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As to what hour it might have been I had no idea, except that it must have been some hour of the night. But it might have been three or four in the morning just as it might have been ten or eleven in the evening, depending no doubt on whether one wondered at the scarcity of passers-by or at the extraordinary radiance shed by the street-lamps and traffic-lights. For at one or other of these no one could fail to wonder, unless he was out of his mind.

‘The Calmative’ by Samuel Beckett

 

 

Only let the material interests once get a firm footing, and they are bound to impose the conditions on which alone they can continue to exist. That’s how your money-making is justified here in the face of lawlessness and disorder. It is justified because the security which it demands must be shared with an oppressed people. A better justice will come afterwards.

Nostromo by Joseph Conrad
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Boxer, Beetle

The Teleportation Accident




Day 1

12.49 a.m.

When he first sees her, Raf is sitting on a washing machine about to swallow an eighth of a gram of what is apparently a mixture of speed, monosodium glutamate, and an experimental social anxiety disorder medication for dogs. That, anyway, is what it sounded like Isaac told him, but the music in the laundrette is pretty loud and he wonders if he might have misheard. The powder has been divided between two cigarette papers and then the cigarette papers have been folded up and twisted to make those tight sealed parcels that always remind him of pork wontons, and Isaac has already gulped down his wonton, but Raf still has his in his hand, because he can’t stop staring at the girl by the door. She’s half white and half something else, maybe half Thai; and she has one of those faces where the entire bone structure seems to ramify from the cheekbones in such a way that the result looks like a 3D computer graphic from the eighties because it’s composed of such an economical number of sharp, flat planes, except that the angles are confused here by strands of long black hair escaping from where she’s pinned the rest of it up at the back of her head; and she has a small mouth folded towards a natural semi-pout that must be a good shape for when she’s pretending to disapprove of something while trying not to laugh; and she’s wearing a black hoodie unzipped over a slouchy grey vest. There are about sixty people dancing in the corridor of space between Raf and this girl, like a rush-hour Tube carriage that’s learned to vibrate to a determinate rhythm, and he considers pushing through them all to talk to her – ‘Will you immediately become my wife?’ – but then Isaac knocks him on the arm with a plastic water bottle to hurry him up. Without breaking surveillance, he takes the bottle, puts the wonton in his mouth, washes it down with a gulp of water, and leans over to shout in Isaac’s ear, ‘What did you say was in this?’

‘What?’

‘What did you say was in this?’

‘Speed, monosodium glutamate, and an experimental social anxiety disorder medication for dogs.’

‘What’s social anxiety disorder?’

‘What?’

The sound system isn’t even that loud but the room’s so small that the treble pushes at the sides like a fat toddler stuffed into a car seat. ‘What’s social anxiety disorder?’

‘I can’t hear you. Come outside.’

Raf reluctantly follows Isaac out into the little paved yard behind the laundrette where a few people are chatting and smoking. Upside down in the corner is one of those white polypropylene slatted-back chairs that colonise faster than rats, lying there in the incredulous posture of an object that is almost impossible to knock over but has nonetheless found itself knocked over.

‘What’s social anxiety disorder?’ Raf says again. From here he can’t see the girl.

‘Shyness, basically.’ In recent years, Isaac explains, a lot of American vets have started to diagnose the condition in pet dogs, and as a result a range of competing psychiatric prescriptions have now been brought to market. As for the rest of the mixture, he has no explanation for the monosodium glutamate, unless that’s just to bulk it out, although in that case it’s difficult to say why, out of all the available inert white powders, the manufacturers have chosen to use monosodium glutamate in particular. (Raf almost wonders if it could be a joke about the wontons.) And it has some speed in it because everything has some speed in it.

‘What’s it going to do?’ Raf says.

‘It’s like really bad ecstasy.’

