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            Prologue

         

         The wind flowed in spate down the side of the mountain, scoured several valleys as if in search of something entertaining, then contented itself with opening shutters and lifting up the hems of trees across the university town of Perėja, with its cooling lamps on the squares. It was after sunset, and deep shadows were nipping at people’s ankles; the mountain had swallowed the sun comprehensively, with an almost mythological satisfaction. It was the sort of landscape you still find in pockets of middle Europe, which remembers clearly how its features were once worshipped as pagan gods, and isn’t about to let newfangled things like electricity or GPS interfere with its atmospherics.

         The university itself was undoubtedly, dustily, angrily old. It had layers upon layers of towers and burnt-looking stone, and felt as if it had pulled itself out of the glacial loam like a mushroom. The town around it tried to be fulgently charming and simply looked overstrained.

         The Cossacks had come through on their way elsewhere, as had the Huns and the swift Persians with their gorgeous horses, who had looked at the mountain and, like all intelligent animals, baulked. There had been no battles here, only indifferent people feeding their hordes, catching a few days’ healing, then slipping off the map into other lives, other wars. Small mounds carried their various dead. 2Later, travelling monks fleeing something or other had paused in the valley out of exhaustion, and established an abbey to justify lying down for a bit. So St Ludmila had been born, and the town moulded to its whims, brewing beer for its abbots, breeding lambs for the vellum of its scriptorium. In return the abbey attracted new blood, new money: generations of raw-tonsured young men, scholars, merchants, even travelling nobility on obscure pilgrimage. By the time the abbey became a university the two entities were symbiotic, a great crusted lichen of need and supply, and could not be separated.

         The mountain, meanwhile, had its own partner. Stretching down the entire length of the valley was an ancient glacial lake.

         Perėja sat crankily by this lake like a parent watching their child dance with somebody gorgeous but eminently unsuitable. And the lake was beautiful: serene freshwater, reflecting the skies in still perfection. Children ran on the promenade or paddled on stony shores at its edges, but did not swim in it, or tread on its ice in winter; it was too cold, and far too deep. Tales said it reached right down to the hot heart of the earth, and certainly tourists in pleasure-boats who drifted out towards its centre would look over the side and be seized with vertigo, as miles of darkness solidified beneath them. It absorbed the darkness of the mountain smoothly every night. University researchers talked enthusiastically of its rare microclimate, its unique populations of fish, its mud filled with cold-tolerant larvae. Fishermen, in the local dialect, called it smug.

         3On this evening, two notable things occurred in the valley, neither of them widely noticed.

         In one corner of the lake a small circle of ripples appeared; a thin white and blue fin, translucent and coloured like expensive painted porcelain, stood in the air. Then, as if it had been dreamt, it was gone.

         At the other corner, high within the university’s magnificent clock tower, Nina Hussar sighed.

         Her sighing was not notable. She sighed often. This being the evening of her death, however, it took on a significance otherwise undeserved.

         Time was running on, she thought. And a decision had to be made—

         In previous centuries Nina Hussar would have been seen as a middle-aged spinster with Good Brains, the sort who became a lady’s companion, or perhaps ran some scion of nobility’s country house for them. Women more strident became Scout instructors or rode to hounds or chaperoned for wilting young women at dances; women more coddled were allowed to sit by fires and be quietly ignored, until they exhausted their allotment of intelligence on complex knitting-patterns and crosswords, and finally, smothered, died. Hussar was not among either store. She was something else, something specific: the unattached woman with a completely precise mind.

         She was, of course, fussy – but people like Nina Hussar are fussy by right, because their intelligence allows a constant view of life’s machinery in all its detail. Rather than tell people their office supplies were crooked or their 4paperwork out of date, she simply corrected these elements herself, and proceeded with glossy grey hair and soft little shoes, totally impervious to allegations of being interfering.

         She had held an indistinct office at the University of St Ludmila (USL) since she was twenty-three, after taking a first-class degree in the philosophy of logic: something middle-ranking in the administrative department that was paid the same as a very junior civil servant. Over decades, from this quiet anonymity, she had succeeded gradually, in the manner of an artisan carving an intransigent block of stone, in transforming the USL’s system into a replica of her own efficient mind.

         Men had occasionally expressed interest – competence had a stunning allure, like a beautiful steam engine – but she, recognising quite clearly that they wanted her to organise them and would not, after all, really enjoy the experience, had remained unimpressed.

         Now, at the end of the day, she took what she regarded as her one softness. She paused at the top of the steps in the high tower beneath the university carillon, and listened to it play.

         The carillon was a stupendous instrument. Forty-seven bells, with a range of six octaves, rang the hour in various complex configurations. Once – before Nina Hussar’s time, and indeed before anybody’s time, no matter how much Lubenov hinted darkly at being over a hundred to impress undergraduates – there had been a player, a carillonneur, who had depressed with a gentle fist the individual rounded peg-keys tied to each bell, and so produced music. 5That occupation had gone the way of medical leech-sellers and trepannists, and now the carillon was automatic – and, to Nina Hussar’s mind, no less impressive for it. The bell-wires were connected to a vast internal clockwork mechanism that marked the hours with gentle refrains, and could be customised to bellow, tinkle mournfully, or intimidate visiting donors as required.

         Every evening at six o’clock – in winter far beyond the time of sunset, in summer while the sun still stood high above the lake – it was programmed to ring a curfew song, an anthem to St Ludmila. The air had been composed by a long-ago student who’d looked back on their university years shivering in drippy student rooms with the silvery, forgiving nostalgia you get when you move to a much nicer country and make some money. The anthem was lilting, minor in key, and Hussar had long ago determined the precise point at the top of the stairs that was best for hearing it; the stone was slightly dipped at this point, under the long wear of feet, including her own. Below her were five storeys of narrow tower steps, rotating around a central axis, rarely used. The carillon song fell over her at this point like water.

         It was late winter now. The term had ended, and the students were absent; the long library that issued onto this tower was empty all day, save for a few hard-worn assistant researchers doomed to look up references. The library was at least warm – she’d seen to that – but the tower itself was freezing; nothing could induce the thick and ancient stone to take on any kind of heat, even though radiators blared 6at each landing. She knew this cold. She was its friend. She stood and waited for the carillon, and let her worries quiet. Some murmured louder than others.

         Time pressed – she hated time pressing – and a choice must be made soon, and things set in motion. She already sensed which way her decision would lie, and how disappointing that would prove for others, but it was the correct choice. Nina Hussar, once convinced of a course, was no more vulnerable to the judgements of others than the mountain itself.

         But for the anthem, there was time. And then she would proceed.

         She stood and listened. The bells began, filling and overlapping the dark tower space.

         Did she, in the midst of the song, hear a faint difference – some percussion that was not recognised, a beat out of time?

         A swift movement, in the darkness. As if an owl had swooped. Or as if a part of the song had come loose, and was lost—

         Nina Hussar did not cry out when the impact came; not when her hands flew forward in the darkness to grip at nothing, not when the first tower step met her skull, or the next ones her hip, her ankles, her spine. It was, perhaps, too inefficient a use of her voice.
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         It was three months after Nina’s death, and everything was apparently once again as it always was.

         Spring had crept into the valley, performing its annual trick and surprising everybody. Nina’s quiet grave in the small St Ludmila cemetery was beginning, unnoticed, to sprout crocuses through its grass and mosses. The mountain slopes were covered in meltwater streams and snowdrops, though the peak was still resolutely wearing its hat of snow, like an ancient person who won’t doff their battered cap for anything short of cataclysm. The university sulkily let some sunlight play in its courtyards, and its old towers looked prickly against the fresh sky. New undergraduates were dared by older students to dip their bare toes in the sun-beaming lake, and lived to regret it.

