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Part I
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It was mid afternoon, and already the light was fading. Quinn traced the line of the narrow road as it rose ahead of him, following an excavated and straightened contour along the hillside. As he drove, he looked to the west, to where the last of the winter sun had already dropped beneath the cloud, where it shone in solid-looking columns, and where smaller, drifting clouds cast late shadows over the empty land below like the outlines of slow-moving fish beneath the opaque surface of a lake. Perhaps there was water in the direction he was looking – a new incursion of the sea perhaps; or an extended estuary not yet plotted on the Land Agency maps or fed into his own temperamental and outdated navigator.

He was distracted from these thoughts by the warning of a bend directly ahead of him and he slowed down. He had hoped for a more precise idea of his location, but the sign did nothing more than inform him of the approaching curve in the steep road. He slowed further and then pulled to the side of the carriageway.

Two days earlier, upon collecting the car, he had been told by the mechanic who had transferred the vehicle’s codes and then added fuel credits to Quinn’s account that the navigation system was faulty. ‘Not working?’ Quinn had asked him. The mechanic had glanced at the handset he held. ‘Faulty. That’s all it says,’ he’d said, unconcerned, adding, ‘If it had been deleted or taken out for re-programming, then it would say that.’ He had then gone to the boot and taken out the ring-bound road atlas, which he’d thrown on to the seat beside Quinn. ‘Most of the roads are in that,’ he’d said, grinning at the old joke. ‘And some of the on-board indicators don’t work. Doesn’t mean those functions aren’t available, just that the indicators are faulty. Electronics. Not my department.’ He’d held out his handset for Quinn to enter his own codes. Quinn had known better than to insist on a properly serviced vehicle; he’d already been waiting an hour for the car he was being given.

Now, sitting beside the road in what seemed to him to be the middle of nowhere, he studied the map using a torch – roads and other networks laid out in a colourful and simplified format like a giant wiring system.

A rising wind buffeted the car. It had rained earlier as he’d followed the motorway north, after which the sun had returned and the road was dry again.

The small circle of yellow light showed him where he was, or at least where he thought he was.

He had anticipated following the motorway closer to his destination, but as he’d continued north it had narrowed from eight lanes to four, and then, following a diversion around a closure, to only two lanes. As usual, the priority lane remained intact, meaning that all other traffic was restricted to single-file. In parts, the road was denied him by bollards; elsewhere by railings driven crudely into its surface. Warning signs flashed above him at his approach: some told him of further diversions and delays ahead; others tried to compensate for these uncertainties by predicting how long his journey to the various upcoming junctions might now last. But these, he knew from long experience, were equally inaccurate and frustrating, all too often replaced with yet further warnings of additional delays.

There had been little other traffic on his day-long journey: congestion before the late dawn as he’d moved away from the capital, but then a rapid decrease in traffic as the distances between the recently reconfigured exits and connector roads had lengthened. He’d been caught in queues in the Midlands and then again as he’d come to the Mid North, but after that the roads had almost emptied.

He’d been stopped an hour earlier by a workman who had signalled him off the road and into a parking bay. Sixty or seventy other motorists were already gathered there. A second man then directed him to a specific point in the otherwise vast and empty space, but could not tell him why he’d been stopped, saying simply and authoritatively that he and his co-workers had been instructed to clear the road ahead for the following hour. If Quinn wanted to find out what was happening, there was – as ever – a number to call, and the man recited this before Quinn could answer him.

Another of the drivers told Quinn that these things happened all the time in that part of the world. ‘Military convoys,’ he said. ‘They like the road to themselves. You’d be going nowhere fast if you got stuck behind one.’ It was forbidden to drive within 200 metres of the convoys – outriders saw to that; and to drive among the slow-moving vehicles, even by accident, was a considerably more serious offence. ‘Got caught behind one three miles long last week,’ the man said almost proudly.

The delay had lasted ninety minutes, during which the day had started to die. Quinn had asked others how far he was from his destination; some had little idea; some were prepared to guess; and yet others said they knew exactly where it was, but their estimates concerning the length of his remaining journey then varied from one to three hours.

He showed them the place in his atlas. Some left him to check their own navigation systems, returning with strips of map outlining his route and its timings in the smallest detail. But these too, Quinn knew, were misleading reassurances, straightening the road, offering no scale, and removing all true sense of distance and direction, and destroying completely any idea of the nature of the landscape through which the roads ahead passed. One man even suggested to Quinn that he might want to break his journey and resume the following morning. ‘In the light,’ he had said. The sun was falling rapidly and most of the route ahead would not be illuminated. It was as Quinn considered the wisdom of this that an announcement was made telling them they were all free to continue their journeys. They were exhorted to drive safely and then warned of the new speed limits ahead.

