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        Ibant obscuri sola sub nocte per umbram.

        

        “They went in darkness, beneath the lonely night, through the shadow.”

        

        — Virgil, Aeneid 6

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      When a university archivist discovers a hidden vault beneath the library, a woman who reads records like clues must expose a century-old family conspiracy before the riverfront redevelopment buries the truth forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Alex Moreton has spent her life reading what institutions leave out. As WAU’s archivist, she knows every silence in the archive, every careful omission, every file that has been “managed” a little too neatly.

      Then a missing shelfmark leads her to a locked room beneath the library — and to records that should not exist: a hidden vault, a century of movement ledgers, and a family arrangement built on silence, leverage, and a dead girl’s name. With her detective friend Quinn at her side, Alex starts pulling at the threads, only to discover that the university’s history is not merely incomplete. It is dangerous.

      The deeper they read, the clearer the pattern becomes: every path to the truth has been cut for decades, every witness has been handled, and a final concrete pour could bury the last evidence forever. But some secrets are not kept because they matter. They are kept because someone is still watching the room. And when the record finally opens, who will be left standing?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAMILY TREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The two lines meet at the river, 12 July 1924. Arthur Moreton's death is the debt; Eleanor Vale's 1926 deed is the repayment plan; every custodian and every nominee since has been an instalment on it, whether they knew that or not.

       

      “Eleanor.” Is not a birth name; it is the formal name every custodian takes on, per covenant two of the 1926 deed — “a name worn like a robe,” in Alex's own words (Ch 17). Ada Moreton kept her own name in family memory because no one still living ever watched her sign anything. Eleanor Moreton for forty-one years, almost everyone who dealt with her only ever dealt with the office. Her own name was Marion. She has it back.
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      The Vale line — nominees (“the doing office”), 1926–

      Josiah Vale (the founding murderer; put Arthur Moreton in the river, 12 July 1924) m. Eleanor Vale (d.; architect of the 1926 covenant; her letter is opened Ch 47)

      — their son Leonard Vale (d. Oct 1983; nominee 1944; instructed the 1968 survey burial)

      —— his son Edmund Leonard Vale (b. c.1938; nominee 1961–2026; “the man in the coat”; murdered Avril Vale and Stefan Albrecht)

      ——— his son Julian Vale (56; petitioned for the office 2019; charged Ch 46)

      —— his son Thomas Vale (Renata and Avril's father; never himself a nominee)

      ——— his daughter Renata Vale (58; solicitor, married name Carden — she married into the family's own hereditary solicitors, Carden & Carden; kept her sister's file safe from the office her uncle held)

      ——— his daughter Avril Vale (d. 7 July 1984, aged 11)

      Also: Vivian Vale (d. 2001; Leonard's wife; Edmund and Thomas's mother; chose the covenant over the police in 1984)

       

      The Moreton line — custodians (“the keeping office,” styled Eleanor), 1926–

      Arthur Moreton (d. 12 July 1924; Josiah's lightering partner; the college by the river was his dream) m. Ada Moreton (the first custodian, appointed 1926; remembered by her own name within the family — styled “Eleanor” only on the instrument itself)

      — their daughter, custodian from 1953 (unnamed on the page; Ada's successor)

      —— her daughter, custodian from 1979 (unnamed on the page; Alex's grandmother — the last custodian formally appointed by the Registrar before Alex, per Ch 27)

      ——— her daughter Eleanor Moreton, née Marion (assumed the office informally in 1985 on her mother's death; the appointment was never re-entered in the Registrar's schedule, hence the 47-year gap Ch 27 opens on; Alex's mother; gives her own name back to Alex, Ch 43)

      ———— her daughter Dr Alex Moreton (b. 1973; formally appointed custodian 2026, closing that gap, Ch 27)

       

      There were two different women both styled "E. Moreton. 1979 was Alex's grandmother (last formally appointed by the Registrar), and Eleanor Moreton/Marion took the office informally in 1985 without ever being re-entered in the schedule — hence a 47-year gap in the paperwork but a personal 41-year tenure.