For a long time Raf had thought of ecstasy as a substance so synthetic it was almost a pure abstraction, so it surprised him to learn from Isaac last month that the reason there’s no good ecstasy in London at the moment is that two hundred and fifty drums of sassafras oil, which in the old days was thought to cure syphilis, were confiscated at a port in Thailand. To find out that ecstasy – like cocaine, like opium, like marijuana – comes from a plant that grew in the ground is to find out that angels have belly buttons. (Speed, by contrast, is made out of ephedrine, which can be extracted from certain shrubs but nowadays is almost always made out of laboratory chemicals instead, so like some theorem in vector algebra the drug owes nothing to the outside world, unless you followed the chain all the way back to the hydrocarbons they take out of crude oil.) Strange, too, to think of the million flirtations that won’t be consummated, the million dawns that won’t be watched, the million comedowns that won’t be endured just because a guy in Laem Chabang neglected to pay a bribe or another guy refused to take one. No politician at a WTO conference ever had so much power. The drug trade, Isaac told him, is the first globalisation of the emotional life.

‘When is there going to be good ecstasy again?’ Raf says.

‘Maybe never,’ says Isaac. ‘We need to get hold of some glow.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You know, that new stuff. Barky said it was the best thing he’d ever taken. Ever in his whole life.’

‘Does he still have any?’

‘I think so.’

‘Is he coming here?’

Isaac shrugs. ‘His phone’s off.’

The reason the owners of this laundrette are allowing a small rave to take place here tonight is so they can sell drugs to the crowd, but all they have is cocaine, ketamine, and a new ecstasy understudy called ethylbuphedrone that you can buy legally over the internet from laboratories in China, none of which are of any interest to Raf. Looking around, he feels, not for the first time, a mild bitterness that he wasn’t born twenty years earlier, when a night out would have been all about snowy Dutch MDMA in a giant import warehouse near the M11, a drug culture so good that people wrote memoirs about it, instead of these self-administered double-blind trials in a twenty-square-metre urban utility. How was London reduced to this?

Quite soon, Isaac follows him back inside, and Raf sees that a boy and a girl have stripped down to their underwear and climbed inside one of the big spin-dryers to kiss, their skinny limbs struggling for purchase on the inside of the drum like test subjects in some astronautical study of the sexual possibilities of small cylindrical spaces. They, at least, have taken something good, or maybe not something good but at least something they’ve never taken before. The DJ is playing a track that Raf has heard on Myth FM a lot. He climbs up on top of the dryer, above the perspiration troposphere, to look around for the girl from before, but he can’t see her anywhere so he just stays up there to dance.

 

2.12 a.m.

When Barky does arrive he still wears flecks of shaving foam on both ear lobes like little pearl studs, so maybe, like Raf, he got out of bed only a short while ago. In his wallet there are three more wontons wrapped up in a shred of orange supermarket bag, one dose of glow for each of them. About half an hour after Raf took that previous compound, he started to feel a change, but so weakly that he wasn’t even sure, like when you go into a room and you think you can feel a cold draught but no windows are open and it might just be your imagination. Then it was gone again. So he’s excited about trying Barky’s novelty, and he’s about to swallow some and get back up on the dryer when he feels a touch on his arm. He turns.

It’s that same girl.

She leans to talk into his ear and he watches a soft shine skate across the film of sweat on her clavicle.

‘What is that?’ she says, which is a lot better than the expected ‘Why were you staring at me like a psycho before?’ She must have seen him take the wonton from Barky.

‘Glow,’ he says.

‘Is your friend selling it?’ She has an American accent.

‘No.’ But there’s no way Raf is going to leave it at that. He’s had girls flirt with him just for drugs before, of course, and maybe that’s what she’s doing, but in that case she doesn’t know the rules, because there’s no empty smile, no hand alighting provisionally on the small of his back. Plus, what if she is? He once slept with an Icelandic girl he met like that at a party. So he hopes he’s not being a total dupe when he says, ‘Do you want some?’

Now she does smile. ‘No, that’s OK.’

But he takes her hand and presses the wonton into it. ‘I’ve heard this stuff is amazing.’

‘What?’

Should he suggest they go outside so they can hear each other? No, not yet. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Cherish,’ she says, or that’s what it sounds like. Is that a name? ‘What’s yours?’

‘Raf.’

‘Do you have any water?’