         There were the facts of spring at the University of St Ludmila: squealing young people, a certain misty light in the evenings, and rampant mud along the mountain road.

         Navigating said road was, of course, difficult regardless of season. A Roman general, passing through on his way to deal with angrier people in sunnier places, had ordered his legionaries to build a winding path through the mountain pass. This was still used, less because ancient ingenuity was unimprovable, and more because (as the general’s infuriated diaries attested) the mountain resisted human incursions. 8People on the daily bus from the city still faced the same obstacles as the poor legionaries: snow slides, rockfalls, bears sitting across both lanes and cleaning between their toes. In spring, the drivers also threaded softened mires of yellow mud, and swore more intently as a consequence.

         Dr Finn Blanchard, currently on said local bus atop said local mud, was ignorant of all of this. This was not because he was one of those people who insisted on going into foreign places blind and wandering its streets, insistent that it give up all of its pleasures entirely without context. Indeed, he had a remarkably thick guidebook, the only one he could find on the internet with a segment on Perėja. The segment was barely three pages and mostly talked about the university archive’s collection of ‘unicorn’ horns, all of them nicked from hapless narwhals.

         He’d read this, and the small list of recommended restaurants specialising in venison and plum sauce, and the one pub doubtfully mentioned for its ‘historic appeal’, which in practice meant an arch reluctance to serve anybody with more than two teeth. He’d even put in little neon Post-its. He was, however, preoccupied with another problem, which was that there were bits of fish viscera loose in his backpack.

         Dr Blanchard was a marine biologist, and a good one – one of a collective of rising stars in the European firmament of sea sciences. Anybody watching him, as the bus went down the thick ravine on a tender little strip of road as naked-looking as a vein, would see a tall curly-haired gangly sort of man with the kind of fluidly expressive hands 9that always seemed to be wandering off on their own, acting as an unconscious extension of his feelings. He was gathering the spilled bits – samples from a breed of eel only lately found in England, preserved as a kind of hostess gift in a little Tupperware container more commonly used for cheese sandwiches – with faint flutters of dismay. The Tupperware’s seals had broken under the weight of several heavy books, so the efforts were not hugely effective.

         ‘Bother, bother, bother, bother.’

         It would not have occurred to Finn to swear. It very rarely occurred to Finn to do anything that was even faintly uncouth, or disruptive to other people, or in the vague category of behaviour known as ‘negative’. People tended to come away from interactions with him bathed in goodwill and an odd sense that people were somehow more inherently good than they’d seemed at breakfast that morning. His twin Rose called this The Finn Effect, and (also being a scientist) had only faintly humorously started collecting data on it. Thus far her notes included such things as ‘Subjects convinced to stop having road rage, 3’, ‘Subjects charmed into giving Finn very unwise discounts, 7’, and ‘Subjects who went and sat in the sun post-conversation with an oddly serene expression, 16’.

         This aura of softness was, perhaps, what was preventing other bus passengers from making more volubly angry noises about the fact that the bus was rapidly beginning to smell of eel. Finn flapped his hands and looked unhappily around. His curls bounced.

         ‘Here,’ said an efficient voice. A hand appeared over the 10back of the seat, held up a napkin, placed all the visible parts of eel (now piled into the broken Tupperware on the seat) into it, twirled the ends as if creating a parcel at a very expensive sandwich shop or a sweets packet at a department store, deposited it inside an empty sandwich bag, sealed that, and handed it to Finn. The entire performance took around ten seconds, but to Finn’s dazzled eyes it looked like a magician’s trick.

         ‘Thank you,’ he gasped.

         The owner of the hand retracted it and regarded him impassively. It belonged to a compact sort of person with an intense brow-bone and a pushed-forward cleft chin. They’d inherited an undiluted Cossack skull, coming down the bloodline from some militant ancestor who’d plunged his sword into the land by the lake and stayed. The voice, when it came, was deep and quite gentle. ‘You’re welcome. You are coming for the university?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I work in the art history department. Eirene.’ The hand was extended again. Finn reached to shake it, then wiped the eel off himself tentatively, and shook it with a little more confidence. ‘Fish people come down on the bus from the city all the time.’

         This was, of course, true; specialists in all manner of freshwater wonders came to interrogate the lake’s depths and ask it questions. Finn accepted being called a ‘fish person’ without question. It was why he was here. He was buoyed again, moving lightly past the eel disaster, by his sense of purpose.

         A whole semester here with Dr Martine! Martine 11Saluto, the great mentor of the freshwater dynasties in biology, discoverer of the world’s rarest lake-bound sharks, author of towering treatises, brief but generous in emails. In photographs at conferences she gathered all the light and shadow around her without perhaps intending it, casting other attendees into greyness.

         The university had invited – and he had come! Finn had recently published a groundbreaking monograph on Greenland sharks, which had been floating around at the top of the world doing extremely little for centuries. It had been a sensation, and to his surprise, he had found that eminent biologists and editors at places like Nature suddenly wanted to talk to him earnestly at parties. He could afford to be picky about postdoctoral jobs this season (Harvard and a researcher in Hawaii had both made fawning noises over email), but this was an enormous opportunity.

         He explained this at speed to Eirene, whose own face was gently unreadable, though perhaps there was a slight glimmer in the dark eyes. Even the most tectonically stony people tended to find Finn disarming.

         The town came fully into view then, and the lake, and Finn left off describing enthusiastically the wonder he was feeling at meeting Dr Saluto, and how far he’d come to see her. ‘What a place,’ he said, astonished, as the afternoon sun made the entire body of water a sheet of shifting light. Then: ‘What’s that?’

         For it was six o’clock, and out of the centre of the university came the sound – rising and striking against the mountain rock – of bells.

         12‘The carillon,’ said Eirene shortly. ‘A machine with lots of bells. Like a church tower, but not an organ. It is very old.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ said Finn. ‘The guidebooks do say – but it’s another thing to be here, isn’t it, to actually hear it.’ He looked more intently out the window, shading his eyes enthusiastically. ‘It looks like the sort of place where nothing really changes, doesn’t it? Where things are just as they were centuries ago.’

         It was perhaps his rapture in the lake’s charms, his relief at being so close to the source of his adoration, that meant he didn’t catch the pause in Eirene’s quiet voice before they said, ‘Yes. Just as they have always been.’

         The lake dazzled, the fish inside it sank grumpily lower to avoid the last rays of sun, and the bus descended into the valley.
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         The light outside her office in the university quadrangle had thoroughly faded. Dr Martine Saluto sat back in her chair.

         Journals called her esteemed or a figure of note. Postgrads, in private, called her absolutely terrifying. A particularly uninspired rival at another university called her Baba Yaga, a reference to the fact that her hair hadn’t been cut since she was young and now swept at the back of her legs. She knew about this nickname, and as with most things that were meant to be insulting to her, usually thought it was funny.

         At this moment, however, she rather wanted a nice house with chicken legs. Maybe it could walk her away, somewhere calm and warm. Instead there was just this office, and the lake out the window with its encroaching darkness, which always managed, even to the flattest of minds, to look menacing. She wished, as she often did, that the place didn’t have such an abundance of atmosphere that it absolutely didn’t deserve.

         Dr Saluto was in her seventies. She looked younger, because she came from a lineage of women who simply looked more direct and black-eyed as they aged, and lost weight around their mouths and shoulders.

         She was also, she reflected, exhausted, and it took a lot to tire her. It was not a physical exhaustion – this was a woman who had once stayed awake for thirty-six hours 14chasing down a shark who’d swallowed an expensive camera lens – but a mental one. Demands on her dragged her body downward, like fishing-weights attached to a net: on her loyalty, her skills of negotiation, her devotion to her friends. When one was cut loose, another was added. The edges of her brain felt burned.

