re done, we’ll go join them.”

			She glared at him. “I can walk and eat!”

			Theo put his arm back in the sling, pulled himself to his feet, and took up his stick. Sophia followed him along the path, eating hurriedly. The luxuriant ferns were still, and the clover seemed damp with dew. Sophia gazed at the foliage and the fibrous trunks of the trees with new eyes, imagining how all of it contained the memories of people like her parents. They had, indeed, created a perfect place.

			When the trees parted and the valley came into view, Sophia saw an astonishing ship on the riverbank: a ship built around the roots of a living tree, its broad sails, made of leaves, tightly furled. It was out of place here, far from Nochtland: a boldevela. At the base of the boldevela’s steps, Nosh was happily eating grass. The pigeons were pecking at the ground nearby, keeping their safe distance from the larger bird that now perched on his antlers. Sophia squinted. Not a pigeon, she thought.

			A falcon! Seneca!

			Goldenrod, Errol, Bittersweet, and Datura sat nearby, talking quietly.

			Sophia raced toward them. “Goldenrod! Errol!”

			They rose and hurried forward, both of them embracing her so tightly that she had to fight for breath. She drew back, a little laugh of happiness escaping her. “I am so glad to see you well!” Then she realized that Errol’s shoulder was wrapped in bandages.

			“We are well now,” Goldenrod reassured her, taking Sophia’s hand. “Though there were some difficult moments. And we have heard a great deal from Bittersweet about all the difficulties you have overcome.”

			“Did you find them, Sophia?” Errol asked, with intensity.

			“Yes. I was even able to talk with them before they had to go.”

			“We have been speaking of this grove, and how it was made,” Goldenrod said, looking up at it wonderingly. “Though I know it cannot amend their loss, to have been a part of making such a place . . .”

			Sophia nodded. “I know.”

			Datura, Bittersweet, and Theo had joined them. Theo yawned. “Where do all the memories in the grove come from? In the trees, even the ferns. I still don’t totally get what the grove is.”

			“A living memory map,” Sophia told him.

			“But there are lots of memory maps.”

			“Yes. But they are difficult, if not impossible, for most people to read,” added Goldenrod. “These are fully manifest. Anyone can experience these memories.”

			“It’s like the difference between talking to someone in person and reading about them,” Sophia continued. “To read about them, you have to know how to read. But when you actually talk to them . . . they are there—right in front of you, obvious and alive. The grove is like that, but with memories.”

			“It will change everything,” Goldenrod said gravely. “Imagine the power of the garnet map that you brought here—but everywhere, in everything. When the past is so visible, so present, it counsels our actions—it makes us considered and aware.”

			A sound aboard the boldevela drew Sophia’s attention. “How did that boldevela come to be here? And what has happened to Calixta? And Burr?”

			Errol smiled wryly. “Oh, you will find them quite well. In fact, I advise you to speak to the others before the pirates wake, or else you will not get a word in edgewise.”

			“Others?”

			As if in reply, a figure appeared at the tree-ship’s railing. “Hello!” the old man cried, cheerfully waving a cane.

			“Martin?” Sophia exclaimed. She took a step forward.

			“And Veressa,” Theo said. “Oh, and Miles.”

			“And Wren,” Errol added.

			Sophia shook her head in wonder, hurrying to meet Martin at the base of the stairs. “My dear Sophia,” he said, embracing her warmly. “How good it is to find you—older and wiser, I can see, but safe and sound.”

			She smiled up at the familiar bright eyes and wrinkled cheeks, feeling a surge of affection. “Martin, I cannot believe you are here.”

			Martin Metl laughed happily. “Nor can I! Here with you! At the foot of the greatest botanical wonder of the world!” He raised his cane triumphantly. “We have a great deal of catching up to do.”

			• • •

			AND CATCH UP they did. All of Sophia’s fellow travelers—with the exception of Casanova, who had left the day before to assure Smokey of their safe return from the Eerie Sea—were in one place. She could not stop being astonished, as the happy day wore on, to see her beloved fellow travelers together in one place: Miles and Theo, Calixta and Burr, Martin and Veressa, Goldenrod and Errol, Bittersweet and Datura, and Richard Wren, who was looking more like himself now that the Indies tattoos had faded.

