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			Prologue

			330 BCE

			Xerxes’ desiccated bones had made history their handmaiden - had remained a source of too much power for far too long, and his body was only one in a long line of potent corpses. It rested here, in this cliff-bound tomb, giving all the appearances of a typical body from which life had long-since departed, but such appearances were quite false. Alexander, by now ruler of a united Greece and a sizeable portion of the lands beyond the Aegean, had decided he would be the one to snuff out Xerxes’ post-mortem vitality, and he would do this snuffing, without a single puff of irony, by using rather a lot of fire.

			Alexander threw the torch onto the floor ahead and climbed the final few steps of the ladder, taking care not to overbalance or push it from the wall. He carried a heavy bundle of sticks and brush upon his back, crackling and creaking and dropping slivers as he ascended. With light feet in wrinkled leather, he made landfall upon stone that had been worn by a thousand winds, and carved by a hundred hands before that. He took up his torch once more.

			“Good evening, Xerxes,” he said to the darkness beyond the doorway. This was not his first visit to the necropolis beyond Persepolis, though he hoped it would be the last. Either side of him and above, a faux portico had been hewn from the rock of the cliff face, and an architrave around the entrance extended to the height of four grown men. The air prodded sharply at his nostrils, scented with a sweet spiciness – tangy inside his mouth. 

			“Bright turds of Helios!” Aristobolus exclaimed, climbing the ladder behind him. “Would you look at the Egyptian influences in that?! One could so easily believe oneself in Luxor! Then again, Luxor has a few more columns… but the cliff! That is original! What a brilliant monument to a King of Kings.”

			“That bit will stay intact,” Alexander said, carrying his bundle through to the tomb beyond. “I think it will, anyway.” 

			Aristobolus talked on. “Gosh, they really haven’t bothered in here, have they? It’s just a cave with a few rocks! We will do something better for you when it’s your time.” The chamber beyond was tall enough to stand inside, but roughly made and without ornamentation. All of that was offset, however, by the piles of gold and richly woven textiles that had been left here as tribute. 

			“I have no intention of dying before you,” Alexander replied. There was even more treasure here, he realised, than there had been on his first visit. He had only been nineteen then, exiled from his home and in search of knowledge - a boy and a tourist with a passion for all things Achaemenid. He had certainly found that knowledge, or rather, that knowledge had found him. 

			“Grow old; grow unpopular,” Aristobolus said, and to him Alexander returned a withering look; an expression that matched the one he had worn when he had commanded of his step-mother and baby brother that they cease breathing. And they had.

			“Xerxes the King of Kings, did an incredible thing!” sang a sweet voice behind them both. It was Thais, still in her dancing robe and sandals. Not that such attire would have stopped her from climbing Mount Olympus, should there have been adventure at the top of it. She was taller than Aristobolus by a clear hand, and her grins were wickeder than a crow’s in a mouse’s nest. “He crossed the sea, but he needed to pee…”

			Alexander set down his bundle of sticks. “Some respect for the dead, please?” 

			“And what is that for?” she asked, looking at the firewood. “What you are planning is hardly a sign of respect.”

			“It’s necessary,” Alexander replied. “Now, as I said before, empty this place. Take what you want. Share it out. Melt it down. But take it. I will do the rest.”

			Aristobolus folded his thick arms. “I thought you were an admirer of Xerxes. Once something like this is done, you know it can never be undone?”

			 “I know,” Alexander said. “And I do admire him. Now, throw this out.” He handed them each a goblet and a purse of coins, then gestured for them to go. There was a hesitation lengthy enough to moor a trireme, but Stobo and Thais eventually complied. Piece by piece, they lifted and carried the glittering metal items from the tomb, and threw them to the ground below. Some of their retinue took pieces with glee, while others backed away as if the loot might have been cursed. 

			Alexander, meanwhile, made himself busy assembling a pile of the textiles and firewood next to a huge lump of stone that lay upon the floor. He would only move that once Stobo and Thais were at a safe distance. 

			It had seemed obvious to him, not less than seven years ago, that the source of true power lay beneath the rocks inside these tombs. He had wanted to face it; to look directly into its eyes and know all that it knew. Instead it had broken him into threads and had woven him into its own tapestry, long and complicated enough to line the walls of a thousand throne rooms. It was too dangerous to leave here, to allow anyone with more malign intent to become a part of it – someone who wanted to make an empire where slaves ruled and nobles tilled the soil, for example. 

			“That’s it,” Aristobolus said, dusting off his palms. “Only the flammables left.”

			Alexander nodded. “When this is complete, we’ll move onto his father and son next door, and whoever the other one is. After that, we march north to finish Cyrus.” Cyrus and Xerxes: two of the most acclaimed and tenacious rulers of Persia, and now their great nation would call Alexander ‘King’.

			“Are you absolutely sure?” Thais asked, clutching a single gold coin. “Cyrus the Great? The one who created the most enormous kingdom the world has known, and asked for just a small patch of earth to cover his bones?”

			Alexander nodded. “No longer enormous. And I’m sure. All of the family.” It was almost laughable, he thought, that such a man could plead poverty in order to retain such power after his death. If Alexander did nothing, Cyrus’ tomb would likely still be standing a thousand years hence. 

			“All right then,” Aristobolus said, shrugging. “See you at the bottom.” And then he muttered, “By the hairs of Athene’s legs, I’m going to have strong calves by the end of tonight…” and began to descend the ladder. Thais followed him shortly afterward, leaving Alexander alone with his fire and rock. 

			He took the deepest of breaths, braced his back against the wall, and used his feet to heave the stone from its resting place. He considered himself unusually strong and fit, but even this was a challenge for him. Had it really been this difficult seven years ago, or was he growing old already? The stones had seemed wetter back then, more vital and cool against the fingertips. Now they felt as if they might sear the flesh on his back, or drain the sweat from it with their aridity. 

			Grow old; grow unpopular. 

			His first attempt resulted in the stone lid refusing to budge. It took a second with a yell, followed by a third and a growl, for the thing to finally shift. 

			Beneath it, a deeply carved depression was revealed, and inside that were the mummified remains of King Xerxes I. His bones were visible through layers of resin and disintegrating cloth; his skin papery thin and orange; his eyes mere dust in their sockets. “Don’t have much to say now, do you?”

			Whatever it was, it hadn’t started with him. Cyrus, perhaps? An Egyptian ruler before him? Babylonian? Assyrian? And as for Alexander, he had spent many a night wondering, questioning how he had been bestowed with the power to predict the strategy of each and every foe he came up against. How was it that he could step in and out of dreams where he was simultaneously the map and all the pieces upon it? Was that him, or was it from the ghosts of these relics? And then there had been the blinding – the power he had over the rays of light that scorched every part of this land. It wasn’t easy for any warrior to charge into battle when they had the sun in their eyes.

			THE CYCLE IS NOT YET COMPLETE

			It was a whisper upon the air, a murmur, really. No one else could hear it, though Alexander had asked those around him many times. 

			DO THIS, AND YOU WILL DREAM AN ENDLESS DREAM FOR US ALL

			“Time for your dream to end, then,” Alexander said. With that, he took a stoppered bottle from his pocket, opened it and poured oil into the pit. It went over Xerxes, the firewood, the rugs and the fine fabrics, and then he set the lot alight.
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			Chapter 1: Post-Holes

			Note from Nick:

			I cannot pinpoint the precise moment I decided I would become an archaeologist. My mother would tell you it happened when my friends and I had sneaked out of school to do some underage drinking in a local pub on a summer’s Sunday evening, for which we were later given the most onerous tasks in detention. Mick Aston from Time Team had happened to take a nearby table, but I had found myself immediately less interested in proving I liked beer, and more interested in hearing about hypocausts. The dread of the impending commencement of the school week, or our potential punishment if we were caught, hadn’t pressed hard upon my nerves for those many minutes he spoke. 