         She drew, as she did in her most private moments, the thick curtain of hair around both sides of her like a caul, around her shoulders and down across her face. She’d done it since she was small. If anybody came upon her now, they would see what looked, sitting behind a beautiful modernist desk, like a very large, silvery gourd, possibly related to a pumpkin. Mendes had observed this once, simply walked out, and never commented on it.

         At the thought of Mendes, of that supercilious face that always seemed to find its object beneath contempt, Martine simply drew the cape of hair more thickly.

         Saluto was a woman of considerable intelligence, but that was not special; in places like Perėja smart people lay thick on the ground, like cabbages. Her distinction in her field was toughness. She regarded herself as like a vessel of heavy bronze, like those things from ancient Greece that carried around the blood of sacrificial oxen (what were they called? Eirene would know): strong, hard, insensible of any blow. She didn’t like feeling that resilience challenged. She didn’t like feeling that the vessel was filled with somebody else’s blood—

         There was a knock at the door.

         
             

         

         
            *

         

         15Finn had come straight off the Perėja bus to Dr Martine’s office, with the single-minded focus of a spaniel intent on a toy. His eyes had reflected but not truly seen the dusky university walls, the courtyards now holding bowlfuls of lantern-light, the undergraduates smoking behind anything wind-sheltered. He climbed multiple stairs hoisting his suitcase and beaming beatifically at the people who offered to help him. (Several of these people felt a little flame begin burning under their lungs then, one that wouldn’t ever really go out. But that was Finn’s tragedy: he bestowed this sort of thing so generously that he was like a god of harvest, throwing out flowers and seeds in great arcs.)

         The office door opened.

         Finn, entering gently with his hands paired together around the eel-packet, did in fact think the thing in the chair was not a person but something else entirely. His brain went for ‘extremely hairy and faceless dog’.

         As he wasn’t the type of person to judge an animal for not having a visible face, he simply said, ‘I’m sorry, I thought perhaps – the secretary said Dr Saluto would be in – I’ll come back later,’ and then reflected that he probably shouldn’t trust a dog to take messages. Then he castigated himself for believing that this large and motionless creature would not be intelligent enough to communicate things, wondered whether it was a Saluki, and backed out.

         Dr Martine heard the footsteps die away and the door swing shut, gave herself one more second to overcome her sense of complete astonishment, then opened the sheet of her hair like stage curtains and barked, ‘Come back here!’16

         Finn, who had been preparing to ask the nice secretary (who was already clearly upset about the suitcase sitting in his office) about Dr Saluto’s elegant dog, made a surprised noise. Then he opened the door again and put his head through, hesitantly.

         The two scientists stared at one another.

         It was the sort of moment that bears the risk of cataclysm: Finn realised that the elegant dog was in fact his most cherished academic hero, Dr Saluto realised that this Botticelli-angel-looking person had seen her in her moment of vulnerability, and they both realised that the other person felt humiliated.

         Finn, taking a deep breath, rescued everything.

         ‘I’m Dr Finn Blanchard, and I brought you a specimen of a slender snipe eel, Nemichthys scolopaceus,’ he said in a determined, rapid voice, ‘the deep sea duck, as it’s called – found, if you can believe it, actually in an inland river on the Norfolk Fens, ninety or so miles from the sea. Incredibly unusual behaviour from a deep-sea species, you’ll agree – though the preservation isn’t quite what I’d like.’

         Dr Saluto had felt her normal reaction to extreme embarrassment descending: a kind of rage that turned her into volcanic rock, and would have doomed Finn to a semester of rejection and blank surliness. Instead the deft manoeuvre did what it was meant to do: it distracted her so entirely that the rage wandered off disappointed.

         ‘What – inland?’ she said, reaching for the eel. ‘But they normally live thousands of metres down. A storm? Some kind of tidal event?’17

         ‘I did wonder!’ said Finn happily, watching as her scientifically precise hands picked up the creature’s long tail, and then the elegant, duck-like lines of its head. ‘It was actually found alive. The fisherman handed it into a university immediately – though I suspect he showed it around the local pub first.’

         ‘Yes – see how the anus is actually inside the throat – a remarkable thing.’ Dr Saluto felt the lightness in her palm of this improbable creature, which never saw the sun. She was not in the habit of allowing disjecta membra onto her gorgeous desk, but the slender snipe eel, diplomatic envoy that it was, had done its job.

         ‘Angus Calderhead has a paper forthcoming on it, but said I could take the evidence to you now that he’s done with it, and sends his best,’ added Finn.

         ‘How is Angus?’ This was more of Finn’s intelligence at work: Dr Calderhead was a Scottish deep-sea expert and one of Saluto’s most successful ex-students, and had recommended Finn for the St Ludmila post. He was an enormous, quiet man who cheerily constructed cameras that could withstand the pressures of oceanic trenches.

         ‘He’s on sabbatical, so he’s off in Brussels arguing for total bans on deep-sea trawling in EU waters,’ said Finn brightly.

         ‘That’s my boy.’ Critics were prone to remark that Dr Saluto’s protégés got themselves into more hot water than other marine biologists, pun intended. More than one had disrupted illegal shark-fin fishing boats, or chained themselves to railings at environmental conferences. Nobody would have dared say this to Dr Saluto’s face, of course.18

         ‘Well. This is a rare treat. And you’re Dr Blanchard.’ Dr Saluto looked up from the vanishingly rare specimen to its bearer and made a swift assessment of him. Young, but not scatty-looking; optimistic face; prone to excessive gesturing, but good manners. ‘That work on Greenland sharks really was remarkable.’ She was not exaggerating. It had been sent to her by about five colleagues, and she’d watched videos of colossal sharks complacently ruminating in front of Finn’s perfectly placed Arctic cameras with a sense of deep intellectual pleasure.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Finn, and looked as uncomplicatedly happy as if somebody had given him a biscuit. He was, Dr Saluto noted, neither a self-effacing sort nor particularly egomaniacal. Good. Those things annoyed her in brilliant young men. ‘Your work on freshwater shark metabolism was enormously helpful.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Dr Saluto simply, ‘I know.’ She received the praise with the grace it was given, and both of them felt soothed. ‘And now you want to help me with my last gasp at prising the Delft shark out of hiding.’

         The young scientist made an enthusiastic face. The Delft shark was a lake species described in a handful of local sources going back to the twelfth century, but not sighted in perhaps 200 years. It was an animal in which Saluto believed so fervently that her dreams were blue and white, full of the flash of fins. Even if she sometimes felt a doubt in her craw, a miserable feeling that she was tilting at windmills, and that her late career was staked on the existence of a myth …19

         She put the weight of her hair over her shoulders and stood. ‘Well, we can start – oh. You need to be shown to your quarters and things, don’t you?’

         ‘The head of housing,’ said a quiet voice from the door, ‘will be arriving shortly.’ It was the secretary, whose name was Damyan and who was already viewing the eel parts with a long-suffering expression. As with most academic secretaries, he was used to being a tether to reality, though guts on desks were hardly his worst foe in this job.

         ‘Sorry.’ Dr Saluto gestured at Finn and looked briefly lost. ‘Everything has been a bit at sixes and sevens since – well. Since the winter.’

         A silence elapsed in which something unknown to Finn fell into the space of the office, a piece of unspoken history. He sensed it pass, and wondered at it, but also trusted that – as people often did – they’d tell him all about it when it was the right time.

         Damyan cleared his throat. ‘Shall I fetch a plastic box – for the – research materials?’ He gestured, with perfect restraint, to the desk.

