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THE TIDE HOUSE MYSTERIES — BOOK ONE

The House at Winterkeep

‘The record is the permanent thing. The work continues because the record is never finished.’ — from The Receiving, H. Whitling, 2030

For the keepers. You know who you are.
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Ravenscar School
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North Yorkshire Moors — 9 March 1989

Eva Stuart had been lying on the top bunk for an hour and seventeen minutes, watching the rectangle of sky in the skylight and counting the distance between where she was and where she needed to be. She counted the way she always counted before something difficult: not to calm herself, but to keep the fear in a shape she could carry.

The skylight showed her a moving weather. Cloud went over in long slow rafts, and between the rafts the moon put a pale wash on the glass, and she measured the gaps because the gaps were what she would be walking in. Below the glass the dormitory ticked and settled — the radiator under the window cooling by degrees with its small metallic complaints, the wind working at the slates the way it worked at everything on this edge of the moor, patiently, without appetite. The room smelled of floor polish and damp wool and the faint institutional sweetness of soap bought by the crate. She had lived inside that smell for two and a half years. She was breathing it now the way you breathe the air of a place you are leaving: noticing it at last, and filing it.

The dormitory held eight girls in four double bunks along two walls. Seven were asleep, or in the slow country between waking and sleep that nine o’clock produced in a girls’ boarding school — the restless one in the far corner turning over, the two by the door breathing in time. Only Isla McGinn was awake, in the bunk below, lying with the shallow, quickened breath of someone pretending. Eva had been listening to that breath for forty minutes. It had not slowed once.

Isla was not going to ask again. They had finished asking at seven o’clock in the bicycle shed, sitting on the cold concrete with the school’s twelve bikes ranked around them and their breath white in the March air. The shed smelled of oil and rubber and rain got into brick, and Isla had sat with her knees drawn up and her back against the wall and gone through it point by point, because that was Isla: she did not plead, she itemised. Isla had said everything she had to say, carefully and completely, the way Isla did everything.

You don’t know what he’ll do, she had said. You’re assuming he’s rational. Rational people don’t do what he’s done. If you go out on that moor alone at night and something happens, there’s no one who can help you.

And then, because she was fifteen and honest: I know you’re going anyway.

Eva had said, Yes.

Then tell me what you need me to do.

So she had told her. What she needed was exactly this — for Isla to lie in the bunk below and be awake and know that Eva had gone, and to hold that knowing in the right form, which was private and exact and not panicked. If Eva was not back by five, Isla was to go to the matron and say only that Eva had gone in the night and she didn’t know where. Nothing more. By five it would no longer matter what the matron did.

I’m going to be scared the whole night, Isla had said.

I know. I’m sorry.

Don’t be sorry. Just come back.

Eva had said, Yes. She had not said I promise, because she was careful about her promises and she did not know that she would.

She had assessed it, and it was dangerous, and she was going anyway. She had been assessing things carefully for two years now. She understood, by this March night, exactly the kind of place she was in.



She had arrived at Ravenscar in October of 1986, fourteen years old, chosen through an audition process the school reserved for gifted children from families that could not otherwise buy them a room like this one. She had played the first movement of a Boccherini concerto on a school cello with a buzzing C string, in a cold hall in Leeds, for three adults who took notes and did not smile, and one of them had looked up at the end and said, Again, please, from the development, and this time don’t be careful, and she had played it again and not been careful, and that had been that. Her father sorted post. Her mother supervised a school dinner hall. When the letter came they had been proud and frightened at once, in the way of parents handed a thing they can’t weigh from where they stand.

The school sat in a converted farmhouse eleven miles north of Kirkby Marrow, on the lip of the moor. It had been founded in 1974 by a charitable educational trust, and in the years since it had built a real reputation on real teaching and real results — conservatoire places, professional careers, prizes. The practice rooms were warm when nothing else was. The teaching was serious and the seriousness was a kind of respect, and for a girl from a house where music had been the radio on Sunday mornings, the first year had felt like being handed a language she had always suspected existed. That was the part Eva had not understood at fourteen, when she still believed that caring about a thing meant you could be trusted with it. The music was genuine. The teaching was genuine. The genuineness was not decoration laid over the rot. It was the reason the rot could go on undetected. Roderick Vexley, chair of the board of governors, loved music — truly loved it, sat in the back of the recital room with his eyes closed at the slow movements. That was the truest thing about him, and the most useful.

