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Part One


The Ministry
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Chapter 1 – Promotion
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My name is Rowan Webb. If you're reading this account, it probably means that I'm dead.

That's... inconvenient.

Actually, thinking about it, it's more likely that Dave Elkington's nicked my journal and passed it around. If that's who you got this from, then give it back and go and tell Dave what I think of him, the thieving bastard.

I digress.

Pythia's belatedly recommended that I keep a record of everything that's happened as there's sure to be some sort of enquiry. It would have been nice to know that when this all started, but hey, better late than dead.

Speaking of which, if you're reading this posthumously as part of an investigation, I want to make one thing absolutely clear. You must be in no doubt about it. I was put in an impossible position due to the actions of one individual. Yes, of course, it's all Dave Elkington's fault.

That might be a little unfair. He was only following Dad's orders, and no-one knew the bigger picture back then, but this is my journal, and I call the shots.

Right, it's time to play catch up. I'll have to go back to where this all started in those dim and distant days when my designation was XD4.1.2, and I was sharing an office with my close colleague, XD4.1.1 – AKA Dave Elkington, naturally. The bastard.

*
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I WENT INTO WORK EARLY on that momentous day, intending to use the time alone to get my thoughts aligned for the trials ahead. Life wasn't going to be the same afterwards. I knew exactly what would happen.

Yeah, right.

In my defence, my hubris was a product of a privileged upbringing, something I only vaguely acknowledged back then. It wouldn't be too long before Tia set me straight on that, but until then my life had gone pretty much to plan. It wasn't even my plan really, I was being sucked along in my father's wake. Ultimately, Dad was my boss at work and at home.

I guess I should give a bit of context here, seeing as this account could well end up outside of Portsea. I can imagine the government in Emforth wanting to know what happened at some point. After all, I pretended to be from there for a while.

Have I mentioned that I have a tendency to digress?

My job at the Portsea Ministry of Information was in the middle of a sprawling complex of low brick buildings that straggled along the top of the hill above the main Portsea town centre. I bet you think, 'Ministry of Information, how dull,' and for the most part you'd be right – except for my division. Yes, nearly everyone in the Ministry spends their waking hours ensuring 'open and transparent two-way communication between Ministers and the community,' or some such uninspiring mission statement, but my division gets to leave our desks, go undercover in the community and have a bit of fun. I mean, diligently carry out our assigned responsibilities.

To reach the office, my journey from the luxurious home I shared with my Dad meandered through the narrow streets of the town, surrounded by an eclectic mix of old and new buildings. It was gloriously random: thatched and tiled roofs variously supported by wooden, red brick or plastered walls, often painted a discordant mishmash of colours.

That was nothing compared to the view that emerged once I started walking up the hill towards the Ministry complex. It never ceased to humble me. 

Beyond the Ministry premises, the hill disappeared off a white cliff which plummeted to the flooded remains of the old city. Amongst the carcasses of buildings rising like gravestones from the sea were scattered the decaying remnants of deserted islands. Blocking the view to the horizon, the dark mounds of the Wight Rocks protected the coast from the worst of the angry sea.

The visible destruction of the past serves as a constant reminder to keep our world safe, not to backslide into the ancient ways. At least, that's what Dad never fails to tell me whenever he gets the chance. He's probably right. I'm lucky to live in such peaceful, settled times – or at least I thought I was. It's easy to become complacent when things seem stable.

After that view, it always feels a let-down to arrive at work as the modern Ministry buildings haven't been well maintained. The brickwork is crumbling away, the uniformly uninspiring beige paintwork along the central corridors of each block is grubby and flaking, as are the faded cream office doors. Any enthusiasm I manage to muster on my walk to work is quickly suppressed.

Today, to really cap it off, blocking the corridor ahead of me was the dishevelled figure of Dave Elkington. 

Have I mentioned him before?

There he was standing outside Norman Taylor's office decked out in his trademark threadbare brown cardigan – all pasty white skin, greasy blond curls and sloped shoulders. He looked embarrassed as he saw me heading towards him, although my empathy received more of a sense of resignation.

'Good morning, 1.2,' said Dave. 

His forced levity was so obvious it was painful. 

'Morning, 1.1,' I replied in the same tone. 

We had such endearing names for each other. Then again, I wasn't going to call him XD4.1.1 in full every time.

I joined him in looking reverentially at poor Norman's door; it seemed appropriate, today of all days. The nameplate simply read Norman Taylor XD4.1, underneath which we'd stuck a paper sign: RIP.

It was less than two weeks since our boss, Norman Taylor, had died unexpectedly from a heart attack. I know it's not fashionable, but I'd really liked the guy. He was firm, forthright, yet quietly supportive. You knew where you stood with him, but you always felt he was on your side. And now he was gone.

That left an XD4.1-shaped hole in the division, one I was determined to fill. I was the best person for the job, obviously, and had sailed through the early application stages. Today was the day of the final interviews for the position of Head of Section, with the ultimate reward of dropping the last digit from my designation. 

I'd started out working here as an Assistant Information Officer with the snappy designation of XD4.1.2.2. After a couple of promotions, I'd managed to pare it down to XD4.1.2, but now was the time to trim it a little further. There was only one other person left standing, one other contender who could block my way onto the next rung of the ladder.

You've guessed who it is, haven't you? If not, here's a clue: it's an anagram of Elke Davington.

'Shall we take a look, Elks?' I said.

'Good idea, Ro,' he said.

'Rowan,' I replied. 

He knew I hated shortening my name, but I really shouldn't rise to it.

I waved my hand to open the door and stood back to let Dave in first. The office wasn't significantly larger than the one Dave and I currently shared, but whoever was the new section head would have the luxury of a room all to themselves. It had already been cleared of Norman's personal stuff. All that remained were a couple of empty filing cabinets, a large wooden desk, and three chairs. 

