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Introduction
The workshop kept its own time. It wasn’t the hour the city insisted on, the flashing
digits on bus shelters or the cathedral chimes that drifted across the slate roofs of
Bloomsbury, but a tempo stitched out of brass and breath: a thin click from an
orphaned mantle clock in the corner, the pleasant complaint of a mainspring easing
under a careful hand, the sweep of a soft brush gathering a century of dust into a tidy
pile. On mornings when the fog nested low in the street and damp climbed the brick
like ivy, Clara Mercer arrived before the post and warmed the small room by
habit—lamp on, jacket off, the kettle made to mutter—until the high bench and the
tools laid out in their orderly ranks felt like a stage waiting for a tight, unshowy
performance.

She did not play to crowds. If anything, crowds had the same effect on Clara as grit in
a gear train: they stalled her, made her grind. She preferred the company of things
that yielded when coaxed—spike-tipped tweezers, a new file, the stubborn line of
oxidization she could patiently erase from a case with pith and polish. Even the clocks
that came wrapped in old towels and apologies from clients—“It hasn’t run since my
grandmother passed, could you possibly...” — felt braver than most people. They
presented their failures plainly: worn bushings, broken pallets, a hairspring kinked like
a bad memory. She could see where and why they hurt. People were more opaque.

Still, the doorbell sometimes tolled: gentle collectors with trembling hands, a nervous
curator from a small museum who liked to stand too close, a journalist once, who had
heard about the “young woman who saved the governor’s carriage clock” and asked
for a profile. Clara had smiled until her teeth ached and then said no, and after that
she made certain that her name, when it appeared at all in catalogs or labels, hid near
the bottom, unsung, her initials tucked into the dust. Elias Thorn had taught her that.
“History notices the loud,” he would say, chuckling in a way that satirized himself.
“But the work survives because of the quiet.”

It was a lesson that sat close to her skin in the hours after his funeral, when the city
was all wet stone and black umbrellas. The service had been held in a church he’d
favored for its dark wood and measured echoes, a pocket of older London that insisted
on solemnity without dreariness. Few mourners had come, and those who had were
precisely the sort who knew what to do with their hands in silence: an estate solicitor
whose tie was always a fraction off-center, a couple of aging horologists whose
arguments could be set by metronome, a woman in fur who owned more clocks than
books and cried delicately into a linen square. Clara sat in the second pew, not
because she lacked the right to the first—no one would have contested it—but
because she had always positioned herself a half-step behind Elias, the way an
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apprentice stands just out of frame.

When they lowered the coffin, she felt something loose inside her shift with a soft,
fatigued clunk. Elias had been, variously: a mentor, a tyrant of precision, a man of
paper pockets filled with improbable notes, a fixer of what other hands had ruined, her
refuge after her mother’s departure left the flat full of unslept hours. He had also
been—this she recognized only now—a bulwark against the world’s gaze. People wrote
about Elias. They interviewed him and asked him to adjudicate disputes over
provenance; they let him hold delicate relics in ungloved hands because his fingers
had a reputation for reverence. He had absorbed attention like a clock absorbs light on
a mantel. When he died, some of that light slanted toward her.

After the service, the solicitor approached with a small, neat package and a larger
envelope. His voice was so hushed she had to lean in. “Miss Mercer. Mr. Thorn wanted
these to go directly to you. He was—very specific.” His eyes flicked to the others and
back again, as if he had been instructed to perform a trick only she would understand.
“The watch is… a personal item. The letter explains.”

In the workshop, with the street noise flattened by old glass and worn curtains, Clara
set the package on the bench like a specimen. The brown paper was stiff and tied with
tape so ancient that it cracked rather than peeled, and under the paper: a velvet
pouch with the nap rubbed flat along one edge. She drew the mouth of it wide and
tipped the contents into her palm.

