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Chapter 1: The Action
Morag Doig's office was above a bookmaker's on Great Junction Street, and it smelled of both.
You went in by a door between the bookie's window and a shop that mended hoovers, and up a stair so narrow that Tam had to turn his shoulders to climb it. At the top was a frosted glass door with M. DOIG, SOLICITOR-ADVOCATE painted on it in gold letters, half of them chipped. Behind it was one room with two windows over the street, a gas fire with three of its five bars working, a desk the size of a small boat, and more paper than Clara had seen outside the Grand Library: box files, lever-arch files, bundles tied in pink tape, stacked on the floor and the chairs and the windowsills, up the walls in leaning towers that seemed to hold one another up.
"Don't touch anything," Morag said, without looking up. "It's all filed. It just doesn't look it."
She was somewhere in her sixties, small and square, with cropped white hair and reading glasses pushed up on her head and another pair on her nose. She had retired from a big firm on George Street eight years ago, Gordon Hale said, after winning a case and being told by her senior partner that it wasn't the kind of work the firm wanted to be known for. Since then, by her own account, she'd done exactly what she liked and been bored out of her mind about half the time.
"Not this week," she had said on the phone, when Clara rang her in January. "This week I'm going to enjoy myself."
Now she licked her thumb and turned a page.
Annie Hayes sat in the chair nearest the gas fire with her handbag on her knees and her good coat buttoned to the neck. She'd taken the morning off from the council. She hadn't said a word since they came up the stair except thank you to Morag and you're all right, son to Tam when he trod on her foot. Every so often she looked at the papers on the desk, and then at the window, and then at her own hands.
Tam had stayed on the top of the stair outside the frosted door, on a plastic chair he'd carried up himself, minding the tin. It sat on his knee in a carrier bag from the Co-op: the Albert Dock lads' biscuit tin, dented, with a Highland cow on the lid worn down to a brown smear. Inside it, in an envelope, was the first of the outlays. Clara knew how much, because she had counted it twice with Tam at her mother's kitchen table, and then a third time on her own, and had to go and stand in the bathroom for a while afterwards.
"Right," Morag said, and took off the top pair of glasses. "Here's the shape of it, and then you can both sign, and then we'll all have a cup of tea, because I don't care what anybody says, you don't start a war on an empty stomach."
She turned the papers round on the desk so they faced Clara and her mother.
"This is a summons in the Court of Session. The pursuers are you, Mrs. Hayes, as Davie's widow, and you, Clara, as his daughter. The defender is Hugo William Sterling, of Kilbride House, Perthshire, as a former director of Northern Basin Holdings Limited, which doesn't exist any more, so we're going after the man, not the company." She tapped a paragraph. "We say he knew the slewing brake and the wind-speed interlock on Berth Four were defective, that he had the report in his hand, that he wrote defer on it to save the cost of a repair crew, and that twelve days later Davie went up that crane on the strength of a safety certificate he had no reason to doubt."
Annie made a small sound and stopped it.
"Now," Morag went on, in exactly the same voice. "The first thing his lawyers will say, before they say good morning, is that it's time-barred. Three years from the death, and it's been seven. And they'll be right." She held up a finger before Clara could speak. "Except that under section nineteen A, the court can let us in late where it's equitable. Where the reason we're late is that the records were mislaid, in a filing error, by the very people we're suing, and only turned up in a buff folder in December in that man's own study, I'd say it's about as equitable as it gets. That's the first fight. It'll take months. We'll win it."
"And then?" said Clara.
"And then the real one." Morag leaned back. "Proof. Witnesses. Peter Lennie, who worked the cranes. Whoever's left from the maintenance crews they cut. The report itself, and the hand that wrote on it." She looked at Clara over the second pair of glasses. "And your young man. Who took the folder out of his father's cabinet. They'll want to know how, and they'll want to make it sound like burglary."
"He's not my..." Clara stopped. Her mother was looking at her. "He's a witness."
"Aye, well. He's a witness who's going to be in the box against his own father, so until I've taken his statement properly, he stays out of this office and out of your mother's kitchen and out of any room where somebody could say he coached you." Morag put the glasses back up on her head. "I've nothing against the lad. Gordon says he's sound. But I've watched better cases than this one sink on a photograph of the pursuer holding hands with the defender's son in a pub."
"We don't go to pubs."
"Then you're halfway there." Morag uncapped a pen and held it out to Annie. "Mrs. Hayes. This is your instruction to me to raise the action on your behalf. You sign there, and there, and initial the bottom of each page."
Annie took the pen and looked at it.
"I never thought," she said. It was the first full sentence she'd said all morning. "Seven years. I never once thought anybody would..." She shook her head. "Davie would've said I was daft. Going up against the likes of them. He'd have said, Annie, they own the courts, hen. They own the judges."
"He'd have been half right," said Morag. "They own some of the judges. Not all of them. Not the one I'm going to get."