Two things made the office particularly magnificent. Firstly, there was an impressively sobering view out towards the sea, if you ignored the wire fence in the way – definitely much better than the earthen bank we've got on the other side of the building. Secondly, it had wall-to-wall carpet, a luxury most people didn't even have in their homes. Obviously I did, but it felt a hedonistic delight to have it at work. All we had in our current office were bare tiles, and half of those were cracked. Admittedly this dark green carpet was a little worse for wear, but still.

Dave stared gloomily at Norman's chair.

'I guess you'll be sitting there by the end of the day,' he said.

'I'm not counting my chickens,' I said, having already counted them several times. 'Could be either of us.'

'Yeah, right,' said Dave. 'They'll be too scared of your Dad to pick anyone else.'

It was a fair point, but I hoped he was wrong. I've told my father often enough I want to make my own way, and he always avers – in his usual pompously overbearing manner – that he'd never dream of intervening on my behalf. That doesn't mean the influence isn't there.

'You know I've told Dad not to interfere,' I said. 

I'm not sure I even convinced myself. My Dad, Brett Webb was the big cheese, the Minister of Information, good old XD himself. I never had any choice but to snake my way into the Ministry once I was of age, but I was determined to climb the ladder on my own merit. 

It was a bit of a bugger that career advancement usually needed someone above you to die, and then we could all shuffle around to fill in the gaps. Naturally, we supportively refrained from stabbing each other in the back – at least while anyone was looking.

As the most senior officers in the section, the role of Norman's replacement was always likely to boil down to a choice between the two of us. Despite Dave being a year older, I'm convinced my record was better than his. I've certainly had a wider range of hands-on experience, a lot of it out investigating in the community, but who knows how these committees make their decisions.

'You think that matters?' said Dave. 'They know who he is. They know who you are. That'll be enough.'

I bent over and picked up an invisible object from the carpet, proffering it to him. He glared back at me blankly.

'It's your chip,' I said. 'It just fell off your shoulder.'

Without speaking, he wheeled and left the office.

OK, I admit it – I could be an insufferable jerk back then, and this was me on one of my better days. I can look back on it now and clearly see how complacently arrogant I was, but that was about to change. I would get my comeuppance from all directions, and I can't say I didn't deserve it.

Don't get me wrong about Dave Elkington. I'd got on pretty well with him over the years we'd worked together, and we'd both risen to the head of a relatively efficient section in the Ministry, investigating and correcting misinformation whenever it reared its ugly head out in the community. It could be tough at times when out in the field, but I had to admit that it was rewarding to know we played a part in stopping petty divisions from turning into big fractures out in the town. On the whole, it was a happy place, and we'd played a part in that.

It was inevitable really that our career progression would always stand between us, with the expectation that I'd be ahead of him in the queue thanks to my father. He was probably right, although I'm sure I'd be there on merit anyway.

I followed Dave down the corridor and into our office. He sat behind his ramshackle desk and was aggressively opening the brown envelopes in his in tray. I could feel how annoyed he was. It had been one step too far at the wrong time.

'Sorry, Dave,' I said, using his real name for effect. 'Look, it's going to be a tense day for both of us. That was my fault, sorry. Truce?'

He looked up and smiled thinly.

'Sure.'

He returned to sorting through his remaining mail from the previous day. I joined him with my own pile. It was the usual routine for most things: check your name was scrawled on the circulation list pinned to the envelope, open it, scan its contents to see if it was vaguely relevant, decide it wasn't, put it back in the envelope, scrub your name from the circulation list, float it to the out tray by the door, forget it ever existed as soon as Thelma took it away on her mail trolley.

Dave Elkington abruptly stood up.

'I'd better be off,' he said. 

He was right. The appointed time was approaching, and his interview was scheduled immediately before mine. That was good. He'd be out of my hair for a while to let me get my thoughts in order.

'Good luck,' I said.

'Thanks. You too.'

I genuinely did wish him good luck – despite everything, he was a decent guy. As long as my luck was better than his, of course.

*
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I ALLOWED AMPLE TIME when my appointment neared. The interview was to be held in the Ministry HQ which, with typically good planning, was the building at the far end of the site. Wouldn't it have made more sense to locate it in the middle to reduce the average journey time? Once I become the Minister, it's on my list of things to fix, along with a subsidised bar in each building.

I wandered down the corridor and out the far end of our block, into the next block which housed XD3, out its far end, into the block housing XD2, out the... you get the idea. All the buildings were identically beige and battered, lined up like dutiful bridesmaids to the HQ at the head of the procession. 

The only thing that changed from one block to the next was the imposing presence of the Portsea Castle ruins beyond the perimeter fence. Its increasing proximity dominated the scene.

The castle was shrouded in mystery. Another ruin of the old world, it perched at the peak of the hill above the flooded city. The lower area of the keep was enclosed by a stone wall capped by crumbling crenellations. It skirted around until it met the face of a rocky promontory, atop which loomed the shell of the main castle building. Although closed off, it seemed uninhabitable. Yet occasionally, people could be seen making their way up the path which wended around the lower wall up to a small doorway shortly before the cliff. 

When the wind was right, voices drifted down the hill. Sounds of shouting, merriment, argument, music could be plainly heard, and figures could be seen climbing the ruined battlements. Occasionally, smoke rose from its depths as if from kitchen fires, and muffled explosions sent transient plumes skywards. It was obviously inhabited, but by whom?

OK, shrouded in mystery might be a bit of an overstatement. I've never really tried too hard to find out, and it was more fun to speculate. I'd asked Dad, and he said it was on a need to know basis. He clearly knew but didn't think my 'but I really need to know' was a good enough reason to answer. Pompous git.

