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ON CHILL MISTY mornings, I liked to walk down to the river and fish for a while. I never caught anything, but that didn’t matter, particularly. It was relaxing just to stand on the bank and cast and watch the bright orange tip of my float drift downstream. Arblaster, my Residence’s Porter, provided me with sandwiches and a Thermos, and I could quite happily stay there all day. Sometimes I could almost forget about the other things I should have been doing.

One day the hook snagged on something huge and sluggish. I fought it up from the bed of the river, thinking about dead logs and old bicycles. There was said to be a huge pike on this stretch of the river, almost a century old and well over six feet long, but this wasn’t him. What bobbed to the surface instead was one of the Escaped, bloated up with rot, its thick coat stretched tight across the shoulders and punctured by six ragged holes.

I had that part of the river dragged, and three more bodies came to the surface, all of them similarly swollen, all of them similarly holed.

“There’s supposed to be some big old fucking pike around here somewhere,” John Holden told me as we watched his team casting the drag into the river again.

I nodded. “I heard that.”

“I bet we scared that old sod away today.”

“If he’s got any sense he’s gone somewhere else.”

I heard his waders make a sucking sound in the mud below the riverbank. “There’s fuck all to eat around here, that’s true enough. I don’t know why you bother fishing here.”

“It helps me think.”

John sucked on his pipe and watched his team scrambling around on their flatboat. The drag, mounted at the stern, consisted of a steam-driven winch from which dangled a long chain. At the end of the chain was an old brass bedstead with huge blunt hooks brazed to it. John and I had been standing here on the bank watching the operation for three hours, and in that time two of his students had fallen into the river and one of them had had to be taken off duty because the things that came up on the drag kept making him sick.

“Silly sods,” John said, shaking his head, and I didn’t know if he meant the students or the bodies we were bringing up out of the weeds.

“They might have made it,” I said, deciding to be charitable towards the boys and girls on the boat. “It was always worth a try.”

John shook his head. He took his pipe out of his mouth and gestured with it across the river. “Even the kiddies knew not to try a blitz here.”

A long time ago, someone had dubbed this part of the river Runway Four, a virtual highway of failed escape attempts even before I was born. The river was broad and slow here, easily swimmable. The meadows on the other side, prettily hidden beneath drifting horizontal panes of mist, were full of boobytraps that we still hadn’t got around to clearing. Thirty or forty miles beyond them was the Abbotsbury Forest, of which there may or may not have been maps somewhere in the Apocrypha, and which was similarly boobytrapped. And beyond them were the Mountains. From my office in the Administration Building I could sometimes see, if the weather was right and the air was particularly still, snow on high peaks. Only a lunatic would have tried Runway Four. And the files I had inherited from my predecessor recorded that we had produced plenty of lunatics. More than seventy people had lost their lives here, or in the meadows, or in the forest, in the past two decades. Nobody had made it as far as the Mountains.

“I don’t understand why they kept trying,” I said.

John looked up at me. “What do you mean you don’t understand?”

Well exactly. I put in a request to the Apocrypha, and to my surprise within a month a slim extract file landed on my desk. Bound in a buff folder with a red Restricted stripe across one corner, it detailed the exploits of one ‘Escape Group 9’, who had decided to use the chaos of the Fall to cover their blitz.

It was a sad read. You had to take the Apocrypha with a pinch of salt, but if the file was even remotely accurate Escape Group 9 might have been our very last attempted escapees. If they had waited a few more weeks they might not have bothered, but I remembered those weeks and I couldn’t blame them for trying.

I put the folder away, thinking it would make a sad little footnote to our collective History, but at the next Board meeting Chris Davenport said, “If this was Escape Group 9, what happened to the other eight?”

Everybody looked at me, and I responded by groaning and leaning forward until my forehead touched the tabletop.

“You’re supposed to think about this kind of thing,” Rossiter told me mildly.

“Yes,” I said, sitting up and making a note. “Yes, I’m sorry.”

“Because the other eight might have made it,” Chris went on, not caring that he was further complicating my life, which was already complicated enough.

I made another note. “I’ll have the river dragged again.”

“I mean,” said Chris, “why call yourself Escape Group 9 if there haven’t already been eight of them?”

I looked around the table. Everyone was looking at me. “Why not?” I tried weakly.

Everyone started to talk at once, but Rossiter raised a hand for silence. When everyone had quieted down, he looked at me.

“All we’ve got is a reference,” I said. “It’s from an unattributed Residence History; we don’t know where it came from and we don’t have names.”

Rossiter caught on to what I was talking about, and he said, “No.”

I put down my pencil and clasped my hands on the table in front of me. “I can’t spare anyone, Richard, and I can’t do it myself. I’m busy.”

“We’re all busy,” he told me. “I’ve a stack of memos from Harry Pool wanting people to go out and deal with the flu thing on the South Side.”

“I’ll do it when I have time,” I promised.

“This is the sort of loose end that causes all kinds of trouble,” he said, looking at me over the top of his spectacles.

“Yes, sir.”

“And stop calling me ‘sir.’”

 


 


I DIDN’T HAVE time to worry about Escape Group 9. There was always too much to do, and every time I made anything more than tangential contact with my in-tray it seemed that there was more work waiting for me. I put in another request for the Apocrypha to be checked for anything and everything that might give us a clue to the names of EG9’s personnel, but nothing came up. A month or so after my ill-fated fishing expedition, it started to look as if EG9’s security had been better than most. Which made it all the more a shame that they hadn’t managed a home run.

It was around that time that I went back to the river. The first morning, watching the float bob gently on the surface, a rhythmic splash-splash from upstream announced the appearance of a young woman single-mindedly paddling a canoe. I sat where I was and the canoe shot past me and ran my float down.

The canoe splashed away downstream and out of sight round a curve in the river, and I was left to reel in. At the end of the line was nothing but an end of line, curling like a pubic hair. Hook, float, shot and about a foot of leader had been torn clean off.

While I was packing to go, the splash-splash came back. She paddled in to the bank and grabbed at a protruding root to stop herself floating away.

“Hey.”

“Hey what,” I said.

She gave a little jerk of the chin towards my fishing gear. “Catch anything?”

“Not a thing, no.”

She looked about her, at the river, at the bushes along the banks. “Ever catch anything?”

“Not a thing, no.”

She wrinkled her nose at me in a fashion I found rather attractive. “Not much of a fisherman, are you.”

I did up the buckles of my fishing bag and slung it over my shoulder. “There is a school of thought,” I told her, picking up my fishing rod, “which teaches that fish are actually more intelligent than people, but, having only short-term memories, keep forgetting how bright they are. The task of the angler is, therefore, to judge when the fish are at their stupidest and most easily caught.”

I’ll give her her due; she thought about it. “But that’s bollocks!” she said.

“There are also no fish in this part of the river. It helps me to think,” I added, in case she thought I was crazy. “Where were you going?”

“I’m looking for a job.”

“What do you do?”

“I teach Literature. Is there a post here?”

I laid my rod aside. “What’s your name?”

“Araminta Delahunty. What’s yours?”

“Rupert of Hentzau.” I’d been reading too much Anthony Hope in the recent past. I reached a hand down to help her from the canoe. “I’m sure we can find some space for you somewhere.”

 


 


I LEARNED TO regret my choice of introduction. She cracked seemingly inexhaustible jokes about The Prisoner Of Zenda. She refused to use my real name, preferring to call me ‘Rupe’ instead. She taught with a passion and ferocity which unnerved and entranced her students by turns. She wouldn’t sleep with me, but persisted in wandering naked about my rooms, and saw nothing out of the ordinary in coming into the bathroom and engaging me in conversation while I was on the toilet.

She said she had canoed almost a hundred miles from School 902, on the East Side, and she had something of the long vowels of the Eastern accent in her voice. She was always full of questions. She wanted to know how the Fall had taken place on this part of the Campus, what last Winter had been like, how the Residence records were organised. She had a terrible sense of direction – “The only way I got out of that fucking place was on the river, Rupe,” she told me one day. “You can’t get lost on a river.” – and gathered maps in bewildering numbers. “Just getting my bearings,” she called it.

From the East, she brought four changes of clothing and a locked metal briefcase. She read voraciously, putting in four and five hours in the Library after a full day of classes. She meditated in the mornings, and in the evenings she practiced a form of dance called something like ‘capybara,’ which she claimed was also a species of unarmed combat.

Meanwhile, the small sad mystery of Escape Group 9 was beginning to eat up an appreciable amount of my time. The fact that we still didn’t know the identities of the four bodies brought up from the river was an irritation, true, but the Fall had left us with hundreds of unidentified and often unidentifiable corpses, and I felt that I could live, if unwillingly, with the idea of four more. There has to come a point where you stop obsessing about the dead.

 


 


“THEY MADE THEIR run four days before the Fall,” I told the Board.

“Poor buggers,” said someone.

Rossiter looked at me for a few moments. “And?”

I checked my notes and shrugged. “And.”

“That’s it? After two months?”

“It’s all I could get out of the Apocrypha,” I told him, and we engaged in a brief staring contest, which I lost.

Joe Richardson said, “If Escape Group 9 wasn’t the first, and all the others were the same size, that’s thirty-six people. Thirty-two of whom are unaccounted for.”

“That’s if they were all the same size,” Ian Daniel put in, always eager to jump on a bandwagon. “Maybe we haven’t found all the bodies from Group 9 yet.”

“I had the river dragged again, and we didn’t find any more bodies,” I said. “Don’t you lads read my reports?”

“Gentlemen,” Rossiter warned.

“This is getting ridiculous,” I told him. “I haven’t got the time to spare for this. I’m still helping to prepare the case against the Arts Faculty.”

“I’d judge this is pertinent to your work then,” said Rossiter. “Runway Four was Arts Faculty territory.”