Annie looked at her. Then, unexpectedly, she laughed, and signed her name in her careful council-counter hand, once and twice and on the bottom of every page, and passed the papers across the desk to her daughter.
Clara had her own pen.
She took it out of the inside pocket of her coat, where she'd kept it since Raigmore: navy blue lacquer with brass bands round the barrel. The Admiral. Cleaned and refilled by a man who was now in a cell in Inverness, and given back to her by Marcus in a hospital bed with green jelly on his tray. Salvor's share.
She unscrewed the cap.
Clara Hayes. Her signature looked smaller than her mother's. She'd always written small. She signed where Morag showed her, and initialled each page, and when she'd finished she sat looking at the two names side by side at the bottom of the last sheet, her mother's and her own, above a typed line that said for the Pursuers.
Morag gathered the papers, squared them, and signed them herself with a cheap ballpoint in a loud scrawl that went right off the edge of the box.
"There," she said. "Now he's been told twice. Once at a gate, I hear, and once properly." She looked up. "Tea."
* * *
They had the tea. Morag made it on a kettle on the windowsill and served it in three mugs that didn't match and a fourth she carried out to Tam on the stair.
Annie drank hers with both hands round the mug, looking out at the street.
"I'll need to get back," Annie said. "I said I'd be in by one."
"I'll walk you."
"You'll do no such thing. You've a train." Her mother set the mug down on a pile of files. "Go on. Tam'll see me home. He's been seeing me home since November whether I like it or not."
On the stair, Tam stood up to let them past, the carrier bag in one hand and the mug in the other. He'd emptied the envelope into Morag's hands without being asked, and the tin was lighter now.
"Well?" he said.
"It's in," Clara said.
He nodded slowly, a big slow docker's nod, and looked past her at the frosted door, at the chipped gold letters, as if he wanted to remember them.
"Davie'd have liked her," he said. "He liked a woman who'd shout at a foreman."
Outside, Great Junction Street was gray and wet, the sky the color of dishwater, a thin cold rain coming in sideways off the Forth. Her mother put up her umbrella and looked at Clara from under it.
"You'll ring me," she said. "On Tam's phone. Every Sunday."
"I'll ring you on your own phone, Mum. It's fine now. Nobody's listening."
"Aye, well. I'll believe that when I see it in the papers." Annie reached up and straightened the collar of Clara's coat, the way she'd done every morning at the school gate until Clara was twelve and made her stop. "Your dad would be..." She stopped, and pressed her lips together, and started again. "He'd say you were a stubborn wee besom. And he'd be right proud of it."
She turned and walked away up the street with Tam beside her, the umbrella and the carrier bag, and didn't look back, which was how Clara knew she was crying.
* * *
The train north took four hours.
She'd done the journey so often that she could have told the time by it: the Forth Bridge, red and enormous in the rain, then Fife, then Perth, then the long climb up into the hills. Past Pitlochry the snow began, and the land emptied out until there was nothing but white slopes and black water.
She had a seat by the window and a land law textbook open on the table in front of her, and she didn't read a word of it.
At five to six her hand went to her hip.
She felt it go, the small reach, and caught it halfway. There was nothing there. There hadn't been anything there for a month. The burner was in an evidence bag in Edinburgh, and the server in Reykjavik had done what it was built to do and gone silent, and nobody on earth was waiting for a full stop from her. She knew all that. Her hand didn't. It went to her hip at five to six and five to twelve, like a dog going to the door at the time its owner used to come home.
She put the hand flat on the textbook and left it there.
Her own phone, the ordinary one, buzzed on the table a minute later. She almost laughed.
Well?
Julian. He never put his name on anything any more. He didn't need to.
It's in, she typed. Mum signed first. Morag says you're not allowed in her office until she's taken your statement, in case you coach me.
The reply took a moment.
I've never coached anyone in my life. I've been coached. It's different.
Then:
I'll be at Inverness. Platform two. I won't hold your hand in case there's a photographer.
She looked out at the snow for a while with the phone in her lap.
There won't be a photographer, she wrote.
There's always a photographer. I've been photographed coming out of a dentist.
She did laugh then, out loud, and the man across the aisle looked up from his crossword, and she turned to the window so he wouldn't see her face.
* * *
He was on platform two in his old coat, the one with the shoulder stitched by a tailor in Inverness who'd asked no questions, and he did hold her hand, briefly, at the barrier, and then let go of it and took her bag instead.
"No photographer," she said.
"He's behind the pillar. Pretending to read the timetable."
"That's a woman. With a pram."
"That's what they want you to think." He looked at her properly. "How was your mother?"
"She cried. Afterwards. When she thought I couldn't see." Clara took a breath. "She signed first. She laughed. Morag said Hugo owns some of the judges but not the one she's going to get."
Julian was quiet as they walked out to the car park, where Rab's Land Rover sat steaming gently with its engine running and Sweep's face pressed to the back window.