The favourite rumour was that it was the home of X, our nameless, faceless president who covertly runs everything and keeps all the Ministers from XA to XG in check. That may be true, but X seems to be a bit of a party animal if that's the case. Personally, I reckon it's a bunch of druids squatting there, and everyone's too afraid to ask.

Yes, I know. I'm digressing again.

Emerging out of XD1's block, I finally reached the larger HQ building. More accurately, it was the home of the Minister. As well as being where XD – AKA Dad – could be found, it also housed the XD0 section which controlled the most vital activities of the Ministry. Admittedly, that included all the admin staff, but also the people without whom everything would rapidly grind to a halt: the cleaners, cooks and mail staff. And most critically, that was where the canteen and the solitary bar were located.

Sadly, there was no time for the bar. I made my way directly to the conference room where the interviews were being held. There were two straight-backed wooden chairs placed either side of the entrance door, so I took the hint and sat on one. According to the loudly ticking clock on the opposite wall, it was ten minutes before mine was due to start, so I waited, studiously avoiding eye contact with the zombies passing up and down the corridor before me. 

No, not actual zombies, I'm talking about the poor admin staff. Their work is so dull, I feel sorry for them, having to cope with it day in, day out. No wonder their eyes are permanently glazed over. 

Look, I had no idea that I'd soon come across real zombies. I'd much rather face up to these admin staff, even after handing over an incorrectly completed expenses form.

I waited. 

The chair soon became incredibly uncomfortable. Ten minutes after my interview was supposed to have started, I stood up and walked around stretching my back. They must be giving Dave quite a grilling. Should I be worried? They evidently hadn't dismissed his application yet if it was still going on.

After pacing up and down for a while, I retook my seat. A few more minutes later, I opted for a change of scene and moved to the other chair. It was even more uncomfortable. I was just about to move back when the door opened. A shattered Dave Elkington walked out and collapsed into the other seat, looking even pastier white than usual.

'How did it go?' I said.

'OK,' he said. 'I think. That was tough.'

'Anything I should know?'

He grinned wearily and shook his head.

'I'm not allowed to talk to you.'

'Nothing?'

'Nope,' said Dave. 'Well, other than I've been told to wait here. They'll call us in again afterwards to tell us the result.'

'That quick?' I said. 

It was a genuine surprise. The square wheels of the Ministry didn't usually turn that fast.

'You know it's been decided already,' said Dave. 'This is just going through the motions to put on a show.'

I shook my head but didn't know what to say. Luckily, the uneasy silence was cut short when the door reopened, and I was summoned into the room. It was gloomy inside, lit only by natural light streaming in through the skylight on a cloudy day.

I instantly recognised the tanned features of the XD4 division head, Courtney Godel, who'd be my immediate boss after promotion. Next to him was the paler Martha Deveson, XD4.2, one of the other section heads under Courtney who'd be a direct colleague. It made sense they'd be on the interview panel. 

They were sat on one side of the long wooden conference table next to a total stranger with dark brown – almost black – skin gleaming from a bald head. The fourth person was sat away from the rest and looked vaguely familiar. I was sure he worked in the admin section and appeared to be there to write the minutes, so I could safely ignore him.

'Come in,' said Courtney. 'Sit down. Thank you for coming. Would you like a glass of water?'

'Yes, please,' I said as I sat in the slightly more comfortable chair directly opposite the three of them. 

My mouth was already feeling dry. I'd need a drink if my interview was as long as Dave's.

The bald stranger looked towards the tray on which stood two glasses and a water jug, and narrowed his eyes slightly. One of the tumblers rose up until it was near the top of the pitcher. Water arced out of it as if being sucked along an invisible tube and splashed gently into the glass, stopping the moment it was full. The tumbler floated towards me and settled on the desk near my right hand.

'Thank you,' I said, trying not to let my jaw drop open. 

I'd never seen a telekinetic ability so precisely deployed before. To be honest, I didn't know it was even possible – most of us struggle to turn a door handle at the best of times.

I sipped it while trying to regain my equilibrium and took a sneaky peek at their moods with my empathy. From Courtney and Martha, I only received an ambiguous sense of calm, as if none of this really mattered. That might have annoyed me, other than the fact that I could read absolutely nothing from this unexpected stranger. It was as if he had no emotions whatsoever, or as if he wasn't actually there.

Courtney, who had been rifling through the pack of paperwork before him, looked up and smiled unconvincingly.

'I'm sure neither Martha nor I need an introduction, but please may I introduce you to Mr Bristow, the final member of this interview panel. He's here as an external observer.'

Mr Bristow nodded in acknowledgement, although given his lack of a discernible chin it was more of a slight angling of his brow.

'Pleased to meet you,' I said. I quickly weighed up whether I should be inquisitive to impress them with my sharpness, or should take things at face value. 'May I ask which division you represent?'

It certainly wasn't in XD4, and I hadn't seen him walking around the other divisional blocks, but he might be new. From the way he narrowed his eyes again in response, I feared I'd made the wrong call.

'He's from another Ministry,' interjected Courtney. 

'It begins with X,' said a deadpan Mr Bristow. His voice was unexpectedly deep as if it was emerging from his stomach, but again he was totally unreadable. I didn't know what to make of the wry humour of his reply, which totally belied his serious expression.

'Let's begin,' said Courtney. 'Tell us why you think you're the person for this job.'

That was exactly as I'd expected, and just what I'd prepared for. I spouted off my rehearsed spiel, giving all the examples where I could convincingly make it sound as if I'd been fulfilling Norman's role already – without boasting too much, I hoped. There were only a couple of interruptions for clarifications from Courtney and Martha, but nothing from this mysterious Bristow-without-a-first-name.

After that, we settled into a comfortable back and forth, with questions from Courtney and Martha for which I had confident, and usually truthful, answers. Mr Bristow said nothing but sat making delicate notes on his tiny notepad, the only thing he had with him.

