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PROLOGUE


LOCH MOIDART, WESTERN ISLES, SCOTLAND


The storm passed and a double rainbow appeared over the loch. Eleanor Bruton noticed that the kayak and the tent had gone, and she felt uneasy.


She’d been watching them for two days and two nights: the red tandem kayak pulled up onto the beach in front of the ruins of the ancient castle, the two women and the small dome of blue nylon they slept under.


The women looked young, strong, and competent. They were dressed in shorts and fleece jackets, wore their hair tied back in ponytails, and laid their wet suits neatly over the kayak to dry. They passed the time hiking and exploring the castle.


Until the storm the weather had mostly been fine, and on mornings, and in the early evenings, while they cooked on their small camp stove, the women sometimes stood at the edge of the water and stared directly across the loch towards Eleanor’s home. Each time, Eleanor lowered her binoculars and stepped back from the window, her heart thumping.


Their behaviour wasn’t that unusual. Most of the campers who made it to the remote beach below the castle stared over the water at the stone cottage, and presumably speculated about who lived there, just above the shoreline, nestled among oak trees and heathers and mossy undergrowth, but there was something about those two that had made the back of Eleanor’s neck prickle.


No trace of them remained now, except for depressions in the sand where the kayak and tent had been, and the wind would erase those soon.


Dusk was falling but hadn’t yet erased the last vestiges of light. She panned the shoreline with her binoculars one last time, then the expanse of the loch, which was glassy in places, choppy in others. The loch was tidal, one end of it open to the sea. Strong currents flowed beneath its surface.


She saw no sign of a red kayak, or of the women, just a sea eagle, talons dripping as it snatched a fish from the water. She tracked it through the binoculars until it disappeared, then lowered them and questioned whether there was a good reason for her anxiety. It would be best not to ruin an evening’s work by overreacting. She’d made that mistake before, too often, and lost valuable time.


She asked herself firmly whether her anxiety was just a product of her imagination, which had been increasingly unruly lately, or whether she’d truly seen something troubling. It was hard to say, if she was honest, but she decided enough time had been spent speculating and she should pull herself together. There was work to do.


She put the binoculars away, turned back to her kitchen table. Carefully laid out in front of her was an ancient piece of embroidery, torn along one edge.


Chaos surrounded it: printed papers and handwritten notes, piles of illustrated reference books, volumes of poetry, of symbolism, of heraldry, and several foreign-language dictionaries.


The notes wouldn’t be there long. Each night, she burned her work. The fireplace was already stacked with some of today’s pages. It had become a ritual she enjoyed, watching her handwriting disappear in the flames. No matter what frustrations or breakthroughs she’d experienced that day, she was mesmerised and calmed by the nightly fire, by how the edges of the pages curled as they burned, by the way they held their shape momentarily once they’d turned to ash but before they crumbled.


It was necessary to burn them. She must leave no trace of her workings. What useful things she’d discovered and recorded so far were for her eyes and the eyes of her sisters only, and she’d encoded and hidden them carefully.


She touched the brooch pinned on her blouse: a spoked wheel, with spurs, made from gold and enamelled, a reminder of the cause she’d sacrificed everything for.


Somewhere, in one of these books or in her encyclopaedic memory, were the answers to deciphering the puzzle the embroidery fragment posed. She could feel in her bones that she was just a hair’s breadth away from finding what she needed. It would be quietly revolutionary.


She switched on a magnifying lamp and peered at the embroidery through it. The individual threads came into sharp focus. She wasn’t given to fantasy, but she felt a strong connection across the centuries to the person who had made this. She was surely a woman. Female solidarity was a beautiful thing, Eleanor believed; its roots didn’t just grow sideways, binding us to the women who lived alongside us, but also deep, connecting us to the past. Women needed to support one another. It was a terrible shame that not everyone agreed on how.


Eleanor was so absorbed in the fragment and all that it meant to her that she didn’t hear them coming.


The cottage door gave in on the first kick. Before she could get to her feet, one of the women struck the back of Eleanor’s head with a rock. Eleanor fell to the floor, blood oozed from the wound, and her consciousness began to slip away.


The last words she heard were whispered close to her ear:


“You shouldn’t take what isn’t yours.”




To: Elly Gibbs


From: Adam White


Subject: Anya Brown press release next steps


Date: February 15, 2024


Elly,


Final text (attached) just approved by Anya and her supervisor, Alice Trevelyan (Professor of Manuscript Studies). This is a great story for us with wide appeal. We’d like to give it a big push and it would be good to discuss graphics as well as marketing strategy and potential tie-ins with you.


I’m thinking for starters we submit to all media to coincide with a burst on our socials. Are you free for a zoom or a call to discuss?


Best,


Adam


Adam White


Press Office, Oxford University





PRESS RELEASE


OXFORD PALAEOGRAPHER DECODES FORGOTTEN LANGUAGE


Oxford University’s Dr. Anya Brown, 26, has solved an ancient mystery while studying for her PhD, finding the key to deciphering a cryptic manuscript, known as Folio 9, which has perplexed some of the world’s finest minds.


Dr. Brown’s supervisor, Professor Alice Trevelyan of Hartland College, said, “Anya’s achievement is nothing short of exceptional. This is a very exciting development, and she is an exceptional young talent.”


Folio 9 was discovered two years ago in the Hartland College Library and made available online. Since then, many distinguished cryptographers, linguists, and palaeologists have all attempted to decipher it. None have succeeded. Until now.


For more information, please contact Adam White at the University Press Office.









CHAPTER ONE


Anya


The press release made me anxious. Feels crazy to admit that now, after everything, but it’s true. I was happiest avoiding attention. Years of solitary study in libraries and archives had fired up my brain but also created the perfect environment for my introvert tendencies to blossom and thrive.


Then there was that thing I felt shame over.


When I told Sid, he said I was suffering from impostor syndrome and that I should be proud of what I’d achieved. End of story. I loved how concise and sweet he was. I loved his composure. I loved everything about him.