"He'll fight it," he said at last. "You know that. He won't settle. He won't make an offer. He'll take every procedural point there is and invent some there aren't, and it'll be years."
"I know."
"And he'll come for you. Not in court. Around it."
"I know that too." She stopped by the Land Rover and looked at him in the orange car-park light, the snow coming down fine and dry between them. "He came for me in court and around it for seven years without my even knowing his name, Julian. At least now I can see him coming."
Rab leaned across and pushed the passenger door open from inside.
"In ye get," he said. "The pair of ye. The dog's been sick on the back seat, so mind where ye sit."
* * *
Blackwood looked the way it always did in the first week of a term: as though somebody had shaken it.
Students were hauling suitcases over the frozen cobbles in the dark, and lights were on in every window of St. Oswald's. In the quad someone had built a snowman in a gown and a mortarboard with a sign round its neck that said DEAN OF RESEARCH (SUSPENDED), and someone else had knocked its head off.
The Circle was suspended too. Everyone knew. You could hear it in the dining hall that night, in the way conversations dropped a note when you passed and picked up again behind you. Clara heard the word Ouroboros four times between the door and the end of the queue. She heard her own name twice. She kept her eyes on her tray.
There were new men on the north gate, in navy jackets with a firm's name from Aberdeen stitched on the pocket. They were polite and bored and didn't know anyone's face. Clara found she missed nothing at all about the gray ones.
She ate standing up by the radiators, and went to the library.
The Grand Library had been closed for three weeks over January while the police photographed Aisle 14 and men in white overalls carried evidence boxes up from the vault. It had reopened that morning. The vault was sealed now behind a steel panel bolted into the oak, and a sign on the end of the aisle said TEMPORARILY CLOSED – ACADEMY INQUIRY, and students kept walking past it slowly to look.
Clara didn't look. She went up the iron spiral to the fourth mezzanine, to the carrel at the end under the high round window, where the oak was scarred with two years of somebody's pencil and somebody else's coffee rings.
Marcus was already there.
He was thinner than he'd been before November and fatter than he'd been in the white corridor. His hair was growing back, dark and uneven. He'd spread himself across both halves of the desk in the old way, books and papers and pencils with flattened ends, as if he'd never been gone at all. On the windowsill beside him stood a small, gleaming, brand-new espresso machine, plugged into the reading-lamp socket in flagrant breach of every library regulation.
"Don't," he said, without looking up. "Don't say anything about the machine."
"I wasn't going to."
"The Albert Dock lads clubbed together. Tam brought it up on the train in a box the size of a coffin. There was a card." He reached into his jumper and took out a postcard of the Forth Bridge, and turned it so she could see the back. In big careful capitals: TO THE BOY WHO WOULDNT EAT. FROM DAVIE HAYES'S CREW. GET IT DOWN YE.
Clara had to look away.
"I know," Marcus said. "I've read it about forty times. I keep it in my jumper so I don't lose it." He put it back. "Sit down. You're blocking my light. I've two months of jurisprudence to catch up and a supervisor who thinks incarcerated in a secret basement is a reason for an extension, not a reason for a medal."
She sat. He pushed half the desk back to her side of the line without being asked, the line that had never been drawn and that they'd both always known exactly where it was.
"Well?" he said.
"It's in. Mum signed first."
He looked at her for a moment. His eyes were the same as ever, pale and sharp, but there was something else in them that hadn't been there before November, a kind of wariness at the edges, the look of someone who listened for a lift before he listened for a voice.
"Good," he said. "Good. I hope it costs him every penny. I hope it takes him ten years and he loses every day of them." He picked up a pencil and put it down again. "Is Sterling going to give evidence?"
"Yes."
"Against his own father."
"Yes."
Marcus nodded slowly. He looked down at the books.
"I'll say this once," he said. "And then I'll shut up about it, because you're old enough to choose your own disasters, and he did come down that corridor with the cart on Hogmanay, and I'm not ungrateful. But I wrote you that note for a reason, Hayes. I didn't write don't trust Julian because I'd taken against his haircut."
"I know you didn't."
"Do you?" He looked up. "I don't know what he told you. I've spent seven weeks in a room with no windows and three weeks in a hospital being asked if I knew what day it was. I'm a bit behind on the gossip." His mouth twisted. "I'm just saying. I knew you first."
There was something in the way he said it. She heard it, and didn't let herself look at it straight, and he saw her not look, and went back to his books.
"Espresso?" he said, after a moment, to the page.
"Please."
He made it on the forbidden machine, with enormous ceremony, and it was so strong it took the skin off the roof of her mouth, and she drank it all and said it was perfect, which it nearly was.
* * *
She heard the girl before she saw her.
It was down on the third gallery, where the law reports were, a voice carrying up through the iron grille under their feet in a way that voices in the library weren't supposed to carry. Greenock, Clara thought. Or Port Glasgow. That flat west-coast vowel, and something under it that was nothing to do with geography: the sound of somebody who'd decided some time ago that she would not be told.