She had been there four months when she understood something was wrong, and it did not arrive as horror. It arrived as a discrepancy. One thing that would not sit flat against the rest.

Margaret Doolan had been her closest friend that first year. Margaret was a Glasgow girl, quick and warm, a pianist with big hands and a laugh that got them both into trouble in prep, and she had a habit Eva never forgot: at breakfast she would read the cereal packet aloud in the voice of a newsreader until the whole table was helpless. She was sixteen to Eva’s fourteen and she had taken the younger girl under her wing without ever making a performance of it — a seat kept, a page turned, a word in the right ear. And Margaret had left in October of 1987. The story delivered to the dormitory was that family circumstances required her return to Edinburgh, and it was delivered by the housemother, Mrs Forsyth — a kind woman — in the flat voice of someone reciting rather than telling. Eva had watched her face while she said it and understood, in the sideways way she understood most things before she understood them straight on, that Mrs Forsyth did not believe her own mouth. And the story didn’t fit. Margaret’s family were from Glasgow, not Edinburgh. There were no circumstances.

Margaret had not said goodbye. That was the detail that would not sit flat. Margaret said goodbye to people. She said goodbye at the end of an ordinary Tuesday. A girl who read cereal packets to the table did not leave a school in the night without a word.

So Eva did the thing she had never done before and would do, in one form or another, for the rest of her life. She started looking.

She found the cabinet in the administrative corridor in November, by accident, hunting for a music stand she thought she’d left in lost property. The corridor was the one part of the school that smelled of adults — carbon paper, cigarette smoke gone cold in the curtains, metal polish — and the cabinet stood at the end of it, grey, four drawers, the kind of object designed to be walked past. It was unlocked. She would understand later that it was always unlocked, because the people who used it had never imagined that anyone who might find it dangerous was in a position to do anything about it. Inside were files, and in the files were three cover stories, and the three cover stories were identical to the word.

Margaret Doolan. Ruth Lennox. Siobhan Crawford.

Three girls. Three five-sentence letters that matched like tracings. Three girls who had left Ravenscar in the space of three years under circumstances described in language that had been typed, she realised, from the same original. She stood with the files open on the drawer’s edge and read the letters twice each, and the second reading was worse, because on the second reading she could hear the machine underneath the words — one document, retyped, with the names changed, by someone for whom the girls were interchangeable.

She stood in the corridor a long time. Then she closed the cabinet, walked back to the dormitory, and that night began to write things down. On the first page of a new notebook, bought in Kirkby Marrow on a Saturday visit, she wrote: Something is wrong here. Three girls. The same story. I don’t know what the story means. I’m going to find out.

It took her a year. She found out the way you find things out when you are sixteen and have no standing and no allies but a fifteen-year-old who believes you: by watching, by listening, by asking the kind of oblique question people answer without noticing they’ve answered it. She learned to be present at the edges of rooms. She learned which of the kitchen staff talked and which of the visiting tutors could be walked to their cars. She found out that Roderick Vexley came to the school three or four times a year and moved through its rooms like a man who owned the space rather than visited it. She found out that he kept a house on the moor fifteen miles east, called Winterkeep, and that the school’s connection to Winterkeep was structural rather than incidental — board meetings held there, certain girls taken there, a relationship older and deeper than the public documents admitted.

And she found out, following a thread she would never be able to hand anyone in a form they could easily take, that the three girls in the files had not gone to Edinburgh or Glasgow. They had gone to Winterkeep. And that the arrangement being made for them was the arrangement now being made for her.

She understood this in January of 1989, on a Sunday afternoon in an empty practice room, with her cello across her knees and her bow hand flat on the strings, and she sat with the understanding for a long time while the light went out of the window, because the understanding changed the shape of every remaining day. She spent six weeks deciding what to do with it. By March she had a plan.



She went over the sill at eleven minutes past eleven.

The utility-room window, ground floor, north side — the exit she had chosen back in October. She had opened and closed it fourteen times over the winter, learning the creak that lived at the halfway point and learning that you could beat it by taking the window past halfway in one clean motion instead of two. She took it past the creak in one clean motion and stepped out into the March night.