			It touched Sophia deeply to see so many people of diverse Ages, many of whom had never met, folding into one another’s company as if they had known one another forever. The only person who was missing, she reflected, was Shadrack. As she looked around at her gathered friends, she committed the sight to memory—so that she could record it in her notebook and describe it to Shadrack when she returned home. They filled the deck of the boldevela: Miles standing at the mast, gesticulating wildly as he argued with Theo, who looked quite content with the argument; Calixta in her linen skirts, eating blueberries with her feet propped up on a chair; Burr snoozing under his hat; Martin, with his pant legs rolled up, engaging in enthusiastic conversation with Goldenrod, who examined his leg of wood and leg of silver with interest; Veressa, her thorned arms relaxed as she leaned out over the deck, describing to Errol the route they had taken from Nochtland; and Richard Wren, creating a sculpture out of paper for Datura’s entertainment. She and Bittersweet watched the Australian captain as he folded and unfolded, cut and clipped, until a miniature moose appeared in his palm. Datura laughed, enchanted, and Wren smiled in satisfaction. Sophia realized that despite their disparate origins, varied dress, and oft-incompatible senses of humor, they also had a great deal in common. They acted on principle; they were courageous; and they helped fellow travelers. With such friends behind me, she thought, it is no wonder we did not fail.

			When Burr finally awoke from his nap, Goldenrod and Errol began the story of what had happened to them in Salt Lick Station. They were interrupted by Calixta, who insisted that they were telling it wrong. “I saw a giant troll come out of the mist,” she said. “And he was holding Errol’s sword.”

			Errol rolled his eyes. “A troll,” he scoffed.

			“Naturally, I shot him,” she continued.

			“And what a good thing that you are such a lousy shot, or we would all be attending my funeral in Salt Lick.”

			“I was aiming to disable you,” Calixta said defensively. “Not that your aim was any better.” She raised her injured leg. Being Calixta, she had managed to find new linen skirts that complemented her bandages.

			Sophia had already come to the conclusion that the knight she had seen was Errol and the dragon was Calixta, but she had very deliberately failed to mention the illusion to the pirate captain. She leaned forward. “But then what?”

			“Then,” Errol said grimly, “we all fought for our lives.”

			“And when the fog finally cleared, all the Encephalon agents were gone,” Wren put in.

			“Gone?” Theo asked. “Or dead?”

			Burr was blunt. “Quite dead. And no one”—his voice was a trifle peevish—“has mentioned the fact that I managed to emerge—unscathed—with my hands still tied. Which I believe deserves notice.”

			“Well done, my dear brother,” Calixta said dryly. “We have taken notice. There must be a prize of some sort, awarded to the valiant soul who emerges unscathed from the fog in the most unlikely way, and you would no doubt be the happy recipient.”

			“Actually, I believe I would,” said Wren as everyone laughed. “If that fog hadn’t struck, I would be aboard a vessel to Australia right now, on my way to serve a life sentence.”

			“Do you see?” Calixta said, patting Datura on the knee and beaming at her. “Your fog did us a great service.”

			Datura looked scandalized. “But it also ruined and ended many lives!”

			“And it’s exactly what Broadgirdle intended,” Miles growled, frowning at no one in particular. “He knew the moment he found you that he would be ruining and ending many lives, all in the name of his dream for westward expansion. That was exactly what he wanted. You never had a chance against him, my girl.”

			Datura considered this in silence. “Consider that he also got the best of Mother and Grandfather,” Bittersweet reminded her gently.

			“Not to mention me,” Goldenrod said.

			“And me,” Theo added quietly.

			“We had the best of him in the end!” Miles exclaimed, pounding his fist against the mast.

			“But did you know all this about Datura already when you left Boston?” Sophia asked.

			Miles shook his head. “Not a bit of it. Well—we knew about the existence of the fog, and we knew, of course, that Broadgirdle was pressing westward. That’s all. We had no idea what the fog was. Shadrack wrote to Martin and Veressa, urging them to come north to investigate it, and I headed west to meet them. We had just found one another in the Indian Territories when Shadrack sent us a message by iron pigeon to say that you were here, in New Occident, and headed to Salt Lick.”

			“But we arrived in Salt Lick too late,” Veressa said, speaking for the first time. “We found not only the destruction wrought by the fog, but also the second wave of destruction brought about by the New Occident troops. They had burned much of the city.”

			“And where were you by this point?” Sophia turned to Goldenrod, Errol, and the pirates.

			“We,” Burr said grimly, “were nursing our wounds. Or rather, I should say I was nursing Calixta’s wounds and Goldenrod was nursing Errol’s. You can imagine who had the better bargain there. I heard not a word of complaint pass Errol’s lips. Meanwhile, Calixta . . .” He made a flourish with his arm, as if his sister’s complaints were too many to enumerate.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Calixta said indignantly. “I have a great tolerance for pain, and I did not even wince when you sewed my stitches.”