Mum had more to say. On a video call from the hospital where she’d been admitted after a tough bout of chemo, she looked gaunt but didn’t hold back. “If your father hadn’t rejected you, you wouldn’t feel this way. It’s his fault you can’t enjoy your success. Don’t give him the win. This is an incredible achievement.” Eyes shining, she wept tears that were plump with pride and revenge fantasies against the man who’d abandoned us both after she got pregnant with me.


Mum’s carer, Viv, gently took the phone from her and told me Mum had made sure there wasn’t a soul in the hospital who didn’t know what I’d done. We’re both so proud of you, she said.


Professor Trevelyan was enthusiastic and pragmatic. On brand. “The press release is terrific. You deserve it, and you should be delighted. I know plenty of academics who would kill for this kind of attention.”


It meant a lot to have her approval because she was my supervisor, and even after three years working with her, she made me nervous. There was a hawklike quality about her, laser vision and sharp talons elegantly packaged in silk and cashmere. I had a work crush on her. Everyone with a pulse did.


I knew how lucky I was to be surrounded by so much support. Even though I still had doubts, I tried to appear pleased by the articles and interviews that followed. Mostly, it wasn’t too hard because they focused on Folio 9 and didn’t get personal, with one exception: “As her translation of Folio 9 makes headlines, Anya Brown is living the girl nerd dream. Are Doc Martens the new blue stockings?” So much was wrong with that. It was Dr. Anya Brown, for starters. Some things even an introvert like me wants to stand up for.


“Of course, it’s written by a male journalist,” Mum said.


A while later, she sent me one of the riddles she loved to make up:




I’m concealed ’til I pop


I’m mellow but I crush


I seethe but I dazzle


I’m chill but I blush


What am I?


Who am I!?





It took me a few minutes to decode, as usual. I had the memory for images, but Mum had a love of wordplay and a very quick mind; her riddles were personalised and clever. The “What am I?” was a glass of pink fizz, our name for pink prosecco, the celebration drink of choice in our home. Mum kept a bottle hidden in the back of the fridge and brought it out with ceremony if the occasion warranted it. We never had the money for real champagne, but prosecco hit the spot. The “Who am I?” took me a few more minutes—because who immediately recognises himself or herself through the eyes of another person, even a loved one?—but I realised that it was me, and I felt the love. Be yourself, she was telling me, and be proud.


Professor Trevelyan had little patience with having to repeat herself, but I couldn’t let things lie. I went back to her and said, “This feels wrong because I couldn’t have done it if I didn’t have an eidetic memory.” Having a memory like mine felt like cheating, because I remembered everything I’d ever seen, in intricate detail. I felt as if I’d been given a gift that gave me an unfair advantage, instead of earning my stripes.


She arched an eyebrow and retorted, “By chance or luck or whatsoever cause . . .”


It took me a moment to realise that she was quoting Chaucer and that I shouldn’t downplay my success. She added, “You didn’t achieve this just because of your exceptional memory, Anya. It’s been extremely helpful, no one’s going to deny that, but it was your hard work and talent as a scholar that got you over the line. If you hadn’t studied so hard you wouldn’t have been able to make the connections that you needed to translate Folio 9. Possessing a memory as good as yours in no way diminishes your achievement. Don’t dwell on it, Anya. Focus on what’s next. You’re about to be in demand.”


She was right. Job offers rolled in, dazzling me. Mostly they came from departments I’d longed to work in, at some of the best universities and institutions in the world. There were two outliers, and both were unexpected.


The first arrived via Trevelyan herself. She invited me to a meeting in her rooms. When I got there, a man was already seated in half shadow by the leaded window, which had a view of the college’s garden and the stained-glass window of its ancient chapel. It was a damp, cold day. The buds on the magnolia tree were swollen. A crow pecked at the lawn and unearthed a struggling worm.


Trevelyan introduced the man to me, offering shortbread and jasmine tea that she poured into her best set of cups. Steam trailed from the spout of the teapot, dampening her cuffs. I noticed she was wearing a silk blouse that I’d only seen before at formal dinners.


The man was tall and pale, with a long, narrow nose and rimless glasses. His suit was beautifully tailored, his long legs elegantly crossed. He wore brogues that were hand tooled. I’d learned to notice this kind of detail since coming to Oxford: things that signalled wealth and power.


He asked me if I’d ever considered working for the Ministry of Defence, and it took me a moment to understand that he was from MI5 and he was inviting me to become a spy. While I thought about my answer, the bells in the chapel chimed solemnly, and I realised that Trevelyan must genuinely have faith in my abilities, or she wouldn’t have let this meeting happen.


I told the man no, thank you, because I couldn’t imagine living a life where I wasn’t allowed to tell people what I did. My mother and Sid were everything to me. How could I have the normal existence I longed for if I had to look over my shoulder 24-7 or sleep with one eye open?


Which, of course, turned out to be ironic.


The other unexpected offer came from Scotland.




To: Anya Brown


From: Diana Cornish


Subject: Interview The Institute of Manuscript Studies, St. Andrews


Date: March 20, 2024


Dear Dr. Brown,


I hope you don’t mind me contacting you unsolicited. I wouldn’t do so if I didn’t think I had something to say that might be of interest to you.


I’ve read your work on Folio 9 and to say that I’m impressed would be an understatement. Congratulations on an outstanding achievement. Our institute in St. Andrews has a very special opening for a new staff member, and we feel strongly that you’d be an excellent fit. We’re not your run-of-the-mill university department; we pride ourselves on being better than that.


I appreciate that you’ve probably had a lot of interest (and probably some sterling offers) already, but if you could spare some time to have a chat with me, I’d much appreciate it, and I know you won’t regret it.


I hope to hear from you.


With warmest wishes,


Professor Diana Cornish


The Institute of Manuscript Studies


St. Andrews





The email from St. Andrews arrived just at the right time to intrigue me.