The moor was cold. The cold was not the school’s cold, which was a thing of corridors and thin blankets; it was open cold, moving cold, cold with the whole of the North Sea somewhere behind it. The moon was three-quarters full in a clear sky — the weather she had waited three nights for. She could see the path she had walked twice in daylight that month, timing it, learning where the ground firmed and where it went soft. The heather was black and silver. Somewhere off to the north a bird went up with a rattle and settled again, and she stood still until the moor had taken the sound back. There was a torch in her pocket. She did not use it. Moonlight was enough, and a torch on open moor at night could be seen from a long way off.

She went north and then east along the public right-of-way across the lower moor, quick but not running. You did not run on moorland in the dark; a twisted ankle would end the plan, and the plan could not be ended. She counted her paces in hundreds and let the counting hold the fear in its shape. She had to reach Roderick Vexley before the school knew she was gone. She had to have the conversation. Then she had to reach Mrs Kettley’s farm on the south edge of the moor before anything else could happen.

He was at the moor gate, where the channel she had been using for two months had told her he would be. Tall, still, composed in the way of a man who had been important in one small world so long that his importance had stopped needing maintenance. He wore a long coat and no hat, and he stood as though the cold were something that happened to other people. He watched her come through the gate with the look she had learned to read — not warmth, not calculation, but the place in between.

She said: I want to talk to you about Margaret.

She said it directly, in the voice she’d been practising for weeks — the voice of someone who knows a thing and intends to name it.

He said: Come in. We’ll talk at the house.

I’d rather stay here.

Eva. Patient. Almost fond.

She said: I’ve read the files. Margaret, Ruth, Siobhan. The cover stories are the same. They went to Winterkeep. And I know why you brought them.

She watched his face while she said it, and she watched the assessment happen — not a dramatic recalculation, only the small internal rearranging of a man who has been surprised by the size of a thing and is folding the new size into what he’ll do next.

He said: You’re very perceptive.

Yes. I know where they are. I want you to tell me directly. And I want to know what you’re planning for me.

Planning for you?

I’ve known for six weeks. I’m asking you to say it plainly, because I’d rather have the version you don’t give to people who don’t already know.

The moon slid behind a cloud and came out again.

He said: You’re an exceptional young woman.

I know. Tell me where Margaret is.

Margaret is at Winterkeep. Comfortable. Well looked after. The others too.

I want to see them.

That can be arranged.

Not at Winterkeep. Somewhere neutral.

Eva. Come inside. It’s cold. We’ll talk properly.

She said: I need the lavatory. I’ll be back.

She walked around the side of the gate structure. She walked twenty metres, at a walker’s pace, with her hands in her pockets, because everything about the next twenty metres had to say coming back. Then she ran.

She ran for six minutes and then more carefully, because there was a patch of uncertain ground she had marked in daylight and could not afford to be wrong about now. Her breath tore and she made herself govern it. Behind her the moor was silent, which meant nothing; sound carried strangely up here, and a man in a long coat could be a hundred metres back or nowhere. She did not look. Looking cost time and told you nothing you could use. She had the torch out — she had the distance for it — and she kept it low, on the ground, never on the horizon. She crossed the lower moor in fourteen minutes and went through the stile at the south edge into the lane that led to the Kettley farm, and the lane’s walls came up on either side of her like two hands closing, and for the first time in an hour she let herself feel how afraid she had been.

The kitchen light was on.

She knocked.

Mrs Kettley opened the door, looked at her once, and said: Inside.

I need to call my mother.

There’s a phone in the kitchen. I’ll put the kettle on.



The kitchen was low and warm and smelled of coal and bread and dog. An old collie raised its head from a blanket by the range, considered her, and put its head down again. There was oilcloth on the table, worn pale at the two places where people sat, and a clock on the mantel that was seven minutes fast, and Mrs Kettley moved through it all with the economy of a woman who had run a farm alone through eleven winters and did not waste motion any more than she wasted words. She was sixty or thereabouts, broad-handed, her hair pinned up. She put the telephone in front of Eva and then stood at the range with her back turned while Eva dialled, which was its own kind of tact.