‘Just a second.’ He turns to Isaac, but he doesn’t have the bottle any more, and Barky doesn’t have one either. Raf thought he saw a half-empty lemonade up on one of the washing machines, but he can’t see it now. And when he turns back, the girl has vanished again, like the ambiguous chill of the pedigree psychotropic. He asks Isaac and Barky where she went, but neither of them were watching. And Barky doesn’t have any more glow to spare.

 

5.37 a.m.

Raf stumbles out of the laundrette to find himself engulfed in flowers. It’s as if some phenomenological anode inside him has been swapped with its cathode, so that every sensation is replaced by another of exactly inverse quality and equal intensity: petals for skin, perfume for sweat, cold for heat, silence for noise, anthocyanins for disco lights. Only after a moment does he realise that on Saturdays there’s a flower market on this road, so they’re unloading the tulips and daffodils – and sure enough, just at that moment the silence is broken by the trundling of a steel trolley as it comes down a ramp behind him. He breathes in deeply and then walks on down the road to the bus stop where he can catch his night bus.

Isaac and Barky have already left the rave. For a while, they said they weren’t feeling anything from the glow, and Barky also had a gram of ethylbuphedrone, so they all resorted to dabbing some on their gums, which always reminds Raf of rubbing salt and pepper into a flank steak. But then straight after that, too soon for it to be the ethylbuphedrone, the other two had run out into the yard and started vomiting ballistically over the concrete. Between spasms, Barky said the glow they’d taken must have been fake. It occurred to Raf that if he hadn’t even heard of glow until tonight, and yet some opportunist was already selling a fake version, he must be badly behind the times. And then he realised with horror that somewhere the American girl was probably throwing up too because of drugs he’d pushed on her, and she only had about half Barky’s body mass, so a poison could kick her twice as far. Even if he ever found Cherish again, she’d never want to speak to him.

Now, coming down from the ethylbuphedrone, Raf just feels bleached and fidgety, and he decides he probably didn’t have a chance with her anyway. When the bus finally arrives, its windows are bright like a goods vehicle hauling not flowers to market but bulk photons. He gets on, nods to the driver, beeps his Oyster card, and climbs the spiral staircase up to the top deck. What he sees there startles him so much that he forgets to hold on to the vertical handrail, so when the bus halts at a junction he nearly topples forward.

A fox sits there, about six rows back. Every hair in its orange coat burns with a separate flame, and the reflection of a street light outside the window is curled up inside each of its round black eyes like a pale girl in a spin-dryer. Raf has never noticed before that the white fur of a fox’s snout and belly is sprinkled over its eyes, too, to make two oversized brows, and as it considers him this one wears an expression of detached scientific interest. The animal couldn’t have got past the driver, he thinks, so it must have jumped on at the exit doors when someone got off. As the bus accelerates again, he sits down, and the fox turns from him to look out of the window. A scent reaches Raf’s nose, muddy and petroleous, a savage hydrocarbon with no derivatives. No other passengers get on, and when the automatic loudspeaker announces in her broken diction that they’ve arrived at



















































































AFTERNOON, SUPPOSEDLY

Isaac has been following the white van for nearly five hours. Because he already knows the route the van is taking – þjóðvegur 1 loops around Iceland like a giant M25 and there’s no other sensible route from Reykjavik to Dalvík – he hasn’t needed to stay within sight of it all the time, so it’s possible that the other driver won’t even have noticed him. While he’s been driving, the sun has hauled itself up to the parapet of the horizon, hung on there panting for a while, and then fallen away with a bronzy moan of resignation, leaving no trace but the last drag of its fingernails in the clouds to the south. Now it’s night again. During that long fermata of dusk, when the motorway was snaking alongside what he is reasonably confident in identifying as a fjord, he saw four ponies grazing on the hillside opposite, bearlike in their winter duffles, not far from a gingerbread farmhouse with a red roof; some of the time this place could pass for a kind of steroidal, mythic Yorkshire. In his wallet he has the phone number of a tall blonde he met at the airport whose genotype must be perfect in the same way that the circles and squares described in mathematical proofs are perfect. She told him four or five times how to pronounce þjóðvegur but he couldn’t even get the first syllable right.