I sighed. It wasn’t going to go away, no matter how hard I tried. “All right, I’ll look into it. But I’ll need some help. The Librarians won’t wear this one, you know what they’re like. I’m understaffed, and what staff I do have are overstretched. I can’t plough through the whole of the fucking Apocrypha on my own.”

Rossiter nodded. “All right, you get your way. I’ll see to it that you get a Research Assistant.”

“Several Research Assistants.” We stared at each other for several seconds, but I knew it was no use and finally I just took a file at random from the pile in front of me and waved it wearily at him to demonstrate my ever-increasing workload.

He nodded at the file. “This,” he said, “is exactly the same as that.”

I suddenly realised what I was waving. “It is not,” I told him. I’d read the file that morning, and it was like nothing I had ever seen before.

He ran the tip of his tongue between his top lip and his teeth. “It’s all atrocity,” he said crisply. He started to gather up his notes. “We need all our available people to help with the reconstruction over on the East Side.”

“The East Side can wait.”

He looked at me and shook his head. He tut-tutted. “Shame on you. And you living with your bit of Eastern totty.”

“She is not my totty,” I said, and there was a ripple of laughter round the table, which was what Rossiter had wanted. The atmosphere in the regular meetings had become noticeably strained in recent weeks. Nobody looked as if they were getting enough sleep. The phrase mass execution had come up more than once in relation to the Old Board. We were all finding Democracy more difficult than we’d imagined.

Rossiter smiled. “I can’t spare you half a dozen people,” he said.

“Half a dozen wouldn’t have been enough anyway,” I muttered peevishly.

“You get aResearch Assistant,” he said firmly. “Now. Drugs.”

I looked around the room. It was small and musty and smelled of cabbage, but from here the Old Board had ruled us for more than two hundred years. I tried to come here as little as possible, for any number of reasons. “Doesn’t anyone else here do anything?”

“You wanted the exciting job,” said Ian.

“I did not want the exciting job,” I told him. “I inherited the exciting job. And it’s not that fucking exciting.”

Rossiter took off his spectacles and polished them on the hem of his cardigan. “Drugs,” he said again.

“Some of the reconstruction gangs have been caught using pep pills,” I said. “Harry Pool says they’re not standard issue.”

“Science City,” Rossiter said, and there was an almost-comical moment when the other members of the Board tried to look busy with their notes in case they got drawn into the conversation and wound up having to do something about it.

“There’s nothing to link them to the Science Faculty, but I’m going to see Callum about it,” I told him.

“I wish you all the luck in the world with that,” he said.

“If anyone has a better suggestion, I’m listening,” I said, but no one did.

 


 


“I CAN’T REALLY see the problem,” Araminta said, picking a rag of wilted lettuce from the middle of her ham salad roll and dropping it delicately into the ashtray in the middle of the table. The slice of ham underneath was almost transparent, the roll of very poor quality. “You told me yourself that the Faculty registers are full of missing people. Your thirty-six missing escapers will be in there somewhere.”

I shook my head. “The registers aren’t complete. People got into some of the Faculty offices during the Fall and made bonfires with any documentation they could get their hands on. We did our best to stop it, but we couldn’t be everywhere.” I took a sip of my beer and winced. Unlike food in general, the Administration pub’s beer was cheap and plentiful. It was also virtually undrinkable, and even if you could stomach it, it was impossible to get drunk on.

“So what now? You check this Apocrypha thing?”

I started to take another drink of beer, but thought better of it. “The problem with the Apocrypha is that every bit of official, semi-official and unofficial paper the Old Board ever collected is there, and nobody understands their filing system. All you can do is start at Filing Cabinet A and just read the stuff until you bump into what you’re looking for. We were lucky to find that one mention of Escape Group 9.”

“So it might take a while to track the rest of the operation down, right?”

“Right.”

She shrugged and drank some beer; the appalling taste didn’t seem to bother her.

I said, “Are things this bad over on the East Side? I haven’t been there in years.”

“Missing people, you mean?” Her eyes took on a dreamy, sad expression. “Everybody knows someone who disappeared.”

“You too?”

She focused back on my face and she smiled a sad little smile. “Me too.”

This wasn’t the right time or place to ask who, so I said, “It’s a bad do. We’ll be years clearing up the mess they left.”

“I think you take too much on yourself, Rupe, you know?”

“I get it given to me.”

All of a sudden, she broke into a huge smile. “Oh, Rupe, sometimes I could just hug you, you’re such a good soul.”

I actually felt myself start to blush. “I’ve been called a lot of things...”

She laughed. “I’m sure.” Then she suddenly turned serious. “Rupe, am I cramping your style?”

“What?” She was always using unfamiliar words and phrases and sentence constructions, East Side slang. Another few years of the Old Board and we would have been speaking different languages.

“Having me living with you,” she said. She grinned slyly. “Some of my students say you’re pretty popular with the girls.”

“Oh.” I suddenly caught up. “Oh, no. No.” Shaking my head vigorously.

“I hear you have a reputation,” she said, still grinning.

“A reputation, perhaps. But no time.” I was starting to blush again. “I haven’t had time for that for a long while.”

She half-stood, bent forward across the table, and kissed me on the top of my head. “Bless you, Rupe, you’re a sweet lad.”

“Thank you,” I said, hoping nobody I knew was in the pub.

“Anyway,” she said, sitting down again. “Escape Group 9.”

“Yes.” I’d almost forgotten about them. I had also, at some point in the last couple of minutes while my attention was elsewhere, managed to drink all my beer without noticing, which was probably for the best. I looked at the bits of grey scum in the bottom of my glass. “Well, the Board are right.”

She tipped her head to one side, a gesture I’d learned to interpret as Araminta-speak for a question which did not need to be asked. You just had to work out for yourself what the question was.

“All right. Look. Four people – room-mates perhaps – take it upon themselves to try a blitz. They have a plan. They keep it to themselves, keep security tight, trust each other and no one else. Nine groups, all working on the same plan, would need an organising committee, access to workshops, secure caches of food and clothing, a whole infrastructure aside and apart from the people who were going to make the actual escape attempts.” I waved a hand in the air. “Another two or three dozen people who wouldn’t be leaving. They should still be here, and we can’t find them, or any mention of them. Good grief, they should be going around boasting about it.”

“Maybe Groups 1 to 8 were the infrastructure,” she suggested. “Maybe the whole organisation just took itself out in groups of four.”

I’d thought of that already, but the idea still made me scowl. “You can’t maintain security in a group that large. It’s impossible. Four is the classic scenario.”

“So you compartmentalise the operation, break it up into groups of four –”

I was shaking my head. “I can’t convince myself that it would work. It’s just too damn big, Araminta. If the first eight Groups made it, that’s thirty-two home runs. The biggest mass-blitz in the Campus’s history. They must have had a blazing good gag to get that many people out.” Especially if they used Runway Four; that wouldn’t just have been a good gag, it would have been a miracle.

She tipped her head to the other side.

I sighed. “What Rossiter and the rest of the Board are so exercised about is what the first eight Escape Groups imply. They imply that somewhere out there is a runway capable of taking at least thirty-two people out of here. Do you understand?”

Araminta smiled.

“It’s been four months since the Fall, and we’re still clearing boobytraps and digging out rogue Security men who don’t want to believe it’s all over. We still haven’t got anyone near the Far Fences, and we probably won’t this year, not without losing people. And here we are with Escape Group 9 and their friends and their foolproof way of getting out.”

“You could still find thirty-two bodies somewhere out there in those woods on the other side of the river,” she pointed out.

I shook my head. Somehow, I knew. Thirty-two people had escaped from the Campus, and we needed to know how they had done it.

“The thing that really worries me,” I said, “is that we can’t be certain Group 9 was the last group.”

 


 


THE JOB WAS not exciting, and I had not wanted it; I was bright enough to know that it would turn out to be a poison chalice. But I had wound up coordinating intelligence during the Fall, and when it was all over I had carried on doing that, but on a larger scale. Most of the Board members didn’t have a very high opinion of my work. One of them had called me the worst Professor of Intelligence the Campus had ever had. I was good enough that his comment found its way back to me, though.

Part of the problem was that we just couldn’t trust the few members of the Intelligence Faculty who were left alive, so I’d had to rebuild it from scratch, mostly with people who immediately changed their minds when they discovered that intelligence work was less like a John Buchan novel and more like being a particularly nosy village postmaster.

I had also wound up in charge of Security, and again that had to be rebuilt from the ground up, purged root and branch of Old Board sympathisers. My one great success, although to be fair it only looked like a success to me, and then only on good days, was in setting up a force of Sergeants to enforce civil law.

The other part of the problem was the Old Board, and what they had done, and what we were going to do with them, and that was what really gave me the nightmares.

 


 


“WELL, YOU SHOULD have let me know you were coming,” said Harry. “I’d have had a reception ready. Cheese and wine. A band. Stuff like that.”

I dropped the file on one of the stainless steel dissecting tables. It made a slapping sound that echoed off the room’s white-tiled walls. I’d waved the file at Rossiter earlier in the afternoon, without knowing which one I had taken from the pile in front of me on the table; it was three centimetres thick and bound in red with a blue Top Secret stripe and the designation MG42 on the cover.

Harry leaned over to look at the file. “Oh,” he said. He nodded. “Ah.” He looked at me with an indescribably sad expression.

“I want you to tell me this is all just idle speculation,” I said, tapping the folder with a fingertip.

“This is all just idle speculation,” he said without missing a beat.

“Shit.” I turned and leaned back against the table.

“What else would you like me to tell you?” he inquired.

“That you’re wrong.”

He shook his head. “No can do, old son. Sorry.”

The Old Board had left us, like a coming-of-age present, fifty-seven mass graves for our delight and delectation. Thirty-two thousand bodies, in great pits scattered about the Campus. Some of them were very old, perhaps over a hundred years old. Most were very recent, the grass and weeds still not properly established on the earth covering them, traces of the Old Board trying to erase their past.