Her mother reached the farm by two in the morning. In the hours between the call and the headlights, Eva sat at the kitchen table and told Mrs Kettley everything — the cabinet, the three files, the matching letters, what she had pieced together about Winterkeep, and what she believed Roderick Vexley had meant for her. Mrs Kettley listened with the face of someone receiving confirmation rather than news: not a woman surprised, but a woman for whom the thing long suspected had finally arrived and asked to be believed. She did not interrupt. Twice she got up to move the kettle, and both times she said, Go on, before she had sat back down.

When Eva finished, she said: I’ve known something was wrong at that school since 1977. I didn’t know what. I knew it from the way the road looked when certain cars went by. From the way the moor changed in certain seasons. I could never say more than that. She looked at the girl across the table. Now you’ve said more than that.

She said: Your mother’s coming. And then you’re going. And you’re not coming back.

I’m not coming back.

Good.

Eva said: Mrs Kettley. Before I go. Margaret Doolan is at Winterkeep. They all are. Margaret Doolan, Ruth Lennox, Siobhan Crawford.

Yes.

Someone needs to know.

Someone will know. Mrs Kettley said it without heat, the way you state a thing you’ve already decided. I’m going to write it down. Everything you’ve told me tonight, everything I’ve seen over the years, and I’m going to keep writing it until I die or until someone comes who can use it. And I’m going to give you something to give to Isla. So there’s a copy that isn’t only me.

She took a key from the kitchen drawer — a plain mortise key, a cardboard label wired to its head. She had to hunt for a pen that worked, and she tried it first on the corner of a feed bill, two small circles of blue, before she trusted it. In the light of the kitchen, in her careful hand, she wrote on the label: east wing. Room at the end. Evidence of M.D., R.L., S.C.

I don’t have proof those girls are in that room, she said. But I believe it. And I believe that one day someone will have the authority to open it and find out. Give this to your friend. Tell her to keep it until that someone comes.

She’ll know who that is?

She’ll know. She’s the kind of girl who knows.

Eva took the key and held it in her palm. It was heavier than it looked, and cold from the drawer, and the wire had been wound with the neatness of a woman who mended her own fences. She thought of Isla in the bunk below, breathing the quick breath of not-sleep, waiting.

I’m going to trust this to her, she thought. To Isla McGinn, who is fifteen, and who has kept everything I’ve ever given her, and has never once broken it.

She thought: She’ll carry it until the right person comes.

She was right. It took thirty-six years. But she was right.

Her mother arrived at half past two, in the neighbour’s borrowed Cortina, and stood in the doorway of a stranger’s kitchen looking at her daughter with a face that asked and answered a hundred questions in the time it took to cross the room. They left before dawn. At the door Mrs Kettley put a hand briefly on Eva’s shoulder — the only touch of the night — and said, Live a good life. That’s the answer to them. Live a good life and let me do the watching. Eva Stuart did not go back to Ravenscar, or to North Yorkshire, for a very long time. She went to Warrington, then Manchester, then Edinburgh, then into a life in environmental law that carried her at last to Geneva, where she was living when Honor Whitling came to find her in 2025.

She never forgot the key. She never stopped thinking about the room at the end of the east wing, or about Margaret Doolan, who had been her friend in the first months and had gone to Winterkeep in the autumn of 1987 and had not, in thirty-six years of Eva’s looking, come back. She carried all of it the way people carry things that have nowhere else to go, and she hoped, across those years, that someone would eventually come to take it from her.

Honor Whitling came in April 2025.

The key was in a wooden box, in a drawer, in a croft on the Isle of Barra.

It was still on the cardboard label Mrs Kettley had tied to it in a farmhouse kitchen in 1989.

It still worked.



PART ONE — THE MOOR

April – June 2025
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Rowan

She had been a Detective Inspector for eleven weeks the morning they found the body on the moor, and she was still learning what the rank had changed and what it hadn’t. Not the work. The work she did the way she had always done it. What had changed was the frame around the work — the coordination with the Serious Fraud Office and the National Crime Agency, with Cara Finlay in Inverness and Catherine Ritchie in South Wales, the set of interlocking prosecutions that would run alongside one another for years. Building a case she knew how to do. Holding the frame around a dozen of them at once was the new thing, and she was learning it the way she learned everything: slowly, and on purpose.

What had not changed was the cliff path, which she walked every morning regardless of what the morning held, and the cottage, which was home, and the sea, which had been the background of her thinking for sixteen months now — the sound always there underneath the thought.