That had been two hours ago, and now Quinn sat by the side of the narrow, unlit road, uncertain of his way ahead, and again watching the rain as it blew against the windscreen in sudden squalls.

His destination was clearly marked on the map. Roads led in and out of it from all directions – three major routes and twice that number of lesser connections. The motorway, though still marked, had effectively ended two pages previously, and Quinn could not now accurately locate himself on the intervening pages. He told himself he had a good idea of where he was, but that was all – an idea, a notion; wishful thinking, perhaps – something he could neither be certain of nor confirm against the other marked places. It was a rare and unsettling experience for him to be lost like this.

By now the light in the west had almost gone, reduced to a vivid orange glow along the horizon, a dividing line, soon also to be lost to him, between the land below and the sky above. There was no lake, no estuary – simply an undifferentiated expanse of terrain much the same as that which surrounded him now on the rising hillside.

In the far distance – a distance that appeared to Quinn to be beyond the divide of the briefly lit horizon – there were a few widely scattered and intermittent lights: towns perhaps; and perhaps if he looked closely enough, the lighted courses of other roads. But nothing of these clusters or their connections seemed permanent to him, flickering and dying, brightening and then fading as the greater light above them also failed.

Quinn switched off the engine and waited for several minutes in the ensuing silence. He had blankets – from long experience of countless other journeys to these distant places – and he had food and drink. He checked the car’s power levels and then searched on the radio for a local news station. The autoscan ran from one end of the waveband to the other. Nothing. A few half-heard voices, whispers in the dark, the same few repeated phrases from unfixed transmitters. He took out a torch.

He switched from news to music and the screen told him that none of the usual sound-sleeves were currently available to him. Another technical error. Meaning that the department responsible for re-licensing the sleeves had either omitted to do this or was saving money by cancelling something most employees might now provide at their own expense. Quinn pushed his card into the slot and it was immediately returned to him. His choice – though not yet made – was unavailable. No charge had been debited.

He slid his seat back and lowered the headrest. An indicator warned him that the doors were not yet locked nor the alarm set. He pressed the single button which provided these functions, cancelled the alarm and then cast what few onboard lights remained into darkness.

It was not yet five in the afternoon, but already it felt to Quinn like the middle of the night. The middle of the night in the middle of nowhere, and he was lost in both. He pointed his torch outside, watching through his own vague yellow reflection as its beam ran back and forth over the wild grass. There was now no definition whatsoever to the land around him – a falling slope below and a rising slope above; a road which curved behind him into the darkness and the day that had just passed; and the same road somewhere ahead of him, another curve, and another lost perspective and unguessable miles.

He watched the swaying grass for a moment and then lowered the torch. Twisting in his seat, he directed the light into the rear of the car, to the cases of files stacked there, facing him like a row of mute children. A dozen rolled charts lay where they had fallen from the seat to the floor.

After a while the rain eased, and only the soughing of the wind remained. In places above him, again towards the west, where all light had finally been extinguished, there were clearing patches of night sky and the stars in their scatter of constellations were already showing through. He was able to identify those outlines he knew – had known since he was a boy – and in the absence of any other identifiable features closer to him, he felt strangely reassured by this.
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He was woken by a sudden loud banging close to his face. He had slumped in his seat and lay with his arm folded awkwardly beneath him, his shoulder hard against the door. The banging continued and he pushed himself upright. Two faces were pressed to the window, their foreheads and noses flattened by the glass. A film of condensation made them hazy. Quinn looked ahead of him and saw others standing in front of the car. He held up his hand to the men at the glass and they withdrew. He switched on the pre-ignition and lowered the window. The two men took several further paces back at this. The cold morning air stung Quinn’s eyes.

He opened the door and eased out his legs, rubbing the cramp from his thighs and calves.

‘We just arrived,’ one of the men told him, as though Quinn might understand this, as though he might even form some part of their reason for being there.

‘I was lost,’ he said. He looked around him and noticed others on the hillside above.

The two men exchanged a glance. They wore fluorescent jackets and were evidently there to undertake some kind of work.

‘Then you probably still are,’ one of them said. He gestured for the men on the road to join those on the higher slope.

‘Lost where?’ the second man asked Quinn.