The pocket watch struck her first by its silence, which was to be expected. In her hand
lay no polished heirloom eager to show off; it was a survivor. The case, once gilded,
was now more brass than gold, its hinged cuvette scuffed. The crown wobbled a
fraction. The bow had a notch where some chain had fretted it for decades. When she
angled it toward the lamp, a scratch across the back caught the light, and she saw
that it wasn’t a scratch at all but a line of something deliberately done—too straight,
too purposeful.

She set the watch down and carefully slid her thumb beneath the lip of the back,
easing it open. Inside, the movement looked normal in the way a forged signature
looks normal to an unpracticed eye. A three-quarter plate, finely finished but not
ornate. Blued screws. A bimetallic balance that had seen better regulation. And yet
there was… a wrongness, faint as the difference between a breathing room and a
sealed one. The hairspring breathed too shallowly. The bridge screws were a hair
longer than their seats wanted. A second steel pivot that should not have been
polished had an almost mirror finish, as if someone had wanted it to catch light.

She fetched her loupe. The strap, cracked leather, settled into the groove above her
ear. Under magnification, the wrongness declared itself in tiny rebellions: a jewel
notched where no force should have been applied; the slightest bevel on the
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underside of the barrel bridge when this make of watch did not indulge in such
flourishes; a minuscule incision along the inner rim that could be mistaken for a
machining mark if one were careless. Clara was not careless. She ran the tip of a
sharpened pegwood along the incision and felt the whisper of a catch engage and
yield. Something shifted.

The plate beneath the movement—what should have been solid—hinged. It was a
hidden lid, a secret cuvette so fine that the seam vanished into the surface. Whoever
had made it had done so with an intention that made her scalp prickle: the work of a
master bent on leaving a message for someone who would know where to look. Her
breath shortened. Elias, she thought, and half-expected to hear his voice from the
doorway: “Not everything that ticks is meant to tell the hour, Clara.”

She lifted the lid. Inside, tucked into a recess that would have been invisible without
the offer of that incision, lay a thin square of polished brass no larger than her
thumbnails set side by side. It was engraved—not with a dedication or a maker’s mark,
but with lines finer than any initialing tool she had ever seen. At first glance they were
scratches. At second: a field of micro-characters so tight and orderly that the brass
itself seemed woven.

The letter waited, patient among the burs and brushes and the little ceramic dish of
screws. She slid a fingernail under the flap and read.

My dear Clara, it began, in Elias’s hand, which even in age had kept its old-fashioned
insolence, the flourishes almost flamboyant. I apologize for the scavenger’s trick. I
always swore to you that we would not play at secrets that could break more than
they mend. But I’m an old man, and truth has a way of souring when it is put away too
long. You will, if you are the Clara I know, have found the second lid by now. Inside it,
a plate. And on that plate, the Meridian.

The word had been underlined, the line slashed in like a chisel stroke. Clara read on,
her stomach sinking and rising in confused relief and alarm. He wrote of the war,
obliquely, of “the year when even the clocks were asked to hold their tongue,” of a
ledger kept and then hidden, of a circle of men and women who believed that history
belonged not to the world but to those who could afford to keep it in velvet-lined
drawers. He did not name them, but the language smelled of him: disdain wrapped in
wit. He did not, she noticed, ask her to forgive him. He asked for her skill.

I could not give this to the courts, he wrote. Nor to a museum. Not yet. My hands are
less steady than my conscience, which is saying something. I tried to finish it. I could
not. You must, if you choose. Do not be rash. Do not be honest for honesty’s sake; it
can be the bluntest of knives. Remember what I told you about the Meridian: it is not a
line on a map but a line through a life. It divides. It joins. It tells us when the sun is
highest and when we should come in from the fields. Don’t let it blind you.
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She set the letter down and brought the brass square under the scope. The lamp’s
ring glowed white around the lens, cutting a crisp circle of light onto the engraving.
She adjusted the focus, breath held as the characters snapped into clarity.