She walked it that morning as she walked it every morning, out of the cottage gate and up through the gorse to where the path ran along the cliff edge, the North Sea below her going about its grey unhurried business, the light coming up over the water in bands. She called it the practice of the present, privately, in the words she had built for herself in the first bad winter: you put your attention on the wet grass and the wind and the one oystercatcher working the tideline, and you kept it there, and for forty minutes the day was only what it was. David had never walked this path. That was part of why it worked. There was nothing on it to step around.

She was thirty-nine. In sixteen months at Saltmarsh she had put Cyril Vexley in the dock and pulled the Yorkshire arm of the Aldbourne network apart thread by thread. She had not yet done the thing she had come north to do, which was to find the man who had arranged David’s death. That thread ran through the fraud investigation and the French inquiry and the Everton trust, and it would surface when those were ready and not before. She was patient about it the way she was patient about everything — not by temperament, but as a discipline she had chosen because the work required it.

On Tuesday the fifteenth of April, three weeks after Cyril Vexley’s arrest and two before the Winterkeep warrant she’d been building toward for months, her phone rang at half past seven. She was on the last rise of the path, above the harbour, with the kettle in the cottage already filled for when she got back.

DI Whitling. Harrogate dispatch. Reported body on the moor above Kirkby Marrow. Local unit’s on scene. Inspector Hartley requests your attendance.

On my way.

She stood for a moment with the phone still in her hand and the sea doing what it did. Kirkby Marrow. The dale below Winterkeep. She had spent months teaching herself not to make a case out of a coincidence, and she made herself run the discipline now — a moor was a moor, people died on moors, walkers, weather, hearts. The discipline ran and came back and did not hold.

She called Aslan.

I heard, he said. Already in the car.

Road head at Kirkby Marrow. Twenty minutes.

She was there in eighteen.



The dale had the look of an April moor: brown and silver in the upper reaches, the heather months from showing what it would show in August, the drystone walls running up the fell in their old geometry. The sky was pale and cold and gave light without warmth. It was the kind of morning that showed you everything with a flatness that was also a kind of precision.

There were two marked cars and a van at the road head, and the tape ran from the gatepost up along the wall, and above it on the open ground she could see the small distant industry of a scene being held: white suits, a tent going up against the wind, a figure at the perimeter with a log. Aslan was waiting by his car with his collar up and two coffees going cold on the roof, because he was the kind of man who bought two coffees on the way to a body on the theory that the day would be long. He handed her one without a word. He was thirty-one, Bradford-born, unhurried, and in fourteen months he had become the person she thought beside.

Anything from the log? she said.

Shepherd found her at six-fifteen. Nobody’s touched her but the paramedic who confirmed. Hartley held everything for you.

Inspector Hartley met her at the tape. He was a solid, undramatic man who had policed the dale for eighteen years, and he did not waste her time.

Female, young adult, he said as they climbed. Four hundred metres above the wall, on the open moor. No obvious trauma. Found at quarter past six by a shepherd, Gareth Price, who grazes this section. She’s in fell boots, good ones. Waterproof zipped up. Rucksack still on her back.

Dressed for the moor, Honor said.

Dressed for it. Yes.

Alone?

No sign of a companion at the site. But it’s unfenced. Someone could have come and gone by another line.

The climb took ten minutes, the ground pulling at their boots where the drainage crossed the path, a curlew somewhere above them running its long liquid call out over the fell and letting it fall away. Honor watched the ground as she went, out of habit — the sheep tracks, the quad-bike line along the wall, the places where the peat held a print and the places where it never would.

They reached the scene. She pulled on gloves. The body lay face down in the heather, left arm out, head turned a little to the right. Dark hair pulled back. Young — twenty, twenty-two, the face not yet finished into adulthood. The gear was serious. Nothing about her said accident-in-fashion-boots. Everything about her said she had meant to be out here.

She crouched a long time without touching anything. The rucksack was a daysack, weathered, one strap frayed and re-stitched by hand. There was a compass on a lanyard half out of the waterproof’s chest pocket. The laces were double-knotted. Whoever this girl was, she prepared for things.

She lay, Honor saw as she straightened and looked west, two miles in a straight line from the eastern gate of the Winterkeep Foundation. From this height you could see the house itself, or the grey suggestion of it, low in its fold of the dale with its plantation of dark trees — the kind of building the eye passed over unless the eye had a reason not to.