			My brother would have said it was that New Year’s Eve we watched Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom with our bellies stuffed full of sweeties, and our arms and shoulders still bruised from an animated game of polo we’d played on Boxing Day. 

			My father would probably tell you it was the moment I dug a piece of flint from the flowerbed – a naturally-formed thing, of course, but my mind had already begun building images of it at the head of an arrow, piercing the air once shot from a Bronze Age bow. 

			And then there was the family holiday to Mexico, where the presidential candidate of the time – who went on to win, I might add – promised to take his country back to the glory days of the Aztec Empire, and reformed his party’s symbol as one of an Aztec God of the Underworld. He had plastered it all over his flags and election materials, drawing power from it like it was uranium in his reactor. Were things really that much better for the country’s inhabitants six hundred years earlier? I had wondered. 

			All I know is, by the time I reached seventeen, I wanted to explore what those who came before me had left behind, and to live in a world that was not the same as this one. Archaeology offered all of that, and as I was to discover, much more. 

			It’s hard to know exactly where to start this story, so please forgive me if I have to take leaps back and forward through time, but, well, that’s not entirely far from reality. Whoever said time was meant to be linear?

			2022 CE

			The soft clunk of the letterbox made me twitch enough to jog the mug of coffee before me. My drink was still hot, and I was damned if I was going to forget to finish it that morning, so I took it with me to the front door. I wasn’t wearing much – or anything at all really – having just got out of bed, and I recall being very careful not to spill any of it onto my skin. It was too early for the postman – forgive me: postperson – to have delivered any letters, and so I imagined it might be a charity collection bag, or something misdelivered that one of the neighbours had found on their doormat. I was wrong.

			It had only been poked halfway through the flap, and the top half of it ripped as I pulled it fully free. It was a glossy leaflet featuring two halves of a woman’s face: one creased by time; the other smooth, seemingly airbrushed to shapelessness. I took a sip of my drink, and wandered back toward the kitchen. Below the double-face was a pot of moisturiser, and the product name “Immortique”. Turning the leaflet over, I read the back page. “Want to be your own boss? Join Immortique today and enjoy unlimited earning potential! Get paid daily! Work from home! Your local representative is:…” and then written by hand in marker pen, “Sarah J.” She had also added her phone number directly below it. 

			I sighed and chastised myself for paying so much attention to it, then chucked it in the recycling with the other paper rustlings. It landed upon an empty pizza box from Belushi’s, left by my friend George two weeks earlier. He had visited me in between some business meetings or other, and we’d had an opportunity to talk about old times and present problems. 

			As George’s parents were friends with mine, and we had both attended Oxley together, it was perhaps inevitable that we would form an enduring friendship that had lasted a good thirty years. George was blond and round-faced, with floppy hair that usually obscured one of his bright green eyes. I say bright, though it is a term with many meanings, some of which did not apply to George. 

			“So, Nickoleus, how is it going my old matey?” He had nudged me playfully on one arm, then stuffed a slice of pepperoni pizza into his mouth. He chewed in a rotational fashion, like a washing machine on a slow cycle.

			“Oh, pretty well. Pretty well.” I always seemed to repeat my words when speaking to him, probably because he did the same. “I’m part of the way through editing a textbook on archaeology of the Indus. Getting the next lot of fieldwork planned for the summer. More digging. Finding lost cultures. Solving ancient mysteries. Keeping museums busy.”

			“You’re shagging the er… oh, what are they called? The dusty women who run them?”

			“Curators? No, that’s not what I meant. I meant I’m providing them…”

			His face lacked any change in expression. 

			“Never mind,” I continued, “How’s life in the City?”

			“Oh, as you’d expect. As you’d expect. Robbo lost a pile on Asian futures and then got moved to Dubai. I’m doing his job now. Yeah, doing his job now.”

			“You? You’re managing a pension fund?”

			“Exactamento.” George shrugged like it was the most obvious and inevitable conclusion. I did not doubt his confidence, but after all the years of knowing him, I was fairly certain he was dense enough to emit Hawking radiation. “There’s something I’ve always wondered. You know when you’re marking essays and things like that?” he began. 

			“Yes?”

			“Well, do you mark down the pretty ones so no one thinks you fancy them? Or do you just think ‘to hell with it’ and sling them a first and hope they’re grateful?”

			I drew my brows into a frown, and tried very hard not to chuckle. “No. We mark on merit here, and merit alone.”

			“Meritable looks,” he said, taking another bite of pizza.

			“Witty for you.”

			But that was a fortnight ago. The pizza was all gone and George had returned to his Very Important Job in The Big Smoke. 

			Once my coffee was finished, I dressed, packed a bag and headed into town on my bike. It was unseasonably warm for a day in early May in Grantshire, though knowing the Siberian winds that tended to tear through the place, there would be snow or hail tomorrow. The streets of Grantaford were already filled with the click of bicycle gears, thump of Adidas trainers upon pavement, and burble of chatter, since tourism season had begun in earnest and the colleges would soon close their tours and doors for exams. 

			That morning, I would travel to the Department to meet a group of students, and with the help of a colleague, load them all onto a coach for the annual field trip. It was Stonehenge this time round, to which I usually looked forward in spite of the tedious journey there. There would be few nearby pubs, and a damp Youth Hostel where I would be forced to share a room with Professor Kevin Klines, known as the most pedantic man in all of Grantaford, which was saying something. However, the stones had never failed to impress me, and the students were occasionally amusing.

			On the way, I passed a quiet street with a blue “P” parking sign situated rather obnoxiously close to the kerb. Someone, in their great wisdom, had added the letters “E-D-O” below it in pen. I only cycled another five metres before it proved too much for me to bear, and had to return to correct it. Taking out a pen of my own, I added an “A” before the E. This is Britain, after all. 

			Klines was waiting by the coach when I arrived, shifting his weight from foot to foot, smoothing down wisps of his thin hair and checking his shirt was still properly tucked in. It was tucked in, of course, just as his hair was already flat against his head. 

			“Morning, Kevin,” I said.

			“You’re two minutes late, Allemand,” he admonished, and though it wound most others up, I found his predictable displeasure oddly comforting.

			“So I am,” I replied. “My apologies. I ought to set a better example. Are all the students loaded?”

			“Not even half,” he said, gritting his imperfect teeth – a singular feature that had apparently escaped his pedantry. “I told them to get here ten minutes early. I should have said twenty.”

			I nodded in agreement. “Good. Right. We cannot change the past. Let’s hope they all turn up before the evening rush hour.”

			At the suggestion of that, Klines’ eyes bulged in horror.

			In the end, the students did all traipse into the coach before 10:30 am, which I thought something of an achievement, and we set off upon our journey west. 

			“Is it true that you’re a lord?” one of the students asked when I took the seat in front of them. 

			I laughed, although the forced nature of it would have been plain. “Afraid I must disappoint you. No titles other than the PhD.” Strictly speaking, we did have a baroness in the family, and a peerage that was long-extinct, but discussing that would have muddied the waters more than necessary.

			“But you are posh though, aren’t you? You’re wearing those shoes posh people wear. No one normal wears shoes like that.”

			I glanced down at my feet, and then to theirs, which were trainers in a shade of white bright enough to generate vitamin D. “They’re deck shoes,” I said. “It’s the kind of thing my father wore.”