I’d had a great interview with Yale University, where they’d hinted heavily that I would be receiving an offer from them, which was the dream. Yale’s Beinecke Library was home to an incredible collection of ancient texts, including the Voynich manuscript, the most famous untranslatable text in the world, and probably the most mysterious. But there was a catch. I knew, deep in my heart of hearts, that even if they made me an offer, I couldn’t accept it, because how could I put an ocean between me and Mum? Her health was on a downwards trajectory that none of us could ignore, no matter how much she wanted us to. Of course, she was desperate for me to go to wherever was most prestigious and gave me the best opportunities. Follow your dreams, Anya. Don’t compromise your life for other people. Don’t let this bloody cancer affect your decision. And never make decisions because of a man! I listened to her, but I couldn’t ignore reality. I knew that if I went to Yale, every time I got onto a plane, I’d worry I’d never see her again.


And there was the small matter of being in love with Sid.


I’d considered staying at Oxford, but I’d been there seven years already, and Professor Trevelyan and I agreed that a change was a good idea. Cambridge had made an approach but was out of the question; I would never set foot in that city. There were other excellent universities in the UK, but with Yale casting a long shadow I was struggling to feel passionate enough about any of them. The St. Andrews email, though, was intriguing.


I forwarded it to Professor Trevelyan for a sanity check. I hadn’t heard of the Institute of Manuscript Studies before, which seemed like it should be a red flag.


She replied immediately: “I don’t think you have anything to lose by meeting Professor Cornish, and you might have a lot to gain. The Institute of Manuscript Studies is small but elite. This could be very good for you and suit your personal circumstances. Even if you’re not interested in what the professor is offering, she’s a great contact to have.”


I put a lot of store in what Trevelyan said. She’d been incredibly supportive through my PhD and even more so lately, when I was becoming reluctant to burden Mum with my problems. She’d stepped up. I wrote back to Professor Cornish and told her I’d be happy to meet her in London.


Trevelyan told me a little more about the Institute. It was small and had only been founded five years earlier. Not many people knew much about it, but among those who did, it was very well respected; it was also exceptionally well funded.


I did a little research myself. The Institute’s website was bare bones, but I studied the staff’s headshots and short bios. I hadn’t met any of them before, or seen them speak at conferences, though I was aware of an excellent publication by one of them: Karen Lynch. I also couldn’t find them mentioned on sites where students review their professors, which I found curious, but Trevelyan shrugged it off. “Students tend to leave reviews when they have something to complain about. Maybe theirs don’t.”


Maybe, I thought, happy to let Trevelyan call that one for me, a decision that seems painfully naïve to me now.


PROFESSOR CORNISH ARRANGED TO MEET ME THE FOLLOWING WEEK AT the offices of The Wimpole Magazine, on the corner of a cobbled, pedestrianised street in Bloomsbury lined with Georgian houses. At street level their elegant, bowed shop fronts were beautifully kept, and the old streetlamps gave the scene the half-real quality of a film set.


The magazine occupied a whole house, on the corner, five storeys tall. A brass plaque beside the door announced it discreetly. I was curious to see inside, because the magazine was over a century old and highly esteemed in niche academic circles. The joke went that it had more footnotes than subscribers.


I rang the buzzer at 11 a.m. precisely. It was genteel and shabby inside, two small, cluttered offices downstairs, a staircase in the narrow hallway between them. I climbed to the second floor, as directed. Professor Cornish stepped onto the landing as I reached the top, as if she’d been listening for me.


“Dr. Brown?”


“Yes. Anya Brown.”


Her smile was warm, and her handshake firm. She was poised, a slender brunette, with smooth, olive skin and lively eyes. I guessed she was in her late thirties. Her hair hung long and loose in soft, glossy curls, and she was darkly chic, wearing all black except for a colourful silk scarf tied at her neck.


“Diana Cornish,” she said. “Call me Diana.”


She showed me into a corner room with windows on two walls, looking south and west. Leather-bound collections of the magazine going back a hundred years filled rows of bookshelves. We sat in high-backed armchairs on either side of an elegant fireplace, its marble surround carved with a riotous frieze of Bacchanalian figures. It was out of place among the stiff furnishings.


She fixed me with a bright gaze. “I expect it’s very likely that on paper St. Andrews may not be your first choice for the next step of your career, but I’m hoping I can convince you to change your mind.” Her half smile hinted that she knew something I didn’t. “We recruit very rarely, because we can afford to wait for years for the right candidate, Dr. Brown, and we think that’s you.”


Mortifyingly, I blushed and muttered, “Please, call me Anya.”


“Our institute is unusual because we’re the recipient of a substantial endowment, which gives us valuable independence and the opportunity to be extremely selective when we recruit staff and students. We make outstanding offers, but only to the people we really want. Our offers include very generous remuneration and exceptional accommodation. You won’t find that anywhere else.”


She more than had my attention now. I was as flat broke as any PhD student, and the other universities were offering amazing jobs but at the usual low salaries.


“Your PhD is remarkable. The sort of breakthrough that happens once in a generation. It makes you a perfect fit for us. As well as a generous package, we want to offer you the opportunity to develop at St. Andrews. We’ll keep your teaching duties very light so you can focus on your personal research projects. Whatever you need, including travel, we’ll fully support you. The endowment ensures that you won’t find yourself in competition for any resources and there’ll be no pressure to publish frequently. We prioritise quality over quantity.”


“May I ask who endows you?”


“They prefer to remain anonymous.” She smiled warmly. “Any questions?”


“What’s the accommodation like?”


“It’s a very pretty cottage, with two bedrooms, the perfect size for one person, or for a couple. Do you have a partner?”


“My boyfriend is finishing his PhD in computer science at Oxford.”


“We can explore opportunities for him at the university here, if it’s something you’d both like.”


“I’ll talk to him about it,” I said. “That could be amazing.”


“Let me know.” She smiled. “The cottage faces the sea. When you lie in bed you can hear the waves. St. Andrews is a magical place, Anya.” She had a look in her eye as if she was talking about something she really loved. It was powerful. “There’s one more thing I should mention: our benefactor has made it known that if we recruit you, and only you, they’ll make available for study an outstanding collection of manuscripts. They’ve been in private hands for centuries and will be yours to devote your research time to if and only if you accept our offer.”