Numbers. Letters hooked to each other like chain links. Symbols she recognized from
astronomical charts—small circles with radial marks, a tiny cross that might be a
sextant drawn by a fairy’s hand, stippled dots in clusters that made her think of star
atlases from a century ago. Other marks that were stranger: a double line that broke
irregularly, a tiny triangle balanced on its point, a tiny symbol that looked like a key
seen from above.

She did what she always did when she met a puzzle. She made herself small. Not
timid, but precise. She blinked hard, once, set her shoulders back, and let the part of
her that loved pattern take the lead. The numbers were not random. The letters
repeated in a cadence that suggested a substitution cipher; she had seen enough of
them in Elias’s play-lectures to recognize the bones. The symbols interrupted phrases
at regular intervals, like margins or breaths. A longitude could hide in those numbers.
A date could lurk in that sequence if she slid the columns and held her head at the
angle he would have teased her for: “Don’t squint at it, Clara. Let it tell you what it is.”

Her phone buzzed on the corner of the bench, an ill-timed ripple through the tide. She
ignored it. The watch lay open beside the plate, its exposed heart fixed, pale. It
seemed wrong, to let it sit there inert. She reached for her oiler, barely touched the
pivot with a dot so small it would have insulted a dropper, and coaxed the balance
with a breath. The wheel shivered and began a slow, hesitant oscillation, the spring
gathering its courage and releasing it, gathering and releasing. It would not keep time
in this state. It needed attention, and parts that might no longer exist, and the kind of
patience that did not appropriate her every waking hour. But she felt better with it
ticking, its frail voice reminding her that even a compromised mechanism could sing.

The letter’s second page held little more: a name she did not recognize and would not
repeat until she could determine whether the ink itself was a trap; a note in the
margin that made her smile despite herself (“I know you hate puzzles that require an
abacus. There is no abacus here. A pencil will do.”); and at the very bottom, a
sentence that pinned her to the stool: If they come, they will say they knew me. Some
of them did. They will say I owed them. I did. They will ask for what is yours, because I
could not make mine safe.

If they come. The words made the small hairs along her forearms lift. She thought of
the faces at the funeral; of the woman in fur with her careful grief; of the horologists
with their arguments; of the solicitor who kept checking the attested copy as if it
might rearrange itself under his gaze. She thought of the journalist who had wanted to
make her story neat enough to sell. She thought, reluctantly, of her mother and the
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last time they had spoken, and the silence after.

Clara straightened, rolled her shoulders until they clicked, and put the watch back
together with the deft economy of someone who knew how to leave sleeping things
undisturbed. She closed the hidden plate with a pressure so delicate that the hinged
seam vanished again; she snapped the back shut, placed the watch on a square of
felt, and slid the brass cipher into the little drawer where she kept nothing else. The
letter she folded once and slipped into her pocket, as if it were a warm stone. She
turned the lamp down and looked around the room she had built from deliberate
choices: one good bench; one cracked window that stuck in summer; one safe that
would not yield to burglary without a long and noisy argument. It all felt a fraction too
thin now, like glass you could press your thumb against and feel the give.

It would be safer not to read another word. To put the watch in the safe and bring it
out only when alone, to pretend it was what it seemed: a broken relic from a man who
had preferred complications to comfort. It would be safer to say nothing to anyone, to
continue winding clocks and restoring their faces, to remain a name that blended into
the bottom of a list. Safety, though, had never been the same thing as right, and the
letter had measured her with that quiet arrogance Elias used when he knew she would
not disappoint him.

She glanced once at the door and saw it how a stranger might: the bell wired to a fat
old battery; the mail slot with its brass lip; the worn paint where keys had grazed.
From outside, a bus shook the pavement, and somewhere a boy shouted and then
laughed, the sound skittering along the row of Georgian terraces like a thrown coin.
London, with its layers. She was only one of them. But she had a plate of brass that
told a different kind of time.

Clara pulled the stool nearer, brought the desk lamp close until the brass glowed like a
small captured sun, and laid out a pencil and paper with the neatness of ritual. She
stared at the first line of the engraving until the numbers and letters ceased to be
marks and began to be notes in an unfamiliar measure. Then she wrote, not what they
said, because she did not know yet, but what they could be. A method. A beginning. A
promise to a dead man that she would see his bad, beautiful secret through to the
end.