         ‘Yes, Damyan, thank you. I’ll label them and send them to the lab for proper preservation. Angus will have my head otherwise.’ She looked over at Finn. ‘Well, Dr Blanchard. A pleasure to have you. We’ll postpone research chat till another time.’

         This was clearly a mark of dismissal, and Finn took it without offence. On his way out he looked at a picture mounted on the wall, smiled sunnily to himself, and then departed, shutting the door behind him. 20

         The piece, which Martine had ordered to be mounted in a weighty walnut frame, was an artist’s interpretation in inks of the Delft shark. It was the only drawing of its kind, done by a St Ludmila-based illustrator in the eighteenth century, and even in the darkening office it was a shimmering thing: a beautiful flattened head, broad at the snout, and a tapered body leading to elegant fins like a dog shark, though with more fan-like, elaborate edging. And the entire specimen covered in sharp, delicate spikes and whorls, with royal blue across spectral white scales. The artist noted on the back that the Perėja locals called it ghost fish. Believers in its existence, inspired by the ragingly popular Dutch porcelain of the time, had since named it the Delft shark.

         Dr Martine looked at it, half-drowned in the darkness, the lines of it almost vanishing. She closed her eyes. Then she opened them again and turned back to her desk, to the beautiful unworldly eel, its slender head poised as if watching her.

         
            *

         

         The head of housing turned out to be a very brusque person with about fifteen other apparent jobs, who deposited Finn in an upper corridor of a building at the east side of one of the university’s courtyards, told him which door was his, handed him a key, and then left. Finn had the feeling that USL was a place running constantly to catch up with itself, and not in the usual half-brained chaos of an old university; there was a strain about it. (In this, as it happened, his instinct was right, though he wasn’t yet to know why.)

         Finn sighed, wriggled his shoulders, and moved to 21unlock his rooms, but was arrested by a new noise behind him: a door rapidly opening, hitting something hard, and a loud ‘OW.’

         He turned, and discovered that a head had popped out at him from the quarters directly opposite. It was a long head that would have delighted Giacometti: the cheeks sloped to a point underneath the lips, and the auburn hair clung irresolutely to a slender skull. The eyes were slightly over-large and well-lashed, and the mouth, if left unattended, tended to droop a bit. The rest of the man, from what Finn could gather, was about the same: lean, stooped, prone to looking ashamed of itself. It wasn’t a handsome head, but it had an appeal to it, and was looking at him with interest.

         ‘New neighbour moving in,’ said Finn, in his brightest voice. ‘Finn Blanchard. Visiting fellow in marine biology.’

         ‘Oh – lovely to meet you,’ said the head happily, then added, in a distracted voice, ‘Hold on.’ It withdrew. There were some bangs that sounded like large quantities of books being balanced on each other, followed by a thump that indicated the balancing act hadn’t worked, and a minor epithet. The head’s voice, Finn noted, was softly English. Now the head reappeared, extricating itself from what was, Finn was gathering, a labyrinth of obstacles near the door; the man had to lift his second foot like a dog attending to a lamp post to get it out safely.

         ‘Stephen Huskins. Assistant prof in literature.’ The hand the man thrust out was pocked with bits of ink Finn recognised as the product of cheap ballpoint pens. ‘So you’re one of the visiting lot! 104? They’re good sets of rooms 22up here – lots of hot water, and the bed’s comfortable.’ He paused in this rapid, rather staccato recital. ‘Sorry, I’m talking like my aunt.’

         Without explaining this phrase, he encouraged Finn to unlock the door, and helped to haul the suitcase into 104.

         Stephen was right – they were nice rooms, well-painted and, to Finn’s surprise, replete with hot radiators and plenty of electrical sockets exactly where they were needed. As visiting postgraduate rooms tended to be converted student cells, with pasteboard beds and desks that collapsed when you put a cup of tea on one corner, he was pleasantly surprised.

         ‘See? It’s good. Good bones. You look out on the courtyard – quiet at night – it’s a better vista than the other side, to be honest.’

         Finn was filling the room’s kettle and putting it on the ring. ‘Do you have those rooms?’

         ‘Me? No. I live in town. Little tumble-down house, but I don’t need much room.’ Like many very tall people, Finn intuited, Stephen Huskins tended to curl up in a ball whenever at rest, like a greyhound. ‘Bit of a garden. I try for vegetables every year, but nothing grows in this blessed soil except turnips and potatoes; it seems to think everybody’s a fourteenth-century peasant. Loamy and sandy, all of it.’

         ‘Would you like some tea?’ Finn had no idea whether one should be sympathetic or enthusiastic at the prospect of loamy earth, but he did keep tea – good Darjeeling, and a herbal minty blend, in silken pyramid tea bags – at the top of his suitcase for precisely this sort of encounter. Making 23friends at new universities was so easily lubricated by hot beverages. ‘Is the other suite of rooms your office, then?’

         ‘What? Yes, tea. Lovely. No, I’m clearing out my aunt’s possessions. It was her place,’ he added, a bit sadly. ‘I should have had it done over the winter, but lesson planning and marking, and making reading lists – you know.’ He was rubbing the material of his jacket between thumb and forefinger.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Finn genuinely, guessing from the phrasing that the aunt was no longer with us. The kettle on the hob stirred and began to make a squeaking noise as the water heated. ‘What was her name?’

         ‘Nina Hussar. She passed away in the winter,’ he said. The words came out in a rush. ‘She was somebody here, you know? She practically ran the place. They’re barely getting on without her, but nobody will say so. As if people don’t exist if they don’t have PhDs. Oh, sorry—’ He looked momentarily horrified.

         ‘Universities can be like that,’ said Finn hastily, to smooth the moment over. ‘I only handed my PhD in on time because somebody in the printing room kept it open especially. I had to reprint twenty-eight shark skeleton charts; for some reason my computer spell-checked all the Latin species names into Spanish.’

         This, as it happened, was quite true. Finn, being Finn, was innocent of the fact that his imploring face at the administrator’s desk at five minutes to six was as impossible to deny as a child in a Dickens novel. If he knew that staffers actually competed to share Finn Blanchard Stories, and that 24the IT chief at his last university was currently winning with her tale of rescuing Finn’s shark monograph from oblivion (a cat called Biscuit had chewed a crucial flash drive), he’d be beyond astonished. ‘Nothing happens without administrators,’ he said simply, now.

         ‘You understand,’ said Stephen with an enormous burst of friendliness, and Finn received the impression that Stephen Huskins hadn’t had many people to talk to about his aunt, or gardening, or really anything at all. ‘Do come and take your tea in with me.’

         Finn, who was as incapable of refusing a summons from a lonely human as an iron filing of resisting magnetic force, went, holding two cups of Darjeeling delicately.

         The rooms of Stephen Huskins’s aunt at 106 were along the same lines as 104’s, but larger, and clearly well lived-in. A full wall had a built-in bookshelf, the kitchen area was filled with neat objects of use, and the whole bore the impression of an apartment of gentle long residence. Or it would have, if it didn’t appear to have been ransacked by a collective of white-handed gibbons. (This was not a random metaphor; Finn had seen this once while visiting his sister on the coast of Sumatra, when a local troupe had broken into the research station via a badly fastened window.) Books, pictures, cushions and small whatnots were stacked or strewn everywhere, in and out of boxes.

         ‘Aunt Nina lived up here for ages – decades and decades. She called it her eyrie. Could have lived off-campus, most of the staff do, but she always said she wanted to be on hand if there was a crisis. Sense of duty.’ Stephen drank his 25Darjeeling a bit like a child, holding both big hands gently around the cup. The windows, Finn noted, did indeed look outward over the university roofs, and beyond that to the circle of the lake; it must have felt, to the late Nina Hussar, as if she perched on high and observed all. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing,’ Stephen added morosely, almost to himself.