			“Oh, naturally. You did not wince. But you complained something terrible about how crooked the stitches were, and how they were going to leave the wrong kind of scar instead of a scar you could boast about, and how your new raider dress was stained with blood, and on and on.”

			“Every one of those things is true!” Calixta cried, to general laughter. Even Datura had to smile.

			“We,” Errol said, “were camped outside of Salt Lick. We had seen the wall of bittersweet, and Goldenrod assured us it meant that you, Sophia, were safe. Then we had confirmation of it from Seneca, who flew ahead.” Sophia thought of the sprig of goldenrod, pressed in the pages of her notebook. “It would have been impossible to catch up with you, because of our injuries. Several days went by, and we managed to avoid the troops only because Seneca warned us that they were coming.”

			“And then we arrived!” Miles said, throwing out his arms.

			Calixta picked up the thread. “Miles, Veressa, and Martin arrived in the boldevela, and not a moment too late, for I was running out of clean clothes.”

			“Will Shadrack know that we are all safe?” asked Sophia.

			“Iron pigeon,” Miles said matter-of-factly. “He will know.” He smiled at Sophia and put his arm around her, pulling her into a rough hug. “Of course, he will be much happier when he sees you in person, little explorer.”

			Sophia pulled herself free of Miles with difficulty, laughing. “I will be happier when I see him, too,” she agreed.
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			42

			The Terms

			
			—1892, August 23—

			All other policies enacted during the tenure of Prime Minister Gordon Broadgirdle will be subjected to review by committee. The parliament judges recognize the contributions of Cassandra Pierce in bringing the prime minister to justice and hereby appoint her the official steward of the review committee. Miss Pierce’s knowledge of the prime minister’s official business, along with her understanding of executive process, will prove invaluable for the committee’s operations.

			—Orders given by the New Occident parliament judges, August 18, 1892

			

			THEY STAYED ANOTHER whole day, and Sophia spent much of it within the grove, with memories of Minna and Bronson. As much as she longed to stay—with her friends, and with the remembered presence of her parents—she also longed to return to Boston and Shadrack.

			And so on August 23 the boldevela, somewhat overstuffed with its occupants, traveled onward to Oakring. Sophia leaned over the railing, watching the hills rise and fall behind them. Even when the valley was long lost from sight, the sense of quiet from the grove remained with her, and she began to wonder if that stillness would always be a part of her now, lodged there by the Red Woods.

			Bittersweet and Datura rode Nosh, taking the narrow paths that cut through the woods more directly, and they stayed two miles from Oakring with an Eerie friend. The boldevela arrived in town in the afternoon, anchoring at the outskirts.

			While Goldenrod, with Errol in tow, sought out an Elodean friend in the village, the pirates and Wren hastened to the tavern. Veressa and Martin remained with the boldevela, and Sophia, Theo, and Miles headed across the fields to Smokey’s house. She was waiting for them in the doorway. Stepping out to meet them, she smiled broadly and threw her arms around Theo and Sophia at the same time. “I’m so glad to see you back safely,” she said.

			“We felt so terrible that we could not get back sooner,” Sophia said. “I hope you did not send people to look for us.”

			“I did not, as it happens,” the woman said, with amusement, “because on the eighteenth I was visited by some surprisingly communicative fireflies. They spelled out the word ‘safe,’ and I made a guess as to where they came from.”

			Sophia smiled at the thoughtfulness of the three sisters. “Oh! That was clever.”

			“How’s your arm?” Smokey asked Theo.

			“Very well.” He grinned. “It held up. I slept through about three-quarters of the journey.”

			Smokey laughed. “Good. Very good—I’m glad you did. Miles,” she said, reaching out a hand to be engulfed in Miles’s massive palm. “Lovely to see you again.”

			Miles pulled her into a bear hug. “Thank you for saving our Theo,” he said gruffly. “Casanova told me how poorly he was. You brought him back.”

			“I only gave him the final push,” Smokey said, extracting herself. “Casanova is the one who pulled him from the battle and brought him all the way here.” She glanced over her shoulder at Casanova, who was leaning in the doorway.

			“Yes, well.” Miles scowled. “I already tried to thank him, and he said it was entirely due to you. It seems neither of you is willing to take the credit.”