Outside, the city’s clocks argued with one another in their familiar way. Inside, Clara
Mercer wound herself up to the task and made a decision. She would decode the
Meridian. She would do it carefully, and quietly, and before anyone else understood
that the past had just startled awake.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Hidden Plate
Clara’s first tool was a whisper: a drop of oil so small it could be mistaken for a flicker
of light. She let it fall from a needle-fine tip onto the pallet jewel of a carriage clock
that had not moved since a queen was crowned. The escapement, once frozen in sulk,
accepted the offering and began to argue with gravity again. Tick. Tock. A sound like a
metronome for breathing. Her bench, salvaged from a shipwright’s yard, held the
clock’s brass body steady while she prodded the inner life with tweezers that felt like
extensions of her fingers. The city outside kept its own noisy calendar, but in this
pocket of Bloomsbury, time arrived only when she wound it.

Elias Thorn had called this skill a form of diplomacy. “You negotiate peace between
gears that were never meant to agree,” he’d said, leaning against her open doorway
with that habit of folding himself into the space like a letter into its envelope. He’d
smelled of metal dust and Earl Grey and something vaguely medicinal, the tincture he
used to polish his spectacles. He was the reason she trusted the quiet, and the reason
she had bolted the back door twice the night before his funeral. Now his voice stayed
in the room like a note from a tuning fork that had not decided to fade.

She finished the carriage clock, breathing in time with it, then cleaned her tools with a
tenderness that approached worship. The workshop was hers in a way a rented flat
could never be: its walls had absorbed years of concentration, the floorboards had
learned the shape of her stance, the window had a crack that occurred when she tried
to catch a falling weight with a reflex she didn’t have. She had never wanted a shop
front. She did not need a stream of strangers, only a trickle of those who knew the
right way to knock. In that sense, the watch arrived like a summons she had not
intended to answer.

It came via courier, a gangly young man in a jacket two sizes too broad who looked
like he had never held anything more delicate than a mobile phone. He apologized
three times for the weather and once for the packaging. The box was plain, the sort of
thing you could buy at any post office, and inside that: a padded envelope sealed with
tape that had yellowed with age. Her name was written on the front in Elias’s steady,
backward-leaning script. There was no other mark. She slit the envelope with a letter
opener that had once been a surgeon’s scalpel and found the velvet pouch, its nap
rubbed thin along one edge where a thumb had worried it for decades.

The pocket watch did not want to be prized. It lay stubborn and silent, the gold worn
down to honest brass, the bow bent just enough to suggest a life spent bumping
against keys or coins or a button on a waistcoat. She warmed it in her palm, a ritual
she performed for any watch that had been cold too long. Its weight suggested it had
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been carried, not displayed. When she eased the back open with her thumbnail, she
saw the three-quarter plate and recognized the family resemblance: a Swiss make,
late nineteenth century, built for endurance rather than ornament. But something in
the arrangement of the screws made her pause. They were too symmetrical, as if
placed by a man who loved pattern for its own sake.

She lifted the movement from its cradle and found no maker’s mark. That was odd.
Even humble watches carried a tiny signature. She angled it under her bench light,
tilting the world until the light caught the edge of a hairline fracture along the barrel
bridge. Not a crack, she decided. A line of deliberate undercutting. The sort of decision
a maker makes when he wants to hide a seam from anyone not taught to look for it.
She set the watch down and reached for a sliver of polished pegwood, the same
material she used to lift dust from a hairspring. She ran it along the edge of the
undercut.

There was a click, so faint it might have been a knuckle cracking. The plate under the
movement shifted, hinged, lifted. Beneath it, a second chamber, shallow and perfectly
machined, held a square of brass the size of a postage stamp. Its surface was
burnished to a mirror finish, and on that mirror lay a field of engraving so fine that the
lines blurred when looked at directly. She felt the old lift of obsession, that sudden pull
toward the heart of a puzzle that had nothing to do with paying clients and everything
to do with breathing the air of a room no one else had entered.