         ‘She left it all to you?’

         ‘In her will – yes.’ From Stephen’s expression, Finn judged that this hadn’t been a windfall – had, instead, meant responsibility, an added burden of care. Stephen gestured around him, a little hopelessly. ‘I feel like I should devise some sort of system – but there’s so much. She’d know how to do it best, but of course she’s not here …’ He seemed frankly overwhelmed. ‘I can’t even find her diary.’

         Finn did understand. ‘Can I help?’ He lifted a few books – a selection of local histories, some poetry, and a much-thumbed copy of the Old Testament with a ribbon in it. Finn flipped it open to see it was marking Proverbs.

         ‘Oh – no, thank you. Sorry, I shouldn’t be dragging you in.’ Stephen looked abashed, took the books off Finn, and stood a bit helplessly, then put them down on top of the neat little blue sofa.

         ‘It must have been sudden.’

         ‘Stupid accident. She fell down some stairs.’ Stephen put a painting down on another book with an explosive noise, then jumped when the frame fell off. ‘Pointless bloody waste.’ He didn’t elaborate.26

         Nothing more suspicious than a fall down some stairs, said a familiar voice in Finn’s mind, pulled quietly from memory. Soft, sweet with tiredness. An afternoon on the couch, months ago. Professionally speaking. Up there with accidental food poisoning. Or an oligarch mysteriously falling from a window …

         Be quiet, Finn said back to the voice, and to his traitor memory that had brought it out of darkness. Like many gentle people, he was far more ferocious to himself than to anybody else.

         Aloud he said, into a silence that had stretched and expanded as Stephen looked around sadly, ‘I’ll leave you to it, then.’ The lights of the university at the windows were golden streams, and beyond he could see that a yellow slice of moon was beginning to rise.

         Huskins roused himself. ‘Oh – yes. Very good of you. Thank you for the tea. I’ll be in and out of here for the next few weeks, I expect. Or however long it takes. Still! It’s a thing I can do for her. That’s good, isn’t it?’

         ‘Very,’ said Finn, and gathered the extra teacup from the man’s absent hands before quietly vaulting over the pile of books. Stephen had bent enthusiastically to his task again.

         Finn retreated to his own rooms, brewed another pot of tea, and unpacked. There was a lovely view over the courtyard, with the lanterns playing over the ivy and the grass square – and soon he’d go for dinner, though it was always a risk with these university kitchens. Sometimes it was rich food for gouty stomachs, or all puff pastry and no substance, but sometimes it was institutional canteen food 27in great grey squares of potato and fat, like the kind Tom used to tell him about from school—

         Tom.

         Finn said, ‘Bother.’ He had managed not to think of Tom for nearly an entire day. It was a good record. But the thoughts would keep bobbing up, like ice, inexorably buoyant on the surface of deep water. That ridiculous memory – Tom casually expounding on suspicious death-scenarios while bandaging Finn’s knee, because Finn had failed to notice a stray shoelace and gone headlong off the front steps into a rosebush.

         He allowed himself a medicinal tincture of Tom thoughts – just a few moments. Tom at home after a long day, now, with his giant cat Biscuit kneading his knees. Tom making his own tea, resolutely un-fancy tea with so much milk it could be poured over cereal without anybody noticing a discrepancy, and dipping two Hobnobs at once into his wide mug. Tom in his socks, putting on the TV, and lying and resting his wide head, his rumpled reddish hair, on the side of the sofa where Finn had sat, where his lap normally would be …

         That, Finn thought, was quite enough.

         His pattern of unpacking was perhaps a little more unnecessarily aggressive after that point, and involved too many systems of organisation. If it kept Unhelpful Thoughts out of his head, he’d learn to think in ancient Greek.

         He also sent a brief mental apology to Stephen Huskins’s aunt for that thoroughly irrelevant memory he’d had in her rooms. Poor woman. ‘Suspicious deaths’ indeed.28

         
            *

         

         The next morning meant a stroll by the lake with Dr Saluto, and an introduction to the latest information on the Delft shark. Data points, the stateswoman of marine biology was saying, continued to be few and far between. A few teeth discovered in prehistoric lake mud, conjectures from a skull fragment found misattributed in a museum.

         ‘All the local fishing population are primed to deliver anything, anything at all, that might signify a breeding population or even a single specimen. And we have set up traps – but it’s such a vast habitat that we must adjust our expectations.’ And indeed the lake stretched out endlessly from the stony shore.

         ‘But there have been signs,’ Finn said encouragingly.

         ‘Some reliable, some not.’ Martine Saluto’s hair was plaited into an enormous braid, which still swung far down her back and would, in a pinch, work as a whip, Finn thought. ‘The fishermen all know I’d give my eye teeth for just one Delft shark. So they turn up at my office, and hint darkly about secrets they might give up with a bit of judicious palm lubrication. But what good will that do?’ She threw her hands in the air. ‘No – a real photograph, I’ve told them, or a specimen, or something found in a catch’s stomach. Anything solid.’

         ‘It’s a good approach,’ said Finn soothingly. All researchers into rare or vanishingly shy species knew this dance: the ‘experts’ who promised a sighting, or at least some spoor, and responded to failure with a shrug of the shoulders. Some species, he felt sure, were long extinct, and local paid 29guides leading scientists through leeches and mayflies were well aware of the fact.

         ‘This is where this grant funding comes in. It’s my finest chance in years – and, realistically, Dr Blanchard, my last.’ Dr Saluto, Finn noticed, still pulled her hair back from her face in a reflexive action even though it was tied away. It was, he suspected, a way to clear her mind. ‘Rediscovering lost species has glamour, but not enough for unlimited funds. If there are no results this time—’ She rose and dropped a sun-spotted hand with finality. ‘So we’re mounting an all-out campaign. The cameras you used in the Arctic were, of course, weighted at the bottom, but the depths here mean that isn’t an option, so perhaps a camera suspended from the surface, from a set of buoys moored across lines …’

         They fell into technical talk. The lake surface was to be subdivided into sections and then into squares, vast lines of rope spooled across them with buoys at various points, and cameras attached to the buoys. Local mussels would, Dr Saluto said with satisfaction, likely grow from the ropes, which was excellent for water quality. The buoys would have to be positioned just so, and the ropes could be secured at the ends in the much shallower rocky parts of the shore, where they could be sure of a good attachment.

         The lake seethed with spring flies, flitting over the glimmering surface in frenetic dances, fragments that would, before the end of the day, die and be eaten by that light, before the lake collapsed into darkness. Mud welled between the grasses at Finn’s feet; larvae lay suspended in 30spawning-pools among warm rocks. All was new and loud and soft to the touch.

         ‘You were mixed up in something up in the Arctic with the cameras, weren’t you? Eighteen months ago,’ Dr Saluto said suddenly. ‘The Greenland shark cameras were smuggling diamonds, or something.’

         Finn blinked at her. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘No. No, we were on a ship – my sister and I – and there was a diamond-smuggling ring. And a murder. But it was all resolved,’ he added, with a feeling of inadequacy at the explanation. He’d had to add a long footnote to the Greenland shark monograph, on the advice of his supervisor and a solicitor, both of whom had wanted, for different reasons, to assure readers that Finn Blanchard had nothing whatsoever to do with murders, diamond smugglers, or other such unscientific endeavours. The footnote had attracted more attention than anybody quite anticipated.

         ‘Let us hope,’ said Dr Saluto seriously, ‘that nobody attempts to use these cameras for anything other than shark-watching. Otherwise they will have me to deal with. I want this last roll of the dice to work, Dr Blanchard.’

         Finn agreed. The sun suddenly felt extremely hot on his skin.