"...no, but with respect, sir, that's not what the case says. That's what the headnote says. The headnote's wrong. If you read the actual judgment, page eleven, Lord Reid says the opposite. He says it in the dissent, I'll grant you, but he says it, and the majority never answer him."
A man's voice, lower, irritated. A tutor. Clara knew it: Dr. Paterson, who taught first-year Legal Method and liked to be the only person in a room who'd read the judgment.
"Miss Munro, this is not the place..."
"You asked me, sir. In the seminar. You said if anybody could find you a case where the headnote was wrong, you'd buy them a pint. I found you one. I'm just telling you where it is."
Marcus had stopped writing. He raised his eyebrows at Clara across the carrel.
Clara got up and went to the rail of the mezzanine and looked down through the grille.
The girl was standing in the aisle with a law report open in her arms like a hymn book: small, thin, eighteen at most, in a black puffer jacket and a school rucksack, with red hair scraped back in a tight ponytail and a face that was all cheekbones and freckles and chin. Dr. Paterson stood opposite her with his reading glasses in his hand and the expression of a man realizing, too late, that he had made a promise in public.
He took the book from her. He found page eleven. He read it, his lips moving slightly.
The girl waited. She didn't fidget. She didn't look round to see who was watching, although a good many people were.
Dr. Paterson closed the book.
"Well," he said. "Well. You'd better come to the buttery on Friday, Miss Munro. And bring the others. I'll want witnesses, or nobody will believe it."
He handed the book back and walked away down the aisle a little faster than he'd come, and the girl stood there holding it, and for a second, just a second, her face did something that Clara recognized from the inside: an enormous private glow, fierce and surprised and immediately hidden, as if she'd been handed something precious in a crowd and didn't want anyone to see her pocket it.
Clara knew that face. She'd worn it at eighteen, at the end of the interview that had got her here, walking out of a room full of tutors who'd expected a dockmaster's daughter to be grateful and been told instead, very politely, that she'd read the land registration statute and they'd misquoted it.
"Who is she?" she said.
"No idea," said Marcus, beside her. "First-year, by the jacket. They've all got that look. As if someone's going to come and take the place back." He glanced at her sideways. "You had it too."
"I know."
The girl was putting the law report back on the shelf, very carefully, spine flush with its neighbors. Then she hitched up her rucksack and turned to go, and as she turned she looked up, straight up through the iron grille at the mezzanine, as if she'd felt somebody watching.
Not at Clara. Past her.
Clara turned her head.
At the end of the opposite gallery, on the far side of the well of the library, by the tall windows over the quad, a woman was sitting in the window bay with her legs crossed and a book open on her knee that she wasn't reading. Camel coat. Pale hair pinned up. A mouth the color of very old wine.
Isolde Sterling was watching the girl.
She was watching her the way Clara had once watched the night porters: steadily, patiently, with an interest that had nothing idle in it at all.
Then, as if she'd felt it too, Isolde lifted her eyes and met Clara's across the well of the library.
She smiled. Bright and warm and entirely friendly. She touched two fingers to her temple in a small salute, exactly as she had on the first morning of December, from the foot of a spiral stair.
Then she closed her book and stood and walked away along the gallery, without any hurry at all, and was gone into the stacks.
"Hayes," said Marcus. "What is it?"
"Nothing," Clara said. "Isolde."
"The Snow Queen? I thought she was busy being a heroine. I saw her on the news. She looked very brave." He watched Clara's face. "What's she doing in the law library?"
"Watching a first-year," said Clara.
* * *
She went down at ten, when the library bell rang for closing, and on her way out she went past the mail alcove, because she always did now.
It was a habit she'd fallen into in January and couldn't break: to look at her own locker, Locker 42, and make sure it was shut. She never opened it. There'd never been anything in it except old circulars and, once, a scrap of binder paper in a hand that sloped hard to the left. She just needed to see the door closed.
It was closed.
The one beside it wasn't.
Locker 43 stood open a few inches, its little brass door swung out on its hinge, and in front of it, with her back to the alcove, stood the girl from the third gallery, the black puffer jacket and the red ponytail and the rucksack on one shoulder. She was holding something in both hands and looking down at it, and she was standing so still that Clara had walked halfway into the alcove before she realized it and stopped.
The girl heard her and turned.
She had an envelope in her hands. Thick card, black as a funeral, the kind of black that swallows light. She held it out a little way from her body, the way you'd hold something you weren't sure was safe. On the back of it, where a stamp would be on an ordinary letter, someone had sealed the flap with wax.
Not dried blood this time. Not red at all.
White. A disc of pure white wax, perfectly round, pressed with a serpent biting its own tail.
"Somebody put this in my locker," the girl said. Her voice was steady and her eyes were not. "I didn't even know I had a locker. Do you know what it is?"
Clara looked at the white seal. She thought of a lectern of black walnut, and sixty-four steps, and a silver serpent on the cover of a book. She thought of a woman in a camel coat in a window bay, watching.