			The student, a boy with the first signs of beard growth, began laughing along with his friend. “Deck shoes? For when you’re about to deck someone?”

			“You know the etymology is not a million miles away. These are a style made for walking the deck of a ship, and to deck someone would be to lay them out on the deck. So yeah.”

			He laughed. “Decking shoes. Like your dad? Only posh people want to dress like their parents.”

			I nodded. “I think you’re right. There’s an anthropology PhD in there – conspicuous footwear consumption and class in Britain.”

			“One more question: why are you a teacher in an academic subject getting paid peanuts when you could be, you know, shooting peasants and collecting rent from your pheasants? Or is it the other way around?”

			I turned in my seat to face him properly through the gap. “Because money and land can be taken away from you at any time. Knowledge, you get to keep. Unless you suffer from dementia, anyway. I like it here. I even like teaching irreverent students.” 

			Following a snarl on the M25 that left Klines hyperventilating about the delay, and one stop to allow a hungover student to throw up on a verge, we arrived at Stonehenge a mere forty minutes later than expected. The clouds overhead rolled low and lumbering, almost brushing the roof of the coach as we stepped out. Their darkness sucked out all saturation from the landscape below, leaving it as grey as the stones half a mile distant. It was an unrelenting, pressing bleakness – a treeless, barren place of permanent autumn even at the height of summer. 

			Our guide, a jolly woman with close-cropped hair and monolithic stature, met us at the visitor centre, and from there we were shuttled to the monument. I had completed this tour eight times already, and by now was familiar with the talk about Bronze Age Britain, some two-and-a-half thousand years BCE. 

			I kept to the rear of the group this time, watching for any errant or missing teenagers, though I knew my task was an easy one. Grantaford students tended to be poppety, obedient things in most regards. The worst they would do was to chat, and this group had already been miseried into silence by the solemn weather. One of them was determined to make her way round the monument on roller skates, having declared that she did not like the feeling of the ground upon the soles of her feet.

			At length, we were given special permission to leave the main viewing path and walk amongst the stones. Really, the only thing stopping anyone else from doing so was a low-set rope fence, which most able-bodied people could defeat with a single step, should they wish to break with convention. Our guide re-clipped the fence behind me as I travelled from the profane tourist zone to the more sacred area about the monument, and we were free to wander as we wished.

			A group of Americans with smartphones aloft, their bodies clad in sportswear and bum bags, studied us with narrowed eyes and knotted foreheads, and I could not tell if they were jealous or simply annoyed that we would now be ruining their selfies. Klines was practically skipping his way through the stones, his hair loosened by the damp air and his blazer ruffled by the breeze. I had never seen him so free of his concerns.

			I traipsed around the monoliths for a few minutes, searching for any graffiti I had missed on my previous visits. H.E. FOOTE was there, as was SEDGFIELD and TOM SENIOR, + WREN – probably left by the famous seventeenth-century architect Christopher Wren, plus the many older carvings of axe-heads. Millennia of graffiti, of messages and marks left by people who knew these stones would survive far longer than they. 

			When I reached Stone 56, I paused to examine its straight inner edge. This was the stone that aligned perfectly with the sunset at winter solstice, and when I viewed the landscape beyond it, behind the thickest of the megaliths, I could observe a single, lonesome piece of unworked rock, called the Heel Stone. There are more explanations than I can list here for its name, but according to the most commonly told myth, the Devil had thrown it at a friar, who had left the imprint of his heel upon it. 

			The carved circle was just the later iteration of this thing, however. There was evidence of multiple phases of ditches, timbers and bluestone rings, always with burials in and around them, as multiple excavations had revealed.

			“So, Dr Allemand, what do you think it was for? Aside from an enormous set of gravestones?” The student asking carried a south London accent, and was black. The colour of her skin wouldn’t have been something I would even have mentioned to you twenty years ago, since I had believed then that equality was almost upon us, and that its completion would come from doing our best not to discuss such attributes. Recent events had proved otherwise, though I still worry about saying it and placing us forever in our separate little categories. Such are the neuroses of a white man.

			“Oh, it’s Nick. Please,” I said. “Right, well, there’s evidence of gatherings during the later phases, plus a processional walkway or two, so we can say meeting, feasting and ceremony. I suppose they marked the passing of life here, and then later on, the passing of the solstices and seasons too. What do you think?”

			“I wanted it to be a palace. You know how some cultures live with their ancestors buried inside the house?”

			I grinned. “Not impossible, but it’s a long walk to the river for a drink of water every day.”

			“If you’re rich enough to build this, you’re rich enough for servants.”

			“Hah, yes! Good point. One could certainly look down upon one’s subjects from here. But if you’re going to have a palace, where and how did the roof attach?” There wasn’t much in the way of evidence for Stonehenge having been a domicile of any kind, though one should say absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.

			“Can you balance one on top of all this? The round houses are like this underneath, aren’t they? If you’re used to building things out of tree trunks, but they keep rotting, then you’d want stone instead to last longer. Only, stone cut to the width of a tree will break. So you need thicker pieces to get the same height.”

			 “Fair point. What do you think of the alignment of the gaps between the stones and the sunset on the shortest day of the year? The way the edge of this stone had been cut dead straight?” 

			“A light or sound show. To impress visitors. Did you ever do Young’s Slits in physics?”

			I shook my head, but now I was interested.

			“It’s where you create patterns of interference,” she continued. “If the gap is the same as the wavelength of the sound, it diffracts, and then you put it through a second set of gaps, which diffract it again. Where the sound kind of reinforces itself, it’s louder. Elsewhere it cancels itself out. Sometimes you can pick out certain frequencies. Either way, it’d be a cool trick to do on the darkest day of the year – to channel the sound of singing whilst you capture the sun as it’s sinking.”

			I glanced over to the altar stone – a piece set in the middle of the horseshoe of megaliths. The last sun of the winter solstice would hit one side of it, while the first sun of the summer solstice would strike the other. Would Young’s Slits really work here? For music? 

			“What about light?” I wondered aloud. 

			“Wavelength is really small so you’d need to put inserts between the stones so that the gaps matched. Shutters or something. I’m not sure how good their carving was.”

			“I like that idea more: A response to the dwindling light of winter by strengthening it. Hmm. If Stonehenge’s foremost expert, Parker Pearson, hasn’t already suggested it, perhaps you should take this to a physicist and see what they think. All the best research comes of inter-disciplinary collaborations.”

			“Really?”

			“Why not? The worst they can say is no. When we get back, I’ll drop an email to a colleague and see if she can help.”

			“Er, thanks!”

			It was a both fun thing and a dangerous thing about archaeology – that you could come up with any number of explanations for a pile of old rocks. I chuckled to myself and went to stand by the fallen altar stone. It did seem brighter there, and louder, even though the gaps created by the stones were now manifest as wide-open spaces, no different from the rest of the sky. And it was the wrong time of year to boot. 

			I drank in the noise for a moment longer, then gazed upward as the clouds began to part. At last! The dullness lifted from the landscape, and the grass reclaimed its vibrant green from the grey shadows. Now it was more like May ought to be.

			For a while longer we pondered the mysteries of the Henge, then worked our way around the new visitor centre. I say new, though it is getting on for a decade old now. It still felt new to me as I recalled the porta-cabin style buildings that had occupied the site for many years before it. While I was sitting down to a cup of coffee in their café, some of the students tumbled in and joined me, snaffling at flapjack slices and sucking on foil sachets of Capri-Sun. 