Mass Grave 42 was one of the smaller ones, in the grounds of the Hospital. It contained the complete bodies of fifty-one people and enough body parts to construct about thirty more. It had been so fresh that you could still see the spade-marks in the earth.

The Medical Faculty had been the last to fall. The Faculty Members had fought down to the last man. The last few survivors had barricaded themselves into the Hospital and then dynamited the building around themselves. The ruins had burned for days. When MG42 was found, I had thought it might contain the bodies of prisoners tortured at the Hospital. That would have been bad enough. But I was wrong. It was worse.

Harry ran a hand through his thinning hair. “It’s just so sad,” he said, nodding at the folder. He put his hands in the pockets of his white coat and turned away. “There were always rumours, but I never believed them. Which shows you how wrong a chap can be.”

The wall at the far end of the room was entirely composed of large metal squares. Each one had a chunky chrome pull-handle. Harry chose one at random and pulled it, swinging the door open. He reached inside and pulled the tray out on its runners. On the tray was a long cloth-covered object. Harry turned the cloth back; underneath was the naked body of a young woman with a shaved head. There were peculiar meaty-lipped slits down her sides, from just under the armpits to just above the hips. Her face was a mass of torn meat, and her body was puffed up and discoloured by decay and silvered with frost.

I leafed through the file. “Gills.”

“Female, approximately twenty-five years of age,” Harry said. “Hair shaved, hazel eyes. Height five feet six inches, weight eight stone seven ounces.” I glanced down at the file. He was quoting the autopsy report from memory. I wondered what his nightmares must be like. “Structures on either side of her body which on dissection proved to be rudimentary gills, surgically implanted roughly eighteen months before her death.” He looked at the girl’s ruined face for a moment longer, then covered her again. “Cause of death, a single pistol shot to the back of the head.” He pushed the tray back into the fridge, closed the door, and turned to look at me. “Her lungs were full of fluid, but there were none of the usual post-mortem signs of drowning; they must have had her breathing water for months.”

“That’s not possible,” I said.

“If you thought that, you wouldn’t be here,” he said. He went over to one of the benches against the far wall of the room and started to move some glassware about.

I leafed through the file again. “Richard refuses to believe this.”

“Well, I don’t blame him.” Harry turned to face me. In his hands were two beakers with half an inch or so of pale amber liquid in them. “Drink?”

I nodded, and he came over and handed me one of the beakers. I sipped at the liquid. It made me cough. “What on earth is this?”

“I’m not supposed to tell anybody.”

I put the beaker down on the table, next to the MG42 folder. “Harry, where did you get this stuff?”

“Somebody out in Science City makes it.”

The day was just going from bad to worse; every time I talked to someone my problems multiplied. On the other hand, the whisky wasn’t half bad.

Harry sipped his drink. “There was a chap with wings, did you read about that?” I nodded, and he shook his head at the thought of it. “Never seen anything like it. I can’t believe he could ever have got off the ground, but you should see him. Breastbone like the keel of a boat to anchor the flight muscles. Pectorals like steel cables. And it wasn’t surgical implantation, either, like that poor girl. He was born that way. His bones were hollow. How did they do that?” He shook his head again. “There were others...” He shrugged. “I can’t even begin to guess what they were trying to do with them. I’ve got Anna Glasgow doing a priority search for the Faculty’s notes.”

“I wouldn’t mind having some of that priority search time for my own stuff, Harry.”

“This is really important,” he told me. “We need those notes. I don’t know what the Medical Faculty thought it was up to, but if these poor boys and girls are anything to judge by, it was something really fundamental.”

“Something that materially advances our situation?”

He looked at me. “I don’t blame you for being bitter,” he said. “But there’s more to life than politics.”

“You might mention that to the Board.”

He snorted. “I’ve been thinking of using it as a letterhead. Refill?”

“I haven’t finished this one yet.”

“Ah.” He went back to the workbench and poured himself another drink from a two-litre specimen jar.

“I didn’t put it in my report,” he said, coming back to the table, “but the way I see it is that they were trying to destroy the evidence. The bodies on the top layer had been doused with acid, but the ones on the bottom were more or less undamaged. You remember how the Hospital chimney was pouring smoke during the Fall? I reckon a lot of bodies were just piled into the incinerator, and when they overran its capacity they had to dig this big grave. Christ only knows what went up in smoke.” He looked at me. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“You look a bit pale.”

“It’s the smell.”

“Yes, well, we keep losing power, and the freezers... well.” He gave a nervous little laugh. “I’d tell you that you stop noticing the smell after a while, but you don’t.”

“I’ll try and get someone to take care of it.”

He took another drink. “It’s good of you, but I know you have too much to do already.”

“I’ll try to sort something out. Who else knows about this?”

“The autopsies? Just me and the boys and girls.”

‘The boys and girls’ were five medical students who had volunteered to help Harry. They had all been carefully vetted, but they still existed under an almost-tangible stigma, and they lived in a fortified Residence with armed guards. The Medical Faculty had had an appalling and well-deserved reputation and more enemies than anyone could count.

“They wouldn’t have told anyone else, would they?” I asked.

“I told them not to say anything.”

“And you trust them.”

Harry drained his beaker. “No, I don’t. But they all think they’re living under a stay of execution, so I think they’ll probably do whatever I tell them. What are you so worried about?”

I picked up the MG42 folder and tucked it under my arm. “If this gets out, there’ll be a pogrom. We’ll have members of the Old Board dragged out of custody and hanged from lamp standards.”

He put the beaker down on the dissection table. “That’s what’s going to happen anyway, isn’t it?”

I almost started to tell him that it was important to have everything done legally. A fair trial, witnesses for prosecution and defence, the accused having their day in court. But I knew he didn’t want to hear about that. Behind his spectacles, Harry’s eyes were bloodshot, and his face was grey with exhaustion. He was doing a job nobody else had wanted to do, and the New Board had worked him almost to death at it.

“People are starting to get ill,” he told me. “No one’s eating properly. You’re not; I can tell just by looking at you. There’s a flu outbreak down by 223.”

“Richard mentioned it.”

“Yes, well Richard won’t give me staff to go there and try to do something about it. There’s real malnutrition down there; people are going to die.”

“I’ll have to investigate this, you realise,” I said, nodding at my beaker.

“I think, compared to some of the things I’ve seen in this room, that this is pretty small beer,” he said. “Excuse the pun.”

“We can’t afford to be sloppy,” I told him.

He gave a forced little smile. “Well, that sounds familiar.”

If anyone else had compared me to the Old Board like that, I would have thumped them, or at the very least favoured them with some very harsh language. But of all of us, Harry had been brought face to face in the most basic way with the madness the Old Board had embraced, and some of it defied rational explanation.

I said, “It’s going to be all right, Harry.”

He snorted. “It’s never going to be all right.”

“It’s going to be all right,” I said again. “You wait and see.” He was right about one thing, though. The Old Board were going to get a fair trial. And then we were going to hang every single one of them.
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IN THE OLD days, when I was still a humble Doctor Of Literature, I used to wake up the moment my alarm clock started to ring. I used to open my eyes and feel clear-headed and ready for the day, regardless of how much I had had to drink the night before.

Those days were gone. Nowadays I frequently slept through the alarm, and woke headachy and gummy-mouthed and feeling as if I had been beaten up. And it was much worse if I had been drinking.

I couldn’t understand it; I wasn’t that much older. My own private theory was that Freedom had effected some kind of chemical change on my body. When I mentioned this to Araminta, she went into paroxysms of laughter and then gave me a good solid hug of condolence.

“Good lord, Rupe,” she said. “It comes to us all.”

“I hadn’t expected it to come so soon,” I muttered.

Opening my eyes in the morning, these days, was not the most unpleasant experience of my life, but it was slowly creeping up the list. Particularly on Spring mornings when the building’s heating system had packed up during the night.

I lay where I was, huddled under the blankets, staring up at the ceiling while I took stock of the aches and pains. I could hear Araminta crashing about in the kitchen, snorting and sneezing and swearing, which was her own personal morning ritual.

“Awake, Rupe?” she shouted from outside my bedroom door.

“Possibly,” I grumbled.

“We have no eggs.”

“I’ll just have a bacon sandwich and a cup of tea, then, please.” I clutched the blankets up under my chin and closed my eyes. “Wake me up when it’s ready.”

“We have no bacon,” she said in a loud voice, as if she thought the door was ten or fifteen times thicker than it was. “Or bread. Or tea.”

I tried to will myself back to sleep.

She started to bang on the door. “Come on, Rupe. It’s getting late and my blood sugar’s low. Make a decision.”

“I decide not to decide. Go away.”

“Oh no you bloody well don’t.” I heard the door open, and a wave of cold air brushed over my face. “Out of your pit, Rupe, or I’ll throw this bucket of water over you.”

I opened my eyes. “You have no bucket of water,” I said.

She was standing at the foot of the bed, hands on hips. She was wearing two of my jumpers and a pair of my corduroy trousers, and she looked annoyed. “I can get one quickly enough.”

“This would be infinitely easier if you’d just agree to sleep with me,” I suggested.

“I told you right at the beginning: this is a strictly platonic deal.” She bent down and grabbed the blankets with both hands. “Besides, I hear you’re a lousy fuck.”

“Who told you that? No! Araminta, don’t do that.” She was curling the edge of the blankets in her hands and giving me an evil smile. “Come on, Araminta. Just five more –” With a magician’s flourish, she hauled the blankets off the bed and onto the floor, leaving me curling up on the mattress. “Oh, you cow...”

“Bugger me, Rupe,” she said indignantly, looking down at me. “You’ve got half your clothes on under there. You can’t possibly be cold.”