			With a smile of his own, Casanova came forward to usher the travelers into the house. “Is it wise to take credit for saving such a scoundrel?” he asked, putting his arm around Theo’s shoulders.

			“I’m certainly not giving you any credit,” Theo replied, looking up at him. “Way I see it, I was the one who got you out of Merret’s company. You were just looking for a good excuse.”

			“Speaking of which,” Casanova said, dropping his arm. He looked at Smokey. “Should we tell them now?”

			Sophia had perched on a bench by the cold fireplace, and Theo sat beside her. Miles hovered, too restless to sit. “Tell us what?”

			“It is official,” Smokey said, smiling. “We have a new prime minister.”

			“Who?” Miles exclaimed.

			“There was an emergency election within parliament,” Smokey explained, “where so many people defected from Broadgirdle’s Western Party that the New States Party gained a majority. New States appointed Gamaliel Shore the interim prime minister, until official elections can be held, but it is likely Shore will stay on.”

			“Finally!” Miles shouted, raising his hands dramatically to the ceiling. “A man with sense in the State House.”

			“Yes,” Smokey agreed. “His first act was to extend the emergency act of parliament and officially end the war. His second was to forgive all deserters.”

			Theo gasped. Sophia threw her arms around him and squeezed him tightly. “Ow,” he whispered.

			“Sorry.” She grinned. “But I am so, so, so relieved.”

			“Me, too. Obviously.”

			“And that’s not all,” Casanova said. “The war was ended on terms that will allow the Indian Territories and New Akan to remain a part of New Occident. His third act was to overrule the border closure.”

			There was stunned silence.

			“I love that man,” declared Miles.

			“We can all go back to Boston!” Sophia exclaimed.

			“And we can leave it again. And go back again. And leave once more.” Miles sighed happily. “The Age of Exploration will be reborn.”

			• • •

			ON THEIR SECOND evening in Oakring, Sophia and Theo gathered their fellow travelers at the round amphitheater by the giant oak. The good news from parliament, that New Occident was once again a peaceful place with open borders, was gladly received. Veressa and Martin were eager to visit Shadrack in a city they had never seen, and the pirates planned to contact the Swan by paquebot from Boston Harbor. But with open borders came more choices, and not every road led to Boston.

			Casanova had already broken the news to Theo, and now he announced his decision to the group. “I’ve made up my mind to stay on here with Smokey,” he said with a smile in her direction. He gestured at the great oak above them and then at the nearby town, its houses glowing with yellow lights. “Oakring could have no better medic, but if I train with her for a time, I might make myself useful somewhere else.”

			There were sounds of approval. “Perhaps you could look at my leg sometime,” Calixta said. “The medic who cared for it was quite incompetent, and I am sure it would do better in your capable hands.” She gave him a radiant smile.

			Casanova blushed.

			“Offensive and shameless,” Burr said, shaking his head, appalled. “If it weren’t for me, you would be limping around on a peg leg. No offense, Martin,” he added to the white-haired botanist.

			“None taken, my boy. Peg legs among pirates are a very different matter.”

			Smokey smiled back at Casanova, clearly happy with the plan, but Sophia looked at Theo, sitting beside her on one of the split-log benches, with concern. She knew how much he had grown to rely on Cas. “We’ll just have to visit Oakring more often,” Sophia said to Casanova and Smokey.

			“Of course we will,” Miles exclaimed. “Once a season, at least.”

			“Bittersweet, Datura,” Goldenrod said. “Will you journey to Boston to join your mother and grandfather?”

			Bittersweet shook his head. “We’ve already sent them word with the pigeons. We will wait for them here, near Oakring.”

			“I’ve seen enough of Boston,” Datura said quietly. “Limited though my view was.”

			Sophia looked at Datura with sympathy. Privately, Bittersweet had reassured Sophia that with time Datura would heal. She would have three Weatherers with her, and she would, he said with confidence, one day be herself again. Sophia was not so sure; she had seen the garnet map, and she imagined that Datura’s eyes had most likely seen even worse.

			“Once Mother and Grandfather join us,” Bittersweet told the other travelers, “we will retreat for a time. What we want most now is time together.”

			“Of course,” Goldenrod said. “I regret that Errol and I will not be nearby, but you can always reach us through the old one.”

			Errol put his hand over Goldenrod’s green one. “My fairy here has kindly agreed to travel with me on my fool’s errand.” He smiled at her.

			“You are following the Ausentinian map to find your brother!” Sophia exclaimed.