      ---
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            Chapter One

          

          
            THE ROOM THAT HAD NOTHING TO HIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Great Hall had been dressed to look as though it had nothing to hide.

      Dr Alex Moreton stood near the western doors with a glass of riesling she had no intention of finishing and read the room the way she read a finding aid: what was listed, what was described, and what had been quietly left out of scope. Uplights warmed the limestone until it looked like honey. A string quartet played something eighteenth-century and inoffensive under the coffered ceiling. The Vice-Chancellor moved between clusters of donors with the unhurried patience of a man who had already decided which cheques mattered, laying a hand on a shoulder here, remembering a grandchild’s name there.

      After Nadia Charmichael’s Murder the University asked Alex, an academic, to employ her research and philological skills to manage the archives until a new appointment could be made. She buried herself in the finding aid Nadia had created, the way her training had taught her to read absences as carefully as entries: names, dates, provenance, silences, the whole quiet grammar of what had been kept and what had been left out.

      It was the launch of the Digitisation Endowment. Two years of Alex’s working life reduced to a lectern, a banner, and a slideshow of manuscripts photographed more lovingly than they had ever been read. She was here because Archives had been asked to be visible, and being visible meant standing where the light fell and saying provenance to people who liked the word.

      She had been in the hall perhaps ten minutes when she noticed the evening was running slightly ahead of itself.

      It was nothing she could have put in a report. A woman near the stage laughed a half-beat before the man beside her reached whatever was funny. The quartet resolved a phrase and Alex realised she had already heard it resolve, a moment earlier, the way you hear a wave arrive twice on a still night — once through the ground, once through the air. The speeches had not begun, and yet the room had the loose, settling feel of a room after speeches: applause just faded, chairs pushed back, everyone released. She kept catching the evening in the past tense.

      She put it down to tiredness. She had catalogued until six. Her eyes were full of accession registers.

      Then she stopped putting it down to tiredness, because of the man by the doors.

      He stood alone at the far end of the hall, dark jacket, no lanyard, no glass, with the stillness of someone trying not to attract attention by being very interested in everything. He was not watching the Vice-Chancellor, or the donors, or the exits. He was watching the windows. The tall panes had gone black with the evening, and the hall floated in them, doubled — chandeliers, banner, the pale smear of faces — and the man studied the reflection as though it were the original and the room the copy.

      People looked at exits when they wanted to leave. Alex could think of no honest reason to study a window from the inside.

      “—rationalising the legacy holdings,” a voice behind her said with an upward inflection, and her attention snapped to it like a compass needle.

      It was Marchetti from the Chancellery, talking to a donor in the tone he used for tidiness. “The old repository’s well past capacity. There’ll be a full review as part of the decant. Some material will come up for reappraisal — frankly, some of it should never have been kept.”

      “Reappraisal,” the donor asked, pleasantly.

      “De-accession, where appropriate. All very carefully managed.”

      Alex kept her face neutral, which was a skill the profession taught early. Carefully managed was doing a great deal of work in that sentence. Nobody reviewed a closed repository from the Chancellery down. Reviews came up from the collection, through her office, or they were not reviews; they were something else wearing the paperwork.

      She thought, briefly and involuntarily, of Quinn — not of anything Quinn had said, just of the look they would have exchanged if Quinn had been standing beside her. One eyebrow, a millimetre. Forty two years of shorthand in it. Hear that? — Heard it. The thought steadied her more than the wine would have.

      Across the hall the man by the doors lifted his chin slightly, as if the reflection had told him what he came to learn.

      Her phone vibrated against her palm.

      
        
          
            
              
        Quinn: Need your memory on a Fremantle file. Urgent.

      

      

      

      

      

      Alex read it twice. Quinn did not use urgent. Quinn’s texts were flat as evidence labels — a time, a place, an initial. In three decades she had used the word to Alex perhaps twice, and one of those times there had been a coroner involved.

      When Alex looked up, the man by the doors was gone.

      Not walking away. Gone. The doors had not moved; she would have felt the change in the air, the hall breathed through those doors all night. There was only the black glass where he had stood, holding its copy of the room — and for a moment, before she could stop the thought, the copy seemed the fuller of the two, as though the window had kept him.