Somehow even in the darkness you get a sense of the huge cliffs rising over Dalvík across the bay. On the approach to the harbour Isaac pulls closer to the white van, because for the first time he doesn’t know exactly where it’s going and he doesn’t want to lose it among the warehouses and containers and derelict fishmeal plants. This must be one of those Icelandic towns that over the course of the previous decade started to feel a bit embarrassed that it was good for nothing but fishing and now is learning to feel proud of that again. The van carries on all the way to the second-farthest jetty, where a boat is already waiting for its exceptionally precious cargo. Isaac parks not far away. For a little while he’s worried that there’ll be no one here to meet him but then there’s a knock on the window. He gets out of the car. When Raf gives him a hug they’re like sumo wrestlers in their jumpers and parkas. Out here it’s several degrees below zero and a razor-edged wind is blowing in off the water.

‘Jesus, I can’t believe this is really where you live now,’ says Isaac.

‘I live down the road.’

Isaac saw a sign for Akureyri just before he turned off the motorway. ‘Yeah, but I mean, Iceland. The sixtieth parallel. This time of year it must be like living in one of those West African cities where they get only about ten minutes of electricity a day. Except instead of electricity it’s daylight.’

‘You should have been here in June.’

If he ever had to acclimatise himself to a new latitude, Isaac thinks he would do better than Linnaeus’s tea but not nearly so well as Win’s glo. Shivering, he looks over at the van. ‘Ready for this, then?’

By now the bearded driver has opened the back and a second man has come down the gangway of the ship to help him unload. From inside the van comes a mess of noises. As Isaac and Raf come near, the other two men turn to see what they want. ‘Já?’ says the driver.

Isaac watches Raf take a moment to decide how to put this. The harbour lights cast long shadows. ‘I’ve come to say hello to my dog.’

‘Sorry?’

‘I just want to say hello to her on the way from the van to the boat.’

The driver shakes his head. ‘The animals have to be taken directly to quarantine on the island.’

Driving here, it occurred to Isaac that if he were the government of Iceland he would quietly ensure that Hrísey were set up to receive people, too. Coronavirus was coming eventually and you couldn’t be too careful.

‘I don’t need to take her out of the transport kennel or anything,’ says Raf.

‘They’re not allowed any human contact. That’s the whole point. I hope you didn’t come all the way from Reykjavik for this?’

‘I did,’ Isaac says. ‘Listen, he hasn’t seen his dog in more than six months. He’s not going to see her again for another month after this. The dog doesn’t know where in fuck’s name she’s been taken and she also doesn’t know if she’s ever going to see this guy again in her life. Just let them say hello to each other through the little grille.’

This was the best plan that Raf and Isaac could come up with. If they understood more about how the Burmese got Win to London, or how the Serbians later got him to Majdanpek, then maybe they would have known how to smuggle Rose to Akureyri, perhaps using some sort of intermediate safehouse on the Faroe Islands. But they didn’t. For an animal to enter Iceland legally, it needs to obtain a sheaf of certificates and a microchip in its ear, and there wasn’t time for any of that before Raf fled London at the start of the summer. To be safe, Isaac couldn’t follow too soon, because they didn’t know who might still be watching. So he waited six months and then organised Rose’s emigration. When she passed all the blood tests, Isaac assumed it could only have been because veterinary science did not yet have the means to detect or even really conceptualise the pandemonium of spores and endoparasites surely languishing in her tissues after a lifetime on the streets of south London.

Then Raf could have gone down to Reykjavik this morning, but because of security there would have been no way for him to get into the section of the airport where the pet chaperones wait to get their certificates checked before their pets are taken into thirty-day quarantine. And they had discovered that, of the two competing accredited quarantine stations in Iceland, the cheaper one happened to be on an island less than thirty miles from the town where Raf was living. So it made sense, relatively speaking, for Raf to meet Isaac here at the harbour.

‘Please,’ Isaac says. He tried to get the blonde at the airport to teach him how to say ‘We would be eternally grateful’ but, again, it was too hard.

The driver looks at the other man and then back at Isaac and Raf. ‘If you are here when we take the dog out of the van . . .’ He shrugs his shoulders. ‘Well, then you are here.’