Again, Quinn searched around him. He told them his destination, and upon hearing this, the two men relaxed and then laughed.

‘Not as lost as you think,’ the first said. ‘Round that next bend and you’re as high as the road goes. You can see the place beneath you. If you’d kept going, you’d have been there in two minutes.’

Quinn looked in the direction the man indicated, but saw nothing, only the same barren hillside and its incised road.

‘You can’t see it from here,’ the man said. He seemed offended now, as though Quinn didn’t believe him.

‘He’s right,’ the other said. ‘Two minutes.’

Quinn looked again to where he imagined he’d seen the lights of other towns and roads the previous evening, but there was nothing, only a vast expanse of near-level land surrounded by other hills, and the equally vague lines of other roads and paths.

‘What’s over there?’ he asked the men.

Both of them looked.

‘Not much.’

‘What you can see.’

‘I thought perhaps the town was in that direction,’ Quinn said.

‘Already told you – round the next bend.’ The man looked past Quinn into the car, nudging his companion upon seeing the cases and charts in the rear.

‘I thought I saw lights,’ Quinn said, unaware of the men’s new interest.

‘Once, perhaps,’ one of them told him. ‘One or two isolated places at the bottom of the hill. They went fast enough.’

‘And beyond?’

‘The flooding, mostly. Or just enough of it to make life that little bit too uncomfortable to stay. Fifty years ago, you’d have seen nothing but lights.’

Up on the slope, others left the small group and came forward. Several of the men nodded at Quinn but no one else spoke to him. In addition to their jackets, most of these men wore chest-high waders; some of them wore helmets with Perspex visors. A stack of shovels and pick-axes lay at the roadside.

A burst of static interrupted Quinn’s thoughts and one of the men beside him fished inside his jacket for the radio attached there. He silenced the static and shouted into the mouthpiece. Then he pushed the receiver to his ear, screwing up his face at what he was clearly having difficulty hearing, ducking his head out of the wind and pressing a palm to his other ear. After a minute of this he switched the radio off and refastened his jacket. The others watched him without speaking, waiting for whatever he might be about to reveal to them.

But the man said nothing.

‘What?’ his companion asked him eventually.

‘Couldn’t hear a’ – and here he omitted a profanity solely in deference to Quinn – ‘word. Probably just someone checking that we’ve arrived and that we’ve started work. They probably want us to—’ He stopped abruptly and looked pointedly at Quinn. ‘Is that why you’re here?’ He nodded at the cases. ‘Are you Ministry? Come up to join the others?’

Uncertain of precisely what he was being asked, Quinn hesitated.

‘Look,’ the man said, and held out his watch to him, a mixed note of anger and pleading in his voice. ‘Nine. They wanted us to start at eight, but we couldn’t pick up any of our stuff at the depot until then. How are we expected to start work at eight if we can’t get anything out until then? Is that why you’re here?’

‘What are you supposed to be doing?’ Quinn asked him. It was the safest response he could think of.

‘Don’t you know?’

‘I think you’re mistaking me for someone else,’ Quinn said.

One of the men cupped a hand to his mouth and whispered to the other. Both smiled at whatever was being said.

‘You’re not Land?’ the whisperer said.

‘“Land”?’

‘Land Ministry.’

Quinn shook his head.

‘Your Toxic people are here working on some of the landfills. Christ knows why. Trying to make out it’s all routine. It’s nearly seventy years since some of them were last dug and filled. Seventy years. And now they come all this way to check if there’s anything still there?’

‘I’m not Land,’ Quinn said. ‘Is that what you’re doing?’

The question surprised and further amused the men.

‘He wants to know if we’re digging up the landfills,’ one of them called to those still waiting on the hillside, causing more laughter.

‘We’d be kitted out from head to foot if we were working on the toxic stuff,’ the other man told Quinn. ‘Got men and women on those sites walking round like spacemen – sealed helmets, the lot, oxygen or whatever pumped into their suits. Besides, they wouldn’t let us within a mile of the place. Restricted Access, three-sixty, left, right and centre.’ He paused. ‘So what are you here for?’

This time Quinn tried to avoid the question by asking the man with the radio if there was a strong signal on the hillside.

‘Hardly any at all,’ the man said. ‘Not so bad down in the town, but nothing up here. Up here we mostly just go through the motions so that the calls get logged.’ He tapped the hidden radio. ‘Mostly we’re just left to get on with things. They tell us what to do and, by and large, we do it. Yesterday they called us back early because of the rain – or at least that’s what I thought they were doing.’ He grinned at the men around him. ‘Turns out they just wanted to know how we were getting on. Easy enough mistake to make on a cold, wet, miserable hillside at this time of year when you’re up to your knees in muck and water.’ He waited until Quinn understood what he was saying.