			“Did they have to send Prof Klines?” one of them asked. “He just told me to tie my shoelaces. I’m nineteen!” This student was white and identified as male, if such information is important to you.

			I laughed. “But were your shoelaces undone?”

			“Hey, how I wear my shoelaces is my prerogative.”

			“True,” I said, “but he will have to fill in a lot of forms if you trip and fall. I probably will too.”

			“And how come you got lumbered with us?” another student asked. This time they were brown and fema- you know what, who cares? They’re students. They’ve barely finished being embryos and want to learn archaeology. Only the mature students are worth differentiating from the rest. They’re the ones who enjoy answering questions in seminars just a little too much, and ask enough questions in lectures to make them into seminars - pumping their hands up and down like someone trying to flush something stubborn away. But I digress. She continued, “I thought your expertise was in Asian archaeology.”

			“Right. My fieldwork is in Pakistan, so South Asia. That doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy the British stuff. Even if it does mean spending two days with the risk of having to fill in ten sheets of health and safety forms hanging over my head should one of you forget how the floor works, but I like to live dangerously. No, I enjoy coming here.”

			“But shouldn’t you… you know… be studying British archaeology now?” And then the student whispered, “Because you’re white? You know… in case you get outed online?”

			I nodded slowly, thinking it over. “Outed as an academic? With fifteen years of publications? Outed as… what, exactly?”

			“No. As a colonial. Brown archaeology for brown people.” She said it half-joking, half disappointed. 

			“Oh, I see. Right. Well. It wasn’t really something I worried about when I started, nor should you. I was free to love the subject matter and the dig. It’s… it’s never been the case that I only work with people who look like me, and even twenty years ago that was true. And I don’t want any of you to feel restricted in what you can study because of where you were born or how you look.”

			“It doesn’t look good now though,” one of the others said. “White dude telling brown dudes about their history.”

			“Humanity’s pre-history,” I corrected. “You know no one alive today shares the same maternal or paternal genes as the people who built Stonehenge? Those lines are all extinct either through drift or replacement. So whose is it now? Is it even British? Am I?” After all, my name means ‘Germany’ in French. I am not certain what that makes me. “Try and apply nationality or identity politics to archaeology and it all goes a bit wrong eventually.”

			“Someone should tell that to the Greeks.”

			There was a quiet chuckle amongst those who understood. I explained to those who didn’t that the joke was about the claim to the marbles from the Parthenon in Greece, currently housed at the British Museum. With every new Greek government, the claims to the marbles would be revived to cement the popularity of the latest politician.

			“But I do acknowledge that archaeology has a history of colonialism, and I wouldn’t want the guilt of that to get in the way of anyone’s opportunities, or stifle good theories with the fear of being patronising.” We had enough diversity of ethnicity amongst our students to meet our quotas, and they were clever. Humanity to study humanity. 

			Not all things were equal, however. Most spoke with received pronunciation, or referred to cars they actually owned, but then, someone with cash in the bank would be needed to fund the bursaries for the next lot of students who arrived with nothing, once this lot graduated. Donations would neither be substantial nor sufficient when built solely from a field archaeologist’s wage. Several departments at other universities had learned that the hard way, and were now extinct. 

			I sometimes wondered if that had aided my entry to such an august institution, even though I had attended a deeply unfashionable public school, the name of which you have probably heard. My family’s wealth, from one side at least, could fund many a penniless pupil in the years to come, and it was something onto which the University had quickly and astutely latched. 

			“That’s a really right-wing point of view,” one of the students said.

			“Is it?”

			He nodded. “Just to the right of Hitler. Been on Twitter lately?” 

			“I try to avoid it,” I said, knowing that made me sound even less progressive. Then again, so many of our thoughts and ideas become dated, especially when recorded in the great online logbook of social media. One day these thoughts of mine will seem old and ridiculous, just as those from twenty years ago might. Archaeology was good at teaching you that from multiple simultaneous angles.

			We stepped back into the sunshine, and I felt the pull of the Henge again, but had to resist in order to count students back onto the coach instead. From there it was on to the stone circle at Avebury, after that to a pub for dinner, and finally to our spartan Youth Hostel where I was forced to endure a night sharing a room with Klines.

			A disadvantage, I had learned, of being anally retentive during the day, was that such afflicted individuals tended to release everything they had withheld during the night. I double-checked I had packed my ear plugs, and found to my relief that I had. A shame it was not possible to sleep with nose plugs or any manner of odour filter. 

			The trip extended into another day of 5000-year-old monuments, and by late afternoon we had returned to Grantaford. Still with some energy inside me, I went to see my colleague Ava Galaniou. She had been a post-grad at the same time as I, and was always ready to challenge my arguments in a friendlier manner than the most idealistic of students. She was a slight thing, with a heavy Greek accent and the mischievous grin of an elf.

			“So!” she said, the moment I uttered the words I’ve been called out, “Someone finally saw you for what you are and you don’t like it.”

			“I don’t think they’re completely wrong, Galaniou. It’s just – no one has ever achieved anything by beating up those who want to help. It makes one feel better; it doesn’t make the world better. It puts people on the defensive before they’ve had time to think.”

			“Did you just speak your truth?” she said in a mock North American accent, and lifted an eyebrow. “It’s a funny thing that your kind call your closest friends by their surnames and your superiors and strangers by their first names.”

			I rolled my eyes. 

			“You’re an old man now,” she continued, “we were once positioned appropriately on the left for our subject – thinking about domestic spaces, consumption, throwing outwardly non-political Marxist approaches every which way and getting firsts for it. It’s inevitable – in your twenties you try to level out the world, to include everyone. You live in squalor and declare everyone else should do the same. Then you hit thirty, and suddenly you’re voting Conservative and looking for ways to be efficient with tax. And the youth with their ideas – how uneasy—”

			“I like teaching the youth. It’s great they’re not utterly braindead.” I shrugged. “I thought we were the wokest Department in Grantaford.”

			Ava cackled and pulled out her laptop, releasing a waft of new-plastic scent and herbal tea. In the old days, it would have been a folder of hand-written essays perfumed by beer and curry. “You’re white and male,” she said, typing in her password. “You’ve had your day in the sun. Hope it was nice while it lasted.”

			There’s a small admission I’ll make to you now, as I admitted it to myself then. I had enjoyed many benefits of being one of only two boys in my year on the Archaeology course at Oxley. There had been the obvious advantages with romantic opportunities of such a situation for a heterosexual boy, but then, Archaeology had always had a predominantly female intake of students. It still did. And yet, how many of those women now had careers in my subject? Ten per cent? Five? Every male student in every year I knew had survived the grim academic ladder in the field. Many more girls – sorry, women – had been casualties along the way. 

			I studied Ava, her thick eyebrows furrowing as she navigated her computer. “Why did you stick with it? Archaeology?” I asked.

			“I fancied my D.o.S.,” she said without looking up. “She used to wear these shiny tights and tartan miniskirts.” Her Director of Studies had been Professor Laird - a handsome, middle-aged woman who had reportedly been cheated upon by her colleague ex-husband. In the years before she had departed for another post, she had only become more glamourous.  

			“Really? That’s the only reason?”

			Ava sat back in her chair and sighed. “This place has always felt like home to me, and if anyone didn’t like me, they wouldn’t dare say it. That or be branded the only homophobe in the Department. Where else can I be a dyke and count phytoliths? It is the most inclusive place on this planet.”