“Would I have heard of this collection?”


She shook her head. “I doubt it. How about you come and see for yourself?”


The bait she’d cast was irresistible.


“I’d love to.”


Diana


Professor Diana Cornish watched through the window as Anya Brown walked away from the offices of The Wimpole Magazine in the direction of Bloomsbury Square. She had her phone out; she was barely paying attention to where she was going.


The interview had gone well, Diana felt. You couldn’t mistake the spark in Anya’s eye, especially when she’d heard about the collection of manuscripts. Diana was hopeful that she’d done enough to lure Anya to St. Andrews.


In truth, so much work had gone into making this interview happen that failure wasn’t an option.


She picked up her phone. Using an encrypted chat, she sent a message to Professor Alice Trevelyan at Oxford.




It went well, I think. Let me know when you hear from her.


I just did. She’s very excited. Well done!





Diana exhaled lightly, with relief. She was confident in her abilities, but you could never be certain.


She looked up as the magazine’s editor in chief slipped into the room and joined Diana at the window. They watched as Anya Brown reached the end of the street and waited to cross the road.


“How did it go?”


“Alice and I are hopeful.”


“Alice has heard from her already?”


Diana nodded. “Yes, and it was very positive.”


“That’s a good sign.”


The editor in chief was named Charlotte Craven. Her silver hair was cut into a bob and blow-dried in soft waves. She wore a fitted soft-pink cashmere sweater, discreet yet expensive jewellery, and beautifully cut trousers. Nobody knew quite how old she was, but her contacts included very influential names from as far back as the seventies.


Charlotte had access to powerful people and back rooms all over the city. She knew everybody who was anybody in the world of art and antiquities. When she socialised, she dined in the most private of homes. If she went to an exhibition, it was usually outside visiting hours, by invitation. In public she was seen only at the most exclusive viewing parties.


In secret, she was also a senior member of a society of women called the Fellowship of the Larks. Since the Larks considered it safer not to have an official meeting place, when appropriate Charlotte occasionally allowed their business to take place at the magazine offices. Anya Brown’s interview was one of those times.


“So, she’ll come to St. Andrews?” Charlotte asked.


“I think so.”


“Any concerns?”


“We need to reassure her that she can take leave in the event her mother’s health deteriorates.”


“Of course.”


“And I dangled an opportunity for her boyfriend, as discussed. Anya’s pretty reserved, but I got the feeling he’s very important to her, and Alice agrees.”


“We can use that, but can we deliver on the promise of a job for him?”


“Absolutely,” Diana said. “The head of the computer science department at St. Andrews made some unfortunate choices when he was at a conference recently. We have a video he won’t want his family to see, so I’m sure he can come up with something.”


“Could the boyfriend be a danger to us? Given his speciality?”


“Anyone could be a danger to us, and we’ll be keeping a very close eye on them both to make sure things don’t turn out that way. If you look at it another way, there’s a best-case scenario where we could make use of his skills, depending on how things turn out, of course.”


“True. I like your optimism. Let’s hope it’s not misplaced. We should get Anya up to St. Andrews as soon as possible to seal the deal.”


Diana nodded.


Charlotte took her seat behind the desk. “I have news.”


“What news?”


Charlotte smiled. “Eleanor Bruton is dead.”


Diana felt a rush of emotions: relief and elation that the Kats had been so stupid as to let Eleanor be found so easily, and regret that she’d been denied the chance to tell Eleanor what a talentless, dreary little dishwasher she was before she died.


“Now, that is good news,” she said.


“I thought you’d be pleased.”


“When?”


“Last week.”


“Where did they find her?”


“A privately owned island in the Western Isles.”


“Did she have the embroidery?”


“Yes. Do you want to see it?”


“Of course.”


Charlotte removed a slender box from her desk drawer and handed it to Diana. Nestled inside was a fragile fragment of embroidery, the upper edge ripped away along a diagonal. What remained was decorated with three complete roundels, one in the centre and the others lower left and lower right, each containing a profile of a different woman. A partial roundel, upper right, contained just a woman’s neck; her head had been torn away. The roundels were surrounded by densely sewn and very detailed foliage. Beneath each one was a letter—an initial relating to the women depicted?—woven into the foliage, almost obscured by it. She could also see a shield shape. Heraldic? That could be a clue. She squinted at it, but it was impossible to make out what was inside or around it, though she thought maybe she could see a pair of wings. Part of what might be the bottom of a second shield was visible just below the torn edge, though most of that had frayed away.


Diana let out a low whistle. They’d been looking for this for so long.


The embroidery’s frailty didn’t surprise her, but it alarmed her. It was a reminder of how vulnerable the objects they sought were. If this fragment was too degraded, the Larks might have lost the means to find the prize they’d been seeking for so long: an extremely valuable book, known as The Book of Wonder.


“It’s not in great condition,” she said.


“I know,” Charlotte replied. “But it could be worse.”


Diana heard the hope in Charlotte’s voice, and the determination. The embroidery was, they believed, one of the objects that was the key to finding the book. With the help of Anya Brown, they hoped to have the other soon. If it had survived its own journey through the centuries.


“Do we know if Eleanor Bruton got anywhere interpreting this?” Diana asked.


“We don’t think so. Our girls turned the place inside out. They found books, but nothing else of use. There were also a lot of signs that Eleanor wasn’t looking after herself. The place was a mess. Rotting food, unwashed bedding on the sofa downstairs.”


Diana snorted. “I thought she was supposed to be a model housewife.”


“The girls said it was so bad that they wondered if she’d been losing her mind a little. They also found a lot of ashes in the stove, which might indicate she was burning her notes.”


“Perhaps she was afraid we’d find her. I hope so. I hope she was terrified.”


“Indeed. But it does mean we have no idea what she may have discovered about the embroidery and whom she told.”


“Perhaps she spent so many years playing trad wife that her brain atrophied.”


“We both know that’s wishful thinking.”