‘And you walk to and from the town?’ Quinn asked him.

‘We walk. You think they’d waste fuel on this kind of work? Come far?’

Again the question caught Quinn unawares.

‘I was travelling all day yesterday,’ he said.

‘“Travelling”?’

‘Driving.’

‘Pity, then, that you didn’t get round the next bend.’ He turned back to his companion. ‘What kind of traveller stops short of the last bend in the road?’

‘It was dark,’ Quinn said. But in their eyes this only weakened his argument. And raining, he wanted to add. And windy. And I’d come three hundred miles to a place I’d hardly ever heard of before, let alone visited.

On the hillside, the other workers started to make their way further up the sodden slope, forming a line as they went.

‘What are—’ Quinn started to say.

‘Clearing out the drainage,’ the man with the radio said. ‘Don’t ask. Drainage, here. What channels? You wouldn’t even know they were there if they weren’t marked on their precious charts.’ He tapped another of his pockets.

‘May I see?’ Quinn asked him.

‘I thought you said you weren’t anything to do with it.’

‘I’m not.’

After a minute, the man took a piece of folded paper from his pocket, opened it out and held it to the roof of Quinn’s car. He ran a finger across it, tapping various locations.

‘That’s where you’re going,’ he said. ‘And this is the road. We’re here.’

It was a mostly plain sheet, not even marked with contours, only a succession of dotted lines formed into a pattern running from the top right to the bottom left.

‘It doesn’t show much,’ Quinn said.

‘How much do you need? That’s the town, that’s the road, this is the hill. It’s more than you knew before you looked at it.’

Quinn conceded this. ‘And the dotted lines are the drains?’

‘So-called.’

‘Can you find them? On the ground, I mean.’

‘Some. The rest we guess at and dig out anyway.’

‘To what end?’

‘To get the water running to where it’s supposed to run.’

‘I.D.E.,’ the other man said mock-seriously. ‘Increased Demand Elsewhere. I.D.E. Stamped all over the permits and work-sheets. Same old lie. When did you last drink something clean and cold out of a tap?’

And because Quinn hesitated at this, the other man said, ‘See?’ and then ‘Right,’ and then motioned to his companion that they should join the others walking up the hillside. Some of these men had already spread out and had started digging in the knee-high grass.

‘Are they working in the right place?’

The man with the chart took it from the car roof and folded it back into a small square. ‘It’s dotted lines on a blank sheet,’ he said. ‘Course they’re digging in the right place.’ He turned to Quinn and gave an exaggerated wink. ‘You know what I’m saying, right?’

‘I imagine so,’ Quinn told him.

‘No – I said you know what I’m saying, right?’

Quinn was surprised by the sudden hostility in the man’s voice.

‘I understand you perfectly.’

‘See?’ the man said immediately to the other. ‘If he says we’re digging in the right place, then we’re digging in the right place.’

Quinn understood then that they still believed he was in some way connected to their work on the hillside, and that little of his story about being lost there had been accepted by them.

Several of the men on the slope started to sing in unison, their voices rising until, exhausted by their digging, they one by one fell silent.

‘Round the next bend?’ Quinn said to the man with the radio.

The man was exasperated at being asked this again. ‘If you miss the place then you’re more lost than you ever imagined you could be. You should have come in on the far road. They spent a fortune elevating it. It’s still clear of the water. A much better road than this one. I’m surprised no one bothered to tell you.’

‘I didn’t know,’ Quinn said.

The man considered him for a moment and then shook his head. ‘You know now,’ he said, then turned and walked up the hillside to the others.
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He reached the brow of the hill and again pulled to the side of the road. The whole of the town lay before him, half a mile ahead and surrounded by the same low hills which bordered every horizon. The place was enclosed by a recently built and almost perfectly circular ring road, and its centre marked by the only four- and five-storey buildings. Its parks and open spaces were vividly green, even at that leafless time of the year, and from where he sat, Quinn could also make out the winding course of a river as it breached the ring road and made its way through the buildings to the far side of the town, its sinuous line metallic in the morning sun. Individual roads were also evident, particularly those radiating outwards from the periphery, still illuminated by high lights along their centres.