The questioning started to get more thought-provoking towards the end. I kicked myself when Courtney asked his last question, one I should have seen coming. 

'You worked under Norman Taylor for several years. You know how your section works, how he organised things. Tell me, what would you do differently?' 

I wish Norman had told me more of his relationship with Courtney, I could have tailored my answer around his past gripes. I'd generally only heard good things about Courtney. I know he'd been uneasy with some of my Dad's recent edicts, which went against the 'open and transparent' part of our mission statement, but that was probably too politically sensitive for this interview. My limited personal contact with Courtney had been positive enough, so my best approach was probably softly, softly.

'Norman ran a tight ship,' I said. 'We were a well-organised section under his leadership. We all knew what we were supposed to do, and why. I'd like to use that as a starting point, maintain the status quo to ensure there are no missteps at first. I expect I'll gradually want to tweak things, but it would be a mistake to rush into them blindly, so I'd want to take your feedback on that, and that of the other section heads too.'

I nodded towards Martha as I finished. Was that too bland? Too obsequious?

'What would you do about Dave Elkington?' said Martha.

'What do you mean?'

'How do you think he will feel when you become his boss?'

Good question. I hadn't really thought about it. I did rather like her use of the word when rather than if though.

'I'm sure he'll be disappointed.'

'How will you handle it?'

'I'll have a chat with him,' I said, trying to stall until something better came to mind. 'He's a professional, I'm sure he'll take it the right way. I'll find a way to give him more responsibility.'

It was inadequate. I'd spent all the time thinking about myself in the role, I hadn't considered the impact on anyone else. Still, I'd make it work. It's not as if Dave wasn't expecting it anyway.

'Thank you,' said Martha. 'That's all from me.'

'Excellent thank you, Martha,' said Courtney. 'Before we conclude, is there anything you'd like to add, Mr Bristow?'

Mr Bristow placed his pen neatly beside his notepad. He ran his finger down the page, flipped it over, licked his finger, and flipped one more page. What an odd man – short, stout, chinless and yet he had a strange air of authority emanating from every pore. Or was that just a side-effect of his enigmatic unreadability? 

He nodded to himself, looked up and spoke in his languidly resonant voice. 

'You've spent a significant proportion of your time away from your desk, out in the community.'

He paused as if expecting me to say something.

'That's correct,' I said. 

I wasn't going to be too forthcoming until I understood what he was getting at. That had been a statement, not a question.

'Why?'

'It's my job,' I said. 'Our role is to identify and correct any misinformation spreading in the community. It can too quickly cause schisms to form, turn people against each other. We often only get the whiff of a problem at first, so we have to get out there and sniff it out. I can't do that from my desk.'

This was basic stuff. Why was he asking?

'Did you enjoy it?' said Mr Bristow.

I flicked my empathy towards him again, but his mind was still as unreadable as his face.

'I think I was very effective in that aspect of the role,' I said, uncertain what he was getting at.

'I can see that from your prior appraisals. That wasn't my question. I said, did you enjoy it?'

I'm not sure that was a question I'd ever explicitly considered. It was my job. It had been expected of me from the moment I'd been born. I always knew I'd work in my father's Ministry, he'd made that clear from the start. It was how things were, not something to be questioned. Mine was never to be a life occasionally rotating around community roles to maintain my right to the guaranteed income. Enjoyment had never entered the equation on a day-to-day basis, and yet... 

I was a different person out in the field, escaping from the sedately comfortable life under Dad's dominant influence. I enjoyed the freedom of playing a role when working undercover, although sometimes I wondered if that was the real me, and the Ministry man sat here in the interview was the pretence.

The simple act of meeting fascinating new people, with way more interesting lives than those I normally encountered, unlocked a yearning for something more – which was rapidly suppressed when I came back into the office. The memory of my mission last summer to nearby Gooseport bubbled to the surface. As if I could ever forget the lovely Tia Tobin. Ah, such sweet...

Am I digressing again?

'Yes, I did,' I said, quenching the smile that had made its way unbidden to my mouth.

'Why?'

He wasn't going to let up. It was clearly important to him. It was probably best not to mention the attraction of meeting someone like Tia while working undercover. 

'I enjoyed meeting people from less privileged backgrounds, to see what ordinary' – I inwardly cringed when I said the word – 'people's lives are like. Until you understand what makes them tick, you can't find the best way to counter the misinformation. Most of all, I liked the detective work – talking to people, gaining their trust, finding out where rumours were coming from. It was rewarding.'

He nodded, picked up his pen, made some more notes, then put it down again.

'Thank you. That will be all.'

And that was it. I was sent outside to sit alongside Dave while they made their decision. All we could do now was wait together in our shared purgatory of expectation. 

Look, I know that's pretentious, but it's better than saying we sat there shitting ourselves.
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Chapter 2 – Confrontation
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We remained poised in silence on opposite sides of the doorway, staring blankly ahead at the flaking paintwork, unsure what to say to each other.

I was unsettled by the way the interview had ended. I should have handled those questions better, but other than that, I felt I'd presented myself as well as I could. That Bristow guy was odd though.

'Have you come across Mr Bristow before?' I said, deciding the silence had become unbearable.

'Nope,' said Dave. 'Not sure what the point of him being there was. It's not as if he said anything.'

'True,' I said, lying. 

So he'd only asked me something, and even that felt like an irrelevant afterthought.

We reverted to a silent nervousness. My initial confidence wavered as the moment of reckoning approached, but I was still confident I was the best man for the job. They'd see that, surely.

Wouldn't they?

We yearned to hear the door opening, ached for the sound of footsteps behind it. Yet when it happened, we both jumped in surprise.

'Come in please, Mr Elkington,' said the scribe.