She thought: I know exactly what it is.
"Don't open it," she said.
The girl looked at her. Then down at the envelope. Then back up, and Clara saw it happen, saw the same thing go across that freckled face that had gone across her own at eighteen when someone told her a door was closed: not fear, or not mostly. Something brighter and much more dangerous than fear.
"Why not?" said Ailsa Munro, and slid her thumb under the white wax.

Chapter 2: White Wax
The card inside was white too.
Not cream, the way the Dean's slips had been, or the gilt-edged vellum of the summons Clara had found in Locker 42 in December. Plain white, heavy and smooth, with the serpent printed small at the top in black, and under it four lines in a clean modern typeface that might have come from a wedding invitation.
The Ouroboros Circle, reformed, invites Miss A. Munro to an evening of conversation. Thursday 4th February, 8 p.m., the Scriptorium antechamber. Come as you are.
Ailsa read it out loud, in a flat, careful voice, the way you'd read a parking fine. Then she turned it over. There was nothing on the back except, very small, in green-black ink in a round confident hand: I.
"Come as you are," Ailsa said. "That's a bit creepy, isn't it? That's what you'd put on a card if you were going to murder someone."
"Yes," said Clara.
The girl looked up at her. Her eyes were gray-green, and very quick, and they went over Clara's face the way Clara's own went over a contract: looking for the clause that didn't say what it meant.
"You're Clara Hayes," she said.
"Yes."
"You're the one who..." Ailsa stopped, and something went across her face that was almost embarrassment. "Everybody in Halls talks about you. You're the one who read the book out loud to them and they all went to jail."
"Not all of them."
"Most of them." Ailsa held the card up between two fingers. "So this is the same thing. The Circle."
"It's the same name."
"That's not an answer."
"No," Clara agreed. "It isn't." She looked at the white wax seal, broken now into two half-moons, and thought of Catriona Bell on the phone in January, very dry and very clear: You're a Crown witness, Miss Hayes. Until the trial is over, you don't discuss the evidence with anyone who isn't me. Not your friends, not the papers, and certainly not anyone connected to that society.
"Don't answer it tonight," she said. "Come and find me before you decide. Room 402, St. Oswald's. Or the fourth mezzanine in the library, the carrel under the round window. Will you do that?"
Ailsa considered her. Then she put the card back in the envelope, very carefully, and the envelope inside her puffer jacket, and zipped the jacket up to her chin.
"Maybe," she said, and went out of the alcove into the dark.
* * *
The Student Guild held its first open meeting of term on Tuesday at one, in the Debating Chamber, as it had every February since anyone could remember, and usually about forty people came, most of them for the free sandwiches.
That Tuesday, there were four hundred.
They filled the benches and the aisles and the gallery and stood three deep at the back, and the porters had to prop the doors open for the overflow. Clara got in only because Maeve had gone at half past twelve and kept her a place by sitting on a bench sideways with her lab notes spread out like a picnic.
"Half of Biotech's here," Maeve said, sweeping the notes up. "Biotech doesn't come to anything. Biotech didn't come to the meeting about the heating, and we were the ones freezing."
"They've not come for the heating."
"No," said Maeve, and looked at the platform.
Julian was in the chair.
He was still president of the Student Guild. The students had voted for that, and not even his father could unvote them, and by long tradition the president chaired the open meeting from a carved oak chair under a portrait of the Guild's founder. He was reading through the agenda with the expression of a man who had read it several times and found it worse each time. Item one: minutes. Item two: the heating. Item three: the library opening hours. Item four, added late, in a different typeface, at the request of a member: Statement by Miss I. Sterling on the future of the Ouroboros Circle.
He looked up once and found Clara on her bench, and held her eyes for exactly one second, and looked down again.
The heating took four minutes. The library took three. Nobody had come for either.
"Item four," Julian said. His voice was perfectly level. "Miss Sterling has asked to address the meeting. Under standing orders, any member may make a statement of up to five minutes on a matter of general interest. I'll hold her to it." He paused. "Miss Sterling."
Isolde stood up from the front bench.
She wasn't in the camel coat. She was in a plain dark blue jumper and jeans and flat boots, with her hair down, and she wasn't wearing any lipstick at all. She walked up the two steps to the platform without notes, turned to face the room, and waited for it to be quiet. It was quiet almost at once.
"I'll be quick," she said. "I know most of you came for the sandwiches."
A ripple of laughter. Clara watched it go round the benches, a little uncertain at first and then warmer, and thought: she wrote that line. She's had it ready for days.
"Five weeks ago," Isolde said, "on New Year's Eve, some of you were at the Ball. A Dean of this Academy is in prison. A security company that held the keys to your halls is under investigation. Three students who'd been told they'd withdrawn for personal reasons were carried out of a basement on stretchers." She let that sit. "And all of it was paid for, and hidden, and protected, by a society with a very old name that some of you belong to and most of you were never asked to join."
Nobody moved.