         ‘The Vice-Chancellor has planned a reception tonight to welcome the new visiting fellows,’ she added, in what he was beginning to recognise was her abrupt way. ‘It will be in your inbox, but IT may not have set that up yet. So I’m telling you. Starting at eight, in the Komor reception rooms; it’s in the central university square, there’ll be signs.’31

         ‘What is the dress code?’

         ‘Smart, or black tie if you like. Frankly,’ said Dr Saluto, without changing her expression, ‘I might be wearing armour.’ And with that extraordinary pronouncement she marched onward along the lakeshore.
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         Finn put the last touches to his bow tie – a gift from his sister Rose, covered in little happy sharks – in the mirror of 104, and sighed. Social occasions were when he really missed Tom, or Rose. Tom Heissen, a private detective of broad shoulder and bluff charm, had met all sorts of humans in the course of his investigative career and so had ideas about everybody. ‘Chat to that one about classic cars, he’ll talk your ear off’ – Finn could hear the low confident voice in his ear now. Rose Blanchard, Finn’s twin, took a different approach: she was just as discomfited by crowds as Finn was, but she knew how to stand at the edge with him and put him at ease, how to press her shoulder against his in reassurance. Their array of secret signals, an entire vocabulary of comfort built from birth.

         The loss of the two of them – Tom back in London and no longer his boyfriend, Rose tagging manta rays in the Azores for her own research – felt suddenly gaping. It was the first time in many years that Finn had been entirely on his own. What would Tom say now? It’s good to face your anxieties. Take deep breaths. Say you’ll just stay for an hour, and stick to it. I’ll be right here. But Tom wasn’t here—

         He contemplated skipping the reception altogether.

         At that moment, as if answering a psychic plea, Stephen Huskins knocked on the door. ‘Didn’t want you to head in 33on your own,’ he said cheerily. He was, Finn saw, in a sort of vintage smoking-jacket that was too big for him; it made him look even taller and more stooped.

         Finn leaned towards the instinct of kindness with the relief of a flower towards sun. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I was – a bit terrified.’

         ‘It’s going to be a hell of a show,’ said Huskins, shaking his shoulders within the jacket as if to get it to sit a little better. ‘But the food will be good. Come on.’

         
            *

         

         It’s one of the universe’s accidents that all university start-of-semester receptions, despite place and culture and language, are essentially the same. The chairs always smell of wood-cleaner and dust; the carpets end up covered in crumbs or chips; the same gatherings form, grouped around subject matter or happenstance, and go over the same material. Where have you come from, what’s your specialism, how fascinating, what about the cost of living here, did you bring a partner or a pet. Established egos peacock, shyer people clutch at their glasses and hope for a good excuse to leave. The pattern remains static. Like death or taxes, it persists.

         Finn, who had been in two postgraduate positions before, tried to find comfort in the familiarity of the scenario. The room was at least warm, and had the usual fawning donor portraits in well-lit niches; the student waitstaff by the drinks table handed out middling white wine and lemonade.

         Stephen Huskins was clearly trying his best to host Finn, since Dr Saluto – hair once again loose, hovering by the 34drinks in an expensive-looking black thing – was oddly reticent, and barely nodded at him. Armour. Perhaps that was her hair, silver, hanging as long as a banner across her back.

         Finn made an effort to commit all the new names to memory, and would later make a little chart in his room; in person, this meant that his face adopted a charming furrow between the eyebrows, and made him even more appealing.

         An ancient-looking person who bore a striking resemblance to a balding vulture was introduced as Professor Lubenov, head of literature. His hand around Finn’s, with horned knuckles and streaks of grey hair across its back, betrayed immense strength. He was slightly bent, and had a stick with a beautiful silver owl as a handle, but it appeared to be more for ornamentation and gesticulating than for actual use. He didn’t visibly smile, but his long eyebrows twitched when he made a remark he considered funny.

         Alongside him was a man whom Stephen introduced as St Ludmila’s vice-chancellor, Dr Maksim Zagar, who looked as if he was about to play Falstaff in a very good Verdi production. His whispers boomed in eardrums two miles away, and he had the manners of an Austrian count in 1878; he wore a cummerbund and a beautiful buttonhole-flower, and looked a little naked in the face without a monocle. He was effusively welcoming. ‘The hero of the Arctic sharks!’ he said, at a volume that could untune a piano on a neighbouring floor. ‘We are delighted! Delighted. And how are you enjoying it here? Spring is a beautiful time; the birds around the lake are particularly worthy of your attention, if you happen to be inclined that way. Though una hirundo non 35facit ver, as Horace says.’ And he laughed, as did Lubenov, who clearly understood the allusion.

         ‘One swallow doesn’t make a summer,’ supplied a shorter, dark-haired woman at his side, in a reflexive manner. She was introduced as Elise Zagar, the classicist Vice-Chancellor’s wife, and clearly translated his expressions as a matter of course.

         Finn was unsurprised, somehow, to be told by Stephen that Mrs Zagar had been a famous operatic soprano. She made a gentle demurring gesture at the description, but the long lines of her throat, the straightness of her back in her burgundy velvet dress, showed the rigours of her training were still with her. She was young, to have retired. Nodules? Some injury? Of course, Finn thought, a person like Dr Zagar had married a tragic soprano; a computer programmer wouldn’t have worked at all. Faintly dizzied by their fin de siècle atmosphere (and Elise’s oud-heavy perfume), he wondered if he should have worn an opera scarf or something.

         The rest of the company were, thankfully, less heady. There were awkward moments – one with a slight, pretty woman with a clean bob, over whose name Stephen unaccountably stumbled. ‘Dr Noémie Khoury,’ she’d said at last, with impatience and a faint French accent. ‘I’m an independent visiting researcher: art history and literature.’ She was, Finn noticed with some confusion, refusing to look at Stephen at all while shaking Finn’s hand smartly. Stephen put both hands in his pockets and looked glum.

         Eirene, who was wearing a very smart bow tie of their 36own and had slicked their cropped hair back, gave Finn a raised eyebrow over Noémie’s shoulder, which Finn didn’t understand at all. He knew that independent researchers – people who came to universities to do their own research, rather than taking up a paid academic job – sometimes found it hard to fit in. People could look down on them. But this felt more constrained than that.

         ‘Do you two collaborate together in art history?’ he asked Eirene, as a way to escape the situation.

         ‘No,’ said Eirene, without inflection. ‘I specialise in ancient Greek artwork and statuary. Dr Khoury’s work is in manuscript palaeography.’

         ‘And I work on nineteenth-century literature and the labour movement,’ said Stephen Huskins, in a slightly artificially high voice. Dr Khoury turned and moved directly towards the drinks table, and Stephen made a small noise in his throat, like a miserable horse. Finn wondered.

         The librarian Amelia Wolfe turned out, thankfully, to be a less fraught introduction: an older woman with blazing red hair and a giant woollen pullover, she looked bored of the entire proceeding but unbent enough to show Finn pictures of her very ginger teenage children and various springer spaniels. She was standing with a jumpy-looking younger man, Dr Amir Bhullar, who was apparently Lubenov’s new research assistant, and already appeared weary. Considering that the professor summoned Amir by banging his stick on the carpet, Finn thought this was probably reasonable.

         A very blonde, muscular woman was pointed out as Professor Jadranka Ferlin, head of the languages school, 37but as she was caught in what looked like a whispered and intense argument with a man – Harry Oliviera, Stephen Huskins said, a languages lecturer – they left her alone. The argument, Finn could tell by the shapes of their faces, was definitely intellectual, but it was clearly not the kind that welcomed interruptions. They were talking in what he thought was very fast Portuguese.