Dave was being called in first. That meant... something.

I rushed through all the permutations in my mind but came to no firm conclusion, oscillating through contradictory arguments. Still, I'd know as soon as I saw Dave's face – he could never keep a secret.

I jumped again when the door opened.

'Enter,' said the scribe.

I wondered what had happened to Dave but then caught a glimpse of his rounded back leaving through the far door with Martha Deveson. Only Courtney Godel and the scribe remained – there was no sign of the enigmatic Bristow either.

Shit.

'Please take a seat,' said Courtney. 

I did as instructed with relief. My legs felt weak, my heart beat rapidly as I held my breath.

'Thank you for your application for promotion to Principal Information Officer as XD4.1 section head. You presented yourself very effectively, and I'm sure you will make an excellent section head in the future. However, we decided to go a different route on this occasion. Mr Elkington is the new XD4.1, effective immediately.'

I'd convinced myself over the last few moments that this was going to be the outcome, but it was still a kick in the crotch to hear it. I needed to know why.

'May I ask what I did wrong?'

'Nothing wrong,' said Courtney. 'You were both excellent candidates, with differing strengths. The clincher was that Mr Elkington's skills fitted more closely with the new mandate for the role going forward. We received updated directives for XD section heads, which led us to conclude that he was the better fit.'

'New directives?' I said, suddenly feeling cold. 'Where from?'

'The Minister's department.'

'XD?'

'Presumably with his authorisation.'

'Thank you,' I said, not knowing what else to say. 

I wanted to get out of there. There was no point in trying to quiz Courtney Godel any further. The divisional head monkey was no use to me now, I had to speak to my organ grinder Dad.

*
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I'LL GIVE DAVE CREDIT. He had the good grace to look embarrassed when I entered our office after a slow walk back to clear my head. 

No, not our office any longer. He'd already started moving his stuff out and down the corridor to XD4.1's designated quarters. I guess I'll get a new minion in here with me before long – us Senior Information Officers don't qualify for an office on our own.

It was time to be grudgingly magnanimous in defeat.

'Congratulations,' I said, holding out my hand from across the room. 

'Thanks.' 

I felt the acknowledging caress of his telekinesis on my palm.

'I still can't believe it,' he said. 'I was sure you'd get the job.'

'I'm not surprised,' I lied. 'Godel said you were the best fit for it.'

'You must be gutted.'

I shrugged. I didn't want to talk about it, not yet, especially not to him.

'Can I give you a hand with your stuff?' I said.

It was best to keep busy, so I did my dutiful act of carting stuff around, wheeling filing cabinets, carrying files, helping my new boss get settled in his office.

My new boss. Shit. 

And he had a carpet. The bastard.

'You OK?' he said.

The sickening realisation must have been written on my face, or more likely he was using his empathy on me. I snuck a quick peek at his mood. He felt genuine in his concern, which made me feel even worse.

'Sorry,' I said, deciding to be honest for once. 'It's going to take me a while to adjust.'

'You and me both,' he said. 'Look, I've got a lot to think about, and I'm sure you don't really know what to do next. Take the rest of the day off. Go home, relax, come back fresh in the morning. Then we should get together and discuss the future.'

'You sure?' I said.

I hadn't expected Dave to come up with such a good idea on his own.

'Definitely,' said Dave. 'Look, you know I'm going to need your help to get things running smoothly. I'll do what I can to I'll send more responsibility your way, but I need to think it through first. OK?'

'Sure, thanks.'

I hated it when he was reasonable.

Work was indeed the last place I wanted to be right now. I had a lot to think about. If the XD4.1 section head position was closed off to me, I'd need a vacancy somewhere else to be able to make any progress. Perhaps a transfer would be a sensible next step, get my feet under the table and make myself invaluable in a different section. That left the most crucial question: which section head was most likely to die next?

*
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MUCH TO MY ANNOYANCE, Dad didn't come home in the evening. I was feeling run down after the disappointment of the day, so I decided to go to bed before he got back. 

Admittedly that wasn't unusual, as he often spent the evenings being the face of the government at official events, but it was still incredibly frustrating. I thought he might want to know how my interview had gone.

Then again, if he was responsible for the new section head directive that Courtney Godel had blamed, perhaps he already knew. I didn't want to think about that, not yet. I needed to talk to him first before I jumped to conclusions.

I should make it clear at this point that I got on reasonably well with my Dad back then. We'd never been that close – he had too many calls on his time when I was young for that – but he'd always been there or thereabouts for me. Mum had died ten years earlier from a virulent cancer that not even the healer's magic could reverse, and that did bring us together for a while, but his job would always come first. I accepted that.

I can't complain. I've had a comfortable life, living in a house larger than anyone's that I knew. It was brick-built, had a second floor, and we even had fireplaces in our bedrooms, as well as those carpets I mentioned. It was just, well... lonely.

When I went to bed, I'd intended to rest there until I heard Dad come in, and then get up to talk to him. I must have been more tired than I thought though. The next thing I noticed was the morning sunlight sneaking through a crack in the shutters.

Dad's bedroom door was shut, so he must have arrived back sometime in the early hours. I made my way downstairs. After preparing a bowl of porridge topped with a swirl of honey from the town beehives, I ate it at the small wooden table in the lounge, straining to hear the first sign of movement.

I hoped he wouldn't be long, but no matter what the time, I was going to wait. If my new section head wanted to haul me over the coals for getting in late, then so be it, but I expected Dave would have other things to worry about today.

After washing my bowl and putting it away, everything was still quiet, so I sat on the cushioned chair in one corner of the lounge, opposite the two-seater settee where Dad usually sat. The room was a decent size, over three metres square, although I must admit it was looking a bit worse for wear these days. I don't think we'd given it a fresh lick of paint since Mum died, and the carpet was pretty threadbare too. Still, it was home, and a very comfortable one.