			I shrugged, didn’t agree, but immediately understood. She hadn’t been bullied here. In my time, I’d seen several of the male post-docs tearing down their female supervisees - party girls who had turned up with designer handbags and shiny hair; eager to please, easy to criticise. They might as well have painted a target on their foreheads and “Predict me a third” on their application forms. There was a uniform for everything. “You have to have the correct hair to be an archaeologist,” I finished aloud.

			“What are you saying about my hair?” Ava’s was short, but wild and… arid. A mass of static-loaded, dark blonde waves. There could be no question that she fit the mould of a serious academic archaeologist perfectly, and that others were not so welcome.

			Barely consciously, I ran a hand through my own. It could probably be best described as a handful of warped corkscrews in an unremarkable shade of brown, parted and combed to one side in an attempt to tame it. I glanced down to my waistcoat and the trousers that matched. Tweed was an historic, smart fabric, and my mother had always said I was to look smart. Fuck. I really did look like a Leftie’s idea of a Conservative – pale, clean-shaven, tweed-suited, and if the increasing amount of visible scalp at my temples was anything to go by, getting old.

			“This Department discriminates against posh boys!” I protested in jest. Partly.

			It wasn’t entirely generous of spirit, I thought, to have the blame pinned upon my lapels for the unfairness that had gone before. While society rearranged itself, I had to admit I felt I was in the firing line for… something.

			“You may be a dinosaur, but you haven’t had an affair with a student, you’re not THAT bigoted, you haven’t groped any of your colleagues – that I know of – AND the students like you. You’re right-wing and stink of arrogance, but that’s what matters - that you’re liked. And of course, there’s the picture.”

			“From this morning?”

			She lifted her eyebrows briefly and then went back to her work. 

			I knew which picture she really meant, of course, and assumed she meant I was good-looking. I was fairly certain I could be… on a good day. I had been told it enough times to start to believe it. I would want to claim it had always been the case, but I had been a gangly teenager with terrible skin. I’ll tell you more about that later. It’s better you understand my normal years before we get into all that emotional vulnerability stuff. Sentimentality. I could see my father’s expression of distaste as I turned the word over in my mind. 

			“Gammon,” she said to me, not looking away from her screen.

			“Oh come on, it’s not 2015 anymore, and I voted Lib Dem last time,” I replied. “Besides. You need to keep some of the old boys sweet to fund the bursaries for the poorer students.”

			She smiled and shrugged. “Little Englander.” 

			I made a groaning noise. “Stop making generalisations about my people. Some of us like travelling abroad.”

			“Yes, to my home. To drink and have a lot of unprotected sex.”

			I raised an eyebrow. Some parts of the class system Ava got. Others she still had much to learn about. “Catch you later, my Anatolian friend,” I said once I’d finished righting the world with her. She scowled at me before returning once more to her work. If you know anything about Greco-Turk relations, then you will know why I chuckled so wickedly as I left. 

			The lino-sealed stairs slapped against the soles of my unfashionable footwear as I trotted downward, feeling the cold echoes of the sound press into my skin where it was bare. It is a strange thing when even sounds can feel cheap and underfunded. 

			Once out of the Department, I passed the students I had just been touring Salisbury with, and nodded to them politely. Two of them had clothing with slogans splashed across the chest. To this day, I have yet to comprehend why writing would be desirable on clothing.

			“Hello, Dr Allemand,” they said. 

			“He is thicc,” the South London girl said to one of her friends behind me. As I glanced back, her eyes moved over my backside.

			She thinks I’m thick? I wondered. Then why was she looking at me that way? I’d been in the world long enough to know when a woman made eyes and when she did not. Those had certainly been making eyes. Perhaps an Oxley degree and Grantaford PhD no longer meant what it once did, or perhaps this was another comment upon my lack of common sense. Did she mean something else? I had forgotten to bring my laptop charger to numerus lectures in the past, which was pretty stupid.

			No, no. Ava was quite correct. I needed to rein in my arrogance. Students only looked that way at me on occasion, and my mentioning it at all is verging on improper, but you should know that it happens. The world would quite like it if tutors could be mass-produced at the age of eighty-five, with encyclopaedic knowledge of their subject, the correct politics and no sex organs, but alas this cannot be. And I should also admit that it’s not unpleasant to be admired, and that sometimes I find students attractive in spite of the growing age difference. It’s just a recognition of the way they look, of course. I cannot help that.

			Yes, it happens - student and teacher, flattered by each other’s attention, sharing an interest but also looking for excitement beyond the textbook. At least one of my colleagues had fallen down that particular hole and had never found a way out. “We’re making a go of it,” he said with light in his eyes and shaking hands as he was packing up his office. He holds a position in Canada now; his children no longer speak to him, or so I’m told.
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			Chapter 2: Isolated Layers

			That evening, after a rather lacklustre session at the gym, I picked up a bottle of red from the local wine merchant, and took it back to my place to consume. I’m not an alcoholic by definition, but I do like to indulge when the day has been long. I also like to spend my time at home naked. I bet you’re wondering if that’s supposed to be titillating or sexy, as if I want you to think I walk about with my eight-pack out, and every step I take through my house is like some Hollywood soft porn prelude. Well, you can imagine that if you want. 

			The truth could not be more different. Sometimes I leave my socks on. I have an itchy arse whenever I sit on the sofa. I think it once had fleas or was treated with something I’m allergic to. I’m usually fully naked while I’m sitting on the loo at home too. It’s freer. Oh, I pick my nose and eat it. I probably did all three activities that night, and I know I trimmed my toenails. Plus, the obvious activity a single guy tends to engage in of an evening. Tell me you do not do some of these things when you believe no one is watching.

			Anyway, it was an unremarkable evening on an unremarkable night. My house was also unremarkable – a small yellow-brick terrace in the middle of the city – purchased with some family money before things here became expensive. It still had most of the well-worn, mis-matched furniture the previous owner had left behind, and the 1930s bathroom resembled something from The Shining, but it was warm. Lacking a woman of course, but warm.

			On that evening, I found another Immortique leaflet had been posted through my door by “Sarah J.” Normally I would have thrown it in the bin and thought no more about it, but on this occasion, and three-glasses-of-wine-down, I called the number she had written on the back. After a lengthy delay, a woman answered. She sounded well-spoken; educated.

			“Sarah Jay-Howard. How can I help you?”

			“Hello, Sarah,” I replied. “Thank you for your leaflet. Unfortunately, I am not in your target market, and I would like to request that you do not post any more advertising material through my door. I’m at number 11, by the way.”

			“Oh, I am sorry,” she began, “but perhaps you have a wife or a sister who would like to join me as part of my team?”

			“I have neither. Apologies.” I wish I had known why I wasn’t married by thirty-eight. Well, I do now. But I didn’t then. It had happened for most of the people around me; some were even onto their second marriages by then, but not me. I’d had girlfriends, and everything worked when called upon. One relationship even lasted five years. Monogamy and sex were never problems for me. It was just… a barrier would come down between me and her eventually, or I’d miss my time alone and would cease answering phone calls for days at a stretch. It seemed an inevitable conclusion, after a while.

			“Do you have children then? A little girl who would like to play make-up?”

			“I do not. And I thought the days of girls doing make-up while boys did Meccano were over?

			“No. Girls definitely like make-up.”

			“Do they also like anti-ageing cream?”

			“Yes,” she said curtly.

			“I stand corrected.” I wasn’t in the mood to argue with a woman on the matter.

			“It can take years off them! They’ll look younger than ever!”

			Was she still talking about children? I pulled a face at the phone that I hope sufficiently conveyed my disgust.

			“Well, ah…” I could sense she was trying to keep me on the line to see what else would be extractable from me. 