Name? she said.

Provisional, off the Foundation register. Rowan Sherrard. Twenty-two, from Hampshire. Residential fellow on their conservation programme since January.

Honor looked at the girl a long moment. A young woman off the Foundation’s conservation programme, found dead on the moor between Winterkeep and nowhere, dressed for a night walk, no cause of death you could see, two weeks before the warrant.

The warrant moves up, she said quietly. To this week.

Aslan already had his phone out. I’ll call Drysdale.

Now.

He stepped away. She crouched again, closer.

You found something, she told the girl, silently. Whatever brought you out here in the dark, you found it. I’m going to find what you found, and I’m going to make it matter.

To Hartley: The Foundation. Notified?

Geoffrey Vexley was called at quarter to seven. Cooperative. Offered full access.

Of course he did. She said it quietly, and Hartley looked at her, and she let him. I want to be at Winterkeep today. A preliminary with Vexley before anything’s moved. And every record they hold on Rowan Sherrard, back to January. Today.

I’ll arrange it.

On the way down she stopped where a man stood apart at the wall with a dog lying flat at his feet — Gareth Price, the shepherd, waiting to be told he could go and not going. He was fifty-odd, wind-cured, holding his cap in both hands as though the situation required it.

You found her, Honor said.

Aye. Quarter past six. Dog found her, rightly. He looked up the fell and back. I want to say — she were lying tidy. I’ve found dead sheep all my life and beasts that die hard don’t lie tidy. She were lying like she’d sat down and gone over. That’s all I know, but I thought someone should hear it that would write it down.

I’ve written it down, Honor said, and she had. Thank you for staying.

Wasn’t going to leave her up there with just the tape, he said, and put his cap back on, and whistled the dog up, and went.

She stood, and walked back down the dale to the road, and called Drysdale herself.

The Winterkeep warrant. I need it this week.

What’s changed?

A body on the moor. A girl from the Foundation. Twenty-two.

A pause on the line.

I’ll call the magistrate today, Drysdale said. And then: Honor. Be careful out there. We don’t know yet what you’re walking into.

I know. I’m going carefully.

She drove to Winterkeep.



She had seen the house once before.

November, five months back, on an afternoon that had nothing to do with warrants. She had spent the day at a solicitor’s in Skipton, going line by line through twenty years of conveyancing for the Aldbourne file — the kind of work that fills a car with paper and empties a day of light — and she had driven home the long way, over the tops, because the A-road was shut at Blubberhouses and because some part of her, reading those records, had wanted to lay eyes on the thing the paper kept circling. The Winterkeep Foundation sat in the Aldbourne financials the way a stone sits in a field: half buried, unremarkable, and plainly older than everything round it.

It was near four when she came over the shoulder of the moor and the dale opened below her, already going blue at the bottom with the early dark. She had not meant to stop. There was a layby below the Foundation’s gate, a rough half-moon of gritted verge, and she pulled into it the way you pull over to take a call, and switched the engine off, and sat.

The house stood in its fold of the dale, six hundred metres off across the falling land, grey against the darker grey of its trees. Lights were coming on in the west range as she watched — one window, then two, then a doorway briefly yellow as somebody crossed it. Ordinary lights at the ordinary hour. Smoke stood up from one chimney and leaned east. A Land Rover came down from the moor gate with its headlamps on and turned away north, and its sound reached her a few seconds after its lights, and then the dale took the sound back.

The east wing showed nothing at all.

She noticed it the way you notice a thing before you know you have noticed it. The whole eastern end of the house — a full gable, three storeys, a dozen windows — sat dark while the building came awake around it, and the dark was not the dark of empty rooms at teatime. Empty rooms at teatime catch the sky. These windows caught nothing. She sat looking at them for longer than she could have accounted for, the heater ticking as it cooled, the Skipton paper stacked on the seat beside her, and she felt the thing seventeen years had taught her to treat with suspicion and never to ignore: the sense of a wrongness that had not yet offered her a single fact.

There was no fact. She made herself take the inventory, to be sure of that. A wing unlit at four on a November afternoon. Institutions closed wings; heat cost money; there would be an explanation of exactly that kind and it would very likely be true. She had no complaint, no report, no name, no cause. What she had was a building that had arranged itself like a face — the lit side turned to the road, open and candid, the dark side turned away to the moor — and the flat certainty, arriving from nowhere she could have shown a magistrate, that the house was performing.