When the Icelanders start loading the transport kennels on to the boat, they work much faster than Isaac was expecting, and he can’t ask them to slow down in case they change their minds. So for a while he’s worried that Rose might slip past them like a drum of sassafras oil past a customs check. But in fact when the seventh kennel comes out of the van, it starts shaking and barking as if it’s warming up for a thermonuclear fusion reaction. Rose has caught Raf’s scent. So the Icelanders lower the kennel to the ground and Raf gets down on his hands and knees for the prison visit. This reunion can’t be that satisfying for either of them, but at least it might give Rose a bit of hope for the future while she’s serving out her sentence so far from her friends.

Isaac’s going to miss Rose too, of course. He’s already thinking about getting a pet to replace her. For a while he wondered about a star-nosed mole, and did some research into moles in general, but he’s now more interested in naked mole-rats, which aren’t actually related to moles but are singular in various ways. First of all, a naked mole-rat looks like a wrinkly cock with fangs, and mole-rats are the only mammals that have queens and workers the same way bees and termites do, so a photo of a naked mole-rat nest reminds him of a nineteenth-century Toyokuni woodblock print that Hiromi once showed him, depicting the ‘penis god’ and his offspring. Second, naked mole-rats never get cancer, which is pretty weird. Third, the skins of naked mole-rats don’t have a neurotransmitter called substance P that administers pain in other animals. Because the lack of ventilation in their nests fugs the air down there with carbon dioxide, a lot of acid builds up in their tissues, and if they had substance P then they would be in constant discomfort.

To Isaac this is an example of evolution’s brusque mercy. Evolution hasn’t bothered to prevent human childbirth from being agonisingly painful, because the pain of childbirth doesn’t make a woman any less likely to reproduce. But it has gone to some lengths to soothe the pain of these mole-rats, like a boss who grudgingly lets you have a nap every three and a quarter hours because it might make you more productive. The more Isaac reads about the question of consciousness, the more persuaded he is that the shortest route to the answer will come from understanding the relationship between the functional roles of pain and pleasure and their phenomenology – between what purpose they serve in the brain and what they actually feel like. The subjective experiences of colour and pitch and temperature don’t seem to have any intrinsic meaning, any intrinsic push. But the subjective experiences of pleasure and pain have ‘Yes!’ and ‘No!’ built into them. How can that be? How can banal matter achieve that?

After a while Raf reluctantly gets back to his feet and waves goodbye to the kennel as it’s taken off down the gangway. The Icelanders seem to relax a bit now they’ve seen that Raf was sincere, and when they’ve finished with the kennels, the driver says, ‘Where are you two from?’

‘London,’ says Isaac.

‘But I live in Akureyri now,’ says Raf.

‘Oh, I went to London once! Great for clubs.’

‘Yeah, I put on some nights myself,’ says Isaac.

‘Have you been out in Reykjavik yet?’

‘We’re going to drive down there tomorrow night.’

‘Do you want to buy some glow?’

Isaac exchanges a bemused look with Raf. ‘There’s glow in Dalvík?’

‘A friend of mine has a lab nearby.’

‘How much?’ he says.

‘Fifteen thousand kronur for a gram.’

‘That’s a lot.’

The driver smiles. ‘This is Iceland.’

‘Yeah, but it’s not like your friend is paying VAT and import duty,’ Raf says. ‘Ten thousand.’

In the end, Isaac and Raf hand over twelve thousand kronur, partly just for the sheer novelty of buying phenylethylamines in Dalvík harbour. They say goodbye to the Icelanders – although the man from the boat still hasn’t spoken a word – and then get back into the hire car to warm up while they watch the ark set sail for Hrísey.

‘Six months ago no one outside London had heard of glow,’ Isaac says. ‘And now it’s here?’

‘The Serbians were never going to be able to keep it themselves. We knew that.’

‘MDMA took seventy years to get popular. And do they even have foxes around here?’

‘Arctic foxes are the only mammals that got to Iceland before people did. I’ve seen them a few times but it’s not as cool as seeing a fox in London. Do you still want to go and watch the northern lights tonight?’

‘Of course I fucking do. I brought a VLF receiver. We should take some glow, too.’

‘But glow only works with artificial light,’ says Raf. ‘That’s what everyone says.’