 


 


BECAUSE THE HEATING had failed, there was no hot water. I couldn’t be bothered to boil some on the cooker; I staggered into the bathroom, brushed my teeth, splashed cold water on my face, and decided to forget about shaving.

Araminta was on the phone to the Porter when I came back into the living room. “Now, I know it’s not your fault, Mr Arblaster,” she was saying, “but this flat is fucking cold.”

I put my hand to my face. To my knowledge, no one had ever used the word ‘fuck’ to Arblaster during his thousand years or so as Porter of my building. He had the serene calm of an embalmed holy man, and nothing ever seemed to surprise or bother him. Araminta was something from far outside his experience, not least because she insisted on calling him ‘Mr’ rather than just using his surname like everybody else. None of us knew if he even had another name.

“Well that’s as may be,” she told the phone. She listened for a moment. “I’ll come down and have a look at the buggering boiler myself, then.” Another pause to listen. She smiled at me. “All right, Mr Arblaster. Thank you. Oh, and the Doctor seems to have run out of food. We need bacon and eggs and sausages and bread and tea. Lots of tea, Mr Arblaster. My blood sugar is down around my ankles; I’m starting to get giddy. Marmalade, Mr Arblaster. And jam, strawberry if you can get it. And a kwass on. Pardon? Oh. No, of course. Okay, then. Thank you.” She hung up the phone and smiled at me again. “Love your jimjams,” she told me.

I had gone to bed wearing three pairs of socks, an old pair of cords, and a jumper over my pyjama jacket. I said, “I can’t believe I’m indoors and I can still see my breath.” I breathed a plume of mist and pointed at it, to illustrate my point.

“Mr Arblaster says he’ll call an engineer presently,” she said, putting the phone back on the side table. “And he’s sending up breakfast things.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk to him like that.”

“He loves it. He lives to serve.”

“What’s a kwass on?”

 


 


ARBLASTER MAY NOT have quite comprehended Araminta, but it was quite possible that he had fallen in love with her, because he somehow found bacon, eggs, sausage, marmalade, strawberry jam, bread and tea from somewhere, and had them sent up to my rooms less than thirty minutes after their conversation. The quantities were small and the quality poor, but it was a miracle he’d managed to get hold of anything at all.

“You have to admit, I have my uses,” she said, mopping up the last of her fried egg with a wad of bread.

“You are, without a doubt, the most remarkable person I have ever met,” I said in moment of candour.

She grinned in a pantomime of shyness. “Oh, Rupe, you smooth-talking bastard.”

I finished my third cup of tea. Breakfast had thawed me out enough to feel my toes again. “Busy day?”

She looked thoughtful. “First Year lecture on Fielding. Second Year tutorial on Doctor Johnson.” She pulled a face. “God, I hate Johnson, he’s such a pompous shit. Anyway, after that it’s a free period right up to lunch. Want to have lunch with me?”

“I’ve got an appointment later. I’m going to be away all day.”

She favoured me with her hard stare. “And what’s more important than having lunch with me?”

I shrugged. “It’s something I organised weeks ago. Hard to get appointments. I can’t miss it or I’ll have to wait another couple of weeks.”

Araminta sighed theatrically. “Okay. I’ll just have a ham roll and a beer at the pub on my own.” She grinned slyly. “Maybe some young bloke there will catch my eye, eh?”

“I’m not a jealous man,” I told her. “But please stop emphasising ‘young,’ will you?”

 


 


I SAW ARAMINTA off to her lecture, then I wrapped myself up in several layers of clothing, went downstairs, unlocked my bicycle from the rack, and pedalled off towards Science City.

A kwass on, it seemed, was a breakfast pastry popular in School 902 but unknown everywhere else. Araminta claimed to miss them so much that she was thinking of setting up a bakery of her own. I promised to mention it to Rossiter. I didn’t tell her that our stocks of flour were very low, and that if this year’s cereal crops failed – a not unusual occurrence – we would all be in big trouble. Another reason to be in a hurry to get out of here. As if I needed another one.

Hundreds of cyclists, bundled up like myself, were pedalling in an unhurried fashion along University Avenue. I joined them, pulling my cap down low and bending over the handlebars so nobody would recognise me and start shouting stupid questions about when the Old Board were going to go on trial. I hated it when that happened.

It was fifteen miles, as the crow flew, from my Residence to Science City. The most direct route was University Avenue, which was so straight it could have been laid out by the aforementioned crow. Unfortunately, it ran up several steep hills, and I wasn’t nearly fit enough to tackle all of them and still have a meeting afterwards, so I turned off University Avenue after a couple of miles and cycled through The Park.

Here there were fewer cyclists. I sat up in my seat and pushed up the brim of my cap. Now that exertion had generated some heat in my body, the day seemed merely crisp, rather than mind-numbingly cold. Dozens of people were fishing from the banks of West Lake, and I silently wished them luck. I’d tried that myself; there was nothing larger than algae in West Lake, and there was a quiet research project going on to see if we could eat that.

The Campus was made up of four hundred Schools, scattered over an area about two hundred miles across and surrounded by mountains. Opinions differed over whether we sat in the bottom of the caldera of an ancient supervolcano, which was a charming thought, or the crater of a colossal prehistoric meteor strike, but to be honest nobody was thinking very hard about those theories at the moment.

School 1 was the administrative heart of the Campus. It was situated in the northeast, within sight of the Mountains, and it was the site of almost all the Faculty buildings. These had all been built two hundred years ago, when the Campus was founded, and they all looked roughly alike – austere stone blocks faced with many windows and roofed with copper. The earliest Residences looked much the same, but later ones, built as the population grew, were in a progression of more modern styles, although the Revolution had left many of them damaged and in some cases entirely uninhabitable.

Science City was different. It sat at the edge of School 1 like a colossal parasitic growth. It had originally just been the Chemistry, Physics, Biology and Engineering Faculties, buildings not unlike the others in the School, but down the years it had spread and grown and added more Faculties in a confusion of architectures, and now it was just what its nickname suggested, a little city, some of whose buildings were twenty or thirty stories tall, and dominated by the glass and steel spike of the Architects’ Tower. You could see it from miles away, rising out of the rich wooded land beside the River. It was a horrible place to visit; the paved plazas between the buildings were sterile and echoey and the wind blew through them all the time. I hated it.

The people who ran Science City – and there was a very real sense that it was actually a separate entity, rather than part of the School or indeed part of the Campus – had returned the favour by making it quite difficult for me to visit. For all official meetings, I had to put in a request weeks in advance, and there was never any guarantee that those requests would be granted. If I turned up unannounced, I always seemed to attract the attention of one or more Students, who would accompany me everywhere while engaging me in pleasant conversation about the weather or Student politics until I wanted to punch them.

I wasn’t sure quite what to make of this, so I hadn’t done anything about it yet, and the Science Faculty Heads and I existed, for the moment, in a kind of standoff. They turned up to Board meetings occasionally, and we smiled at each other over tea and biscuits, all the while having a shrewd idea what was going through each others’ heads. Nobody was kidding anybody.

Years ago, the various subject Faculties had merged into one huge Science Faculty, which was housed in a bizarre faceted glass and steel building which, from the outside anyway, looked as if it was perpetually on the verge of toppling over and rolling away. I parked my bike outside and chained it to a piece of statuary that looked like a spiral staircase made of billiard balls and stood for a few moments, looking about me. No sign of any eager, happy Students, although I suspected one or two would turn up if I deviated from the plan for today’s meeting. I took off my hat, combed my fingers through my hair, removed my bicycle clips, and pushed my way through the Faculty’s huge glass double-doors.

The entire ground floor of the Faculty was empty, a single huge room floored with something that looked like marble but swallowed the sound of your footsteps when you walked on it. From inside, it was impossible to see how the building was supported; there was nothing but the glass walls and the floor and the textured ceiling, and above that the weight of the Faculty eternally poised to come crushing down. I always felt my shoulders hunch up around my ears when I came in here, which was probably the point.

About fifteen minutes’ walk away across the not-marble floor, there was a doughnut-shaped desk, and beside that was a single staircase which poked down out of the ceiling like a tongue. I trekked across to the desk and gave my name to the smiling Student standing behind it. She in turn made quite a show of consulting a large appointment book, before smiling at me again.

“You’re early, Professor,” she told me pleasantly.

“I took a short-cut,” I said.

She glanced down at her appointment book, then looked up at me and smiled sunnily. “You will have your little joke, Professor.”

“Whenever possible,” I said.

“Someone will be down for you shortly,” she informed me. “You’re welcome to wait.”

“Thank you,” I said, genuinely curious about what else she expected me to do. I certainly wasn’t going to do the walk from the desk to the doors and back again. We stood there for a minute or so, me looking around the foyer and trying not to be intimidated by the ceiling, she making little notes in her appointment book. Visitor was early. Joked about it.

I said, “Nice weather.”

She looked up from her notes. “Beg pardon?”

“The weather. Nice.”

She glanced at the faraway glass wall. “Bit chilly this morning, I thought.”

“Bracing,” I said. “I thought it was more bracing than chilly.”

She thought about this, and all the time the smile never left her face. “Yes,” she said finally. “It could have been bracing.”

“It was chilly,” said a deep, pleasant voice from above our heads. “Technically.”

We both looked up. A tall, handsome man wearing flannel trousers and a shirt and tie was standing on the stairs. I said, “Is there a scale?”

He chuckled and descended the rest of the steps into the foyer. “There certainly is. The Penman-Walworth Scale. It’s almost a hundred and fifty years old.”

“It’s amazing what people will do when they’re bored,” I told him. “Personally, I like to catalogue my bookshelves.”

We shook hands and he treated me to a look at his perfect white smile. “Glad you could come,” he told me.

“As I remember, it was me who asked to see you,” I said, just so both he and the Student knew where we all stood.