"I've been a member of that society since I was eighteen," Isolde said. "I'm its president now. And I want to tell you what I've done about it."
She held up one hand and counted on her fingers.
"First. Everything that society owned or touched below this campus is gone. The rooms are sealed. The funds are frozen. The people who ran them are charged. There is no Sector Four. There will never be another.
"Second. The Register, the book with every member's name in it since 1901, is with the Crown Office. I took it to them myself. My own name's in it, and I've marked the page.
"Third." She lowered her hand. "The Academy has suspended the Circle, and I understand why. But I'm asking you to think about what a suspension actually does. It doesn't end anything. It just turns the lights out. And everything that went wrong in that society went wrong in the dark."
She looked along the front benches.
"So we're going to do it in the light. No masks. No trials in basements. No Dean. What we'll keep is the one thing that was ever worth keeping, the thing it was meant for in 1901 before men like Edmund Vance got their hands on it: sponsorship. Every scholarship student at Blackwood who wants one will have a sponsor. Somebody senior, somebody with a name, who'll vouch for you, and stand next to you in a disciplinary hearing, and ring the Bursar when your stipend goes missing. Nobody at this Academy should ever again end up in a basement because there was nobody to speak for them." Her voice dropped a little. "I knew one of those three students. Not well. Well enough. I should have spoken for him. I didn't. I'd like the chance to make that right."
The room was so quiet that Clara could hear the radiator ticking under the window.
"There's a petition at the back," Isolde said. "It asks the Academy to lift the suspension, under new rules, written by students and published in full. If you sign it, the Guild will vote on it in March. If you don't, I'll understand." She smiled, small and tired. "That's my five minutes. Thank you for listening. Thank you for the sandwiches."
She stepped down.
For a second nobody did anything at all. Then someone at the back began to clap, and someone else joined in, and then it was the whole room, four hundred people, and the sound of it went up into the old hammerbeam roof and came down again like rain.
Clara didn't clap. Neither did Maeve. Maeve sat with her arms folded and her mouth in a thin line, and said under the noise, "I should have spoken for him. She signed his name in a book and watched them put him under the floor."
"She signed mine," said Clara.
"Same thing."
On the platform, Julian sat in the carved chair with his hands flat on the agenda and didn't clap either. He was looking at his cousin. His face wasn't doing anything. Clara had learned to read that as the most dangerous thing his face could do.
Isolde, halfway back to her bench, glanced up at him and smiled, a quick, private, affectionate smile, the kind a sister gives a brother across a dinner table when she's just won an argument he hadn't known they were having.
By teatime, the porters said, the petition had three hundred signatures.
* * *
The president's office at the end of the Guild corridor smelled of roses.
The lilies were gone. In their place, in the same glass vase on the corner of the desk, stood a great armful of white roses, fresh, their petals still tight. The strip of brown tape had been taken off the treasurer's door next door, and the door stood open on an empty room with a bare desk and a dead pot plant.
Isolde was behind the desk with her boots up on the open bottom drawer and a mug of tea in both hands. She didn't look surprised to see Clara. She didn't look anything at all except mildly pleased, like someone hearing a doorbell they'd been expecting.
"Shut the door, darling," she said. "Or don't. I've nothing to hide anymore. It's terribly relaxing."
Clara shut the door.
"You sent a first-year an invitation in a black envelope," she said. "With a white seal. Come as you are."
"I sent eleven first-years invitations." Isolde sipped her tea. "Scholarship students. St. Jude, mostly, and two from the Carnegie. All of them clever, all of them on their own, all of them exactly the sort of person this Academy ate for breakfast in the old days." She tilted her head. "The white seal was my idea. I thought the old red was in rather poor taste, given everything. Don't you think?"
"I think it's the same envelope."
"It's the same society, Clara. That's the point." Isolde put the mug down on the blotter. "You don't burn down a house because someone died in the cellar. You fill in the cellar, and open the windows, and let people live in it who should've been allowed to all along." She smiled. "I'm taking it away from people like my uncle. You, of all people, should applaud."
"Your uncle's out of it."
"My uncle," said Isolde, "is in Perthshire with three firms of lawyers and a lot of time on his hands, and he will be back in it the moment he thinks the room's empty. Unless somebody else is sitting in the chair when he comes looking." She held Clara's eyes. "Who would you rather it was? Me? Or him?"
Clara didn't answer that. She looked at the roses.
"Why Ailsa Munro?" she said.
"Is that her name? The redhead from Greenock?" Isolde's eyebrows rose a fraction. "I didn't choose her. She chose herself. Did you see her with Paterson in the library? Telling him his headnote was wrong in front of half of first-year Law?" She laughed, delighted. "I nearly applauded from the gallery. Girls like that, you either give them somewhere to stand, or somebody else does. And you know as well as I do who used to."
"And what does she have to do? For her sponsor?"