“True. Hopefully we can bring more expertise to it than she had. If she died a week ago, her lot must know by now. Any repercussions yet?”


Charlotte shook her head. “No. But it’s only a matter of time. The Kats will act, we just don’t know when, or how.”


“It’ll be slow, because they’ll need to cook supper or iron underwear for their husbands or their daddies first. How do they not understand that giving up your independence so willingly humiliates all women? They are such sanctimonious bitches, and it will be my greatest pleasure in life to make sure their organisation collapses.”


“Mine, too,” Charlotte said. “But don’t forget they got to the embroidery before we did. We can’t underestimate them.”


“Trust me, I don’t. But I will wipe that smugness off their faces if it’s the last thing I do.”


Clio


In the heart of London’s West End, a stone’s throw from the north bank of the River Thames, a group of detectives were gathered in the basement of Gordon’s Wine Bar. It was a disparate crew. The craggy and weary old guard, a lot of life between the eyes, some of them deep in the wine, were crowding the cheese boards like gannets. A younger crowd was there, too, leaner, fitter, ambition running hard through their veins. Some of them didn’t know Detective Sargeant Lillian Shapiro too well, but they knew to turn up to her retirement do and press hands. They aspired to climb the ranks.


For the four remaining members of Scotland Yard’s Art and Antiques Squad it was more personal; they would miss her deeply, and the person who would miss her the most was Detective Constable Clio Spicer. She stood quietly at the edge of the group, sipping fizzy water. Lillian had mentored her since she joined the squad two years ago. Now Clio would no longer enjoy her protection, and it left her feeling as if she’d lost a layer of skin.


The wine bar’s basement resembled a subterranean encampment, carved out through centuries of use, a warren of small rooms and cellars, some vaulted and so low a grown man could hardly stand. If the corners were cobwebbed, it was too velvety dark to see them. Flickering candlelight brought the place partly to life, exaggerating facial expressions and revealing the uneven cellar walls and the framed yellowed newspaper cuttings and old playbills hanging near the bar. Chairs were liver-brown wood, tables upturned barrels. In the door’s draught a white-haired man in a three-piece suit and an expensive greatcoat was asleep in his chair, cradling his walking stick like a bishop’s crosier.


If the ghosts of London’s past roamed the city seeking familiar spaces, then they surely met down here sometimes, Clio thought. And if they did, they surely traded information in whispers, the way people always have done and always would do, the sort of whispers that detectives made it their business to hear, which was precisely why she loved her job.


She stood with her back against the wall and sipped her drink, sober and watchful as a judge while her colleagues got drunker. When she started in the squad, Lillian had advised her either to drink like a man and make sure she could keep up, or to stay sober at events like these. Clio chose the latter.


She could feel that the evening was at its tipping point. Most of her colleagues had drunk enough alcohol that tongues were loosening and inhibitions were evanescing, sizzling to nothing in the candle flames or falling to be trampled underfoot on the sticky floor. Soon, the hands of one or two of the men would wander—they all knew who—and there weren’t many female targets. It was time for Clio to leave.


She pushed through the crowd to find Lillian and say goodbye but Lillian was nowhere to be seen. Clio headed to the ladies’ and found her there, washing her hands. Their eyes met in the mirror. Clio opened her mouth to say goodbye, but something serious in Lillian’s expression made her hesitate.


“You off?” Lillian asked. Her eyes were the same steel blue as the River Thames.


Clio nodded.


“I’ll come with you.”


“But it’s your party.”


“They don’t need me anymore. It’s been a feat of endurance to stay here this long, and there’s something I need to talk to you about.”


Outside, Villiers Street was crowded with pedestrians, but the air was fresher, and the temperature bit just hard enough to be invigorating. The slice of night sky visible between the buildings was artificially brightened, the city’s lights turning it from black to grey. Shop windows and streetlamps made the wet paving stones glow golden and threw long shadows between the strides of commuters and nightlife seekers who passed each other without a glance.


“Walk with me,” Lillian said. It sounded more like an order than a request, even though she no longer had authority over Clio, hadn’t since five that evening. Clio owed her far too much to care.


At the bottom of the street, beside the railway arches, the entrance to Embankment Station glowed. Above and behind it, the white struts of Hungerford Bridge were illuminated blue and pink. Clio and Lillian cut through the station and climbed the steps onto the bridge. Trains rumbled back and forth across it in a blur of bright windows and squealing brakes. On the opposite bank, the London Eye was turning slowly, lit cerise. The river ran fast and dark below the bridge, offering the city a choppy reflection of itself. As they walked towards the middle of the bridge, a sharp wind tugged at their hair, at the ends of Clio’s scarf, at the belt and lapels of Lillian’s coat. It felt good to be out there after the stuffy bar. Clio didn’t think she would ever tire of London.


Lillian stopped halfway across, and she and Clio stood close, but not touching, facing east, towards the City. A lump sat in Clio’s throat and she felt a little hollow. Missing Lillian was going to be hard.


“For a while now, I’ve been agonising over whether to tell you something,” Lillian said. “There’s a mystery I’ve been investigating— unofficially—for years.”


Clio glanced at her in surprise, because Lillian did everything by the book, in fact she insisted on it, but Lillian didn’t meet her gaze; she stared out at the river as if there was something out there, on the wind, in the water, or veiled by the bright lights. She said, “If I’m honest, it’s become an obsession. If I’m really honest, it’s been an obsession for decades, and I thought I’d got to a place where I could let it go, but something happened very recently, and I’ve realised that I can’t.”


Clio wasn’t sure how to respond, so she did what Lillian herself had trained her to do: kept her mouth shut and waited for the other person to fill the silence until she understood more. Her heart beat a little faster than usual.


“Do you remember the famous British Museum theft of 1968?” Lillian asked.


It was impossible for Clio to remember every one of the seven hundred thousand entries in the national database of stolen or lost works of art and antiquities, but Lillian knew she had an exceptional memory for the unusual cases, and it didn’t take Clio long to recall it.