His smile didn’t falter. “Of course,” he said. “Has Claire been looking after you?”

We both looked at Claire, who blushed ever so faintly. I said, “Claire has been very efficient,” which made her smile dim a fraction.

“Good,” he said. “Good. Well, shall we...?”

“Yes,” I said, turning towards the stairs with a great deal more confidence than I felt. “Let’s.”

The stairs at the Science Faculty were one of the spookiest things I had ever seen. Like the building itself, they seemed to be supported by some arcane and counterintuitive engineering trick rather than by more reliable bricks and mortar, but that wasn’t what scared me about them. Every step was an inch-thick slab of glass. Edge-on, they were an emerald green colour, but when you were standing on them they were completely clear and very nearly invisible. Walking on them was like ascending slowly, step by step, into thin air, and I didn’t like it at all.

There was no handrail, either, although someone had stuck gummed paper tape on each step to show the unwary where each one was. Somehow, this made it even worse, following a kinked line of brown tape that seemed to float on nothing.

I got myself up the stairs by concentrating on the Dean of the Science Faculty beside me. He was about five years older than me, and he had the clean, well-exercised look of a man who plays a lot of team sports and is rarely on the losing side. His hair was thick and brown and curly and touched a little with grey at the temples, his clothes discreetly expensive-looking. He radiated masculine bonhomie like a nicely bedded-in coal fire.

Thankfully, above the foyer level the building became considerably less alarming. On the first floor were corridors and offices and common rooms, and it was easy to imagine stout support pillars holding everything up. Even the stairs were of the more mundane type, the kind you could actually see.

“While you’re here, I thought we might clear the air a little,” he said as we walked.

“Oh?”

“There needs to be an attitude of trust between us all, I think you’ll agree.”

“Oh, absolutely.”

“We can’t rebuild if we’re constantly seeing conspiracy theories under every stone.”

“Callum,” I said, “I’m trying to get us all out of here. I couldn’t care less about rebuilding.”

He glanced at me. “People will want to stay,” he said. “Their homes are here.”

“If they want to stay, great. Good for them. But we’re only one bad Winter away from starving.”

We both fell silent for a little while, thinking about the most recent bad Winter. I resisted the urge to ask him just where that had sat on the Penman-Walworth Scale. Callum opened a door and led me into a small office. Not his – his was higher up in the building – but a spare room, bare of personal touches. Just a table and a couple of chairs and an oddly-shaped window looking down onto the plaza. I went over to the window and looked out; Callum sprawled in one of the chairs.

I said, “I put in a request four months ago, in writing, for copies of your Faculty records, and so far I’ve had no reply.” I heard him snort dismissively, behind me, and I said, “These things are important, Callum. We still don’t know half the things the Old Board did, and we’re not going to find out any time soon if the records are full of holes.”

“I’ll see your request is complied with,” he said. “But you didn’t come all this way just to poke me about records.”

I said, “Someone here’s running a still.”

He burst out laughing. “What?”

I turned from the window. “Someone here’s running a still and distributing whisky around the School. It’s not bad, actually. Whoever it is has had a lot of practice.”

He was still laughing. “Oh, for –”

“And drugs. Pep pills, mostly. Some of the work gangs have been caught with them.”

He stopped laughing and looked levelly at me. “And your proof that these things originate here is...?” When I didn’t say anything, he said, “You have none.”

“It’s science stuff, Callum,” I said. “I don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to make an educated guess where it’s coming from.”

He shrugged. “We’re far from the only people to have that kind of expertise.”

“But you are more or less the only people with the raw materials. Particularly for the drugs. And it’s being done on a large scale.”

Callum examined his fingernails. “I won’t have you trampling all over my Faculty,” he told me. “The Old Board did that. We never got anything done.”

“Well, it sounds to me as if some of your smart little Students are getting a bit much done right now, Callum,” I told him. “This stuff breeds crime, and that’s the last thing we need right now.”

He looked at me. “Isn’t this a bit... domestic for your brief?”

“Until we have something better to deal with this kind of thing, no.”

We stared at each other for a while. Finally, he said, “I’ll make my own inquiries.”

“And you’ll report back to me.”

“And I’ll report back to you. By the end of the week.”

“I want this thing shut down,” I told him. “No more whisky, no more drugs. If you can’t do it yourself, I’ll do it for you. I have plenty of time on my hands.”

He laughed, but it sounded forced. “All right,” he said.

“And the Faculty records, Callum.”

“I’ll make sure you get them,” he said. His smile returned. “You know, you could have done all this by letter.”

“I tried to do that,” I told him.

He nodded. “Fair point. I apologise. Is there anything else I can do for you, while you’re here?”

“You can give me that bottle of whisky you’ve got in your office.”

It was worth a try, but Callum was too good. We looked at each other for a few moments, then he chuckled, and after a moment I chuckled too. He said, “I have half a bottle of single malt that my predecessor left behind. I was keeping it for a special occasion, but you’re welcome to take it with you.”

“Thanks,” I told him. “But I need to keep a clear head.”

He stood up. “So, are we friends again?”

We had never been friends to start with, but it wasn’t worth quibbling about. “Just get those files to me, Callum. And sort out this whisky thing.”

He nodded. “Right at the top of my to-do list. Trust me.”

He walked me back down to the foyer. The glass staircase was even more nerve-wracking going down than going up, but I thought I managed to hide my discomfort. I nodded pleasantly to Claire as we went by, but she had her head buried in her appointment book and seemed not to notice. Half past four. Subject leaves.

Outside, Callum looked at my bicycle. “I wish you wouldn’t chain it to this,” he said, nodding at the sculpture. “We have bicycle racks, you know.”

The nearest bicycle rack was almost a quarter of a mile away across a series of barren plazas. The walk across the ground floor of the Faculty was bad enough, without having to go any further. I said, “I’ll remember, next time.”

“You’re always welcome, you know,” he told me. “Don’t be a stranger.”

As lies went, it was one of the more transparent anyone had ever told me, but I smiled. “Thanks. I’ll take you up on that.”

“You do that.”

We shook hands, and I got on my bike and rode off into the windy wilderness of Science City.

 


 


THE DAYS WERE still short at this time of year, and I had a long way to go. Late afternoon dusk was beginning to gather before I even reached the edge of Science City, and I switched on the little dynamo-driven lamp on the front of the bike, even though it hardly gave out any illumination at all.

What I’d told Callum was true. The last thing we needed right now was some kind of alcohol and drugs gang operating out of Science City. Quite apart from the criminality it was bound to cause, I didn’t want the Scientists having any kind of leverage over the rest of us. On the face of it, the Science Faculty was blameless with regard to the Old Board – they wanted to remain autonomous no matter who was running things, and resented official interference of any kind – but I kept thinking of the thing I had seen in the morgue, the young woman who had been breathing water, and I realised there was no longer any way to tell who had been doing what.

On one side of Science City there was a long, fairly steep hill running down to the River. I always went back that way because I could freewheel all the way down and then it was a long, but flat, ride out as far as University Avenue, after which it was downhill all the way home.

I was freewheeling down the hill, thinking about women with gills and men with wings and wondering whether it was possible at all to give the Old Board a fair trial, and the next moment I was rolling along the road, the bike clattering to a halt somewhere ahead of me.

I came to a stop and lay on my back, breathing hard. My chest hurt, and the back of my head, but I didn’t seem to be seriously injured, so I sat up and looked about me. I couldn’t see anything in the gloom.

I got up and walked over to the bike. The handlebars were twisted round until they were parallel with the front wheel, which wasn’t so much of a problem. The problem was the rear wheel, which was bent entirely out of true.

There was no way of fixing it. Not here, anyway. I picked it up and carried it over to the side of the road and dropped it in the long grass. Then I walked slowly back up the hill with my hands stretched out in front of me.

About fifty feet further uphill, my palms encountered a rope strung taut across the road. I stood where I was for a little while, leaning against it, then I followed it off to one side until I found the tree it was tied to. I stood there thinking for quite a long time.

Rope boobytraps were some of the least sophisticated, and oddly most-effective, antipersonnel devices in existence. They slowed down the advance of a group of people on bicycles, and if you were lucky you caught some of the unsuspecting vanguard and incapacitated or killed them outright. This one had been strung too low; it had caught me across the chest and bowled me off the bike rather than across the neck, killing me.

No way to prove who had done it, of course, but it did cross my mind that Callum’s eager Students would know this was my favoured route home.

I went back to the road and muttered one of Araminta’s favourite swearwords as I started to walk. There was a Residence on the way where I could borrow a bike, but this was still going to take me most of the night.

“Cockwomble,” I said.
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INCLUDING MYSELF, THE New Board’s Intelligence Faculty comprised thirty-three persons. The thirty-third and newest member of the team was a sulky, slightly bovine young Student in a pair of greasy overalls. She was waiting outside my office when I arrived one morning a couple of days after my meeting with Callum.

“Lou,” she said by way of introduction. She didn’t bother to get up from her chair, so I didn’t bother to offer to shake hands, and that established our relationship more or less immediately. “Got a message from the Chancellor’s office. Said you wanted to talk to me.”

Well, at least I couldn’t complain that Rossiter wasted his time. “Did the message say what I wanted?”

She shook her head as if she neither knew nor cared.

“Would you like some tea?”

“Black,” she told me. “Three sugars.”

I unlocked my office door. “Come on in.”

We had planned for the Admin Building to fall intact, and that was more or less how it had happened, apart from some smoke damage and the odd bloodstain, so the members of the New Board had been able to pick and choose which offices they wanted to occupy. I hadn’t had that luxury. My less-than-esteemed predecessor had installed secure direct telephone lines, combination-lock cupboards, and safes in the walls, floor and ceiling. It was the office of the Professor Of Intelligence, and I had inherited it.