      The quartet changed key. Somewhere near the stage the Vice-Chancellor tapped a glass, and the speeches, at last, began — arriving late, Alex thought, into a room that had already finished with them.

      She typed back one word —

      
        
          
            
              
        When

      

      

      

      

      

      — put the riesling down untouched, and stopped pretending she was at a party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            ITEM SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      The Collections Review Committee met on Monday mornings in a room with no outside windows, which Alex had always thought was either an accident of scheduling or a confession.

      She arrived two minutes early and the meeting felt, already, as if it had reached its conclusions and was working backwards towards them. Seven people around a table built for twelve. Marchetti at the head with the agenda squared in front of him. A woman from Legal whose name Alex had been told twice and which slid off her both times, the way names did when their owners preferred it. Facilities. Advancement. And down the end, taking minutes, a young man who typed in brief, decisive bursts — always, Alex noticed, a moment before anyone finished speaking.

      “Thanks, everyone.” Marchetti’s warmth was institutional-grade: even, renewable, meaning nothing. “We’ll keep this tight. The decant timetable’s been endorsed, so today is really about alignment.”

      Alignment. Alex wrote the word in her notebook and put a small dot beside it. She underlined decant and thought: a word for moving things out without saying what would happen to them once they were gone. She’d learned from Nadia that a decant was never just a move; it was a reordering of custody, visibility, and responsibility. Nadia had said it was a weasel word for cull. She collected these the way other people collected receipts.

      The repository decant moved through the agenda in polished units. Environmental monitoring. Transport scheduling. The new store at the northern site. Each item arrived pre-agreed, was warmed briefly in the room’s hands, and passed on. Alex asked about series-level documentation for anything flagged for reappraisal and was told — kindly, by Legal — that documentation standards were “part of the sensitivity framework.”

      “Which framework is that?” Alex asked. “I haven’t seen it.”

      She heard decant for what it was: a soft word for a hard transfer, the kind that made absence sound procedural

      A pause, small and well-carpeted.

      “It’s being finalised,” Marchetti said. “You’ll be consulted.”

      The tense did the work. Being finalised meant finished. You’ll be consulted meant after.

      She let it go, because letting it go was how you got to stay in rooms like this, and watched instead. That was when the meeting began to feel less like a discussion and more like a recital — as though somewhere there existed a fair copy of this hour, already minuted, already filed, and the seven of them were reading it back with feeling. When Facilities lost his place mid-sentence, the woman from Legal supplied the end of it, word-perfect, without looking up.

      Item six was where the gap was.

      The circulated agenda ran to nine items. Marchetti went from five to seven with the smoothness of a man stepping over something in the dark that he knew was there. Nobody blinked. Alex glanced down at her printed copy: 6. Legacy access review — W series (carried over).

      Carried over. From a meeting she had no minutes of, towards a meeting that would presumably also step over it.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Item six?”

      The typing at the end of the table stopped.

      Marchetti didn’t consult the page. “Resolved out of session.”

      “Resolved how? The W series is closed stack. Access review for closed material comes through my office.”

      “It was administrative,” Legal said. Her tone was gentle, almost regretful, the tone of someone laying a cloth over something. “Housekeeping, really. Nothing that touches the collection.”

      An access review that touched nothing. A framework nobody had seen. A resolution reached in a session that had left no shadow. Alex thought of Quinn again — Quinn, who had once told her that the tell was never the lie itself, it was the tidiness around it. Nobody cleans a room that hard unless something spilled. Quinn would have taken one look at this agenda and started asking who did the carpets.

      “Then I’d like the out-of-session paper,” Alex said. “For the file.”

      “Of course,” said Marchetti, in the voice institutions used for never.

      The meeting closed at 9:52. Alex gathered her notebook and was last to leave, and at the door she looked back the way she sometimes looked back at a reading room before locking it — a habit, a headcount of absences. The minute-taker’s laptop was shut. The whiteboard had been wiped before the meeting, but the morning light lay across it at an angle, and in the ghost-grease of old ink she could just read the pressure-shadow of a single word, written and erased and written again, in different hands, as if the board itself had been made to rehearse it:

      W4.