“Was it an ambush? A van loaded with treasures that had been bequeathed to the British Museum was held up in Russell Square when it was on its way to deliver them to the museum.”


“Do you remember what they stole?”


Clio frowned. “A collection of gemstones? And wasn’t there something else, something obscure? A piece of fabric, maybe?”


“Yes. It was a very old fragment of embroidery that had been in the possession of one family for over a century. Before it was shipped to the museum it was briefly examined by one of the curators, who thought it was likely to be part of an old bookbinding, probably the front cover. From the Middle Ages onwards you can find examples of manuscripts and books that have fabric glued onto the outside covers. They’re pretty rare, because textiles are so vulnerable to damage, so we see very few of them. The curator’s notes are brief, because he was chiefly a gemstone specialist, but he described it as intricate and beautiful, depicting portraits of five women with foliate decoration, some geometric patterning, and heraldry motifs that he didn’t identify. He guesstimated the date as sometime during the fifteenth century.”


Clio remembered more details about the case. “Wasn’t the embroidery damaged during the ambush?”


“A piece of it was ripped away. The van driver had been hit on the head, but he regained consciousness as the thief was taking the embroidery out of its storage box, and he lunged for it. He got hold of it, but of course it was fragile, and it ripped into two pieces. The thief ran off with the bigger bit and disappeared without a trace. The piece that the driver was left holding is just under a third of the original and is on display today in the Medieval Europe gallery at the British Museum. It’s known as the Everly Binding, because the bequest came from the Everly family, but, disappointingly, it’s not much to look at. To quote Lord Everly’s daughter, ‘That bastard thief took the interesting part.’”


Clio stared down the river, towards the glittering lights of the City of London, where many of their investigations started or finished. The work of the Art and Antiques Squad was mostly focused on fraud. They tracked money and artworks around the world, encountering extraordinary wealth belonging to powerful, secretive, and dangerous people, uncovering, if they were lucky and dogged enough, layers of deceit. The stakes were always high.


The embroidery seemed like small fry by comparison.


“Why are you interested in this?” Clio asked.


“Because I just heard that a woman called Eleanor Bruton died.”









CHAPTER TWO


Anya


After the interview, I called Mum from Paddington Station as I waited for my train. I hadn’t been able to speak to her yet that day and I was worried about her. She was in hospital and had been having a rough time of it. People thronged the concourse as the phone rang. The departures board rippled with changing information.


Finally, Viv answered. After Mum’s first round of chemo, she and I had realised she couldn’t cope alone. I offered to suspend my studies and come home to take care of her myself, but Mum wouldn’t hear of it. She said she’d find the money from somewhere to pay for help. I won’t let this fucking cancer compromise your future as well as mine. My mother had a potty mouth but a warm heart and buckets of courage. She hired Viv, who cost a fortune but was worth every penny.


Viv looked harassed. “Your mum’s not doing great today,” she said, and my heart sank. I heard Mum say, “Don’t tell her that,” as she took the phone.


“I’m fine,” she said. Was she having trouble holding the phone, or purposely angling it so I couldn’t see her properly? Sometimes she did that when she was looking rough and she didn’t want me to see. The screen showed a slice of the ceiling of her ward, then the curtain around her bed. It wobbled again, and her forehead came into view. “How are you?” she asked.


“I can’t see you, Mum. Can you move the phone?”


The image onscreen wobbled again. Finally, I saw her face. She looked terrible, and I felt the usual grip of panic and the urge to go to her immediately, even though she’d hate it if I did.


“I had a really great interview today,” I told her.


“Who with this time?”


“St. Andrews.”


Her eyes narrowed. “What about America?”


“I’m just looking at all my options before I make a final decision. St. Andrews contacted me.”


She started to speak. I only caught a few words—“Yale” and “you must” and “don’t”—before she got caught up in a coughing fit and dropped the phone.


“Are you okay?” I shouted.


Viv’s face appeared on the screen. “Sorry,” she said. “She’s okay but it’s been a rough evening. She’s been drifting in and out and hallucinating from the morphine. Earlier she thought she could see a mouse in the corner of the room. There was nothing there, but she was convinced.”


This was the trade-off that we had to manage on Mum’s bad days: pain versus coherence.


“Maybe it would be best to call back tomorrow,” Viv suggested.


I hung up. Before Mum was diagnosed, I didn’t know that illness could feel like such an impossibly sad and heavy weight. The everyday evils of treatment, the torment of hope, and the crush of disappointment were horrendous. Then there was the huge, unthinkable fear of losing her completely.


The symbols for death were some of the first I’d learned when I started my studies at uni. In Western art and literature, it’s the grim reaper, scythe, skull, cloak, and hourglass. Other cultures associate death with the jackal, the crow, the death’s-head hawk moth, the vulture, and more. We all know this. They’re some of the most recognisable symbols in the world.


I was adding to them as Mum’s illness progressed, as we met more sick people and their families, other repeat customers on the oncology ward. I knew that death could also look like a letter from the hospital, the sombre expression on a doctor’s face. Bad blood results. A sinister shadow on a scan. An invitation to talk in a private room.


Those things could also scythe you down with brutal efficiency.


What I didn’t yet know was that the grim reaper can look exactly like someone you know.


WHEN I GOT BACK TO OXFORD, SID WAS SITTING ON MY BED, WORKING ON his laptop. He looked studious and sweet. There was no one I’d rather have come back to.


We lived in adjacent Oxford colleges but since we met a year ago, we’d been inseparable. He was my first serious relationship, the first man I’d fallen hard for. We barely fought, and we laughed a lot. It had been fun, and perfect, and easy so far, but now, with the future looming, we had hard decisions to make. What to prioritise? Our relationship or our work? We were both ambitious.


When I’d first mentioned Yale, Sid said, “If you go, you won’t come back.”


I’d wanted to protest that it wasn’t true, but he was probably right. I’d thought of a solution, though: “You could apply for jobs on the East Coast of the US, too. Why not?”