The light went out of the dale while she sat there. An owl called once from the plantation and did not go on. At half past four she took the black notebook from the glovebox — the one that was nobody’s business — and wrote the date, and then sat with the pen a while, because the notebook took observations, and she did not have one.

She wrote: Winterkeep, E face, 16:05–16:35. West range lit as expected. East wing entirely dark. No inference available. Noted.

And under it, a thing that was not an observation: Come back to this.

Then she had driven home over the tops with the moor going black on both sides, and made her supper, and filed the Skipton paper, and the house had gone down through her like a stone into peat. It had lain there all winter — through the Cyril Vexley arrest, through the drafting of the warrant — and she had not gone back to the layby, because there had been no cause, and she was as careful about cause as she was about promises.

Now a girl was dead two miles from that gable, and she was driving up the dale with cause to spare, and the November afternoon rose in her whole, every unlit window of it.



The road to the Foundation ran up its own dale, single-track past the cattle grid, between walls furred with moss, and the house came into view in stages, the way it had been designed to: first the chimneys over the trees, then the grey Victorian bulk of it, three storeys of millstone grit with the rain-streaks of a century and a half run down its face, sitting in the fold of the moor as though the moor had grown it. Whoever built it had wanted it to look permanent, and had succeeded. There was a modern sign at the gate — THE WINTERKEEP FOUNDATION, and under it something about landscape, heritage, renewal — and the sign was the only thing on the whole approach that belonged to this century.

Geoffrey Vexley met her in the entrance hall, and she read him in the thirty seconds it took him to open the door and arrange his face: a man who had been expecting the visit and had prepared a version of himself for it. Composed. Helpful. Distressed to the correct degree about a dead participant, cooperative to the correct degree with the police. A man performing innocence well, who knew he was performing it well, and drew a quiet security from the knowing.

She had seen it before. She had seen it in Cyril Vexley across an interview table three months ago, and in a dozen men over seventeen years who had believed that their skill at performing not-knowing was the same as her inability to know. It was never the same. It was only a performance, and she could read the performance.

He was perhaps fifty-five, tall like his father must have been, dressed with the studied informality of a man who ran an institution — good jacket, no tie, the watch expensive but not loud. The entrance hall behind him was flagstones and panelling and a long-case clock, and it smelled of beeswax and woodsmoke, and everything in it said continuity, stewardship, trust.

He showed her to a meeting room. Aslan sat beside her. A woman hovered at the back — Mrs Harker, the executive assistant, placed there to be available and to watch.

Mrs Harker, Honor said. Would you wait elsewhere? We’ll speak to you separately.

Mrs Harker looked at Geoffrey Vexley.

Of course, he said. Margaret — if you would. He gestured at the door. She went.

Honor filed the look Mrs Harker had given him — Margaret — in the place she kept things like that, to be returned to when she had more to hang on it.

Rowan Sherrard, she said. Tell me about her.

He told her, in the smooth continuous way of a man delivering a thing he had already written. Twenty-two. A recent ecology graduate. Enthusiastic, capable, well liked. No signs of difficulty, no unhappiness he was aware of, full participation in the programme. Nothing to suggest she’d been struggling.

She let him run. You learned more from the shape of a prepared account than from interrupting it — where it was smooth, where it had been smoothed, which questions it had been built to answer before they were asked. His account answered, unasked, the question of whether Rowan had been happy. It did not go anywhere near the question of what Rowan had been curious about.

Did she ever go out on the moor at night?

We don’t forbid it for adult fellows. Some do — astronomy, owl surveys. The programme log would show any documented night activity.

And undocumented?

I wouldn’t know about undocumented activity.

No. Of course. She let a beat sit. Mr Vexley. Was Rowan Sherrard ever in the east wing of this building?

He went still. Half a second, no more. But it was there — the small hitch in a man who had been fluent until that word.

The east wing is storage, he said. Participants don’t have access.

I see. May I see it?

Of course. I’ll have someone show you.

I’d like you to show me.

A pause. Yes. Of course.