      She stood there long enough for the light to shift and take it back.

      There were only three registered runs in the W series. W1, W2, W3. She had walked those bays a hundred times.

      Alex went down the stairs into the ordinary noise of the building, and the thought arrived plainly, the way true things did: the university was not reviewing its memory. It was managing it. And somewhere in the managed part there was a shelfmark that did not exist.

      Alex wondered if it should be labeled ‘frontal lobotomy.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            THREE PATHWAYS

          

        

      

    

    
      The repository kept its own weather. Nineteen degrees, forty-five per cent humidity, air changed six times an hour — a climate with no seasons, no mornings, no news. Alex had always found it restful, the way other people found churches restful, and for the same reason: everything in it had already happened.

      On Tuesday it did not feel restful. It felt attended.

      She badged through the outer door at seven, before the assistants started, and took the long aisle between the compactus runs with her torch off and the motion lights blooming ahead of her one bay at a time — the building lighting her path with what she chose, on balance, to call automation. Somewhere behind her a run of shelving ticked as the metal cooled, or warmed, or did whatever metal did when it thought it was alone.

      Quinn’s Fremantle file had given her the thread. A detective’s request, put through properly this time, formal as a hymn: records of the Fremantle Harbour Trust consultancy, 1968–74, WAU deposit. Reference copied from an old State Records transfer list. The list said the deposit was here. Alex’s catalogue said otherwise.

      Not missing. That would have been easy; things went missing the way coins went down drains, stupidly, traceably. This was better made than missing.

      The digital record existed on Tuesday morning and did not exist by Tuesday afternoon. She had it on the screen at 9:40 — Fremantle Harbour Trust: engineering consultancy, corr. & plans, 3 boxes, RESTRICTED — and when she went back after lunch to note the accession number, the same search returned nothing, politely, as though it had never returned anything, as though she had dreamed a catalogue entry the way you dreamed a room in a house you knew and woke unable to find the door. She cleared the cache. She tried the old terminal in the workroom that ran the legacy system. Nothing, and nothing.

      A person who was not an archivist would have stopped there, and doubted herself, and that — she understood later — was the design of it.

      Alex did not doubt herself. She went to paper.

      The card catalogue survived in the annexe, forty drawers of it, kept because de-accessioning furniture required a committee and the committee had never met. She walked the guides to FRE–FRI and found the place where the card should have stood. The cards either side had been eased together to close the gap, but paper remembers pressure: both were bowed, very slightly, towards the absence between them, like reeds bent by something that had passed through.

      Then the accessions register, 1968, the bound folio that could not be edited, only defaced. The page was there. The entry was there — half of it. Someone had razored out a strip perhaps a millimetre deep, so cleanly that the page still lay flat, and the excision took the shelfmark and left everything harmless behind. She tilted the folio to the light. The cut had scored the page beneath, and the page beneath held the shape of what was gone the way sand holds the shape of water: she could read nothing, and she could see exactly how much nothing there was.

      Three pathways. Digital, card, register. Each one closed by a different method, at what she guessed were three different times, by someone who understood that a record is not a thing but a set of ways of arriving at a thing — and who had gone around, patiently, locking every door to the same room.

      Too deliberate for error. Too distributed for panic. This was maintenance.

      She sat back on the annexe stool, and the repository around her went very quiet in a way that was not the absence of sound. It was the quiet of held breath. Fourteen thousand linear metres of paper, and she had the sudden, unprofessional conviction that all of it was aware of the strip cut out of the register — that the collection could feel its missing tooth, and had been running its tongue over the gap for years, waiting for someone to ask. She could not have said where the missing deposit was. She could feel where it wasn’t. It had a silhouette. The whole archive leaned towards it, the way the catalogue cards leaned, a few degrees off true, around something withheld.

      Alex looked at her hands until they were an archivist’s hands again.