‘First of all, I never really believed that anyway, because how would that work, scientifically? Second, the aurora borealis is nitrogen and oxygen atoms giving off photons as they return from an excited state to a ground state. That’s just like fluorescent tubes, LEDs, cathode rays. The northern lights are a lot more similar to artificial light than they are to sunlight.’

‘OK, well, we can give it a go.’

They decide to drive back to Akureyri to have dinner first.

‘So what’s it actually like to live here?’ says Isaac on the way. He’s realised that the black ice on these roads is mostly harmless until it smells fear.

‘Nice. Boring. Cheaper than Reykjavik, which is useful – I’m doing more rendering work than I used to but the money’s still crap. And some English teaching.’

‘Are you going out with anyone?’

‘I was for a bit. But she broke up with me a couple of weeks ago.’

‘Shit, really? Do you avoid her?’ Isaac knows what Raf is like.

‘Are you joking? Akureyri is tiny. There are only four bars. And only one of them’s open after three in the morning. I see her all the time. It’s OK, though.’

‘And how’s your menstrual cycle?’

‘I don’t notice it so much,’ Raf says.

‘Like you were hoping?’

‘Yeah. In the middle of summer and the middle of winter everyone’s rhythms are erratic here. You get up. You go to sleep. It’s day. It’s night. The clock isn’t so important.’

‘Did you know that all moles – except Japanese and American shrew-moles – are equally active day and night? They just come out whenever they feel like it. You could find acceptance among the moles. You, the moles, the Martians, and the northern Icelanders.’

‘Thanks, mate. That means a lot.’

They eat bad hamburgers in Akureyri, fill up the car at a petrol station, and drive halfway back to Dalvík to get some distance from the town’s gentle light pollution before they pull off to the side of the road. Isaac reluctantly takes off his woollen gloves so he can make the two quarter-gram tortellini of glow that they’ll wash down with local beer.

‘I can’t believe after all this time I’m finally going to find out what this stuff is like,’ Raf says.

‘These are for Theo,’ Isaac says, clicking his beer can against Raf’s.

‘These, and all the rest.’

While they wait to come up, Isaac puts the batteries into his VLF receiver, which he ordered from one of the same websites from which Myth FM sometimes used to buy its spare parts. With the right equipment, the aurora borealis is not only visible but audible, a celestial radio station transmitting on the same marathon wavelengths that government time signals use to keep radio clocks synchronised with atomic clocks. And indeed before they see the lights they hear them, like dead leaves crunching under someone’s boots as birds whistle and peep in the background. Only much later does the sky begin its dim emerald churn.

They get out of the car for a clearer view, and while it’s probably not the most spectacular display in the history of the auroral zone, it’s still enough to make Isaac wish he could see it every night for the rest of his life. He thinks of the afternoon nine or ten years ago that he bunked off school with Raf to go to Nunhead Reservoir. They climbed in through a gap in the fence and sat down together on one of the graffiti-covered concrete hatches at the top of the mound, not so much to watch the sun go down as to watch the city light up afterwards. The two of them had only just started to become friends and when you’re a teenage boy it doesn’t feel quite right to admit that you’ve gone to a lot of trouble just for a nice view. But that afternoon it was fine. He’s missed Raf these last few months and he’s glad to be here with him now as the magnetosphere smoulders far above.

The ‘glow’, on the other hand, has done absolutely nothing. ‘Those guys ripped us off,’ he says, lurching from foot to foot to keep warm.

‘I don’t really care,’ says Raf.

‘No, me neither. They let you see Rose.’

‘Yeah. By the way, how are the Japanese girls?’

‘I’m sorry to say this but they’ve really let themselves go in the last few months.’

‘Seriously?’

‘No,’ says Isaac. ‘As always, they are magnificent.’

The signal on the VLF receiver is getting even stronger. Isaac imagines the neurons in his visual cortex sparking in patterns that mirror the ionisation in the sky, just smaller and with a bit of a lag, like a little girl dancing in front of a pop video on TV. ‘You know he said the lab was “nearby”? I bet it’s on that island somewhere. Can you think of a better place for it?’