He shook his head. “For starters, getting a visa won’t be easy. I’d have to get an employer to sponsor me, which would limit my options. If I want to work on Lucis it’ll be much easier to do here, because I can pick up work whenever I need it if I get short of funds.”


My friend Ella once asked me, “Do you even have a computer science boyfriend if he doesn’t have a tech start-up dream?” Lucis was Sid’s dream. He believed it had huge potential. He was a security researcher, specialising in defences against malware. If you met Sid, you wouldn’t immediately have him down as a fighter, but that’s what he was: a warrior on the front line of the arms race to develop tech that could outwit cybercriminals.


I sat on the bed beside him and rested my head on his shoulder. He closed his laptop. “How was it?” He sounded guarded, as if he was braced for me to say it went badly, especially because I hadn’t messaged him from the train. I wanted to see his reaction in person.


“It was great. They’ve invited me to visit them in St. Andrews, and I’m going to go.”


He moved so he could see my face. He thought I was kidding. “Really?”


“They want you to come with me. Plus, they’re making me a crazy good offer.”


“How crazy?”


“Fifty grand.”


His eyes popped.


“There’s more. I’ll have research freedom and barely any teaching. She also mentioned a private collection of manuscripts that’s never been studied before. They’re going to let me work on it. They’re also offering me a rent-free cottage with a sea view and two bedrooms.”


“Bloody hell, Anya!” he said. Then, cautiously, “What about Yale?”


I didn’t answer the question directly, because in my heart of hearts, I did still want to go to Yale, but I could also see a way that St. Andrews could work better for me and for Sid. I couldn’t forget Mum in all this, either. She was desperate for me to go to Yale, but I couldn’t be that far away from her while she was so sick.


“This is obviously hypothetical until they actually make me an offer, but would you consider moving to Scotland with me? Professor Cornish mentioned that they could look into finding you work opportunities at the university, but even if that doesn’t happen you could concentrate on developing Lucis and we could both live off my salary.”


“Now that is an interesting idea,” he said. I watched him think about it, watched the smile spread across his face.


“Come with me to visit? If it turns out it’s all a fever dream, at least we get a free weekend away by the sea.”


“Yes. Obviously, yes!” he said.


Here’s something I wonder, now that I have the bittersweet benefit of hindsight: if the Institute’s recruitment process hadn’t worked just the way they planned it, would they have got to me some other way?


I think they would have.


Clio


On the morning after Lillian’s retirement party, Clio arrived early at the British Museum and flashed her badge to bypass the lines. Visitors were already crowding the ground-floor galleries, streaming towards the Rosetta stone and the Egyptian mummies. Upstairs, the Medieval Europe gallery was relatively empty.


Clio barely glanced at the famous rotunda or at the exhibits. Her expertise was in modern art: Impressionists, Post-Impressionists, Surrealists. She’d always found medieval art and artefacts somewhat creepy, and nothing she saw as she walked through the gallery changed her opinion. A lot of the artefacts and paintings on display were simultaneously familiar and strange, unsettling versions of modern things, as if humankind hadn’t so much progressed over the past few hundred years as gone a little sideways. But perhaps she shouldn’t be too cynical. It could be a useful trait at work but a downer outside it.


She stopped beneath a sign: “The Everly Bequest: Medieval Treasures.” It marked the entrance to a very small room, big enough for only five or six people to enter at once.


Lillian was already seated on the narrow bench set against the right-hand wall of the gallery, facing the display cabinet, which ran the length of the wall opposite. An information panel told the story of the van ambush in Russell Square and the recovery of most of the stolen artefacts. It was entertaining and included copies of old newspaper articles and photographs. The embroidery, by far the least valuable piece, only got a small mention.


The back and sides of the display cabinet were painted velvety black; the shelves were glass. It was lit from the top, the lights angled to make the treasures glow, especially the gold.


Lillian indicated that Clio take a seat beside her, and when she did, she saw that she was sitting in front of the embroidery. It was at eye level. She leaned forwards to study it. It had been ripped diagonally, across the bottom. Through glass it was impossible to look as closely as she wanted, but she was surprised to see that it was gorgeous. The linen was fragile, the frayed edges especially so, and the threads were extremely fine. What she hadn’t been able to see online was how prettily the metallic ones glinted when light struck them.


She saw better, too, how lovely the intact portrait on the upper left corner was, and the foliage around it, that seemed to have a letter I within it at the bottom of the roundel that framed the portrait, or perhaps it was a Roman numeral, and she felt it a shame that the other portrait, on the upper right, had been ripped through, leaving only part of another woman’s head visible. There was another detail, too, part of a geometric shape containing a sort of pattern. It was positioned between the two roundels but ripped so badly it was impossible to tell anything from it.


“What do you think?” Lillian asked.


“It’s much more impressive than in the photographs I saw online. It has life in it. What a shame it got ruined.”


“I agree.” Lillian folded her hands on her lap. Was it Clio’s imagination, or were they shaking? She looked away, uncomfortable witnessing vulnerability in someone she admired so much.


“I need to tell you a story,” Lillian said. “And everything I’m about to say is true.”


Clio thought that was a strange thing to say. Lillian’s hands were clasped so tightly now that the knuckles were white. She exhaled, nerves on her breath, before she spoke.


“There are two very different, very powerful groups of women that exist today, in almost total secrecy. They are hiding in plain sight, embedded in our society. Both are fighting for the same goal, which is to improve the right of women to live free from violence and discrimination, but they can’t agree on how to achieve it. Their methods and ideologies don’t align.”


“How so? And whatever happened to women supporting women?”


“Indeed,” Lillian said. “Their differences lie in how they gain and exercise power. The Larks believe women should obtain influence by shattering the glass ceiling. By contrast, the Katherinites, or Kats, as they call themselves, think it’s better to maintain traditional roles as wives and mothers, and to exercise power by manipulating, or persuading, the men in their lives to act in their interests. It’s a more softly, softly approach than the Larks’.”


“The traditional way of doing things versus feminism,” Clio said.


“Sort of. Broadly, yes. Though it’s a little more nuanced, I think.”


“Why those names?”


