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      ‘An eagle scared of heights.’ That was how one colleague summed up Sam Linnfer. ‘Probably has a mad wife in the attic too.’

      Like all rumours, in time this comment circulated back to Sam, whose boyish face split in a grin of delight.

      If there was one thing Sam liked about working as… whatever he was, he enjoyed the mystery accorded him by other people. It gave him great satisfaction to take the same trains, eat the same meals, wait at the same bus stops, and still be above it all, if only in the wild, fantastical tales told by everyone around him.

      Though Sam was indeed different, everybody throughout the university somehow managed to know him. His sparky smile and disregard of authority endeared him to the undergraduates, and certainly he was bored at the very idea of the life led by the dons, as they ambled through a daily ritual whose high point seemed to be exchanging Latin puns while dining in hall. But neither did Sam truly resemble a student, for despite his seeming youth he had an air of command, one that came from a long, unsung history.

      He mostly wore black – a black coat buttoned up around a baggy black jumper, worn over a shapeless black shirt. Sam wore bad clothes as a kind of protection, which no one had yet penetrated. People speculated, most of them inaccurately, on exactly what shape he was beneath all those layers. The idea that he wore black from vanity never survived a first meeting: with these clothes went a pair of terrible old trainers, and a scruffy blue and grey scarf hand-knitted for him by some person unknown. The whole effect was finished off by cuffs that were never done up, shirt buttons that didn’t match and sometimes a jacket, haphazardly patched, that gave him the look of a fashionable scarecrow.

      To round off this character, whose contradictions so attracted other people. He had thick black hair, and eyes so dark that they too seemed black. Not that many had met Sam’s eye for long enough to confirm this, since his gaze was something of unrivalled intensity. Though his voice bore the slightest accent, no one was sure where that accent came from. Some said his speech was northern; others held that there must be a touch of Gaelic in him. At one point he was credited with the ghost of a Welsh accent, so it became rumoured that Sam Linnfer had grown up in the wild Snowdonian mountains. A few who cherished difference in any form said he had to be a gypsy. Sam himself, when questioned on his past, was devious.

      Compounding the mystery, Sam also showed a flair for unexpected languages. On one occasion a distinguished guest was visiting from India on the kind of freebie trip that academics love to call ‘research’. Sam, overhearing him stumble in conversation on a word in English, was not only able to supply the correct term in Hindi, but added some word-play of his own. By the third time something like this had happened, always in some language from far away, it was a subject of gossip for days.

      Sam had seemed at first to have no official job within the university. He’d given no seminars and supervised no papers. But when, in a lecture one day, an overworked head of department had been asked a difficult question about traditional Gaian worship, Sam was the one who answered it. There started an unusual relationship by which Sam, for unlimited access to the university’s facilities, helped write papers that would otherwise have taken many weeks more. Departments specialising in ancient studies or remote cultures began calling upon his huge knowledge, counting on his readiness to find out some elusive fact in a frenzy of activity.

      His movements acquired a pattern, if not a purpose anyone understood. For five days every month or so, Sam caught the train up from London, ate at high table, and sat in the library writing in unfamiliar languages from forgotten books. Over the rest of the month he could have gone off-planet.

      So he had a token job. He didn’t earn much, as a part-time college librarian whose speciality no one quite knew, but he’d never shown much interest in the size of his salary. Of the favours he’d been offered, from easy money through fancy job titles to things the most publicity-seeking lecturer might sigh after, Sam had turned down even the best. At one point he declined a chair, saying he didn’t want to be tied down.

      ‘Dare I ask, Linnfer, what it is exactly that you do?’ the Master of the college once asked. ‘When you’re not researching, that is.’

      ‘Ghost-write the papers of idiots who can’t be bothered to write them themselves.’

      Taking Sam at his word, the Master brightened. He loved nothing more than getting ahead of a rival in ‘their’ field, as though a subject could be owned by whoever studied it. ‘Anyone I know, or aren’t you allowed to say?’

      But Sam didn’t answer. Not from discretion – no, this time he kept silent because he hadn’t just wiggled out of answering a question; for once, he’d told a direct lie. Not that he felt guilty. Some truths were much, much more damaging than the odd small lie.

      And no: there was no mad wife in the attic, nor ever had been.

       

      It was late one rainy February evening that Sam trudged up the stairs to his flat, started digging in his pocket for the key – and froze where he stood.

      The flat was in one of those huge scruffy terraces around the edge of Camden which have been climbing up-market for forty years but somehow still have leaky taps. The woman who claimed rent from him every week was in her eighties, deaf in one ear and hardly knew Sam’s name. She still called him Mr Samuel, even though he’d been in the flat for three years. But her failing mind, bordering on senile, served perfectly. Sam wanted unreliable witnesses to his movements. If for nights on end he wasn’t in the flat, Mrs Dinken was the ideal person to say he had been, all the time believing it to be true.