I had also inherited the large cat-shaped stain on the floorboards where my predecessor had sat, in the last few minutes of the Fall, and blown his brains out after setting fire to all his files. We had managed to break down the door a minute or so after hearing the gunshot, and we had extinguished the fire without losing too many documents. The office still smelled faintly of burned paper, but I supposed it was preferable to the smell of old blood.

The office was dark and wood-panelled and the ceiling was still stained from my predecessor’s abortive funeral pyre, but I had managed to add a homely touch by bringing in a kettle, a teapot and some cups. My Secretary and Rossiter’s Secretary could occasionally collaborate to let me have some scones if I was having an important meeting, but Lou was out of luck today.

While she wandered about the office, sniffing at the faint smell of burning and trying to open the filing cabinets, I switched on the kettle and searched for a couple of clean cups.

“Do you think you’d do that?” she asked.

I looked round. There was no need to ask what she meant; she was looking at the stain on the floor.

“That’s a hard question to answer,” I said. “He was a professional.”

She snorted, and rightly so; it was no kind of answer. I said, “He spent all his life working in Intelligence. He worked his way up from Student to Full Professor, and there he was watching the barbarians storming the gates. He saw it was hopeless and he killed himself.”

“You still haven’t answered the question.”

Indeed. And if Lou was going to have any kind of career on my staff, she was going to have to learn to bite her tongue. “I have no idea if I would have done what he did,” I told her. “I can’t imagine being in that position.”

She sniffed. “Neither could he, probably.”

I looked at her. Rossiter had dragged her away from some reconstruction project in the East, had her come here on some shitty overcrowded overnight train so that she could present herself to me first thing in the morning. She was tired and annoyed and she needed a bath, and I was about to ask her to take on what was at best a pointless task. But I had limits, particularly first thing in the morning. I glared at her, and bless her she glared right back.

I asked, “How long have your family been Students?”

She shrugged. “For ever.”

“And now you’re a Research Assistant.”

She made a peculiar noise with her mouth that I later discovered involved sucking at a hollow tooth. She did it when something failed to impress her, or when she wanted to annoy me, or occasionally both.

For Lou, this was a promotion, a step up in the social order, and if she was at all excited by the new course of her life she was doing an excellent job of hiding it.

I was completely at a loss. It had taken four generations for my family to rise from Student to Research Assistant. We had then made the dizzy jump to Doctor in less than eighteen years, and had been stuck there ever since, generation after generation, an amiably unambitious family. So I was a bit bemused that Lou seemed not to care about her sudden elevation in social status.

On the other hand, in my predecessor’s day, this office carried with it the status of Full Professor, but one of the first things I had done on being landed with the job was turn down the title. I’d tried to explain it to Rossiter, but he refused to understand. Everyone called me ‘Professor’ anyway.

I heard the kettle boil, and I sighed. “How many sugars did you say?”

 


 


TO GET TO the Apocrypha, you had to pass through a locked and guarded door on the ground floor of the Admin Building, then go down several flights of stairs to an anteroom where there was another guard and locked door. The guards were my idea; a lot of people wanted to get into the Apocrypha. Many of them wanted to look for the files the Old Board had kept on them. Some of them wanted to set fire to it.

The upper cellar level of the Admin Building was one huge room, bigger than a football pitch, and it contained thousands of floor-to-ceiling filing cabinets. It was here that successive Boards had indulged their bewildering passion for bureaucracy, storing at least one duplicate of every list, memo, directive and official piece of paper they produced. To this monstrous collection of memorabilia – mainly because there was no other logical place for it – the New Board had added unofficial Residence histories, details of plans and worksheets for reconstruction, its own bureaucratic product, rumours, half-truths and gossip. None of it was in any recognisable order; ever since the Fall a group of Librarians had been working down here to try and index what was in these cabinets, but nobody had been able to discover the secret of the Old Board’s filing system – if indeed they’d had one – and so far only a fraction of the Apocrypha had even been looked at.

My newest recruit and I went through the door and down a set of stairs. A table had been set up at the bottom, and behind it sat another guard. I signed us through and we went out into the cellar.

“Fucking hell,” she said when she saw the lines of filing cabinets marching away into the badly-lit distance.

I looked at her. Lou and I had spent roughly thirty minutes in each other’s company, and so far she had managed to remind me at least once every five minutes about how low her enthusiasm for her new job was. She had also been rude about the tea.

“Look,” I said with what I liked to think of as my Favourite Uncle tone of voice. “If I had my way there would be one person to each filing drawer, and we’d have what we want in a couple of days. But there may not be that many people on the Campus, and even if there were, the Chancellor wouldn’t let me have any of them. So here we are.”

She shrugged and continued to look at the endless ranks of filing cabinets, an appalled expression on her face. “What did you say you were looking for?”

One of the Librarians was walking towards us down the aisle. In the poor lighting she looked like someone walking across the bed of an ocean. I said, “Any mention of escape attempts in the last few days before the Fall. Any mention of the phrases ‘Escape Group 9’ or ‘Runway Four.’ Anything.”

“Is that all?”

The Librarian had almost reached us. She raised a hand and waved tiredly. I waved back. “That’s Doctor Glasgow,” I told Lou. “I’ve asked her to help you, but she’s very busy.”

“She’s very busy,” Lou muttered.

“Morning,” Anna said, stopping in front of us. “Is this the new body?”

I said, “Anna Glasgow, Lou Collier. Lou Collier, Anna Glasgow.”

Anna and Lou were roughly the same age, but the similarity ended right there. Anna was frail and willowy and her family had been Doctors when mine were still Students. She always looked exhausted, but she hadn’t missed a single day in the Apocrypha since we took the Admin Building. At one point, in the final few chaotic hours of the Fall, while I was upstairs listening to my predecessor shoot himself, she had armed herself with a rifle and stationed herself at the door to the cellar to keep out the vengeful hordes. She never had to use the gun, I think mainly because the vengeful hordes were embarrassed to find themselves harassing this young woman who looked as if she would snap in two if you used strong language in front her. She actually knew – and was more than happy to use – more strong language than they could command between them. But they didn’t know that.

Introductions made, Lou wandered off along the stacks, shaking her head. When she was more or less out of earshot, Anna said to me, “You look terrible.”

“I love you too.”

“You poor thing.” She reached out and stroked my cheek. “They’re working you too hard.”

I smiled. “You don’t exactly look well-rested yourself, Anna.”

She hugged me close and we looked out into the heart of the bureaucratic monster that the Old Board had made of itself. “So much to do,” she murmured. “So many people to do it to.”

“No news on EG9?”

She shook her head. “We’ve found some stuff that might relate to Mass Grave 42, though. I had it sent to Harry Pool.”

I nodded. I’d see it soon enough if Harry thought it was worth my attention. “Do you ever feel like giving up” I asked.

She snuggled her head against my shoulder. “Only every day.”

“The Revolution’s over, for fuck’s sake. We won. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

Anna straightened up and looked away into the realm she had inherited. “That’s their fault, not ours,” she said.

“Do you think there’s anyone left alive who understands this place?”

“This?” She waved a hand at all the paper-stuffed cabinets marching away endlessly into the dimness, the Old Board’s last army, its final line of defence. “You know what? I don’t think anyone ever did.”

 


 


“MAPS?” ARAMINTA ASKED. She loved maps. The very mention of the subject was enough to get her undivided attention.

“The theory is that somewhere in the Apocrypha there are maps of all the boobytraps,” I said. “Or at least some mention of where the maps are. Land mines, automatic guns, safe routes. Everything. A way out of here. That’s what the Librarians are looking for, really.”

“I heard about this Glasgow bird,” she said. “You have a thing going with her or something?”

“Once upon a time,” I admitted.

“And she’s from a really old Family, right? Doctors from way back?”

I nodded.

“Wow,” she said, a word I had never heard until a couple of months ago but which was now a part of my own vocabulary. “And here am I just a humble Visiting Lecturer.”

I looked at her, walking beside me. She was bundled up in a huge duck-down-stuffed jacket, several feet of multicoloured scarf wrapped around her neck, red knitted cap pulled down over her ears. “You look like an over-evolved jumble sale.”

“That’s very funny,” she said. “I must write it down so I don’t forget it.”

We were walking along the crest of the Downs towards the Arts Faculty. At the bottom of the hill the red slate roofs of the Medical Residences were just visible through drifting panes of mist. They were all still empty, despite the shortage of housing. Nobody wanted to live in them. Several buildings were burned out and missing their roofs; charred timbers peeked up out of the mist.

A little less than a year ago, we had been planning Revolution, stockpiling weapons, coordinating action, collating intelligence reports. On a misty day not unlike this one, the Chancellor’s Autumn Term Speech had been booed by fifteen thousand students and Lecturers, and Security had turned water cannon, tear gas and finally rifle fire on the subsequent protest march.

We had fought through a Winter so deep that I thought at one point we would have no choice but to capitulate and take the consequences; some of us might have survived, incarcerated but alive.

But we didn’t give up, and even now I couldn’t understand why. We spent nights huddled fully clothed in burned-out buildings, wrapped in layer after layer of blankets, afraid to sleep in case Security patrols found us. We starved, froze, went insane. There were rumours that Zoology had released their wolves and let them roam the Campus. There were rumours of cannibalism...

That last was true. A hundred and fifty people started that Winter in Hall 102. Only five saw the thaw. They were still under close psychiatric supervision.

One member of the New Board had published a paper entitled ‘Why Did We Win?’ and his conclusion seemed to be that he simply didn’t know. We were outnumbered, outgunned, and starving. We were dying. And we won anyway.

The Fall came with dizzying, incomprehensible speed, in the middle of one of the Winter’s worst blizzards. One moment we were trapped in the Geography Faculty building, with the Faculty Members variously dead or locked in the cellar. The next moment, Security were laying down their weapons and coming over to us in such bewildering numbers that I thought at first it had to be some bizarre strategy.