Clara slid her loupe over her right eye and brought the brass close. Under
magnification, the engraving revealed itself as a tapestry: numbers stacked in neat
columns, letters formed with strokes so precise they looked drawn by a ruling pen,
symbols that belonged on star charts rather than watches. At regular intervals, a tiny
triangle balanced on its point. A circle with a single radial mark. A double line that
broke at odd intervals. In one corner, a symbol like a key seen from above. It meant
nothing to her, and yet she felt the old certainty that it meant everything, that
someone had placed it there knowing she would not be able to leave it alone.

She set it down carefully, a nervous system settling around an idea, and reached for
the envelope again. A letter waited inside, folded into a tight square that had cracked
along the creases. The paper was thick and creamy, the sort Elias liked for his more
solemn pronouncements. She unfolded it. His handwriting filled the page with a
forward-leaning energy that made even regrets sound like plans.

My dear Clara,

If you are reading this, then I have died with more grace than I lived, which is a neat
trick and one I do not recommend. Forgive the theatrics. I always swore to you that we
would not play at secrets that could break more than they mend. But I am an old man,
and truth has a way of souring when it is put away too long. You will, if you are the
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Clara I know, have found the second lid by now. Inside it, a plate. And on that plate,
the Meridian.

He went on, obliquely. He wrote of the year when clocks were asked to hold their
tongue, of a ledger kept in the chaos and then hidden, of a circle of people who
believed that history belonged to those who could afford to keep it in velvet-lined
drawers. He did not name them. He did not need to. She heard his tone, that mix of
boredom and disdain he reserved for men who collected the way some people
swallowed, without tasting. He wrote that he had tried to finish it and failed. He wrote
that she must, if she chose, and then—this hurt—he wrote that she should not be rash.

I could not give this to the courts, nor to a museum, not yet. My hands are less steady
than my conscience, which is saying something. Don’t let it blind you.

There was a name she did not recognize and a margin note that made her smile
despite herself: I know you hate puzzles that require an abacus. There is no abacus
here. A pencil will do. The last line turned the smile to a knot. If they come, they will
say they knew me. Some of them did. They will say I owed them. I did. They will ask
for what is yours, because I could not make mine safe.

If they come. Clara glanced at the door, at the old bell wired to a fat battery that had
lasted longer than any warranty suggested. She thought of the faces at the funeral,
the woman in fur, the solicitor checking the copy as if it might change. She thought of
a journalist once who had wanted to make her life neat enough to sell. She thought of
her mother. The letter warmed her palm like a stone she had carried without knowing.

She set the letter aside and turned back to the watch. It lay open, its secret revealed,
its ordinary self exposed and vulnerable. It should be running, she thought. A watch
that had kept a secret for this long deserved to tick. She took her oiler again, touched
the pivot with a dot no larger than a freckle, and gave the balance a breath. It stirred,
hesitated, then committed. The spring gathered itself and released, gathered and
released. The sound was thin, like a voice practicing words it had forgotten. It would
not keep time as it was; it needed parts she might never find. But it moved, and that
felt like a promise.

The brass plate sat beside it, catching the lamplight in a way that made the engraving
look alive. The symbols, viewed from a different angle, resolved into something that
made the hairs on her forearms lift. Not just lines. Coordinates, perhaps. Or a route. Or
a list. She reached for a ruler but stopped herself. Elias had not been a man for
straight edges. He preferred circles and arcs and the things you could do with a gear
train if you treated it like a language. She thought of his lectures, his ridiculous stories
about medieval clockmakers who hid messages in astrolabes. He would have laughed
at her if she reached for something as modern as a ruler.
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She slid the watch’s back into place and hid the hidden plate again. It felt wrong to
leave them apart. She placed the watch on a square of felt and tucked the brass into
the drawer she kept for things that mattered but did not yet belong on the bench. The
letter she folded once and slipped into her pocket, the crease warm against her thigh.
Then she did what she did when a puzzle threatened to overwhelm: she made tea.