      But tonight, audible to few creatures but Sam himself, something was moving in the flat. His dark, dark eyes had seen a faint glow from underneath the front door, suggesting that somewhere inside a light was burning. He knew he hadn’t left one on. Staring at the door again, his eyes grew distant and for a moment he seemed to be listening to an inner voice. At length his look of concentration converted to a scowl. He found the key and thrust the door open.

      The intruders wore such plain, ordinary clothes that Sam identified them immediately for what they were. Policemen.

      One of them brandished a warrant card. ‘I’m sorry about this, sir.’

      If he was making excuses even before Sam had entered, it had to be bad.

      ‘What,’ asked Sam in a very calm, controlled voice that aged his young face and gave him a gravitas quite beyond expectation, ‘are you doing in my flat?’

      ‘If you could just step inside, sir.’

      Seeing no alternative, he entered the small, slightly musty sitting room with its piles of unopened mail, unread newspapers and magazines, and empty coffee cups growing interesting moulds. For all the squalor, though, there was a feeling of organisation about the place, and a sense of homeliness.

      There were two of them. Without a further word they indicated that he should go through and sit down at the kitchen table. One of them, the older, sat himself opposite Sam as though about to conduct an interrogation; the younger leant against a worktop with a languid ease that Sam found somehow offensive.

      ‘I’m sorry to have to trouble you, sir –’

      ‘But –’

      ‘The matter is delicate.’

      Sam pulled off his coat and shoved it carelessly over the back of the chair. ‘Tell me what you want.’

      As the officer began to talk, Sam Linnfer resigned himself to a bad night.
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      Freya Oldstock, the man had said. Was it a name that meant anything to him?

      On his guard, Sam made a show of thinking about this. In fact his memory made an instant match, though down the centuries Freya had used many names.

      ‘We did know each other. Years ago.’

      ‘Close, were you?’

      ‘I liked her, certainly. I think she liked me too, but neither of us felt we had to be especially forthcoming.’ Because when I knew her, talking was the last thing we did.

      Already, taking hold like the brief numbness after some bad injury, there was the sense that what came next would be bad indeed.

      He forced himself to say, ‘Why?’

      Seeing the look on Sam’s face, pale and slack, the policeman did his professional best to use tact. ‘Sorry to be the one to tell you… her body… discovered yesterday…’

      Sam’s thoughts had exploded in several directions at once.

      Freya’s dead? 

      What should I be feeling? 

      What should I be saying? 

      Freya, I’m so sorry… 

      Who’d do this? 

      He had to ask them to repeat themselves before he could take in anything much – the time, the place. Part of him, as if looking on at his own shock, supposed most people must respond like this.

      She’d been found at her cottage in the Devonshire village of Holcombe. Stabbed. He had the presence of mind to ask, ‘What sort of weapon?’

      ‘A strange one, sir,’ the older man said, watching him even more closely.

      Of course it was. You think a conventional weapon would kill Freya? 

      ‘Strange… how?’

      The two policemen exchanged the briefest of glances. Sam felt the atmosphere turn unforgiving

      ‘Traces of bone were found in the wound. Not her bone – we couldn’t find a DNA match.’

      That’s because she was stabbed with one of the few weapons that are good at killing us. The bone of a dragon would hardly have DNA on your record – not a dragon-bone knife. Oh Light, that means it was one of us who did it… 

      They were waiting now, to see if their silence would make him blurt out anything more. From grief, from confusion, from dread of a danger beyond anything they suspected, he couldn’t help himself.

      ‘So why have you come to me?’ It made it worse that he couldn’t meet their eyes. Something about the presence of the law made him feel guilty even when he knew better.

      He tried to forget that it was Freya who lay dead, tried to freeze over and think logically. What would they know about her, about me? She’s dead; nothing I’m able to do can bring her back. I must look after myself, she’d understand that.

      ‘This letter’ – placing it in front of Sam – ‘was found. In two envelopes. The first was addressed to someone by the name of Luc Satise, the one inside to Sam Linnfer. I think the idea was that if it didn’t find Luc Satise the first envelope could be torn off and the second one used to get to you.’

      Sam took the letter warily, as if Freya might attack him from the hereafter. It was in a neat, precise hand, definitely hers, but the text was faded by much application of chemicals. Apparently the police, having tried to analyse its purpose, saw delivering it as just a fall-back.

      
        
           

          Dear Sam/Luc, it read.

          I’m not sure whether Sam or Luc, or either, shall receive this. But it’s important that I meet you. I need help, and you are the only ones who haven’t been corrupted. First the old hammer, and now the head of my house, is turning, and I can do nothing to stop them. I would write more, but I fear even this is too much. I hope that by contacting you, as another prime, in this way I will not be intercepted, but I’m afraid it may already be too late.

          Meet me at the usual time in the Grove. If I’m not there, assume the worst. We will talk more.

          Freya

        

      

      ‘Does this mean anything to you, sir?’