So far tonight they’ve hardly spoken about what happened in May. Talking about the past with Raf isn’t always easy. He can be surprisingly bitter for someone so young. Nostalgia’s like an ImPressure• network: most of the database is harmless but there are connections you don’t expect and you’re never more than a couple of clicks away from the high-value targets, the redacted entries. Isaac decides not to put it off any longer. ‘You know Lacebark are getting taken over byXujiabang Copper and Gold?’

‘Fuck, I didn’t know that.’

‘Announced this morning.’ But nothing has ever come out in the press about Lacebark’s activities in the Concession or in London. Isaac knows Raf sent anonymous tip-offs to a lot of journalists and bloggers. But it was hard to be sure how much to explain to them. If you tried to dump the whole story at once, there wasn’t much chance they’d believe it. And there was no real evidence to attach as ballast. The video with the foxes has disappeared from YouTube and Raf never had a copy of the original Pankhead email that got Fourpetal involved.

‘Do you know what’s going on at the farm now?’ Isaac says.

‘About a month ago I got a private message on Lotophage from Win. He said he’s still out there with Jesnik making glow. He sounded cheerful. But apparently Fourpetal’s gone. One night he stole the keys to one of the four-wheel drives. They have no idea where he went.’

‘Have you heard from anyone else?’

‘No.’

‘What about Cherish?’

Isaac feels as if it’s all right to ask the question because Raf seemed so equable about his ex in Akureyri. But his friend doesn’t answer and Isaac doesn’t want to press him on it. So for a time the silence between them is broken only by the chirruping of the lights in the sky.




 

6.03 a.m.

The problem started when rumours reached the camp of what had happened in Mauritania. Three weeks ago, after the collapse of their financing, a Chinese oil syndicate had abruptly pulled out of the country, leaving behind nearly a hundred low-grade private military contractors who had already been hired as security for the project. The rations began to run out, and the men soon realised that they were not going to be paid the wages they were owed, nor were they even going to be flown home. They’d been abandoned like a litter of kittens. So they spent a few days half-heartedly pillaging the countryside before they were dispersed by a series of confrontations with the army, and by now most of those who hadn’t already been killed or jailed had reportedly found their way to the streets of Nouakchott, where they were eking out the money for plane tickets by any means they could. There is no such thing as a consulate for mercenaries.

When Bezant’s boys found out about this, they started to worry that the same thing might happen to them. That was nothing new. Mercenaries on deployment are always needy and neurotic. In other circumstances, instead of indulging them, Bezant would simply have reminded his boys that Xujiabang Copper and Gold was not some tinpot oil syndicate, that its annual turnover exceeded Guinea’s entire GDP, that the cash registers in its staff canteens were more solvent than most of the banks in their home countries. In other words, they should shut up about Mauritania because they were certainly going to get paid. But then Angus Yu announced that to ‘restore confidence’ they were all to receive an immediate advance on their wages. He hadn’t consulted Bezant and it made the entire command structure look feeble.

What arrived on the courier plane last night was not even a steel briefcase, just a white cardboard mailing box, as if someone had ordered a pair of high heels off the internet, and inside that a mylar bag, and inside that a few dozen vacuum-sealed stacks of hundred-dollar bills. Because the box was too big to fit in any of the camp’s safes, three men were posted outside the door of the metallography shed, which nobody ever uses, to guard the box until the money could be disbursed. Bezant did not mention to those men that he was going to spend the night dozing on a camping mat in the nook beside the eyewash station. So when Angus Yu comes into the windowless shed just after six o’clock in the morning, he must be expecting to have the place to himself. Bezant waits until Yu shuts the door and flips on the lights before he gets up from the mat with a pantomime of yawning and stretching.

‘G’day, Angus,’ he says. ‘Have you brought me breakfast?’ 

To watch Yu flail is going to be a real pleasure. Since his arrival he has been so prissy and condescending and autocratic that Bezant sometimes lulls himself to sleep with fantasies of feeding the boy limb by limb into the impact crusher. He can’t do anything of the sort, though, because Yu is the son of one of the vice-presidents of Xujiabang Copper and Gold. For this princeling who spent four and a half semesters at Harvard to have been sent to manage a mine in Guinea, he must have done something exceptionally naughty. Someone must have died, maybe on American soil, maybe in baroque circumstances. Yu knows nothing whatsoever about mining, and although he once announced that he was ‘too busy’ to appraise himself of the difference between Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Equatorial Guinea, and Papua New Guinea, he spends most of his time here watching sitcoms and video chatting over the satellite broadband.