			“We are,” Errol said. “I was persuaded when I read the map two days ago and found that a good portion of it had already taken place. So the hunt is on.” Seneca screeched happily at this proclamation.

			Sophia leaned forward. “What is the next part?”

			Errol furrowed his brow. “I think our next puzzle to solve is this one: Four islands spell h-o-m-e.”

			“Oh!” Burr exclaimed, with mock illumination. “Of course! So obvious!”

			“Is it ‘spell’ as in letters or ‘spell’ as in magic?” Smokey asked.

			Errol shook his head. “I have no idea.”

			“What islands begin with those letters?” Wren asked, seizing eagerly on the riddle.

			“Or perhaps the shapes of the islands themselves spell ‘home,’” suggested Veressa.

			As the travelers debated the possible meanings of the map, Sophia considered what it would mean to part ways with Errol and Goldenrod. It pained her to think of traveling on without them, but she understood all too well the compulsion to search for lost family.

			Wren, too, was taking his leave of them all. It was most likely that the League would conclude that Agent Richard Wren had met his end in Salt Lick, and Wren wished to do everything he could to maintain the illusion. Goldenrod had promised him safety with an Elodean recluse who would keep him hidden until the Australians forgot about him.

			The prospect of parting from such dear friends was not easy. When the time arrived on the following day, Sophia found it most difficult to say good-bye to Goldenrod. But the Eerie promised that, with the new border policy, things would be different. Travel would be easier and more frequent, as it had been in the past. “I hope our quest for Errol’s brother is quickly concluded and that we will see you in Boston before too long,” she said reassuringly.

			Sophia stood by the steps of the boldevela. Theo, Miles, the pirates, and the Metls were already aboard. Before she said her last good-byes, she wished aloud: “Could we all agree to meet sometime, somewhere?”

			“I have an idea!” Miles cried from the deck. “Once a year, every year, in Oakring. We meet at Smokey’s house.”

			“I’ll have some rooms added,” she said, smiling up at him.

			“Let’s meet on this day,” Casanova suggested, looking around at them all. “August twenty-fifth. To celebrate the finding of friendship, and the finding of peace.”

			“Peace,” Burr qualified, leaning over the edge of the deck, “but perhaps not peace of mind, if Calixta is invited.”

			Calixta cuffed him lightly. “An excellent suggestion. We will be here.”

			“As will we,” Goldenrod assented, clasping Errol’s hand, who gave a little bow of agreement. Seneca fluttered his wings in approval.

			“As will I,” Wren agreed.

			“We’ll come, too, of course,” Bittersweet said. Nosh, standing beside him, snorted indignantly. “With Nosh.”

			Sophia looked forward to the year ahead, now, knowing she would see her friends again at the end of it, and it made the sight of them, waving and diminishing and finally disappearing as the boldevela sailed away, easier to bear.
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			Epilogue

			New Maps

			
			—1893, January 18: 14-Hour 11—

			Some of the stories collected here come from travelers I met in Boston, and some come from travelers I met elsewhere over the course of my own travels. What they have in common is how they shed light on their Age of origin, describing a way of thinking or a custom or an explanation for how something came into being. These stories demonstrate differences across the Ages, it is true; but they also demonstrate that in every Age, storytelling is vital to comprehending, interpreting, and appreciating the world around us.

			—From Sophia Tims’s Travelers from the Disruption: Collected Stories

			

			“YES, YES, YES!” Shadrack exclaimed, looking over Sophia’s shoulder. “That’s it! You’ve done it!”

			Sophia beamed. “It worked.”

			“Of course it worked,” her uncle said affectionately. “You’ve been practicing for two months.”

			Miles, sitting in the armchair of the map room in the basement, raised his teacup to toast the accomplishment. “Well done, Sophia.” He did not lift his eyes from the book he was reading.

			“You could at least pretend to be impressed,” Shadrack said dryly.

			“Give me exploration maps over memory maps every time. You know my thoughts on the subject.” He wet his thumb and turned the page.

			“Well, I’m impressed,” Theo said with a grin, getting up from his seat across from Miles. “Can I read it now?”

			Sophia looked shocked. “I only just started. It’s nowhere near done.”

			“But it’s an excellent foundation, Sophia,” Shadrack said with pride. “Your memories are crystal clear.”

			“Theo’s . . .” Sophia considered. “Are not.”

			“I was wounded. I was asleep half the time,” Theo protested.

			“It will help when Casanova visits and we can add what he remembers,” she said diplomatically.