			“Would you like to see the products I have? I’m sure you have someone in your life who would appreciate them. The effect Immortique Wrinkle Inversion Cream has on your skin is quite unlike any other. Everyone swears I’m ten years younger than I actually am!”

			I elected to lie. “Afraid I don’t have any friends. Or family. Good luck with the business, Sarah!” I hung up without waiting for a reply. She had confirmed as soon as she had said the words, “join me as part of my team,” that she had been recruiting for one of those scam companies. I couldn’t recall what these schemes were called at the time, but it was all I could do not to tell her to cease swindling others. I added the latest leaflet to the growing pile of recycling, and continued my drinking whilst I emailed a friend in physics, asking about sound interference and Stonehenge.

			The next morning, I arose to a dry mouth and a mild headache from the wine. It probably took me two minutes more than usual to shave, and I kept pausing to examine a single indentation in the middle of my forehead. I was sure that it was deepening into a wrinkle. It was an old scar, but not anything from a daring adventure of any manner. I’d had acne as a teenager - truly terrible acne of the cystic kind. They’d called me Pizza Face at school, which was fair enough - I resembled a pepperoni with a lot of bubbling cheese. 

			If it hadn’t been for the school nurse marching me into the G.P.s office for a hefty dose of isotretinoin, the scarring would have been a great deal worse. Thank science for such a drug, even if it did make one’s eyeballs feel as if they were burning from the inside out. 

			You won’t find any pictures of me looking that way if you go through my or my parents’ albums. Better that those years are forgotten. Better that everyone sees the me that goes to the gym and occasionally picks his nose. Pizza Face Allemand would never have had a girlfriend. 

			Instead of my usual chinos and shirt, and following my realisation of the day before, I attempted to choose something a little less tailored. From the back of my wardrobe, I fished out a faded pair of jeans that were probably a decade out of fashion, and I grabbed one of my gym T-shirts to finish the look. Slob or student? I couldn’t decide. 

			The lecture theatres were a short bike ride from my house, and when I arrived, students were milling around the stairs and landing above. Their voices were hissing and muted; their faces lacking the usual smiles. 

			“Everything all right?” I asked.

			“I guess it’s ten o’clock already,” said a student with a half-shaved head. They would have made a credible Dane settler if TV adaptations were anything to go by. “Dr Galaniou didn’t turn up; a whole hour of my day wasted,” the student continued, and I had the vaguest recollection the student’s surname was Birger. “We have essay crises, you know? And we do pay for this.” They bared their expensively aligned teeth as they gesticulated at the walls around them. With that, the student stomped off.

			Rude, I thought. Get them to pay for the Grantaford Experience and they thought they owned it. I would never have spoken to my superiors that way, even if the lazy bastards hadn’t bothered to turn up to their own lecture. 

			I fished my phone out of my pocket and called Ava. It rang out. I sighed and left a message about her absence with the Departmental Secretary, then headed into the room beyond to prepare my talk. You have to understand how much time I’d put into that lecture, and how fiercely unhappy the students waiting outside had looked. If it hadn’t been for those two things, I would have gone searching for Ava immediately. But I didn’t. I didn’t and I regret it.

			It was only some time afterward, and a couple of supervisions later, that I started hunting for her. I had called her twice in between, but nothing was returned. First I checked with the secretary, thinking Ava might have called in sick. But no word had been given. I asked round the Common Room if anyone had seen her. She was probably at home with a cold or COVID, I thought, but something nagged at me, and I made my way across the courtyard to the building where she had her office.

			I leapt up the economical stairs, three at a time, remembering when we had been squeezed into a tiny room in the Pura Tower as postgrads, and how long the climb to reach that place had been. What a shining example of ‘70s strip lighting and asbestos ceiling panels awaited us when we reached our destination! So far from the main buildings - Archaeology in Exile, we had called it. “Ava?” I called as I reached her door. 

			Unusually, the door was closed. Ava normally left it ajar, even when she was absent. Nothing worth stealing except the door itself, she had said, and privacy is for an only-child. Ava had grown up with no fewer than five siblings. I tried the handle, but found it locked. The room beyond the small, tamper-proof window was dark, and I could not make out much beyond the pile of paper on her desk. Strange for her to lock it. Stranger for there to be a pile of paper.

			Ava didn’t do paper. Or piles of things. I pulled out my phone and did a quick faculty search for Professor Helen Finchley in Biochem. She had been Ava’s partner for two years, and I knew her well enough to call her a close acquaintance, but I’d never bothered to make a note of her number. I’d always got the impression she found me a little too superior in my approach to be friends, and I, in turn, occasionally found her Liverpudlian accent too thick to translate. 

			A VOIP number popped up on the search and I called it. A stern scouse woman answered. 

			“Helen, it’s Nick from Archaeology,” I said, “Is Ava okay? She failed to turn up for her lecture this morning, and I was–”

			“Oh, don’t start,” she said, “I don’t know wha’ is going on with ‘er. Probably gone to start a new project on shamanic ritual or some shiny shite.” Well, Helen was not entirely far off the mark there. Ava did grow bored of her research interests quickly, rarely sticking with one geographical area for long. Research Interests: approaches to gender hegemony in C2nd BCE Classical Greek island trade studies, hierarchy and ownership in C1st AD Egypt, exploitation and oppression in the Indus Valley – economic perspectives. Just a few things I could pull from memory. Still, I pressed on.

			“When did you last see her?”

			Helen sighed. “A week or two ago? Two weeks ago?”

			“And you haven’t thought to find out where she is - where she’s been sleeping?”

			“Look, Nick,” she spat my name as if it were dirt in her mouth, “She’s weird, okay? Things between us ‘aven’t been exactly ideal lately. I ‘ave a big funding application to get in and three technicians, two research associates, a post-doc and your uncle’s dog are depending on me to keep them employed. I don’t ‘ave time to be her ma’. Please don’t call me again.” With that, she hung up. 

			Two weeks. But I’d seen her yesterday. And hadn’t asked her how she was. Shit. 

			I went back down to the Departmental Office, and asked them to call Ava’s home with Helen (no response there, obviously), and then her emergency contact, who I’d assumed would be one of her parents. As soon as they did however, my phone started ringing. Ava had put me down as her next-of-kin. 

			“Should we call the police?” one of the admins asked - Janet. I hate to wheel out the harridan cliché, as there’s no getting away from the towering sexism there, but every so often you meet someone who probably gave rise to the stereotype. “Your funding runs out in January,” she would say. “You need to apply for something else by November,” she’d press. “Get started NOW.” or, “I see you only have one publication this year. I expected better from you, Allemand,” with her tiny dark eyes narrowing further, and her chin tilted upward so that her gaze could be directed down her nose. She could manifest at your door at any time of the day, unannounced and unheralded by the sound of footsteps. August professors and seasoned doctors alike were terrified of her. 

			“Just let me check a couple of places first,” I said. “Do you have a spare key to her office?”

			You have to give Janet and the Department of Archaeology credit. They hoarded enough anthropological trinkets and archaeological artefacts to require more warehousing than any other discipline in the University, but they did keep it nicely catalogued. A century-and-a-half of departmental keys were martialled in equally impressive order by Janet’s regimental system, and Ava’s spare was soon located. 

			Before returning to Ava’s office, I stopped in at the little coffee shop just outside the Department, where she often liked to sit with an offensively calorific hot chocolate – the sort of thing that would be suffused in whipped cream and buried beneath a mountain of marshmallows. I knew she wouldn’t be there, and I was perhaps less aware that I was putting off going back to her office. My phone rang again just as I left the shop. It was Helen.