While the kettle muttered, she stared at the bench and thought about what was not
there. No phone. No laptop. No radio. Her work had always required only the tools she
could hold. When the water boiled, she poured it over a bag of Earl Grey and watched
the color bloom. It reminded her of the way rust released under pith, the slow change
you could measure only by patience. She had three jobs waiting. One was a clock
owned by a man who had more money than sense and had broken the chime train
trying to adjust it with a butter knife. Another was a marine chronometer that had
survived a shipwreck but not its owner’s attempt to clean it with vinegar. The third
was a small French mantel clock with a face like a sad cherub. They were all urgent to
their owners and routine to her.

She carried the tea back to the bench and sat, the mug warming her palms. The letter
in her pocket seemed to pulse, a tiny metronome of an idea. Elias had not left her a
puzzle for fun. He had left her a map, and in his own words, a dividing line. She took a
sip of tea and set the mug down. Then she reached for the drawer and took out the
brass plate again. The watch ticked beside it, a counterpoint to the city’s noise. She
pulled a fresh sheet of paper close, set her pencil down beside it, and leaned in.

Numbers. She began with the numbers because they were honest. They appeared in
columns, but not neatly aligned. The space between them varied by a hair, a
deliberate unevenness that might correspond to letters or to something else. She
copied them, her hand moving faster as patterns emerged. Five digits, then a gap,
then three digits, then two. The gap was not random. It was a pause, a breath. She
drew a line beneath the first set and another beneath the third, then underlined the
gap with a question mark. The pencil point was soft; she had always preferred that. A
hard line felt like a demand. A soft one felt like a suggestion.

Letters came next. They joined each other without spaces, a chain that suggested a
substitution cipher. She had seen enough of Elias’s play-ciphers to recognize the
bones. He liked Vigenère, loved anything that used a keyword he could hide in a line
of poetry. She scanned for repeats, found three that stood out, and wrote the alphabet
beneath them just to see if a pattern would leap up and introduce itself. Nothing
leaped. It wasn’t that simple. He had added something. The symbols interrupted the
letters at regular intervals like markers. One triangle, one radial circle, one key. She
drew the symbols beside the letters and made a separate column for them.

She took a sip of tea and realized it was cooling. The kettle was still warm enough. She
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made another cup and brought it back with a clean sheet of paper. On this one, she
drew a circle divided into twelve, like a clock face, and wrote the symbols at the points
where the numerals would go. It felt like inviting the puzzle to sit at her table. She
tried the first set of numbers as a date. Day, month, year. It yielded nothing she
recognized. She reversed them. Year, month, day. It came out as a date in nineteen
forty-six, late enough to be post-war but early enough that anything could have been
lost and never found.

She wrote the date in plain numbers, then tucked it away as a possibility, not a truth.
The second set of numbers could be a map grid. She thought of the Ordnance Survey
maps Elias used to pin to his wall, the way he could find a cottage from a six-digit grid
reference as if he’d lived there. She tried to translate, but the third set threw her off,
two digits that might be a time—16:00—or a code for a station, or a lock combination.
She circled them all, then drew a box around the date. It felt right. It felt like a place to
start.

She stared at the symbols again and let her mind drift to the stars. Elias had once
taken her to Kew Observatory on a clear night, standing her in front of a great brass
instrument and explaining how celestial navigation relied on timing and angles. “We
measure where we are by where the sky is,” he’d said. “If you know the time, you can
find yourself anywhere.” She thought of those radial marks now, the tiny circles. They
looked like degrees, like arcs. She sketched a small triangle beside one and drew two
lines coming off it, like a surveyor’s mark. It could be a plot point. It could be anything.