Warehouses, large stores and industrial estates followed the ring road for much of its circuit. Beyond these was open, empty land, deserted yards and car parks; further out still there were scattered farms, each with its own lesser network of hedges, walls and access roads. A grid of masts rose in a regular pattern across the whole place, heliographing their presence in the rising sun. Quinn switched on his phone and saw that the signal had returned.

Smoke rose from the chimneys of some of the scattered buildings, and to the far side of the town, close to the ring road, a column of much thicker and darker smoke poured from a large blaze. This rose to the height of the nearby hills, where it then levelled out and hung in a barely disturbed pall over the land below. It surprised Quinn to see such a blaze, especially so early in the day. He was surprised, too, to see the dense, hanging mass of smoke while the wind still scattered the lighter cloud above.

Immediately within the peripheral road lay a broad band of housing: crescents, circles and cul-de-sacs; thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of near-identical homes in familiar patterns. Trees grew among these, and smaller patches of green lay in a regular configuration among the dwellings.

He retrieved the atlas and aligned it to the scene before him. He learned the name of the river, several of its larger tributaries, and the names of the surrounding low peaks. A railway line was marked as ‘disused’, as were mines – ‘disused’ and ‘abandoned’; Quinn wondered at the distinction, at the same time knowing that someone, somewhere, would once have made it and for a very specific reason. Another watercourse ran in a straight line through a tunnel directly beneath where he now stood. He searched around him for some indication of this – markers, perhaps, of the buried course – but could see nothing.

He saw the three major roads leaving the place, one in each direction except west, further dividing the landscape into its near-geometric segments. Looking back and forth from the reality to the map in his lap, Quinn imagined the planning processes whereby the town had come into being. Whatever its history or distant origins, everything now seemed orderly, subservient to more recent designs and needs. He felt reassured by this unconfirmed understanding; it was part of his own reason for being there.

Close to the centre of the place, this outer, converging pattern lost some of its outline clarity: buildings rose and obscured others, and roads were lost in the buildings’ depths; the river ran shining into this jumbled heart, disappeared and then appeared again further on, resuming its course in the direction of the great fire. Quinn saw from the atlas that the river ran from east to west, that it rose amid the higher peaks in the east and then wound its ever-slowing way towards the sea. He turned back the pages and followed it to its estuary, childishly satisfied at having done this. Its source was harder to locate as the blue line narrowed and divided into ever thinner lines. He might as well have been looking again at the drainers’ chart.

A stream ran down the hillside alongside him, channelled into a concrete culvert. He could hear the water from where he sat. Perhaps the young river had been supplanted by the road following the same course and was now diverted away from it. He guessed from everything he saw around him, and from the noise of the rushing water, that the place was a wet one. His sensored wipers swept back and forth every thirty seconds. It was no longer raining, but the air was still damp and there was moisture in the breeze.

The town sat at the centre of the page on which it appeared, and no other place even a fraction of its size existed close by; the nearest was over thirty miles away, beyond the encircling hills. And twenty miles beyond that lay the merged and seemingly endless conurbation of the Far North-East.

Individual farms were named, along with the sites of other lost, smaller places. A disused power station was marked. The cuttings and bridges of the vanished railway were also still indicated, along with all the forgotten places that had once been its lesser stations. It felt strange to Quinn, looking at a map so cluttered and confused by the past.

He was distracted from the atlas by the sound of an approaching car, and he watched as the vehicle climbed slowly towards him. Reaching him, the car slowed and then drew alongside him where he sat. The driver lowered his window and then both he and his passenger looked pointedly at Quinn. Neither of the two men spoke to him, however, and after a minute of this silent inspection they continued past him.

Quinn waited until the car was lost to sight before continuing down the slope.

A few minutes later, a flashing sign announced that he was approaching the ring road. He came to the junction and was held there as sparse traffic passed in both directions. And even when this cleared, and nothing appeared for a further minute, he was still held at the junction.

He considered turning on to this road, perhaps driving in a full circle around the town to familiarize himself with the place, but even as the thought occurred to him the signal changed and he was allowed to cross.

Immediately across the intersection, he saw a garage ahead of him and, checking his fuel gauge, he pulled on to the forecourt, where he was the only customer. He drove to the pump closest to the building, took out his fuel card and went inside.

A girl sat at the till and a youth stood close beside her. Neither of them looked up at Quinn’s approach. The girl was reading a magazine and the boy was looking over her shoulder. They wore identical tunics and caps, both of which bore the logo of the fuel company. The girl, Quinn saw, had unfastened several of her buttons and the boy’s eyes flicked from the pictures in the magazine to whatever else she might have been revealing to him.