			“I shouldn’t ‘ave lost it just now,” she said. “’Ave you found ‘er? It’s just – I’ve been very stressed, and so ‘as she.”

			“No sign of her yet,” I replied, crossing the road back to the Department. I’ll just check in the Haddon first, I thought to myself, passing a carved basalt bust of Professor Bernard Rossi, former Head of the Department. His expression was harder than the stone of which he was made – glaring fiercely at anyone who happened to walk by. Had I done all my marking? I asked myself each time I saw him. 

			“If you see ‘er, will you tell ‘er I’m sorry?” Helen barely squeezed the words out, and I knew they weren’t ones she said often. “She’ll listen to you.”

			“I will. I am worried though. Is there anywhere else she might have gone?”

			“Look. She doesn’t need you being all white knight –” she said the term in a deeper voice, emphasising the consonants. Then silence, and then, “No. No, ‘er life is ‘ome and the Department. Sometimes a dig. That’s i’. You’ve known her longer than I ‘ave.” The last words were said through gritted teeth. 

			“I’ll let you know when I find her,” I said finally, and our brief conversation ended. 

			Of course, Ava was not in the Haddon library, nor was she in the journal stacks in the turret beyond. 

			I began the walk back across the courtyard to her building, a growing sensation of roiling oceans in my guts, and yet more sea impeding my legs. That locked door was wrong. Very wrong.

			When I got there, the key stuttered into the lock with a bit of effort, and I had to take a long breath before I twisted it. When the door finally inched open, I dared not inhale again, but instead felt about for the light switch. I heard the click, and everything went pink. It was a moment before I realised I had kept my eyelids closed. I am perhaps a little ashamed to admit that now – it is, after all, an expression of cowardice in a man. I did eventually open my eyelids, if slowly, not really wishing to see what was beyond. 

			The first thing I saw was the grey carpet, rough as a Brillo pad and cleaner than most others in the Department. Next was the scattering of papers across the floor. They were all in different typefaces – some with Ava’s scribblings on them: student essays. The desk was in disarray, with one drawer open and the old, dusty monitor pushed over. Its back cover had been removed. I began to breathe again as it became clear Ava was not there. No body. No surprise suicide. Not dead. 

			Many of her prized books, including a couple she had authored herself, had been pulled from the shelves. They lay in a confused pile, apparently unmoved from where they had fallen. I glanced across to the window – it was locked shut. Directly beneath the sill, to the right of the desk, was a pale rectangle of carpet. A light scattering of dust lay against the edges of it, and the ends of two cables lay against the wall. Her PC had been there, I realised. 

			Had Ava done this? Torn up her office in a rage and then taken her own PC on a trip with her? There wouldn’t have been much more on it than excavation notes and photos, and it was an old, rickety thing besides. Most records were stored remotely on Departmental databases now, or at least they should have been, so taking the PC ought to have been pointless. I double-checked the rest of the room. There was no sign of the missing computer, and no note left to say where she had gone. The back cover of the monitor had been broken by its removal – not a careful effort by any means. There was one more place to check, although she rarely used it: her office at her college. 

			Ava was a Ben’s fellow, though her academic home and Alma Mater is probably better known to you as St Benedict’s. It had been an ongoing joke between us that she had upset someone in College admin through her numerous romantic liaisons, and they had given her the broom cupboard for an office as punishment. It was so small as to be useless to her beyond anything than storage, and very limited storage at that, but I trotted over there and asked one of the Porters to open it up for me anyway. 

			Once inside, there was no Ava, though there were some more books, and those remained undisturbed. There was also a single, lonesome foolscap folder of blue card. “Alexander” was written on the front of it in Ava’s handwriting. 

			“Is your name Alexander?” the porter asked with a wry smile as I reached out for the documents. 

			“Ahh…” I couldn’t think of a response, witty or otherwise. For the first time, I paid attention to his grey sideboards and bow legs, which had caused him to limp along the journey here. A pocket watch chain looped across the front of his waistcoat. He could so easily have stepped out of the headquarters of a nineteenth century woollen mill. “University ID before you start messing with College Members’ items, please,” he insisted. 

			That folder called to me, and I regretted it deeply afterwards, but I relented and dropped my hand. “Something’s happened to Ava,” I said. “She’s missing. We need to go to the police.”

			I remember there was a moment where the porter had looked at me as if I might have been responsible, and I particularly recall how he had studied my arms. I lift weights, you see. Quite a lot of them. It’s one of those curious paradoxes where, when a single man, you have the time to exercise and make yourself more attractive to a potential mate. Then, as soon as you’ve found a partner you like, the evenings are taken up with meals out, TV and the slow, romantic kind of sex that doesn’t burn a great many calories, and before you know it, everything you gained on your arms is holidaying around your waist. Happier, perhaps, but no longer the walking steak she initially took a bite from. 

			Thankfully the porters decided against imprisoning me before they called Treeside Station, and I jogged over there myself to make the report. If you haven’t been to Grantaford before, allow me to explain just how small and walkable everything of consequence is (sorry to those who ended up at alternative colleges out of town, but you know what you are). From Ben’s to Treeside took me less than ten minutes to run, and the Department is pretty much in between the two. For most students, a trip to Loanchester was seen as a great adventure into the East Anglian interior. It is one-and-a-half miles away.

			“You don’t have to wait twenty-four hours before telling us a person is missing, you know?” said a plainclothes officer standing next to the desk. She was filling in paperwork that had TRAFFIC REPORT in caps printed along the top. She was probably a few years older than I, and had dark-blonde hair streaked with grey. Her smell and the way she spoke brought to mind old coffee cups, patent leather and whips. A peculiar mental image, I know, but one I could not shake. 

			“Actually, her partner–” I began.

			“Never mind,” she said, voice whip cracking, “I’ll take this one when you’re done, Mike.” She nodded to the officer behind the desk who had been taking down Ava’s details. Mike returned a barely interested grunt. 

			“D.I. Forrester,” she said, introducing herself with the sharpest of handshakes and another waft of old coffee. 

			“Nick Allemand,” I replied, offering a polite but firm grip in return. 

			“Oh, you’re the one who…?”

			“Yeah,” I finished for her, with a smile that I had to push through my teeth. 

			She nodded at me in silence, then returned to her traffic paperwork. A little while later, they called Helen, established that perhaps this wasn’t quite as “in character” as Helen had first claimed to me, and then began to go through a rather laborious list of her acquaintances and ex-lovers. After two hours of fruitless interviewing, which left me rather more anxious and sweaty than was appropriate for a man in a police station with a missing friend, Forrester asked to see Ava’s office at the Department. 

			I’d always thought police officers were far too busy to look into such things so quickly, but then I had forgotten this was Grantaford. The bike theft crime here is world-beatingly bad, which is why I’ve only ever owned a thirty-year-old Apollo mountain bike from Halfords, but take that out of the equation and virtually nothing happens here. The same goes for East Anglia in general. Try our local TV news – you’ll find twenty-minute segments about a man who fell off a ladder, all voiced over in light-hearted fashion by that awful Matt Longwoods chap.

			Upon walking through Ava’s office door, D.I. Forrester sighed and blew out her cheeks at the mess. “I’ve been in Grantaford long enough to know academics. Her office is normally like this, right?”

			“No. Ava was obsessively neat. She hated reading the books on her shelf as it meant upsetting their positioning.”

			Forrester’s eyebrows lifted a little, but she said nothing, and instead pulled out a little ring-bound pad upon which she started to take notes.