Half an hour later, the first signs of life came from above, but it was another twenty minutes before his footsteps came bludgeoning down the stairs. I was definitely going to be late to work and was pretty irritable by this time. 

The door opened, and Dad entered still combing his beard, his face as flushed as ever.

'Good morning, my child,' he boomed in his usual understated way.

'I'm not a child, Dad.'

He said it at least once a week. I always remonstrated. He always ignored me.

'Thought you'd be at work,' he said.

'I wanted to speak to you.'

'Let me get my breakfast first,' he said, walking out to the kitchen without waiting for a response. 

I heard him put some more logs in the stove, and take a serving of porridge from the pot. Eventually he re-entered the lounge, sat at the table and started eating.

'Was there anything you wanted to ask me?' I said, realising he was more interested in his breakfast than me.

He frowned and shook his head after stuffing his mouth with oats, a couple of globs dripping onto his beard. Grumbling to himself, he wiped them off, looked at me, but still didn't speak.

'I thought you might like to know how it went yesterday,' I said.

'Yesterday?'

'My interview.'

'Ah yes,' he said. 'I'm sorry you didn't get it.'

'So you knew?' I said. 

I shouldn't have been surprised, but it was the dismissive tone that got to me.

'Courtney told me yesterday evening,' he said, trying to deploy a reassuring smile of commiseration but looking like a constipated bear. 'Your time will come.'

'When?' I said. 'When the section head directives change again?'

He grimaced and placed his spoon into the dish. Finally he turned to give me his full attention.

'Did Courtney tell you that?' he said. 

His voice was quiet, calm and monotone. That was never a good sign, so I nodded in response.

'I'll have a word. He shouldn't have told you that.'

'Why did the directives change?' I said, trying to match his tone. 

As much as I was seething inside, I wanted answers. I knew how best to work with my Dad. Staying calm and reasonable was key.

'It had been decided that the section heads need to represent a more diverse range of backgrounds.'

I waited for a bit more elaboration. When it wasn't forthcoming, I decided to work it out for myself. I mentally skimmed over the section heads that I knew, not just in XD4, but in the other XD divisions. I didn't see any issue. There were section heads of every ethnic group from the community, every sexuality, everything I could think of, and they were there on merit. There had never been a need for any policy on this, although I know Dad mentioned that there used to be one back when he started out. Why would they need one again now? Unless...

'Do you mean from less privileged backgrounds?' I said.

He nodded, showing no emotion.

'Like Dave Elkington.'

It wasn't a question, but he nodded anyway.

'When did this policy come in?' I asked.

'Last week,' he said.

He wasn't usually this parsimonious with his words.

'Just before my interview,' I said.

Nod.

'To intentionally block me?' I said, annoyed to hear my voice crack. I'd been doing so well.

He stared at me for a few seconds, his unnervingly clear blue gaze holding me while he gathered his thoughts. He took a deep breath, blinked slowly and smiled.

'Look–' he started.

'Don't bullshit me,' I interrupted, the spell broken. I was in no mood for being fobbed off with one of his conciliatory political speeches. 'Why did you do it? I assume it was you who changed the policy?'

'It was.'

At least he didn't deny it.

'Why?'

'There's a lot you don't understand, a lot of politics I've shielded you from.'

'Enlighten me.'

'Very well,' he said. 'Now listen. Just because I'm head of the Ministry, doesn't mean my position is secure. There are always people looking to take my job who'll whisper lies into other ministers' ears to undermine me. If you'd been promoted, I would have been open to charges of nepotism, warranted or not. This way, that avenue is closed to them for the foreseeable future without me having to get directly involved. It was the cleanest solution. Do you understand?'

I understood. I hadn't wanted to admit it because it had never got in the way before.

'That you're more important than me?' I said. 

I'm pretty sure the words came out as bitterly as I felt.

'Well, yes. I'm your father. It's up to me to look after you, to keep the role that gives us all this comfort,' he said, gesticulating around the room. 'It's better this way.'

'For you, maybe,' I said. 'Basically, my career is over to protect yours.'

'Don't exaggerate,' he said, showing the first flash of anger. 'It's just limited in its scope, at least for now.'

'Well, that's just great. Thanks, Dad. Thanks for your caring concern for my future.'

'Don't take it like that.'

For some reason, that was the final straw. He'd flipped the red switch in my brain.

'How am I supposed to take it? What the– Don't be so arrogant. I'm subservient to you. I just have to carry on doing the same things, day in, day out, until you deign that the time is right. Well, I won't.'

Dad had the same red switch as me, which from the volume of his response, I'd just flipped too.

'Oh yes, you will,' he said. 'You will do as you're told.'

I could see his face redden, but I ploughed on regardless. It was his fault – I'd inherited the angry gene from him.

'And what happens when you're gone?' I said. 'I'll be alone, this house will go to the next Minister, and I'll have to start up my career again, years behind where I should be.'

'I'll make sure you're alright,' he said.

'As if you care.'

'Show me some respect,' he growled, rising to his feet to tower above me.

'Respect?' I said, standing and squaring up to him. Unfortunately, all I was doing was staring menacingly at his nose. The remnants of porridge on his moustache was very distracting. 'Mum would be ashamed of you.'

That was the wrong thing to say. Mum was someone that hardly ever got mentioned in the house. I think the memories were so painful for Dad, it was too hard to talk about. Using her as an accusation against him was a step too far.

He grabbed the front of my shirt, scrunching it up into his huge fists.

'How dare you? You–'

I pushed back against him, pulling myself free of his grasp, shaken by the way he'd grabbed me. He'd never done that before – I must have gone too far. I had to calm things down. So what did I say?

'I wish you'd died instead of Mum.'