"Come to an evening of conversation. Eat a sandwich. Listen to what we're trying to build, and tell us it's rubbish, if she thinks it's rubbish. I'd rather like it if she did." Isolde took her boots down off the drawer and sat forward. "No trials in basements, Clara. I meant that. There'll be three evenings, the way there always were, because people like a shape to things. But nobody goes in the water. Nobody gets strapped to a chair. Nobody disappears."
"And the Register?"
"The Crown Office has the old one. There'll be a new one. Under new rules. Published." She spread her hands. "Ask me anything. I'll answer it. I told you, it's terribly relaxing."
Clara looked at her for a moment: the dark blue jumper, the bare face, the open, amused, patient eyes. Five weeks ago this woman had stood beside a brazier holding an oiled torch and told her to burn a book. A month before that, she'd pressed two fingers against a waterproof pouch taped to Clara's ribs and said bring nothing, and let her walk down into the dark to drown.
And then, on the last night of the year, she'd stood between two Ardmore men and a girl in a green velvet dress and said no.
"You don't do anything for nothing," Clara said.
"No," Isolde agreed. "I don't. Nobody does. But I've told you what I want, and it's true, and it's all of it." She picked up her tea again. "I want a Circle with my name on it that nobody can be ashamed of. And I want it before my uncle finds a way to want it back." She paused. "And I'd quite like you on the Council, as it happens. You were the only candidate since 1901 who stood in the Scriptorium and told them no. That's worth something, in the light."
"No."
"I thought you'd say that." Isolde didn't look disappointed. "The offer doesn't expire. Very little of mine does." She smiled. "Give my love to Julian. Tell him he chaired beautifully. He always did look well in that chair."
* * *
Julian was at the boathouse when she got there, sitting at the table by the window with a letter in front of him and the cello case leaning against the wall behind him like a patient relative.
He didn't get up. He held the letter out.
It was two pages, on heavy paper, with a crest at the top she knew from the Foundation's own correspondence: the Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator. She read it standing up by the table with her coat still on.
Dear Mr. Sterling,
We write in connection with your appointment as a trustee of the St. Jude Memorial Endowment, which this Office confirmed on an interim basis on 6 January pending our inquiry.
We have received information alleging that you have a material conflict of interest. Specifically, it is alleged (i) that you are in a personal relationship with a beneficiary of the charity, namely a scholarship student whose stipend is paid from its funds; (ii) that the same beneficiary is a party to civil proceedings raised on 1 February against a member of your immediate family; and (iii) that you are expected to give evidence in those proceedings.
We should be grateful for your response within fourteen days. In the meantime, we ask that you do not take part in any decision of the interim board that relates to the payment of individual stipends...
She read it twice. Then she put it down on the table, carefully, and sat down opposite him.
"Anonymous," she said.
"Received yesterday afternoon. The summons was served on Kilbride yesterday morning." Julian's voice was quite calm. "He's had the papers less than a day, and he's already found the only thing in my life he can take away without going near a court."
"It's true, though. All three of them."
"All three of them." He looked at her across the table. "I'm a trustee of the charity that pays your stipend. I'm going to give evidence against my father in your case. And I'm..." He stopped.
"In a personal relationship," Clara said. "With a beneficiary."
"Their words."
"They're not wrong."
"No," Julian said. "They're not." Something moved at the corner of his mouth, not quite a smile. "It's the first time anyone's put it in writing. I'd hoped it would be on nicer paper."
She laughed, and it came out shakier than she'd meant.
"What happens if they decide it's a conflict?"
"Then they remove me. And the only trustee the Regulator kept, the only one who's read every page of every account and knows where the money went, is gone. And the interim board is five accountants from Edinburgh and whoever my father can get appointed in my place." He turned the letter over, face down, and squared it against the edge of the table. "He's not trying to hurt me, Clara. He doesn't care about me. He's trying to get a Sterling back on that board who'll do as they're told."
"Then fight it."
"I'm going to." He looked up. "There'll be a hearing. In Edinburgh. Probably the week after next. I'll need to tell them the truth."
"Which is?"
He was quiet for a moment, and in the quiet she could hear the loch against the boat bays below.
"That I've never once voted on your stipend and never will," he said. "That I reported my own father to them, and they kept me because of it. And that I'm in a personal relationship with a beneficiary, and I'm not going to stop being, and if that means I can't be a trustee then they can have the job back, but they'll have to take it from me in writing, because I'm not giving it to them."
Clara looked at him across the table. At the old coat on the back of the chair, and the cello case, and the painting on the wall above the bed with its one small light, and the letter lying face down between them like a hand of cards he'd decided not to play.
"You'll lose," she said.
"Probably."
"You'll say it anyway."
"I've said worse to the Regulator," said Julian. "I reported my father to them at one minute past midnight on New Year's Day. This is quite restful by comparison."
She reached across the table and put her hand over his, and he turned his hand over under hers and held on.
* * *
Ailsa came on Thursday at five, three hours before her evening of conversation.