      The memory that came then was small and forty two years old: St Hilda’s, a corridor smelling of cut grass and floor polish, Quinn at fourteen holding up two exam timetables that did not agree with each other and saying, with the flat delight that would eventually make her a detective, One of these is lying. Want to find out which? They had, and it had cost them both a detention, and it had been worth it, and neither of them had ever needed to explain to the other why.

      One of these is lying. Want to find out which.

      She photographed the razored page, the bowed cards, the empty search screen, working with the deliberateness of someone building a chain of custody out of habit. Then she closed the register and admitted the rest of it to herself, because there was no one else in the building to be professional for.

      Whoever had done this knew her systems better than the university did. And she was not going to be able to read this alone — not because she lacked the skill, but because the thing she was reading knew it was being read.

      She needed Quinn’s eyes. The ones that only believed in paper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            JUNE WOULDN'T CALL BLINDNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday brought rain off the sea, the first real front of the season, and the repository workroom filled with the smell that rain always pulled out of an archive — wet dust, old glue, the faint sweetness of paper remembering it used to be trees. Umbrellas stood opened in the kill-room to dry, black and dripping, like a small congregation.

      June Carmody had been a repository assistant at WAU for thirty-one years, and she made tea the way other institutions made policy: on schedule, without consultation, binding on all present.

      “You’ve been in the annexe,” June said, setting a mug by Alex’s elbow. Not a question. June knew the building’s habits the way a farmer knows sky. “After the Fremantle deposit.”

      “After where it used to be.”

      “Mm.” June sat, and her warmth stayed but something in it changed registers — the warmth of someone deciding how much to carry across a border. “You won’t find it, love. That one was tidied.”

      Alex kept her voice conversational. “Tidied when?”

      “Before your time. I’d only been here a few years myself.” June turned her mug a quarter-turn, a small ritual, buying a moment. “There was a bit of bother in the old wing. Someone in the stacks after hours — this is, what, late eighties. Nothing taken, they said. But Mr Herron — he was your job, back then — he found the compactus in W run open in the morning, and he wasn’t a man who left things open. He wrote it up in the daybook. Made a proper note of it, Nadia Charmichael told me at morning tea that she saw him do it and to tread lightly. She called it ‘skullduggery’. I had a sneaking suspicion she had lodged something that could be traced - somewhere.”

      “And?”

      “And the page isn’t there anymore.” June said it simply, the way you reported weather. “I looked, years later, when he’d retired and I was curious. The daybook’s on the shelf where it always was. That week’s page is out. Cut, not torn — you can run your thumb down the gutter and feel it. And the funny thing —” she smiled, because June smiled when things were least funny, “— the entries either side read on as if nothing’s missing. Tuesday, Thursday. Like the week just didn’t have a Wednesday in it.”

      “Did anyone ask questions?”

      “Questions were asked,” June said, “and answers were provided.” Her tone put the sentence in inverted commas and set it down at arm’s length. “There was a review. Everything was found to be in order. Mr Herron didn’t mention it again, and he wasn’t a man you pushed. It was all sorted long ago, love. Nothing in it now.”

      And there it was — the answer arriving warm and complete and years ahead of the question, the kind of answer that had been kept somewhere dry, waiting. Quinn had a whole taxonomy for answers like that. The ones that come too easily, she’d said once, over a different case, have been carried a long way by someone who knew you’d come asking. Alex looked at June’s kind, papery face and understood that June believed every word she was saying, and that this was precisely the function June had been given: the institution stored its reassurances in its gentlest people, the way it stored acid free paper in its best boxes.

      “June. When they reviewed it. Did anyone look at what the W run actually held?”

      “That I couldn’t tell you.” A beat. “It was restricted then, same as now. We shelved by number, not by nosiness.”

      The rain thickened against the high windows. The workroom’s single pane over the sink had fogged with the kettle’s steam, and Alex, reaching past it to rinse her mug, stopped.

      The condensation was breathing. That was all — warm room, cold glass, the fog blooming and thinning with the door’s draught — but for a moment the pane held the room the way dark water holds a sky, silvered and slightly wrong, and the smell of the rain came through the old sash sharp and mineral, river-smell, weed and cold stone, and the workroom tilted forty two years sideways.