‘Morning,’ Quinn said loudly.

The girl looked up at him and the boy took a step away from her.

‘Which fuel?’ Neither she nor the boy looked out of the window to see where his car stood. ‘You do know that eight to twenty aren’t working?’

‘Functioning,’ the boy corrected her.

‘Functioning. Eight to twenty. That’s most of the bios.’ She looked at Quinn for the first time.

Quinn motioned to his car. ‘Number one,’ he said.

‘He’s right,’ the boy told her.

Quinn laid his card on the narrow counter. The girl took it and slid it through the first of an array of terminals.

‘Nothing,’ she said.

Quinn heard the single beep and saw the flash of red light.

‘It’s a Ministry fuel card,’ he said.

The girl blew on the card and slid it through another of her terminals. The same beep and flash.

‘It’s still not registering,’ she said.

The boy took the card from her and studied it closely, as though expecting to identify some fault on it. Then he flicked it back and forth along the line of his fingers, annoying Quinn, but clearly hoping to impress the girl with this trick. The girl, however, refused to respond to this. She glanced at Quinn and shook her head.

‘Can you try it again?’ Quinn suggested. One of the machines would allow him to authorize the fuel credit.

‘That’s your problem, see,’ the youth said, laying the card back on the counter with a slap, his fingers still moving as though he were repeating the trick. ‘You’ve come to the wrong place. We’re not Government accredited any more. We lost it.’

‘Lost what?’ the girl said.

‘The Government account. They took it away.’ To Quinn, he said, ‘You can still do it on a personal card. You won’t get as much, but it’s do-able. Depends on how far you’re going, I suppose.’

‘Is there still an accredited garage in the place?’ Quinn asked him.

‘Course there is. Far side. I sent the others there when they arrived and wanted to—’

‘So are you from the Ministry?’ the girl asked Quinn, interrupting the boy, and appearing to be genuinely interested to know.

‘Course he is,’ the boy said, unhappy at having lost her attention.

‘The Land people?’ she said.

Quinn asked the youth where the accredited garage was, and instead of telling him the boy pointed to a map of the town taped to the wall behind him.

‘Can I take one of those?’ Quinn said. ‘On my own card.’

The boy pulled a map from a dispensing rack and held it on the counter, firmly weighted by his hand. Only when Quinn’s card was accepted did he slide the map across to him.

‘I thought they’d got all the maps they needed,’ he said. ‘Never seen so many maps. So-called experts, lost in a place like this. You want to know anything, you should ask me. Born and raised here, hardly ever left the place. I know every street, every building.’ Again this was intended to impress the girl, and again he failed.

‘I’m looking for the mayor,’ Quinn said.

‘What mayor?’ the boy said immediately.

‘His name’s Greer.’

‘Greer? Is he the mayor? I didn’t even know the dump had a mayor.’

‘He’s everything else,’ the girl said to Quinn, ‘so he might as well be mayor too.’ She held his gaze and he suspected she wanted to say more to him, but that the boy’s presence prevented her.

‘So what is it, anyway?’ the boy said. ‘Mayor. What would that involve exactly?’

Quinn wasn’t certain. The role, he imagined, was now wholly ceremonial and symbolic, and he knew little of whatever true or administrative powers these figureheads might still possess. All he knew for certain was that the man called Greer had been designated his First Contact in the place, the starting point for his audit. The same man, in all likelihood, to whom the Land people had also been directed upon their own earlier arrival.

‘Just expensive dinners and ribbon-cutting, is it?’ the girl said knowingly, smiling.

‘Going to be a lot of that kind of thing round here,’ the boy added absently.

‘So is there a Town Hall?’ Quinn asked the girl.

‘Part of the Administrative Centre. A room full of old woodwork and statues.’

‘I could give him better directions than a map,’ the youth said, increasingly exasperated at his continued exclusion.

‘Ignore him,’ the girl said to Quinn. She leaned forward in her seat and said, her voice now mock-conspiratorial, ‘He’s only here because I’m a trainee.’

Hearing this, the boy said, ‘Trainee Supervisor. That’s me. This is on-the-job training.’ He invested the phrase with a lascivious edge.

‘Like I said, ignore him,’ the girl repeated.

‘So Mayor Greer definitely exists?’ Quinn said. It was all he needed to know.

‘I’m not certain about the “mayor” part,’ she said. ‘But Greer definitely exists. You’d be hard pressed to miss him in this place.’