She didn't knock on Room 402. She found Clara at the carrel on the fourth mezzanine, where Clara had said she'd be, and stood at the end of it in her puffer jacket with her rucksack on one shoulder, looking at Marcus's espresso machine.
"Is that allowed?"
"No," said Marcus, without looking up. "Want one?"
"Is it any good?"
"It's illegal in eleven countries."
Ailsa considered this. "Go on, then."
He made it with the usual ceremony. She drank it in one go, standing up, and her eyes watered, and she said, "God almighty," in a small hoarse voice, and Marcus looked up at her for the first time with something like respect.
Then she turned to Clara.
"I've been reading about you," she said. "On my phone. And the Guild meeting. I was at the back. I signed the petition." She said it quite straight, without apology. "Then I wished I hadn't, because I saw you didn't clap."
"I didn't."
"So tell me why."
Clara looked at her. At the black jacket with its hood trim gone ratty, the rucksack with a broken zip held with a safety pin, the freckled, stubborn, eighteen-year-old face waiting for an answer and fully prepared to argue with it.
"I can't," she said. "Not all of it. There's a trial in April, and I'm a witness, and I've been told not to talk about anything that's evidence. Most of the reasons I didn't clap are evidence."
"That's convenient."
"It's not convenient at all," said Clara. "It's maddening."
Something in Ailsa's face eased a little.
"She says you'd say that," Ailsa said. "The president. Isolde. She said you'd tell me not to go, and you'd have very good reasons, and you wouldn't be able to tell me what they were, and I should come and see you anyway because you were worth listening to." She frowned. "Which is either very nice of her, or very clever, and I can't work out which."
"Both," said Marcus, to his books. "With that family it's usually both."
Ailsa glanced at him, and then back at Clara.
"She says I'd get a sponsor," she said. "Somebody who'd stand up for me. She says if there's ever a hearing, or the stipend goes missing, or a tutor takes against me, I'd have somebody. My mum..." She stopped. Started again, flatter. "My mum works nights at a call center in Greenock. She can't come up here and shout at the Bursar. I haven't got anybody here who'd ring a lawyer for me, Clara. Not one person." She lifted her chin. "You had someone. You had him. Didn't you? Sterling. He sponsored you. Everybody knows."
Clara opened her mouth and found, for a moment, that she couldn't say anything at all.
You had him. A boy in a tower with a ledger on the desk and twenty-two hours on the clock, choosing her because she was there. A pen held out across a Register. You're in sanctuary, Miss Hayes. Provisionally.
And three weeks before that, his name in a letter to a Dean. A quiet withdrawal.
"Yes," she said. "He sponsored me."
"So it worked."
"It nearly killed me twice."
"But it worked."
Clara looked down at the scarred oak of the carrel, at the line down the middle that nobody had ever drawn.
"Go tonight," she said slowly. "If you're going to go, go. I can't stop you, and I'm not going to try, because the last person who told me not to do something like this was right, and I did it anyway, and I'd do it again. But promise me one thing."
Ailsa waited.
"Before you do anything they ask you to do," Clara said. "Anything at all. An evening, a meeting, a signature, a walk somewhere at night with a torch. You come and tell me first. Not after. First. Even if it seems like nothing. Especially if it seems like nothing."
"Why?"
"Because in my experience," said Clara, "the things that seem like nothing are the ones with a lead pin in them."
Ailsa looked at her for a while. Then at Marcus, who had stopped pretending to read and was watching them both with an expression Clara couldn't name.
"All right," she said. "First. I promise."
She hitched her rucksack up on her shoulder and went away down the iron spiral, and Clara watched the top of the red ponytail go round and round and disappear.
"She'll go," Marcus said quietly.
"I know."
"You'd have gone."
"I did go."
He looked at her across the carrel. Then he reached out, quite briefly, and touched the back of her hand where it lay on the oak, just once, two fingers, the way you'd check whether something was real. And took his hand back and went to his books, and didn't say anything else, and neither did she.
* * *
Her phone rang at nine, while she was sitting on her bed in Room 402 with a land law essay she hadn't started and Maeve at her desk under the window with headphones on.
It wasn't her mother's number. It was Tam's.
"Clara? It's your mum, hen. I'm on Tam's phone." Annie Hayes's voice was tight and very bright, the way it went when she was holding something down with both hands. "I'm sorry to ring so late. It's probably nothing. I didn't want to say on my own phone, in case."
"Mum. What's happened?"
"There was a letter. In with the gas bill. From the association." A pause. "They've sold the block, Clara."
Clara sat up.
"Sold it? To who?"
"A company. I've never heard of them. It's got a long name, it's all letters. Tam's reading it now." The sound of the phone being moved, a rustle of paper, and Tam's slow voice in the background reading something out. Then her mother again. "It says they're very pleased to be our new landlord. And they'll be undertaking a review of all tenancies with a view to... Tam, what's the word?"
Tam's voice, closer, flat as a plank.
"Vacant possession," he said.
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