“Kats is after St. Katherine of Alexandria. They call themselves the Order of St. Katherine. They even have a creed. I think it’s probably quite a long document. I’ve only discovered a couple of lines from it, but they’re illuminating.” She handed her phone to Clio. On the Notes app were a few lines of text:




We will whisper in the ears of powerful men. We will be their wives and their mothers, their confidantes and advisers. We believe that in the image of the saint, we owe our fidelity to our fellow women.





“Wow,” Clio said. “So they use men to get the power they want?”


“Exactly,” Lillian said.


Clio’s eyes fell on the embroidery. She had no idea how it might fit into all this. “What’s the other group called again?” she asked.


“They call themselves Larks.”


“Because?”


“Again, guessing, but I think because larks sing in the morning—”


“A new dawn for women?” Clio interrupted, and Lillian nodded.


“Could be. That would be my best guess, too. The Kats are well hidden, often embedded in powerful families, but the Larks can be easier to identify, because they often hold influential jobs. I believe they’re well established in academic circles, and they likely have strong professional connections in all sorts of places. I suspect their network is extensive.”


“How are these groups structured? How big are they?” Clio asked.


“I don’t know how big they are. I would love to. They likely both have top-down, pyramid power structures, like the Freemasons. Both groups scout and recruit aggressively at grassroots level. The Kats are entrenched in the Women’s Institute, in church groups and voluntary organisations that are predominantly run by women. We’ve heard of both groups recruiting through book groups and PTAs. The Larks are also involved with professional organisations and guilds. Sometimes, an affiliation with one group or the other runs through the women in a family, especially the Kats. I believe both also operate small cells of women who do their dirty work for them.”


“Dirty work? Like?”


“When they clash, it can turn lethal. As Eleanor Bruton found out.”


Clio remembered the name from their talk on the bridge. She was starting to feel intrigued. “So who’s in charge?”


“That’s something else I’d love to know. I’m pretty sure I’ve identified some of the women who operate at high levels within both groups, but I haven’t got to the top.”


“And you think one of these groups murdered Eleanor Bruton?”


“I do. I believe she was working for the Kats and was a victim of the Larks.”


They fell silent. Clio tried to process what she’d heard. The room—its dark shadows and glittering contents, the reflective glass—was starting to feel oppressive. Her eyes lit on the embroidery once again. The small sign beside it estimated that it dated from the fifteenth century.


“How long have these groups been operating?” she asked.


“For hundreds of years, I believe. There are long periods of time when they go quiet, but others when they seem more active. If you look back carefully you can sometimes see the hand of one or the other of them in significant historic events, though it’s almost always impossible to prove it.”


Clio had seen Lillian excited before, and determined, but she’d never got an obsessive vibe off her the way she did now. It rang some alarm bells. As if she sensed it, Lillian said, “Look, I don’t need you to get too involved in this, or even to believe it. All I’m asking is that you get some information from the Scottish police about Eleanor Bruton’s death for me. I can’t do it myself, not now that I’m retired. It might attract too much attention. The timing is terrible.”


Clio would rather not, because of the alarm bells and the way Lillian looked: pale, edgy, stressed. She wondered if Lillian was trying to distract herself from her retirement. On the other hand, she was very aware of how much Lillian had done for her, and what harm could it do, really? “Sure. I can ask. Tell me about the case.”


Lillian paused while a security guard walked past the gallery entrance, then lowered her voice almost to a whisper.


“Eleanor Bruton died three weeks ago, on an island in Scotland. The location of her death was odd in itself, because apparently, she’d been a committed wife and mother and a pillar of the community in her village in the south of England for most of her adult life.”


“Was she a Kat?” Clio asked.


“Maybe. Though her husband, who died a few years ago, was undistinguished. But she could have been a sleeper asset, someone they waited to use until they needed her. This is why I want to know more about her. Eight months before her death, she left her family home very abruptly and went to live alone on this remote island. Her son and daughter-in-law were living with her, and the move shocked them because it was very out of character. They’d recently had a baby, her first grandchild, whom she loved. But more important than any of that, and the reason I wanted to meet you here, is that shortly before she left for Scotland, a much-loved but incomplete piece of embroidery disappeared from the home of a woman Eleanor had befriended and cared for in the last weeks of her life. It was about the size and shape of the missing piece from the Everly embroidery.”


The security guard appeared again, pacing in the other direction, giving them a long glance as she passed.


“We should leave,” Lillian whispered. “They have eyes and ears everywhere.” She stood abruptly and left the gallery. The museum was busier now. Clio followed her downstairs and outside.


They emerged beneath the shelter of the stately columns holding up the museum’s grand portico. Clio noted Lillian scanning the crowds outside. It was raining hard and umbrellas and hoods were up everywhere, making it hard to see people’s faces.


In the gloomy daylight, Lillian looked more troubled than Clio had ever seen her. “Don’t underestimate these women. I lost a colleague to them; she was also a dear friend. And don’t mention this to anyone on the team. You must be very careful.”


Clio had to stand close to hear Lillian over the rain. She found herself staring at her mentor, trying to figure out whether she really knew her at all. The Lillian she’d been used to was measured and calm; she rarely showed fear, never got dramatic. This felt far from normal.


The rain intensified, coming down so hard that the black cabs in Great Russell Street slowed to a crawl, and even so, their tyres sent up arcs of water and their brake lights strobed brightly; red light refracted into fragments in the spray, and was reflected in the pooled water on the road.


“I’ll be in touch,” Lillian said.


Clio’s phone rang. “Wait,” she said. She needed to see who was calling because she was supposed to be in the office, but she wanted to ask one more thing. Lillian didn’t hear or didn’t care. She hurried down the steps as Clio took the call. As she spoke to a colleague, Clio watched Lillian run through the rain across the area in front of the museum and out through the wrought-iron gates. A few seconds later she heard the squeal of brakes, a thud, a scream, raised voices. The world seemed to stop. Clio instinctively held her breath, unable to move until her body forced out a lungful of air, then she ran after Lillian.
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