I'm not sure which one of us was most shocked to hear those words come out of my mouth. It was even more shocking to see tears welling in his eyes.

'Get out,' he whispered.

I didn't move.

'Get out!' he bellowed, his breath spraying into my face.

I got out.

*
[image: ]


LOOK, I KNOW I HANDLED that badly. I shouldn't have said any of that, not even the bits I meant. Nobody's perfect. In my defence, I was upset, and with good cause. 

I don't remember the walk to work. My hands were shaking, my heart was palpitating loudly in my ears, and I was still so angry. What was I to do? 

I didn't feel like making up with him, even if he wanted me to. Not yet. Anyway, why should I make the first move? He was the one in charge of me, or so he seemed to think, so it was up to him to make amends. Maybe I should find a place of my own.

From nowhere, I realised that was the solution. I'd never contemplated leaving home before, there had been no need, but now was the time to strike out on my own. 

I'd have to go to the Ministry of Welfare and register for my own place. I didn't care what I'd get allocated. Even if it was only a wooden shack the size of a shed, that would be fine. I'd met Summer Brock, the Minister for Welfare, at an event with Dad a few months earlier and she seemed pretty reasonable. Maybe it would help expedite things if I name-dropped her when I handed in my application.

I couldn't face work today. There was too much to think about, too much to organise, and I needed to find a way to calm down.

I knocked straight on Dave Elkington's door after arriving fashionably late at the office. He'd had the name plaque changed already: David Elkington XD4.1. The bastard.

'Come... come in,' came the uncertain summons from inside. 'Oh, it's you.'

Dave was sat behind his new desk, looking bewildered at a huge pile of paperwork. At least he'd made an effort in his new role today, having washed his hair for once. Trouble is, his normally lank curls were fluffed up, making him look like a blond dandelion gone to seed. 

I shut the door behind me.

'I need the day off,' I said.

'Can it wait?' he said. 'I need your help today.'

'Not really,' I said, only just managing to keep my temper. It wasn't Dave's fault, not this time. 'I had a chat with my Dad. I think I need to find a new place to live.'

Dave looked at me blankly for a few moments, before my words sank into his brain.

'Shit,' he said. 'What happened?'

I hesitated, feeling the need to tell the truth, but knowing it wouldn't be fair on Dave. It would burst his bubble of happiness over earning the promotion. It would make him doubt himself. I couldn't be that cruel.

'You only got the job because he blocked me,' I said.

I did say I could be a bit of a jerk back then. OK, a lot of a jerk.

'I– What, why would he do that?'

'He doesn't want to be accused of nepotism. I'm expendable as far as his career goes.'

A look of distress crossed his face.

'I'm sorry,' he said. 

He did look genuinely sympathetic, damn him. I shrugged to convince myself that I didn't care. 

'So can I have the day off?'

'I...' 

He broke off, crumpling his face into an expression that I think was supposed to elicit sympathy from me, but all it did was remind me of my Dad's constipated bear impression.

'Can it wait until this afternoon?' he said. 'I really need to talk to you after I've met with Courtney in a few minutes.'

'I guess,' I said. It might work, although it would be tight. 'How long will you be with Courtney?'

'About an hour.'

That usually meant at least two.

'I'll pop out while you're with him,' I said. 'I should be able to get to the Ministry of Welfare and back again in that time.'

'Sure.'

Before I had a chance to say thanks, even though I hadn't been asking permission, there was a knock at his door.

'Come in,' said my beloved section leader, more confidently this time.

It was Thelma with her mail trolley, the official deliverer of paperwork and office gossip. She plonked another thick pile of envelopes into Dave's in tray. He sighed.

'I've got one here for you,' she said to me. 'Ooo, looks posh. I need your signature first.'

I quickly scribbled on her clipboard and stared at the envelope until Thelma left.

I don't think I'd ever received anything that needed a signature before. The front was addressed in perfect calligraphic script: Rowan Webb XD4.1.2. For immediate attention. On the back was an official-looking Ministerial wax seal, but not a design I recognised, showing a single fortified tower with what looked like a snake wrapped around it.

I broke the seal. Inside was a sheet of folded paper. Reverentially, I unfolded it to reveal a printed version of the same crest that had been stamped onto the seal. It was clearer here and contained a scrolled design with the words Indecens Latere and Vivamus inside. I had no idea what that meant, so I concentrated on the message in the same ornate handwriting beneath.

You are summoned under penalty to attend The Ministry at 11 a.m. today. Report to the East Gate, Portsea Castle.

There was an indecipherable scrawl for a signature.

'What the...' I said.

'Let me look,' said Dave. He read it, and looked up at me, eyes wide. 'Shit, what have you done?'

'I've no idea. What Ministry is that? Is it really in the old castle ruins?'

'News to me,' he said. 'Guess I'll have to do without you today, that's not something I can decline. You'd better be going if you're going to get there in time.'

He was right. It was a decent walk, and I'm not sure I knew the quickest route. 

'I–'

Before I had a chance to answer him, there was another knock on the door.

'Come in,' ordered Dave. 

I was still staring at the paper in my hand. My mind was drawing a blank.

'I'm here for the carpet,' came a gruff voice from the doorway.

I looked up to see a man wearing a brown overall and carrying a toolbox.

'What do you mean?' said Dave.

'You're a Principal Information Officer now, right?' said the man.

'Yes, of course,' said Dave.

'The last guy in here was a Senior Principal Information Officer?'

'Norman? Yes.'

'Then he qualified for a wall-to-wall carpet. You don't.'

'That's stupid,' said Dave. He was as possessive of his carpet as I would have been. 'It's there, so leave it.'

'I don't make the rules,' said the man. 'The carpet comes up, or some of it does. You get seventy-five per cent coverage in the middle of the room, max.'

'What're you going to do?'