We heard later that, when Security started to come over to us, the Colonel instituted a purge of his staff, a purge that went on to the very last hours of the Old Board. There were stories of him striding down the corridors of the Admin Building, pearl-handled revolver in each hand, personally bestowing the fatal bullet on those who displeased him.

I suppose he was true to his lights, right to the end. When we made that final march on the Admin Building through the snow we were ten thousand strong, students and Lecturers and Security alike, armed to the teeth, the amazing scent of victory making us feel invulnerable. Seeing us coming, the ring of Security men surrounding the building simply put their rifles on the ground and fled.

The Board surrendered almost immediately, apart from the odd die-hard, like my predecessor. But the Colonel locked himself into a room in the West Wing and killed thirty people who tried to winkle him out. In the end, he was fighting with his teeth and bare hands, and he never gave up.

Those thirty lives were on my conscience; I had given the order that the Colonel was to be taken alive at all costs, and if I hadn’t been so fastidious those people wouldn’t have died. I wanted to see the bastard on trial and I wanted to hang him myself, but when I thought about it now it seemed a high price to pay for such a mean and ugly life.

“They boobytrapped the river too, you know?” Araminta told me. “About twenty miles east of School 902. You couldn’t even fish in it without getting your face blown off. Every year some little kiddie would ignore their parents’ advice and see if they could catch something and they’d wind up hooking a mine or one of those automatic shotgun things.” She looked down the hill towards the Medical Residences. “You can’t tell kiddies anything, Rupe. They never listen.”

I nodded. Araminta had spent her whole life out on the far Eastern edge of the Campus, right up against the Fences. She knew the Death Zones and the dog patrols and she had spent every day of her life looking out towards the mountains beyond which Lady’s Law might hide. Those things were more academic, if you’ll excuse the pun, to those of us living close to Admin and School 1. Our writers and artists tended to romanticise the Schools out along the Fences, but from what Araminta had told me there had been nothing romantic about growing up there. Not long before she arrived, I had gone up to the North Side, in search of a fabled poacher who was said to have discovered one of the safe routes off the Campus, and all I found were sad, apprehensive people who wore threadbare clothes and looked at me as if I was an exotic bird, fallen out of the sky.

We were still prisoners. It seemed too ludicrous for words. According to the last Census, there were a little over one hundred thousand people on the Campus. Even allowing for the very worst attrition of the Revolution, there had to be over eighty thousand of us left, and we couldn’t get out.

“We tried everything, I suppose,” she said. “Hot-air balloons. Gliders. Tunnels.” She tugged one end of her scarf, tightening it around her neck. “The balloons and gliders were all shot down. The tunnels,” she shrugged and shook her head, “well.”

Anyone wanting to tunnel out under the Fences would have to dig for well over two miles. It was impossible; the ground around the Fences was sown with mines, some of them buried ten, fifteen, twenty feet deep. You’d be digging a tunnel, stick your spade into the earth, and bang. The ground around the perimeter of the Campus was dotted with sad little depressions where tunnels had met an explosive end.

Eventually, of course, all those doomed escape attempts would clear a way through the Death Zones, through the Fences, through the Death Zones on the other side, and we would all be free. By then, I calculated, there would be about seven of us left to enjoy it. The joke was that two or three of the New Board had actually suggested it, just concentrating escapes in one place and keeping going until all the booby traps ran out and we could walk out over the bodies of the unfortunate. Sometimes I thought I was working for the wrong people.

The Old Board had had this thing, we still didn’t know what it was or where it came from. If anything larger than a seagull took to the air over the Campus there would be a line of smoke in the sky, an explosion, and an expanding ball of flame. When we had all sufficiently collected our thoughts, I had authorised an experiment using a hot-air balloon the size of a large dog. We ran the balloon and its burner up on a line to a height of roughly fifty feet before that line of smoke appeared in the sky and the balloon vanished in an immense concussion. I issued a blanket ban on escape attempts after that, but the North, West, East and South sides were still losing people who thought it was worth a try. Like Araminta said, you can’t tell kiddies anything.

“Good grief,” she said when she saw the building we were walking towards. “What did you do to that?”

“The Arts Faculty,” I said. “They just wouldn’t give up.”

She stood, hands in pockets, tilting her head back so that she could see the building from under the rim of her knitted hat. “Obviously.”

Gunfire and siege had made the Arts Faculty building uninhabitable, so we had imprisoned the Colonel and the Old Board there. An armed militiaman stood guard at each of the entrances; the officer on the main door knew me by sight but I made sure he checked our passes and signed us both through. Once security started to get sloppy all manner of vengeance would be coming through these doors.

The guards had taken over the old Porter’s Lodge as a shelter from the cold. I left Araminta there to have a cup of tea and a chat with some of the boys, and took one of each with me up the great echoing marble main staircase to the third floor.

We had grown strong by the time we reached the Arts Faculty, and we had done a great deal of damage to it with our Security-augmented ordnance. We had put him in one of the more damaged office suites along a length of corridor with holes blown in its outside wall, through which I could see a misty half-revealed landscape and indistinct buildings. The tea in the tin mug I carried steamed in the cold air.

The guard and I stopped before a heavy oak door sporting six hefty padlocks, hasps screwed inexpertly but very securely into the wood. The guard began the process of unlocking, selecting each separate key from the ring that hung chained to his belt. He kept fumbling the keys into the keyholes.

“One at a time,” I murmured in what I meant to be a friendly tone of voice.

“Yes, sir,” he said, and promptly dropped the key ring. I heard laughter from the other side of the door.

I walked down the corridor and stood at one of the holes in the wall and sipped my tea. In spite of the cold and the mist, it was really a very nice morning. You could almost convince yourself that Spring was coming. I listened to the guard trying to get the door open; I wondered if I made him nervous, or if he was this jumpy all the time. If he was like this all the time, I was going to have to arrange a transfer for him. Jumpy people and firearms were, in my experience, a poor combination.

“Sir?”

I turned and looked down the corridor. He finally had the door unlocked. I walked back down to him and he opened it for me. Then he saluted as I stepped through, and I felt myself cringe. He closed the door behind me, and I heard the locks being clicked shut again.

There was a table in the middle of the room. I went over to it, pulled up a chair and sat down. I put my folders and my mug down in front of me. On the other side of the table was a small stack of books. I reached over and picked up the top one. The Prince.

He didn’t turn from the window.

I put the book back on the pile. “I’d have thought you’d know it by heart by now.”

He didn’t answer. He had his back to me and his shoulders were so straight they looked as if they had been set using a spirit-level. We were above the level of the mist, and the window seemed to look out over a huge vaporous lake, from which the towers and spires and cubes of Science City rose like the skyline of a mythical metropolis, the seven-hundred-foot spire of the Architects’ Tower at its heart catching the morning sunlight on its thousands of windows.

“Nice view,” I said.

“Professor,” he said without turning round. He always used my predecessor’s rank when he spoke to me.

I opened one of my folders and took out half a dozen sheets of paper and sorted through them.

He looked over his shoulder at me and smiled. “Good morning.”

I looked up from the documents. “Good morning, Colonel.”

“Have you read Machiavelli?” he asked.

“No.”

He smiled again.

When he took over from the Old Colonel, he had been twenty years old. Now he was nearly seventy, and he looked as hard as an old tree. His white hair was combed straight back from his forehead, and his face was pink and freshly-shaved. The room wasn’t cold – there was a little heater in the corner – but he was wearing a heavy blue greatcoat and a grey scarf. I sipped some tea and consulted the documents again.

“Do you intend to be entertaining today?” he asked without moving from the window. “Or will this be another of those visits where you just sit and stare at me?”

I continued to read through the documents. They had nothing to do with my visit; they were just camouflage. I made a pencil notation on a report about lightbulb production and wondered distantly why it had arrived on my desk.

“I see,” said the Colonel. He turned to look out of the window again.

I read for another minute or so. It was childish and silly, I knew, but I needed the time to gather my thoughts. He scared the living daylights out of me.

Finally I said, “Any complaints?”

It was his turn to remain silent.

I said, “Runway Four.”

He said nothing.

I said, “Don’t you think it’s remarkable that people would try escape attempts so close to Admin? I mean, I can cycle from my office down to the river in an hour or so. It’s hardly out of the way.”

“I don’t think it’s remarkable at all,” he said.

“No?”

“No.”

“I’m not even going to bother telling you about the bodies we found,” I said. “We have more than enough evidence against you and your people.”

No reaction.

I got up from the table and banged on the door. The guard opened it and I said, “Go downstairs and get four men.” He looked at me for a moment or two, confused, then closed the door again. I heard him running off down the corridor.

I stood by the door waiting. The Colonel turned from the window and raised an eyebrow.

A minute or so later, I heard booted feet running towards us along the battered floorboards of the corridor. The door opened and the Sergeant of the Guard stepped into the room, followed by three of his men.

“Handcuff him and take him outside,” I said to the Sergeant, nodding at the Colonel.

He didn’t resist as he was handcuffed and marched bodily out of the room, down the corridor and down the stairs. Araminta came out of the Porter’s Lodge as we swept by towards the doors, and she fell in behind us as we went outside.

“I’ve had enough,” I told the Colonel as we walked.

“Really?” he asked, looking about him. It was months since he had been out of his room, and he was making the most of the change of scenery.

“I’ve had enough of wasting time and resources on you.”

“You’re welcome to stop,” he said. “Any time you feel strong enough.”

“Yes,” I said, coming to a halt. “Stop,” I told the guards. “Make him kneel”

The guards looked uncertainly at each other and then forced the Colonel to his knees. I heard Araminta say, “Rupe...?”

I took a pistol from my jacket pocket, cocked it, and put the muzzle to the back of the Colonel’s head.

“Rupe!” said Araminta.

I pulled the trigger.