			“Her PC is missing.” I nodded to the curiously empty space by the desk.

			“Hmm,” Forrester said. Setting aside her notes, she extracted some blue latex gloves from her pocket and lifted the monitor cover to check the other side. “Strange that this has been pulled away,” she remarked. Finding nothing, she put it back as she had found it. “Has anyone else been in here?” She turned her attention to the scattered essays.

			I shook my head. “No. Just me. There’s her office in Ben’s. It has a strange folder in it. The porter wouldn’t allow me to see inside and I didn’t want to pick a fight with him.”

			Forrester returned to her note-taking. “And you said she doesn’t normally leave this room locked?”

			“No. Always open. I think she had a thing about closed doors.”

			“A thing?”

			I thought back to our time in the Pura Tower. Every door there had been fitted with those old safety closers, meant to keep each section protected from the next in the event of a fire. Ava had unhooked ours the day we had moved in, and had hastily re-opened it each time I had closed it without thinking. She had insisted upon it being left open when we finished our work there each night, too. “An obsession, perhaps. Ava gave many excuses for it over the years – fresh air, the way she’d been brought up, claustrophobia, losing her keys – but she really didn’t like the door of the room she was in to be shut. She would never have locked this office, even as she left. Not unless something really weird had happened.”

			Forrester frowned and looked at the reverse side of the door. “Was she the only one with the key?” She tested the twist lock on the internal handle. 

			I shrugged. “I suppose.”

			“And you were the last one to see her?”

			“Er… well, I… yes, I believe so. Unless some of the other staff bumped into her.”

			“What did you do last night, Mr Allemand?”

			“Dr,” I corrected, then felt my innards twist. “Please,” I added with a delay, and then, “I went to the gym, then bought some wine and spent the evening at home.”

			“Can anyone corroborate your whereabouts, Dr Allemand?” D.I. Forrester no longer smelled of coffee. She reeked of cigarettes, and of laundry conditioner. Her eyes had turned an even cooler shade of ice blue. The way she uttered Dr was as if it were made of mouldy bread.

			“Who, me? I was alone… But at the gym and the wine merchant, yes, I’m sure they could. At home…?” I thought back to my evening of relaxation. I tended to keep the curtains tightly shut for obvious reasons. Not even my lights would have been visible to the neighbours. “No,” I said finally with a frown. Fuck. “You don’t think I had –” I began.

			“I don’t think anything.” Forrester double-checked she had packed her gloves back into her pocket, and continued making notes. “But do me a favour and don’t leave the city until we find her. Promise?”

			I nodded like a schoolboy trying to please his teacher. 

			“You and she were just friends?” Forrester asked, ushering me out of the office. 

			“Ah, yeah. For a good fifteen years or so. She wasn’t into men, if that’s what you are asking.” We started down the cut-price stairs, which suddenly appeared rather narrow and slippery; my legs had a new wobble. 

			“Mmm-hmm. And are you into women?”

			“Well, yes, but I’m not sure how that’s relevant.” Shut up, Nick!

			Forrester smiled with thinned lips. “You’re quite right. Forgive me for asking.” 

			She ruffled a hand through her hair and readjusted her jacket as we stepped into the courtyard beyond. Her coat was an expensive-looking piece of brown suede, and fitted - more so as she pulled it into her waist. “You’re a good-looking man, Nick. It’s strange that you are unattached.”

			For an instant, I could not get any audible words to leave my throat, until I managed, “Is that entirely appropriate?” And was it really that obvious that I was single?

			She tipped her forehead so that she was looking at me through her lashes. “Anything I do or say that you find unsavoury, you may report at any time to the Independent Office for Police Conduct. Here is my card.” She handed a plain white business card to me. The typeface looked like Times New Roman. It wasn’t a thing into which much effort had been invested. “My badge number is on there if you need it, as are my contact details. Now, you have my word I’m going to look into Ava’s disappearance with everything I have. Students go missing all the time here – we are the depression capital of the Fens. Lecturers, though? Ones who haven’t gone missing before? That is a lot less common. I’m going to ask around the Department a bit more before I go – you said the main building is in here?” She pointed to the museum. 

			I nodded. “Essentially. Museum at one end of the corridor; main desk at the other.”

			“Thank you, I’ll be in touch soon.”

			Forrester walked away from me with her hands shoved into her pockets and her shoulders hunched. My mind felt as if it were in a similar state to Ava’s office, and my legs were still light. Perhaps it was the cool breeze, but I had started shivering. 

			“Nick! Nick!” A familiar voice called to me from across the courtyard. I suppressed a sigh as soon as I realised who it was.

			“Hi, Anette.”

			“Nick!” she exclaimed with an enormous smile and eyes so wide you could see the whites around her irises. She clutched at the top half of my right arm in greeting, and it took a great deal of self-restraint not to try to remove her hand. Doing so would have embarrassed her in that open and very public courtyard. Plus, she was a colleague, and I didn’t want to do anything more to arouse Forrester’s interest. I thrust down the gorge that was threatening to escape through my throat, and smiled politely. 

			“It’s so wonderful to see you. So long since I have. Where have you been?”

			Trying to stay out of sight of you. 

			She clutched my bicep even more tightly, but the best I could do was to edge backward very slightly. “Oh, working hard on an article,” I said. 

			Her grin seemed to widen if possible. “Yes, yes, of course. And… um… are we still on for that collaboration? I have all the notes ready.”

			Anette Galetti was head of the Arch Science Division, though I still fail to understand how she had achieved that vaunted position. She worked with phytoliths – those microscopic pieces of very old plants – and was most frequently the butt of Ava’s jokes. Why? Because Anette was rather free with her hands and her compliments every time she came within a hundred feet of me. It was funny, though. Because I’m a man.

			“I’m going to have to push it back a bit more, I’m afraid,” I said. “Something else has come up. You know Ava is missing?”

			“Oh. Ava.” Anette’s hand finally relinquished my arm. Her smile was gone completely. “I’m sure she’ll show up.” She shrugged, her shoulders touching the base of her glossy brown bob. She held eye contact with me briefly, before dropping her gaze to the ground. When she was not staring, it was possible to see that she had the features of a 1950’s film star – easily classically handsome. I failed to find her shadow-casting cheekbones and arched eyebrows stirred much in my loins, however, though I was frequently told they should.  

			“Yes,” I continued, “I hope so. Anyway, I have work to do.” I made a move to leave, but she started talking before I could take a full step.

			“It’s a shame, you know. That you don’t have a college anymore. Not after…” She cleared her throat as her dark eyes came back to me. “…Because I would have liked to dine at High Table with you. You can still come to mine though.”

			The event. The photograph. I’ll tell you about it later. As for High Table, she was referring to the dining area reserved for dons and professors, usually upon a dais. It was a position of some prestige, since the students were obliged to eat at tables on a lower level. “I don’t think I’ll be welcomed back any time soon.”

			“So nice that we got to see so much of you though,” She giggled girlishly. 

			“Hmm. Now, I really have to go.”

			“But –”

			“See you later, Anette.” I stepped faster this time, feeling the strength returning to my legs, and waved the smallest of waves goodbye.

			Maybe her attentions were fair, I thought as I walked away. She was the karmic punishment for my own stupid behaviour in previous years. I tried calling Ava again. No answer.

		

OEBPS/image/icons8-pick-mattock-64b.png





OEBPS/image/icons8-trowel-64.png





OEBPS/image/1.png
L1G
SHARD





OEBPS/image/Untitled-3.png
L1G
SHARD