         There was a second awkward moment when Finn and Stephen simply didn’t notice a small woman standing beside Finn’s side until she said gently, ‘Hello.’ It was one of the softest voices Finn had ever heard, and he almost jumped.

         ‘Oh!’ Stephen trod on Finn’s toes in eagerness. ‘Eun-ji! Finn, this is Dr Eun-ji Suh. She’s in Dr Saluto’s lab – you might know each other already?’ Finn, who did in fact know Dr Suh by reputation, was effusive. Suh was a marine behaviourist who produced extraordinary mathematical models of fish spawning behaviour. Finn felt a bit star-struck.

         She received his praise by grinning at him. ‘Did you really give Martine an eel?’

         ‘It was a very nice eel,’ said Finn haplessly. Had he doomed his reputation before he even started? But Dr Saluto seemed to like it—

         ‘Anguillam cauda tenes. Ha!’ said Dr Zagar, overhearing as he passed by.

         ‘You hold an eel by the tail, meaning you hold a slippery personage,’ came the smooth voice of his wife, from behind him.

         ‘It’s a fantastic eel,’ said Dr Suh, very seriously. Nobody, 38Finn observed, took any notice of the Vice-Chancellor’s aphorisms, which seemed to be highly tangential. ‘My new students won’t do any work because they all want to look at it in its nice preserving jar. I’m going to bill you for wasted time.’ She had a very pleasing broad smile, and four piercings in each ear.

         ‘Oh, lord,’ said Amelia Wolfe, suddenly. Her eyes had gone towards the door. ‘Here we go.’

         Finn heard Dr Suh make a faint noise beside him – a sigh? – and when he looked round, she was gone.

         Three people had entered the reception room: a tall, prepossessing woman in a lace gown, a shorter white-haired man in evening wear, and another man trailing behind them. The room, Finn noticed, hushed. The shorter man looked inclined to go towards the centre of the room, but the woman, who was leading the trio, spotted Finn and Huskins, and came over immediately. That this was a snub to Dr Zagar was obvious, though Finn didn’t quite understand why: it was simply a feeling that rippled out, and that he caught onto.

         ‘You’ll be the new visiting science fellow to this madhouse.’ She did not seem to be joking. She had an extraordinary voice: low, brilliantly clipped, as if it had been honed at every edge to precision. The accent was unplaceable, though there was some American in the vowels. The eyes were very black, so black that the pupil and iris were indistinguishable.

         ‘Dr Finn Blanchard, Dr Delilah Mendes,’ Stephen said, with what Finn recognised with some astonishment 39as a kind of bark in his voice. The man was, he realised, attempting to live up to the sheer presence of this person.

         Dr Delilah Mendes reached out a long, thin arm to Finn.

         It is the misfortune of genuinely gentle people, those who see only the gold of the human soul and none of the dross or evil, to be without defence in first encounters with strangers. Finn Blanchard, however, had one form of protection that somewhat compensated for his eternal sunniness, a barrier that could stop him from giving money to scammers or generally being fleeced, flummoxed and taken at a disadvantage. That protection was his memory.

         He and his twin sister had been playing memory games since they were children – finding pairs of cards in games of Pelmanism on the carpet, reciting longer and longer strands of words on car journeys. (Their parents were the sort who thought ‘holidays’ meant dropping their children at church camps in waterlogged parts of England as far away from home as possible.) Finn’s was now a mind that forgot nothing, even when his nature meant he desperately wished to.

         So Delilah Mendes smiled – and Finn was reminded of another person, this one a man named Carl, at another college some years ago. Carl had been a brilliant thinker – he’d taken the university medal in his exams, and blazed rapidly through the ranks of the field – but socially unsettling. He was witty, but prone to saying things that betrayed what he really thought: of the people around him, the lives they led, the choices they made. He moved through the world as if his undoubted brilliance granted him permission to break 40social codes, or reveal the fragility of others, as he chose.

         Finn had wondered sympathetically at the abyss within Carl that motivated such behaviour. His sister, who was inclined to think worse of people than Finn and was far more direct, had met Carl once and called him that absolute shithead forever after.

         Dr Delilah Mendes had something similar – about the eyes, or the mouth. An arrogance in the movement of the shoulders that made Finn shrink in on himself, just slightly. He accepted her hand and, not knowing what to do with it, nodded, then dropped it. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Dr Finn Blanchard. Newly arrived – at the madhouse.’

         The figure at Dr Delilah’s side snorted. He introduced himself as Professor Federico Sogno, whom Finn recognised from the department website as the co-head of sciences with Saluto. Finn made a small investigative glance over at the drinks table, and saw the long hair had turned its back entirely, and was now talking with determination to Dr Noémie. Professor Sogno, a white-haired Spaniard, was a chemist, and asked all the usual questions – how Finn had found his rooms, whether he’d seen the lake – with a sort of insinuating mirth. It was not, Finn thought uncomfortably, a nice kind of questioning. He squirmed.

         He was somewhat surprised to be introduced to Mr Andrew Mendes, Delilah’s husband, a short, powerful-looking man with a lovely aquiline nose and high, expressive eyebrows. He’d been the figure trailing behind. Carl had never had a partner, or at least not one he brought to work gatherings. Perhaps, Finn thought, comforted, this meant 41Delilah was different, less critical towards others.

         The Mendeses and Sogno were, thankfully, drawn into a conversation with the Vice-Chancellor by Elise Zagar, who was, Finn perceived, possibly trying to soothe her husband’s ego a bit. ‘Yes,’ came the enormous bass voice, ‘yes, Federico, it’s all very well, but—’

         ‘That was poor form by Dr Mendes.’ It was Eirene, who was standing beside Finn. Their voice was very low. ‘Zagar is touchy about etiquette.’ They sipped their water. Their round face was thoughtful.

         Delilah Mendes, Finn saw, made a silent movement with one hand, and her husband detached and went to fetch them drinks. He made quiet, polite conversation with the drinks stewards, making them laugh a bit, and Finn saw his wife was watching him; when the man returned she leaned into his ear. He could not see Andrew Mendes’s face.

         ‘It’s all a plot,’ said Stephen at Finn’s other shoulder, in a voice of almost comic foreboding. He had nabbed a handful of canapés, and handed a pile of five to Finn in a napkin.

         ‘What?’ asked Finn, though he had a dawning understanding of what was coming.

         ‘A tenure-track race.’ Stephen ate his canapés hungrily; like so many tall, thin people, he seemed to require constant fuel. ‘Mendes and Suh are the rival candidates, you see. Suh is Professor Saluto’s pick, and Mendes is Sogno’s. Drivers, start your engines.’ He waved an imaginary flag, nearly knocked over an ugly-looking vase on a side table, and apologised to it. ‘You’ve walked into the middle of a cannons-blazing battle scene.’42

         ‘Mendes will win.’ Eirene was unreadable. ‘She is always prepared to fight ugly.’

         Finn remembered a colleague, a young historian who specialised in the courts of the Medici, letting out a wondering whistle after a very passive-aggressive university dinner. ‘Same venom runs through all of them,’ he’d said. ‘Watch out for poisoned wine.’ Finn had believed he was joking, but understood, dimly, that he was not.

         Now he looked at Dr Saluto’s long streaming hair, and at the lean back of Delilah Mendes in her expensive dress. The bodies were at almost equal height, and were completely turned away from one another.

         ‘It can’t be that bad,’ he said to Stephen and Eirene, drawing some optimism from deep within himself. ‘I’m sure we’ll all manage to get some good science done, at least.’