The watch ticked on, steady now. She had not wound it, but it was running on her
breath and the oil, enough to suggest that its heart was not broken, only tired. She
eased the back open again, slid the movement out, and looked for other marks. There
was a tiny scratch under the balance cock, almost invisible. She traced it with a fine
needle. It made a perfect right angle. Another scratch joined it, forming a tiny L. She
blinked, brought her loupe back, and found a third mark, a dash. It wasn’t a maker’s
mark. It was an initial, of a kind. L. T. Or maybe L. 7. She rotated the watch and the
light shifted. Not an L. It was the symbol for a key, the same as on the brass plate, but
smaller, almost apologetic.

She stopped, sat back, and rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. The urge to
make sense of it was a physical pressure, like a toothache. She thought about calling
someone, then remembered she had exactly two people she would call, and one of
them would ask too many questions and the other would want to come over
immediately and bring pizza, neither of which was what she needed. She needed a
line. She needed to start at the beginning, which was the date.

Nineteen forty-six. Late spring. Europe was a mess of borders being redrawn and
people trying to find what they had left in cupboards and under floorboards. Art had
moved, then vanished. Letters had burned. Families had dissolved. She had read
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enough about restitution to know that the lines between salvage and theft had blurred
so thoroughly that even the courts were unsure where to draw them. If Elias had
hidden a ledger, it would be about that. He had a soft spot for things no one
remembered until they were gone. She thought of the way he would pick up a bent
spoon from the street and smooth it with his thumb, as if apologizing to it for the
indignity.

She took a deep breath and wrote the date at the top of the page. Under it, she drew a
box, and inside the box, she wrote a single word: Sussex. It was a guess, an intuitive
leap based on nothing more than the shape of the symbols and the way a line would
curve on an old map. It might be wrong. But it felt like a direction, and a direction was
what she needed. She turned the brass plate over and ran her finger along its edge.
The underside was smooth, not engraved. She tapped it with a fingernail, and it rang,
a tiny pure tone that made the watch answer with a quieter tick.

Clara stood, walked to the window, and looked down at the street. The fog had thinned
enough that the world had edges again. A courier leaned on his bike, scrolling with his
thumb. A woman in a red coat held a leash while a small dog interrogated a lamppost.
A man in a dark coat stood across the street, hands in pockets, watching the building.
Or perhaps watching the building next to it. She could not tell. He turned his head,
glanced up, then down again. It might mean nothing. London was full of people who
looked at buildings for no reason. She stayed at the window a moment longer, then
drew the curtain.

She returned to the bench and began to assemble what she would need for the next
step. A magnifier. A fresh notebook. A set of alphabet stamps, the sort used for
marking tools, and a small mallet for tapping them. She would not try to force the
cipher, but she would make it a proper conversation. She would treat it like a clock,
something that needed to be taken apart with patience and cleaned in the right order.
She would not rush. She would not panic. She would do exactly what Elias had asked,
which was to be the woman he knew.

She set the brass plate on a small stand and positioned the lamp to strike it at an
angle that made the shallow cuts cast shadows. The numbers and letters seemed to
lift off the surface. She reached for her pencil, and as her hand hovered, the ticking of
the watch seemed to grow louder, as if it were counting down to something. It was
only a mechanism, and it was only a habit, and yet the room felt charged, as if the air
had tightened around the workbench. She touched the pencil to the paper and drew
the first line of a key. Then she drew a grid, and beneath it, she began to write out the
alphabets and shift them, the way Elias had taught her, the way he had laughed when
she solved his first puzzle in under a minute.

Outside, the city’s clocks chimed the hour, not in unison but in a ragged chorus that
made time feel handmade. Inside, Clara Mercer leaned into the circle of lamplight and
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followed the path that had been laid for her, not knowing that the Meridian was not
only a line on a map or a code in brass, but a line that would cut through her life and
stitch it back together in a shape she did not recognize. She wrote, and the watch
ticked, and for the first time since the funeral, the silence that had nested in her bones
lifted, replaced by the steady, insistent sound of a puzzle being answered.
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