      ‘No,’ he said firmly, eyes not moving from the letter. ‘The Grove is a pub in Hampstead where we used to meet, but that’s all I know.’

      ‘No idea who Luc Satise is? Or “the old hammer”?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Or “the head of my house”?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘What does she mean by a “prime”?’

      ‘Her quaint way of saying someone she liked. “Primes” were people high in her esteem, “seconds” were those she liked well enough but not greatly, “thirds” she could tolerate, “fourths” she didn’t trust, “fifths” she couldn’t stand.’

      ‘And what do you think she meant by “another prime”?’

      ‘She often said she was her own best friend. A strange lady, Freya.’

      ‘Strange indeed, sir. Writing cryptic notes to two people but sounding as though they were one. Categorising people. A secretive person, was she? Perhaps not a… regular citizen?’

      For a panic-ridden second Sam thought they’d found it. Just as quickly he discarded the idea. No. They wouldn’t have had time to search his flat properly, and even if they had it was well sealed with things the police would never understand.

      He was careful to control his voice, though, as he said, ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘When we searched her house’ – Sam winced at the thought of intruders digging through Freya’s neat, fragile possessions – ‘we found several bizarre items. A collection of books – and several charts – in unfamiliar languages, and a kitchen full of unidentified herbs and odd-looking knives.’ He leaned forward and added, ‘Three passports: British, Swedish, and Russian. All dated the same year.’ The man’s little eyes, made narrower by his intent on the hunt, wrought havoc on Sam’s nerves. Of all people, Sam didn’t need to hear the words ‘highly irregular’.

      ‘And none of them had been revoked.’ The man sat back, patience itself, waiting for Sam’s response.

      ‘Certainly she was a British citizen, as well as Swedish at one time. I didn’t know about the Russian passport, but I suppose it was possible.’

      ‘Legally, sir, it wasn’t at all possible.’

      ‘Oh.’ He gave a nervous laugh. ‘Shows how much I know.’

      ‘And the books, sir?’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      ‘I hear you’re quite the expert on unlikely languages.’ That grating phrase – ‘I hear’ – implying that the officer knew Sam from within a shared circle of friends, rather than as a stranger.

      ‘She was very good on old Scandinavian languages.’

      The questioning was contrived, as he soon realised, to catch the subject off guard at every turn. At one moment, ancient languages; the next, back to the letter; then his past with Freya. Here Sam had to tread more carefully. He had no idea what other leads the man had. If he told one story, he was pretty confident that someone else would tell another.

      ‘We studied in roughly the same field. One day we met in a library looking for the same book, and we’ve bumped into each other now and again ever since.’

      He knew they weren’t buying it.

      ‘We’re told that Ms Oldstock seemed a sensible woman. Why do you suppose she’d write a note which no one could understand, and send it to you?’

      ‘I don’t think it was intended for me. Probably this “Luc Satise” was supposed to get it. I was second choice.’

      ‘But from what little we can understand, the matter was important. Why, if she wasn’t certain it would get to Mr Satise, would she try and contact you? I thought you weren’t close.’

      ‘We weren’t. I’ve no idea why she acted as she did.’

      ‘Do you know any other of Ms Oldstock’s… acquaintances?’

      ‘No. She never introduced me to any of her friends.’

      A dangerous answer. Sam felt like a man standing on one leg, not sure what forces were about to shove him or from which direction. If ‘other acquaintances’ were involved, again he had no idea what testimonies might contradict his own.

      Meanwhile with every plausible reply he made, the younger man seemed to get more annoyed with him. Taking the letter, he thrust it at Sam. ‘So what can you tell us about this bit – where she seems to suggest she’s being watched? Are you sure you can’t think why someone might want to watch Ms Oldstock?’

      ‘Yes, I am. No, I can’t think.’ He had to stop himself from pointing out how often they’d now asked him this.

      ‘Was she given to paranoia?’

      ‘Definitely not!’

      The older man opened his mouth to ask a question, and seemed to think better of it. Finally he stood up. ‘I’m sorry to have troubled you, sir. If anything comes back to you, please contact us.’

      Sam gratefully rose with him. In his relief he found it hard not to gabble. ‘I’m sorry about Freya,’ he said, as much to himself as them. He remembered to add, ‘I don’t suppose you know who’s arranging the funeral?’

      ‘Family, sir.’

      Family. Great. 

      As the police were leaving, the senior man turned in the doorway. ‘Just one small thing, sir.’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Where were you the night before last?’

      Faced with such a grotesque implication, somehow Sam managed to restrain himself nonetheless. In angry, clipped tones, he replied, ‘At my university.’

      It showed how well the coppers had done their research that the man didn’t ask ‘which university?’ He merely smiled, rapped off a cheerful ‘goodnight, sir’, and led the way down the stairs. Behind them Sam slammed the door, harder than necessary.

      Only when the sound of their footsteps had retreated from the house did he lean on the door and close his eyes against involuntary tears.
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