He walked them to the end of the first-floor east corridor, past watercolours of the dale and a framed photograph of a royal visit in the eighties, to a fitted cupboard set flush against the wall. Closed for renovation about ten years ago, he said. Not in active use. The cupboard was in front of the old door, to keep the heat in.

Materials from the renovation still in there?

Building materials. Some old programme equipment.

I’d like to see.

It’s just storage. And then, with the small regretful spread of the hands of a man defeated by logistics: The wing’s been sealed since the works. The keys are held with the estate papers — I’d have to have them found. It may take a day or two. As I say, there’s nothing in there but the past.

She looked at the cupboard. It was a good cupboard, well made, painted the colour of the wall, and it stood against the panelling with its feet on a carpet that had been vacuumed to the edge. There was no dust along its top. There was no scuffing at its base of the kind a fixed piece of furniture acquires. She took all of this in without letting her eyes rest anywhere in particular, and she thought: this cupboard moves.

Find the keys, she said. I’ll be back with a warrant regardless. It will go better for the Foundation if nothing in this house is different when I return. Nothing moved, nothing tidied, nothing found to be missing. Do you understand me, Mr Vexley?

Completely, he said, and smiled the smile of a man being helpful, and showed them out past the long-case clock, and stood in the doorway with his hand raised in something that was almost a wave as they drove away down the dale.

He’ll spend tonight deciding what to move, Aslan said, watching the house go in the mirror.

Yes, Honor said. And I’ll be watching him do it.



The incident room at Harrogate that evening had the smell they always had on the first day — printer ink, bad coffee, wet coats drying on radiators — and the board had gone up by six: Rowan Sherrard’s photograph from the Foundation’s own website, smiling in a fleece with a pair of binoculars round her neck, and beside it the map of the dale with the fell marked and the house marked and the two miles of open moor between them drawn in a red line that nobody had needed to explain.

She stood in front of it while the team gathered. Six of them, for now, borrowed and begged: Aslan; DC Frome, who was methodical and slow and never wrong; DC Whitcombe, the youngest, three years in, quick with people on phones; two civilian analysts; an exhibits officer called Bell who had done thirty years and seen everything and said little. She knew what they saw when they looked at her. Eleven weeks a DI. The widow from the Met. The woman who’d had Cyril Vexley arrested in his own drawing room three weeks ago and was now, apparently, going after the rest of the family.

Two investigations, she said. They will turn out to be one, but we run them as two until the evidence marries them. First: the death of Rowan Sherrard. Post-mortem is Thursday. Until it reports, we treat the moor as a crime scene and her death as unexplained. I want her life mapped — January to April, everyone she spoke to at that Foundation, her phone, her email, her bank, her notebooks if she kept them, and the family liaison handled as if she were ours. She was somebody’s daughter for twenty-two years. She’s ours now as well.

She moved to the second half of the board, which was mostly empty, and which she had left mostly empty on purpose.

Second: the Winterkeep Foundation. Some of you know pieces of this. The financial warrant has been in preparation for months as part of Aldbourne, and it is not this room’s business to discuss Aldbourne outside this room. What matters tonight is one fact and one question. The fact: Rowan Sherrard lived twelve weeks in that house and died two miles from its gate. The question— she touched the red line —is what she knew about it that we don’t.

Frome said: And the east wing, boss?

The east wing is a sealed storage space that has no dust on top of the cupboard in front of its door, she said. That’s all it is tonight. Build me the timeline.

Whitcombe put a pen up and waited to be nodded at, which took some doing at three years in, in a room like this one. Boss. Hampshire are doing the knock on the family tonight. Do you want us speaking to their liaison before or after?

Before. I want the officer at that door to know who Rowan was before she says the name to the mother. Get her the photograph, the fellowship, the fact that she was found in good boots doing something she’d chosen to do. Nobody delivers a stranger.

Whitcombe wrote it down. Frome had his glasses pushed up on his forehead and the Foundation’s file on Rowan Sherrard open on the desk in front of him. It had arrived by courier at four o’clock, unasked-for in its promptness, tabbed and indexed.

They sent this before we’d finished asking, he said. And there’s nothing in it. Which is what’s in it. A girl lived twelve weeks in that house and the file reads like it was written to be read. Every review glowing, every box ticked, not one human sentence in the whole of it.

Compare it against her own record when we have the phone and
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