He looked about the room, rubbed his stubbled chin, and sucked in through his yellow teeth.

'Half a metre off, all around the edge might do it, mate.'

'You'll do no such thing,' whined Dave.

The man pulled a piece of paper out of his coat pocket and handed it to him.

'You're first on my list today. It says it has to come up, so up it comes.'

'Wait here,' said Dave. 'I'll see what Courtney Godel has to say about this.'

Dave stormed out of the room. The man looked at me blankly.

'Don't look at me,' I said. 'I'd just get on with it if I were you.'

The man nodded and took a tape measure out of his toolbox. I walked out of the room and began my journey to the mysterious Ministry.

Under different circumstances, I'd have been laughing about Dave's carpet, but I was too distracted by my summons for it to lighten my spirits. What was going on? Had I done something wrong?

It seemed that one mystery had been solved: Portsea Castle was the home of a Ministry. But which one? I ticked them off mentally. XA was agriculture and was based on the outskirts of town, near the farms. XB – business – was in the centre of town. XC, XE, XF and XG – Logistics, Education, Security and Welfare – were all in this same complex as XD, the Ministry of Information. And that was it – there was no XH.

Was there? And if there was, why did they want to see me?
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Chapter 3 – Interrogation

[image: ]


I was sweating profusely by the time I'd climbed to the top of the hill, following the stone path alongside the castle wall. As I approached the entrance, I could hear voices shouting in anger from inside.

I stood outside the door in the wall just before the path terminated at a granite cliff face. The massive wooden portal, at least five metres tall, seemed to have a smaller opening set within it. A heavy metal knocker hung from its centre, crusted in rust.

There was the sound of an impact from inside – wood on stone, perhaps – followed by a cry of pain. What was I about to face? 

Before I lost my nerve, I took a deep breath and rapped the knocker hard twice against the door. A satisfyingly thud resonated as a few flakes of rust fell to the ground. I rubbed my hands together to remove the residue.

After thirty seconds, nothing had happened. Just as I reached up to try again, a small flap above the knocker opened, and a young man's face peered out. He had a rich, bronzed skin and was grimacing in pain.

'Yes?' he said.

'I received a summons to report here,' I said, trying to sound as matter-of-fact as I could, even though I was close to panic. This sort of thing never happened, not to anyone I knew anyway.

'Let me see,' he said.

I scrabbled the letter out of my pocket and held it up in front of his eyes. Unexpectedly, he broke into a broad grin, then turned and shouted to someone out of view.

'Ashley!' he said. 'This one's yours. Another victim for you to play with.'

He grinned at me too, shut the flap and pulled open the inner door.

'Come in,' he said. He was around my age, tall, with short black hair, wearing an unusual white shirt and shorts, and was still grinning disconcertingly. 'I'll leave you in Ashley's capable hands.'

He gestured for me to enter.

'Wait here,' he said, and turned to walk, limping slightly, towards the lower keep area that I could see clearly for the first time. He was carrying what appeared to be a long wooden mallet which he was using as a makeshift walking stick. 

I stepped through the gate into another world, a weird dichotomy of pristine originality surrounded by crumbling ruins. There was something magical about its appearance.

The open area contained by the old lower wall was covered in an immaculately maintained lawn. I'd never seen grass so verdant, so level, nor cut so short. It must be someone's full-time job keeping it in such a perfect condition.

Covering the lawn was a patchwork of rectangles outlined in white, most of which had some sort of netting dividing their area. In the distance, I could see a couple of people hitting a light feathered object between them with oddly shaped bats. The area closest to me had no net, just hoops and sticks set into the grass. 

Although I'd never seen anything like it, I was only half aware of all of that at the time. My attention had been grasped by the woman approaching from the direction of the hoops.

She was wearing matching bright green shirt and shorts made of a tightly knit fabric I'd never seen before, and which served almost as camouflage against the lawn spread out behind her. She too was carrying a mallet, with a small ball in her other hand. I couldn't take my eyes from her face, as beautiful a sight as I'd ever seen, with skin so white, dappled with tiny freckles and topped by glorious curly cascades of red hair tumbling down her back. She was a cliché honed to perfection to captivate me.

I assumed this was Ashley. For the first time, I felt glad to be here.

As the man passed her, he bent down and rubbed his right ankle. I could just hear their exchange.

'Sorry about that,' said Ashley, flashing him a gleaming white smile.

'No, you're not,' he said. 'You aimed for me.'

'You should pay attention then. You'd have had plenty of time to get out of the way if you had.'

'So you admit it?'

She smirked at him without replying and held out her mallet and ball. He took them, and she kissed him lightly on the cheek, whispering something I couldn't hear. For the first time, she turned her attention to me and gave me a brief nod of acknowledgement. I smiled back at her, hoping to dazzle her with my warmth but knowing I was probably looking inanely goofy.

'Good morning,' she said. 'My name is Ashley Carter. May I see your letter?'

I handed it to her. She read it, nodded, and screwed it into a ball.

'I wish he'd remember to tell me,' she said.

'Who?' I said.

'My boss. You'll meet him soon. Follow me.'

She turned and headed briskly towards the back of the keep where I could see an entrance leading into the cliff below the main ruins. I had to jog a few steps to catch up with her and then matched her pace. 

I felt the need to make an impression, and anyway, I needed to know what was going on. I'd briefly stopped worrying about my fate when I saw Ashley, but it suddenly all came back to me.

'Which Ministry is this?' I said. 

'Sorry, can't tell you anything until you're under oath,' she said.

'I see,' I said. She'd seemed a bit standoffish, but I guessed that explained why. Time to test the limits of what she could say. 'Was that some sort of game you were playing just now?'

She brightened a little at that.

'Yeah, it's fun,' she said. 'You have to get the balls between the hoops and hit
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