Admittedly, Bezant doesn’t have much to do here either. It’s quiet out on these scrubby hills. There have been a few silly rumours about the Gandayaw Liberation Organisation operating in West Africa, but he knows for certain that the cunt who called himself Zaya has been dead of unknown causes since at least the start of the year, so Bezant isn’t exactly gnawing his phalanges off with apprehension. And the workers here are docile. The turquoise pills that arrive on the courier plane every week make sure that they don’t sleep and they don’t make mistakes and they don’t complain. They might look like voodoo dolls of themselves by the time their contracts finish, but Yu claims the pills are chemically analogous to the nootropics some of his friends used to take when they were studying for exams at Harvard, so they can’t be so bad for you.

Still, Xujiabang are keeping those prescriptions a secret. They’re even more obsessed than Lacebark were with ‘process efficiency optimisation’, but they also don’t want the reputation for human rights abuses that was just beginning to break out like herpes sores on Lacebark’s face before the takeover. Last year they announced with plenty of fanfare that they would welcome inspections by human rights charities and television crews even at short notice. Apparently the first of these inspections took place at a mine back in Shaanxi. Because Xujiabang had access to the NGO’s email servers, they knew about the visit several weeks in advance. So they simply built a second mine, a temporary fake, a few miles away from the real one. The inspectors never knew the difference. Bezant has heard that a lot of the people who used to work on MOUT training facilities for Lacebark are now doing set design and special effects for these Potemkin mines, including one English guy whom everyone calls either the Invisible Man or the Gimp because on sunny days he walks around in one of those latex masks that Chinese women wear at the beach to avoid getting a tan. The investment’s worthwhile because they won’t have to play the trick many times. When there’s too much good news people lose interest.

‘Who opened this package?’ Yu says, pointing at the box that sits on the steel table in the middle of the room. Predictably, he’s going to try to bluster his way out of this, but when he’s nervous he keeps shooting the cuffs of the shirt he wears under his ridiculous designer blazer.

‘I did,’ says Bezant.

‘You aren’t authorised to open it.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘I should have been present.’

‘I counted. There’s three hundred and fifty grand in there. That’s five thousand each for seventy men.’

‘So?’ Young Angus is now alternating between his cuffs with such force that he looks like a skydiver trying to deploy a faulty parachute.

‘As you know, there are only forty-eight grunts on site at the moment. So we only needed two hundred and forty grand. That’s a difference of a hundred and ten. You must’ve thought no one would check the paperwork. Like one of those Chinese restaurants where they don’t bother to itemise the bill so you never know if you’re getting ripped off. Is that where you learned how to do it? The old moo shu switcheroo, eh?’

‘That is racist language,’ said Yu.

‘So you’re desperate. You owe someone a bundle. Fair enough. What I don’t understand is, how can it be so urgent? Whoever it is, they’re not coming to collect. We’re in fucking Simandou.’

‘You should leave right now.’

‘Listen, Angus, we both know what you were going to do and we also both know I can’t prove anything. But if you think you’re keeping any of this, you’ve got tailings for brains. And you’ll show a little bit more respect from now on, eh?’

Since the takeover Bezant has been trying to learn Mandarin from a language tape but it doesn’t cover any of the words Yu is muttering as he leaves the shed. For an instant before he slams the door a rectangle of dawn nudges limply at the fluorescence within. After making sure the latch is closed, Bezant retrieves his rucksack from the nook beside the eyewash station and goes back to the box on the table. He’s in the process of counting out the twenty-two stacks of bills he’s going to take back to his quarters when he feels something hard against the back of his neck.

‘That doesn’t feel like a firearm,’ he says evenly.

‘It’s not,’ says the person behind him. ‘It’s a cordless rivet gun. It won’t make much noise. Put your hands behind your head.’

She has an American accent. He doesn’t recognise her voice.
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