			Her memory map of the journey to the Stone Age, the realm of the three sisters, was coming along well. She had, as Shadrack reminded her, spent months perfecting the techniques that he had taught her in the fall. Having gratefully abandoned his post at the ministry and resumed his work at the university, Shadrack had much more time for mapmaking and map-teaching. And Sophia, of course, jumped at the chance. Every day when she returned from school, she read the manuscripts Shadrack left for her and practiced the exercises he laid out. Each night before bed, she practiced the map-reading that she had learned with Goldenrod and Bittersweet, studying the remnants of the world around her: leaves and stones, bark and soil.

			Sophia settled into these routines, but there was a difference. With map-reading, it seemed that every day brought with it a new discovery. Finally, in January, she had begun to create her own map.

			She was pleased with the process. It was an act of recollection, for it drew on all the sights and sounds and emotions she had experienced; and so making the map became a way of reliving them. At the same time, it was an act of creation; she felt herself infusing each sight, sound, and emotion with meaning and fullness. She loved it.

			“Well, Shadrack,” Miles said, finishing his tea and putting his book down with an impatient air. “I came here because you said you’d found a map, not because I wanted to watch Sophia practice mapmaking.”

			“Fine, yes, my rude friend,” Shadrack said, walking around the table, opening a tin box and removing a folded packet of worn paper. “I bought it at the dreck market.”

			“Aha!” Miles exclaimed, eyes widening. He took the folded paper eagerly in hand. “And what does it show?”

			“A city—a city on an island, in the far western Baldlands.”

			“Where the Eerie are from?” Sophia asked.

			“A bit farther south.”

			Miles spread the map out on the table, and the four of them gathered around it, scrutinizing its contents. It was drawn by someone with a talented but untrained hand. The streets were tight and narrow, and a network of dots fell over the city like a constellation of stars. Sophia pointed at them. “What are these?”

			“The legend is torn, as you can see,” Shadrack said. “They could be anything. Since they are enumerated, I would guess they are all places of one kind.”

			“Or they could be numbered, like steps,” Sophia suggested.

			“Here is what caught my eye.” He indicated the notation in the corner, beside the compass rose.

			Theo read aloud, “1842. Believed lost in 1799.”

			“So the map was drawn in 1842?” Sophia speculated.

			“And was the map believed lost, or was the city believed lost?” Shadrack wondered.

			“I recognize this shape!” Miles exclaimed, drawing his finger around the island. “I have never been there, but it is thought to be uninhabited.”

			“Exactly,” Shadrack said triumphantly.

			“And it might not be?” asked Sophia.

			Before Shadrack could answer, Miles thumped his fist on the table. “Fantastic!” he cried. “I will plan an expedition at once.”

			“I thought you might want to,” Shadrack said calmly. “But I would recommend we wait until the summer, or at least the late spring. Travel across the continent in this weather would be unpleasant, to say the least.”

			“Nonsense, man,” Miles exclaimed. “The snow is no obstacle.”

			“What about the school year? Sophia will not want to miss her classes, Winnie will want to but should not, and Nettie’s father certainly won’t consider letting her leave before summer.”

			Sophia seized her uncle’s arm. “You mean we’re all going together?”

			“Of course.” Shadrack smiled.

			“Yes, yes, yes!” She practically danced.

			Theo laughed. “This is going to be a long winter of waiting.”

			“Can’t she take her books with her?” demanded Miles, with an air of impatience.

			Shadrack sighed. “You have no conception of the scholarly life, Miles. It depresses me. I can’t understand how you have made it this far as my friend.”

			“I simply ignore everything about you that is irritating.”

			Sophia and Theo glanced at one another with knowing smiles, anticipating one of the two old friends’ epic and long-winded squabbles. Quietly, they left the table and made their way to the stairs, climbing up to the first floor. Mrs. Clay was writing letters in the study, and she waved her pen at them briefly as they walked by. They climbed again, to the second floor, and ended in Sophia’s room, where the window overlooked the rooftops of East Ending Street.

			“Secret chocolate?” Sophia asked.

			“Absolutely.”

			Sophia opened her wardrobe and drew out a box, sent to her by Mazapán, their friend in Nochtland, and delivered by the pirates. She pulled out two chocolate spoons and handed one to Theo.

			Perching before the window in unspoken agreement, they looked out over the city of Boston and ate their chocolate spoons. A companionable silence fell over them. The snow that had been waiting all day in the clouds overhead began to fall, filling the air with white dust and an air of possibility.
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