‘They’re sorting out all the landfill sites,’ the youth said. ‘You know that much already.’

Quinn wondered what the remark was intended to prompt.

Then the boy said to the girl, ‘He’s part of it all. He’s Ministry – he must know Greer, so why all this, eh?’

The girl considered Quinn for a moment, but remained silent.

Quinn said nothing to rebut the remark, this unfocussed accusation, choosing instead – as he always did these days – to navigate alone and unaided through all other suspicions, beliefs and considerations. He took back his card.

‘Sorry about the fuel,’ the girl said. ‘If it was up to me …’

‘But that’s just it – it isn’t, is it?’ the boy said. ‘You forgot to press “Transaction Completed”.’ He reached over her and pressed the key, leaving his arm on her shoulder for longer than was necessary. ‘That’s a “Cumulative Failure Factor”. You only need three of those on any one session and you’re back where you started.’

The girl turned to face him. Quinn waited to hear what she might say. She drew back her shoulders and again the youth’s eyes tracked up and down.

‘So, are you going to fail me, then?’ she said, pausing, and then adding, ‘Thought not.’

Quinn left them and returned to his car. In all the time he’d been there, no other vehicle had arrived on the forecourt.

He waited a moment, unfolding the map and laying it over the atlas on the seat beside him. The girl was watching him through the window. He raised a hand to her and she returned the gesture.
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The traffic towards the centre of town was as sparse as it had been at the periphery, and Quinn passed quickly through the outer estates. Most of the housing sat with its back to the road, and with screens of high conifers protecting it further from what little noise the traffic now generated. Most of the trees were top-heavy, and with limbless lower trunks. These cast a stroboscopic pattern of light and dark across the road Quinn followed, a pattern so dark and sharp-edged that he almost expected to feel it through his tyres as he drove.

Beyond the houses, the traffic increased and was more regulated. He entered a one-way system, guided left or right every fifty metres, and delayed by further signals at each intersection. Every second signal, he saw, informed him that, whatever his eventual destination, he was now also en route for the Administrative Centre. Judging by the prominence and frequency of these markers, it seemed as though a preliminary visit to the place was almost obligatory. Perhaps it was. Wherever he travelled now, these rules and regulations disguised as courtesies were endlessly observed.

Delayed for longer than usual as a signal changed ahead of him, he lowered his window and considered the buildings on either side of the road. He was following a line of shops. Most, he saw, were empty; some were boarded up; others had metal security grilles fixed across their doors and fascia; yet others were more obviously derelict and abandoned, their doorways open, their windows broken and their interiors dark. And between the buildings were empty sites, many of which had already been cleared of rubble or whatever had once stood there and then been fenced against further trespass. Hoardings announced that some of these sites had already been acquired for development; others showed giant pictures of this coming future: new offices and malls, copses of trees, clear blue skies and golden suns.

Immediately alongside Quinn stood a deserted garage, its pumps and canopy still intact. A line of abandoned cars lay across its frontage, most of their frames rusted and blackened by fire.

He was distracted by the horn of a car behind him, and he looked in his rear-view to see the driver jabbing at the changed signal.

He crossed the junction, the following car close behind him.

At the next fork in the road, instead of continuing with the flow of traffic towards the centre, he turned to the left. Here the cars disappeared completely, and he wondered if he’d missed a No Entry sign. He followed the road for several minutes before deciding to stop and re-orientate himself.

He pulled into a vast car park and drove to its centre. The space was surrounded on three sides by the high, sheer walls of windowless buildings – warehouses, he supposed, or some kind of light industry. A notice asked him to park carefully and considerately between the lines, and to take into account the size of his vehicle when choosing an appropriate space. Quinn guessed that there were a thousand empty bays around him.

Leaving the car, he walked to the open side of the space, following a low white rail to a flight of galvanized steps.

Climbing these, he found himself above a river – the same one, in all likelihood, that he had seen from the hillside. There were no banks, only shaded, moss-covered walls rising from the water to where he stood above it. The water was dark and slow, its depth impossible to guess, though he imagined this to be no more than a few feet. To his right was a weir, over which the river flowed in a smooth brown curve, foaming and eddying where it landed. Downstream, the water was channelled even more narrowly and then lost to his sight. A succession of thick silver pipes, each with a spiked collar, crossed the water from one blank wall to another. A thick scum had formed on the water below the weir, and this and other flotsam snagged against the walls.