      Avril.

      Not a memory of her. Alex had trained those to arrive only when sent for. This was the other thing, the pressure — the way certain kinds of damp made a room feel recently vacated by someone who had been about to speak. Water finding its way in. A surface you couldn’t quite see through, holding a shape you couldn’t quite refuse. Her hand had gone, without instruction, to the pendant at her throat: the small green lozenge of sea glass, cool as it always was, cooler than the room, worn so smooth by whatever water had tumbled it that holding it felt like holding a word on the tip of the tongue.

      She did not take it out from under her collar. She never did, at work.

      The fog on the pane thinned. The room came back level.

      “You all right, love?” June asked.

      “Long week,” Alex said, and it was Wednesday, and June was kind enough not to say so.

      Walking back through the stacks she let the thought finish itself, because it had earned that. Herron had recorded a disturbance and the record was cut out. The Fremantle deposit was registered and the register was cut. A committee agenda had an item six and the meeting stepped over it. Every fact in this building cast a shadow, and someone had spent decades collecting the shadows.

      You could not find what they had taken by looking at what was here. The collection was the wrong text. The absences were the text.

      That afternoon she started a new file on her own laptop, not the university’s, and titled it the only honest thing she could think of: WHAT ISN’T THERE. Think like Nadia
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Family Tree

The Vale line — nominees
(“the doing office”), 1926

Josiah Vale (the founding murderer;
put Arthur Moreton in the river,
12 July 1924) m. Eleanor Vale
(d; architect of the 1926 covenant;
her leter is opened Ch 47)

The Moreton line — custodians

(“the keeping office,”styled Eleanor), 1926

Arthur Moreton (d. 12 July 1924; Josiah's
lightering partner; the college by the river
was his dream) m. Ada Moreton (the first
custodian, appointed 1926; remembered by
her own name within the family — styled
“Eleanor” only on the instrument tself)

their daughter, custodian from 1953
(unnamed on the page;
Ada's successor)

her daughter, custodian from 1979
(unnamed on the page;
Alex's grandmother — the last custodian
formally appointed by the Registrar before
Alex, per Ch 27)

her daughter Eleanor Moreton, née Marion
(assumed the offce informally in 1985 on
her mother's death; the appointment was
never re-entered in the Registrar's schedule,
hence the 47-year gap Ch 27 opens on;
Alex's mother; gives her own name back
10 Alex, Ch 43)

their son Leonard Vale (Aliog Virian Vele
(@ Oct 1983 nominee 1944; === {4 2001 Loonads wif
instructed the 1968 survey burial) e
covenant over the
police in 1984)
his son his son
Edmund Leonard Vale Thomas Vale
(b.€.1938; nominee R 2
¥ “’61_’20}‘2"" y Avril's father;
the man in the coat’ 2
g himself
murdered Aveil Vale Gy i
and Stefan Albrecht) -
his son his daughter his daughter
Julian Vale || S_R‘l'"" ale a| | Al Vile
(56; petitioned "“":E'?;":A‘::Z (d. 7 July 1984,
fortheoic 205 || g | | s 1)
charged Ch46) | | umily's own hereditary
solicitors, Carden &
Carden; kepther
sister's le safe from
the offce her

uncle held)

her daughter Dr Alex Moreton
(b. 1973; formally appointed custodian
2026, closing that gap, Ch 27)

The two lines meet at the river, 12 July 1924.
Arthur Moreton's death is the debt; Eleanor Vale's
1926 deed is the repayment plan; every custodian and
every nominee since has been an instalment on it,

whether they knew that or not.

“a name worn like a robe,’

—ee

A note on the name "Eleanor”

the formal style every custodian takes on, per covenant two of the 1926 deed —
in Alex's own words (Ch 17). Ada Moreton kept her own name in family memory

because no one still living ever watched her sign anything as the office. Eleanor Moreton is remembered by the
office style because, for forty-one years, almost everyone who dealt with her only ever dealt with the office.

Her own name was Marion. By Ch 43, she has it back.