         ‘Of course – of course,’ said Stephen. He did attempt to lift the hopeless edge in his voice. ‘And the canapés really are gorgeous. Aunt Nina did insist on that – that the kitchen be excellent. She said it was how people remembered St Ludmila even if they only visited once, so it paid to invest in it.’ He looked at his little pile of cheese scones with a deep affection, as if it were one of his aunt’s own possessions – which, in a way, it was. Eirene said nothing, but looked up suddenly over Finn’s shoulder. He turned too, to see Professor Lubenov hobbling towards them.

         ‘You look intelligent,’ said Lubenov abruptly to Finn. He had a cracked, barking sort of voice, which gave the impression that Lubenov might be slightly deaf – but Finn 43noticed no other signs of this, and thought perhaps that the ancient professor just liked to be heard. (Less empathetic listeners might have thought he used the pretence of deafness to shout over people he didn’t like.)

         ‘Thank you,’ said Finn genuinely. ‘So do you, sir.’ Which was true – though the gnarled man, desiccated at the neck and cheeks, looked as if he possessed nothing in his body except knowledge, in place of things like blood or moisture.

         Lubenov coughed with pleasure. ‘You think so, do you? Tell me, young man,’ and he cocked an insinuating eyebrow, as if what he was about to say dealt with portents of the universe, ‘have you ever read Don Quixote?’

         This apparently benign question provoked an extraordinary response.

         Stephen and Dr Khoury started talking loudly at once. Both stopped at the same time, and turned red. Amelia Wolfe made a noise of unmistakable disgust. The Vice-Chancellor, unaccountably, burst out laughing, then mopped his face very rapidly with a vast handkerchief. Dr Saluto, for the first time in the evening, turned to look at Finn and Lubenov with what appeared to be interest. Everybody in the room seemed oddly still.

         The first person who spoke, to Finn’s startled relief, was actually Delilah Mendes.

         ‘Why would a shark specialist have read Don Quixote?’ she said, in an ironic tone that somehow expressed her belief in the frivolousness of both marine biology and Cervantes. Professor Sogno gave her an unaccountable look under his eyebrows, but she wasn’t looking at him.44

         ‘Yes, sir, I’ve read it,’ Finn said gently, trying not to sound combative. Huskins, much to his astonishment, groaned.

         Finn’s undergraduate curriculum, devised by people uneasy about turning scientists out into the world entirely untouched by the liberal arts, had required one unit of humanities. He’d picked ‘The Classical Novel 102’ because (and here truth intruded painfully) the lecturer had been a German mountain climber, who invariably lectured in cargo shorts with strong, lean calves on display. (The fact that ‘The Classical Novel 102’ was oversubscribed every semester, and that the German refused to wear trousers even in winter, indicated that nobody in the whole situation was fooled – except for the occasional earnest literary type. These people always clutched their autobiographical, longhand novel drafts to their chests, and wondered crossly why Dr Weber had so few free office hours.)

         Finn’s memory of the course was, however, sharp in other areas beyond the German’s neat ankle muscles. The lecture series had twinned Don Quixote in translation with Moby Dick, and the main thing Finn had drawn from the Cervantes classic was an uneasy sense of its cruelty. In his memory, everybody laughed at, beat up and otherwise humiliated poor Don Quixote constantly, and Finn’s innate belief in the goodness of humans had found itself shrinking protectively inward. The famously brutal humour of the Spanish genius had made the young scientist miserable.

         ‘An educated mind! What would you say – what would you say,’ Lubenov’s voice rose, because a collection of people had started talking at the same time, ‘if I told you that 45Shakespeare’s great lost play of Don Quixote was right now within St Ludmila’s walls? There, I’ve shocked you! Right to the quick!’

         He had, but not because of anything to do with Shakespeare or lost plays. Finn had, until that moment, been ignorant of the existence of any such thing. He knew vaguely that people thought Queen Elizabeth or Marlowe – or was it Donne? – had actually written the plays, but he knew this wasn’t what Lubenov meant. (Which was good, because if he’d brought up those theories Lubenov might have combusted, and things would have taken an even more serious turn.) He was shocked because a lot of people were talking, with violence, simultaneously; the auditory world of the plush room became blurred, with voices lapping together in great waves. Finn felt dipped underwater, and struggled to orient himself.

         ‘Let’s not have this again—’ That, he thought, was Wolfe.

         ‘—dear gentleman, we must be careful, as I said at the last—’ Unmistakably Zagar, who could only be misheard in a very determined hurricane.

         And Lubenov – Lubenov was laughing. Holding his head back and laughing, a strange high laugh. Was he pleased by the idea of shocking Finn, or by the fuss he had made? It wasn’t clear.

         Everything else was muddled. Professor Sogno appeared to be quietly scolding Mendes, who responded sharply; Harry Oliviera had turned his head to say something short and furious at Zagar; Huskins had a hot pink colour in his cheeks and was saying something like ‘for god’s sake’; 46Saluto had spread her hands out and was apparently trying to calm everybody down—

         ‘—not something on which you can comment.’ Delilah Mendes’s voice rose at the very end, in a dip into silence, and Finn saw with horror that it was directed at her husband, who had a hand on her arm in what might have been chastisement. There was something brutal in the way she said it, an angry contempt. Professor Sogno, letting out a breath between his teeth, took the man’s shoulder, but Andrew Mendes shook it lightly off and, bowing to Vice-Chancellor Zagar with no sign of strain at all, simply left the room.

         Professor Saluto cleared her throat, then. ‘I think,’ she said, and Finn was impressed for the first time by the sheer gravitas of the woman, which gave her even voice a resonance against which so many other sounds fell away, ‘that we should all adjust ourselves to a more reception-friendly volume. We’re scaring the new researchers,’ she added, smiling.

         For Amir Bhullar, who was quite near Finn, looked as stricken as a hen that had been dropped into a fox den. Stephen Huskins noticed this too, and made some sort of anxiously protective overture under his breath that the younger man accepted with relief.

         ‘Yes, they’ll have other myths to scare them in due course,’ said Professor Sogno snidely. But what would have in another setting been a nasty shot across Saluto’s bow – Finn knew a reference to the Delft shark when he heard one – was, in the context, a bit lost. The figure of Delilah Mendes at Sogno’s side, incandescent with emotion, meant nobody paid attention to the professor at all.47

         Finn couldn’t quite parse the look on the woman’s lean face, but it was drawn as if in strong pen-and-ink on a fresh white page. He felt a mad urge to cover his eyes.

         Saluto merely smiled, and said, ‘Indeed. Would you like another wine, Dr Mendes?’ Her voice was entirely noncommittal.

         Delilah had a white look to her nostrils. ‘No,’ she said after a strangled pause, and left the room in the direction of her husband.

         ‘She’s got a bad temper.’ That was Lubenov again, unbelievably elbowing Sogno in the side. ‘Doesn’t like to be managed, does she?’

         ‘Dr Mendes is a practical woman,’ Sogno said shortly. ‘She, like most scientific people, dislikes fairytales.’

         Lubenov bridled, drew himself up and looked about to say something irretrievably rude, but was interrupted.

         ‘Lewis Carroll,’ Dr Suh said in her extremely quiet voice, ‘said one should try to believe six impossible things before breakfast. And he was a mathematical logician.’ She alone, Finn thought, looked uncowed by the cacophony. She smiled at Sogno and ate a piece of prawn toast.

         ‘We’ve got a first edition of Alice in the library,’ said Amelia Wolfe to Finn, in the firm tone people use when they want to send a conversation down new channels. He made what he hoped was an appropriately interested noise, and worried secretly about Andrew Mendes. The man had looked so – unruffled.

         ‘Yes,’ came the vast bass of Zagar, pouring pinot noir into the disturbed waters of the room. ‘A prized possession, from 48an alumnus who had a celebrated collection of rare volumes. I would like to put on an exhibition for an anniversary of the publication – or perhaps Dodgson’s birthday?’
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