Leaving this vantage point, he returned to his car, pausing at the top of the short flight of stairs to see if he could identify his route out of the car park and back to the centre. Whatever happened next, he knew, had an irreversible and inevitable predictability to it. He understood that. And he understood equally well that all he was doing now – his diversion, the car park, the cold walk above the dirty river – was delaying that inevitability, delaying setting in motion the machinery he was there to set in motion, putting off his encounter with Greer, a man whom he had never met – and indeed whose existence he had known nothing of before his own assignment there had been confirmed twenty-eight days earlier.

He tapped his jacket pocket and felt the envelope which he would be obliged to immediately hand to Greer upon meeting the man. Confirmation of his – Quinn’s – authority, along with the more detailed authorizations relating to all that he was now about to undertake in the town as its appointed auditor. And Greer would smile and take the envelope from him – this baton of transferred responsibility accompanied by its usual cold embrace – and he would smile and thank Quinn and offer him every assistance. A small ceremony, but a necessary one, and as vital, perhaps, as a starting pistol to a race.

He was distracted momentarily by a car entering the space below him. It looked to Quinn like a police car with an orange roof, a black stripe, and with identifying numbers stencilled across it. It approached his own car and drew up diagonally behind him, as though to prevent his departure. After a minute, two men emerged from it, went to Quinn’s car and looked inside. They then searched around them and Quinn felt certain they would notice him where he stood. But they were not serious in their search and neither man saw him; they returned to their own car and left the empty space.

Quinn knew that his registration number would have been logged. Perhaps Greer already knew of his arrival in the town; perhaps that was why the police car had been sent; perhaps Greer had watched him arrive and now believed him to be lost; perhaps he was even trying to become actively involved in all those preliminary courtesies – to disarm Quinn, or to persuade him. Or perhaps simply to let him know exactly where he now was, and how far from the true source of his power and his authority he had come.

This tangle of speculation made Quinn laugh aloud, and he listened as an echo of this laughter came back to him from the high walls downriver.

This was his seventh assignment that year. He counted on his fingers and tried to remember where all the others had been. His last audit had been in the South-West, as far south and west as it was still possible to travel on major routes. And it occurred to Quinn only then that he had never before been assigned to anywhere as far north as where he now was. Much further, he guessed, and any place worthy or capable of major development would come under the jurisdiction of the Scottish Parliament and its own Audit Ministry.

Webb, Quinn’s immediate superior, had assigned him to this audit, and it had struck Quinn at the time that the man had confirmed the appointment as though he were doing Quinn a great and personal favour.

Quinn and Webb had started at the Ministry at the same time. They had trained together and then worked together during the first major phase of redevelopment. Quinn had once considered the man his friend. They had socialized together, visited each other’s homes; their wives and daughters had known each other. And then Quinn had lost his own wife and daughter and all this easy socializing had come to an end. Things changed. Quinn changed. A long period of enforced leave for Quinn, followed by an even longer period of stagnation. Promotion for Webb and prestigious overseas postings; no more hands in the dirt for Webb, just the power to appoint and to delegate and to watch.

Quinn was one of twelve. The Disciples. Twelve senior auditors – always four trainees or probationers to this higher echelon; always four men and women – men like Quinn – beyond their Long Term Award Designations. Always some old wood to cut out or to allow to fall, and always some new shoots pushing up strong and vigorous into the light.

At first upon his return to work, Quinn imagined that he too might be sent overseas, perhaps to audit one of the new dependencies, of which there were an ever-growing number, and which accounted for an increasingly large part of the Ministry’s work. So-called ‘Holiday Postings’: clean sheets, first assessments, a palm drawn cleanly and firmly across the map to smooth out all its creases.

But this was not what Webb had given him. Instead he had sent him to other places like this. Places like this, where the map was about to be screwed into a ball and then discarded like a small lost planet, and where the world was waiting to be built anew. And Quinn remembered everything about the moment when he was told about this latest destination: the arm Webb had laid across his shoulders, the tone of his voice, the shade of past intimacies, the way Webb had joked about having to look the place up on an old map. And then the way Webb had taken that very map from his drawer, positioned Quinn and himself directly over it and repeatedly jabbed at the place from above as though his finger were a falling stick of bombs dropped on to the town from a great height to strike and obliterate its centre.
OPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
   
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSI BOOKS

Salvage

Robert Edric






OPS/images/fm2.jpg
V

Doubleday

St R D s TR





OPS/images/fm1.jpg
Mixed Sources
productroup fomwell mansged
oretsndomrconoled e

wnfscorg Cert o THCOC2133
e