There was a moment’s shocked silence, then the Colonel began to laugh.

 


 


SHE WAS VERY quiet for a few days. She seemed to spend most of her time teaching, or working in the Library. When she was at home, she spent a lot of time in her room.

One evening, while I was working through a pile of routine intelligence reports, she came and stood on the other side of my desk and said, “Rupe, we have to talk about what happened the other day.”

I sat back and looked at her. She was wearing a pair of my cords and one of my shirts and she had her hair tied back. There were dark smudges under her eyes and her nose looked red, as if she’d been crying.

“He did much worse to others, Araminta. I wanted to shake him up.”

“What you did was barbaric, Rupe,” she said. “I don’t care what that man did to you, you had no right to start behaving like him. I thought the Revolution was supposed to put an end to all that.”

There was, of course, no answer to that. She was right, I was wrong. I spread my hands and shrugged.

“I thought you were better than that,” she said sadly, and she turned away and went back to her room and closed the door.

 


 


NOT LONG AFTER that, she came to my office and announced that she was taking a Sabbatical.

“A what?” I said.

“I’m going home for a while,” she told me. “I want to get my head together.”

“Your head looks all right to me,” I said, but she had stopped finding me amusing.

“I want to decide whether you’re worth the trouble,” she said.
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THE CALL CAME through as Jim was preparing to leave the office. He had tickets for the anniversary revival of Shrek: The Musical at The Theatre Royal, a birthday surprise for his stepson. He very nearly left the expert system to pick up the call, but in the end a vague sense of duty won out and he answered and listened to the voice at the other end of the connection.

The caller rang off, and Jim phoned home, made excuses into a frosty silence. By the time he got downstairs there was a car waiting for him.

Settling into the back seat, he felt his phone buzz. The office distrusted electronic communications on principle, considering them inherently impossible to secure. For the most confidential missives, paper was the only acceptable medium. But the situation was still developing and there was no time to print up documents, so someone – an intern, judging by the number of typos – had been tasked to text him a briefing.

He scrolled down through it as the police driver accelerated the car smoothly into the West End’s evening traffic. Not much more than the phone call had told him, really. And there was that phrase again. Claims to have seen a map.

So, Jim, in the back of an anonymous saloon car, the underlighting of the phone’s screen making him look older than his years. Untidy fair hair, a dimpled chin. Gawky. A former girlfriend once told him he looked like one of those awkward wading birds. But she also told him he had the cold, dead eyes of a shark, so there was that. Bright lad, Cambridge-educated, good record. Steady worker rather than a superstar. Good eye for detail. Prosaic.

The Whitehall and Charing Cross bombings had resulted in the previous century’s Ring Of Steel being retooled as the Maze Of Steel, a patchwork of blocked-off streets and security checkpoints which still bewildered all but the most experienced of cabbies, so it was some while before he realised that the car had not, in fact, travelled all that far. He found himself being conveyed through the thirty-foot-high sliding gates at the back of the new Camden Town police station, a forbidding fortified compound which would not have looked out of place in Belfast in the 1980s. The brief campaign of car-and truck-bombings had forced a hurried rethink of police security across the country. Most existing police stations – the ones which hadn’t been closed down by the cuts in the 2010s, at any rate – had made do with barriers and exclusion zones. Newly-built stations such as Camden had been purpose-designed to take into account the Global War On Terror. Which was all very well, but...

“Excuse me, what are we doing here?” Jim asked.

“Ordered to bring you here first, then drive you on to Potters Bar, sir,” replied the driver.

“What am I supposed to do here?”

“I only drive the car, sir.”

While the driver parked among the armoured vans and fast interceptor cars in the compound, Jim essayed a text. The reply came almost immediately. Full, repeat full, report on incident.

“Do not pass go,” Jim murmured. “Do not collect two hundred pounds.”

“Pardon me, sir?” asked the driver.

“Nothing.” Jim opened the door. “Go and see if the canteen will give you a mug of tea and a bacon sandwich or something. I might be here a while.”

“Sir.”

A tall man in a suit was walking across the yard towards the car. Jim met him halfway and they shook hands. “Superintendent Spicer,” said the man. “Could I see your identification, please, sir?”

Jim showed him a card which bore neither his real name nor the name of the organisation for which he worked, but which nonetheless required members of the police, fire, ambulance and coast guard services – and perhaps the RSPCA and the AA as well, he’d never had occasion to explore all the possibilities – to do his bidding without question.

Spicer glanced at the card. He said, “I don’t expect you to answer this, sir, but for form’s sake I’m going to ask what your interest in this matter is.”

“Oh, I don’t mind telling you, Superintendent,” Jim said brightly. “There may be a terrorist aspect to tonight’s events. Something we’re working on.”

Spicer blinked, caught by encountering such a vein of candour so early. “We’ve already interviewed most of the passengers,” he said, starting to lead Jim back across the yard to the main building. “I’ll make sure you have copies.”

“Thank you, Superintendent.”

Spicer jabbed his forefinger at a keypad mounted on the wall and leaned his weight against the door beside it. The door opened and he held it while Jim stepped inside, then followed him.

“Your request came too late for us to detain the majority of the passengers,” he said as he led Jim down corridors and up flights of stairs.

“It’s not necessary to detain them, Superintendent,” Jim said. “A sight of their interviews will be more than sufficient. You can send the remaining passengers home when you’ve spoken with them to your satisfaction.”

“I was told –”

Jim shook his head. “Just someone at the office trying to dot the i’s and cross the t’s. Better to be safe than sorry and all that. It’s really not necessary.”

Spicer’s voice took on a grumpy timbre as he stopped at a door and poked at another keypad. “Shall I recall the officers we sent out to bring the passengers back to the station then?”

Jim looked at the Superintendent. His job didn’t often bring him into contact with the police service, but other members of the organisation he worked for relied, at least in part, on a good relationship with them. And vice versa. The two bodies were constantly apologising to each other in a slow dance of almost Byzantine politeness, bumping along from diplomatic incident to diplomatic incident.

He said, “I do appreciate your efforts, Superintendent, and I apologise for the miscommunication which has taken place. I’ll make sure the person involved is reprimanded.”

Spicer wouldn’t let it go. “I already have a major incident on my hands, sir. I’ve had to take officers off that to go and collect the passengers. And I’ve turfed Barnet MPS out to take care of the ones up there.”

The Metropolitan Police Service’s many areas existed in a world of constantly renegotiated alliances and favours owed. Undoubtedly Spicer had called in some of those favours this evening.

“I can only apologise again,” Jim said. “I’ll mention in my report to my superiors that note be taken of your efforts, come the next Spending Review.”

“That’s not good enough, sir,” Spicer said. “With respect.”

Here it comes. Jim mentally drew himself up to his full height and asked pleasantly, “What can I do for you, Superintendent?”

“A certain individual has become of interest to us,” Spicer said, picking his way through it as delicately as a ballet dancer. “It’s a wholly criminal matter – no Security involvement at all – but during our investigations we discovered that your people have had the individual under surveillance for some considerable time on another matter.”

Jim nodded. “And I presume you’ve asked for the fruits of that surveillance.”

“Not all of it. A period of eight days last September.” He added apologetically, “We asked a fortnight ago.”

“If you give me the details, I’ll make sure you get the information you need, Superintendent.”

Spicer looked at him a moment longer, then nodded and pushed the door open. “Thank you, sir. After you, please.”

 


 


THE WITNESS WAS in his thirties, well-dressed, well-barbered. He seemed completely at ease sitting in the interview room across a table from a rather scruffy-looking detective sergeant whose body language suggested that she had already done more than enough of these this evening, thank you very much.

“And you left work at...?” she asked.

“Five thirty,” he said, leaning back in the chair. American accent. He didn’t smile exactly, but he radiated good-naturedness. He seemed, Jim thought, a wry sort of man.

“And how did you get from Chancery Lane to Tottenham Court Road?” the detective sergeant asked.

“Is that relevant?”

The detective sergeant gave him a look which suggested that she wanted to say, “I’ll decide what’s relevant.” But instead all she came up with was a tired, “Please, Mr Ross.”

Ross smiled. Wryly. “I walked.”

“Central Line was suspended,” Superintendent Spicer murmured, sitting beside Jim. “They had one under at St Paul’s.”

‘One under’ was slang for a jumper, a suicide under the wheels of a train. “Do we know for certain that it was an authentic suicide?” Jim asked.

Spicer looked at him as if he had just quoted a line from Gravity’s Rainbow. “Bloke’s dead,” he allowed after a few moments. “That was authentic enough. Any more details, you’ll need to talk to British Transport Police.”

Jim nodded and made a note. They were sitting in a small, cosy monitor suite, facing a rank of screens. Most of the screens had been turned off. Three showed the interior of the rooms being used to interview passengers from the bus. Two of the rooms were empty for the moment. The third contained Mr Andrew Ross and his interviewer, Detective Sergeant – Jim consulted the file – Collins.

“So, you walked from Chancery Lane to Tottenham Court Road,” Collins recapped. “And that took you...?”

Ross shrugged. “Ten minutes? Fifteen at most.”

“So you were at Tottenham Court Road no later than five forty-five.”

Another shrug. A smile. “I guess. I didn’t dawdle.”

Collins looked at him. “Many people at the bus stop, were there, Mr Ross?”

“Sure. It’s always busy there. Four or five different buses stop there, it was rush hour. Lots of people.”

“And did you see the gentleman there?”

Ross shook his head.

Collins sighed a little. “Perhaps you could think for a moment, Mr Ross. Did you see the gentleman waiting for the bus at the stop at the bottom of the Tottenham Court Road?”

Ross thought. He shook his head.

“He’s been pulled before,” said Spicer.

Jim turned his head to look at the Superintendent. “Beg pardon?”

Spicer nodded at the screen. “Chummy. Look at him. This isn’t the first time he’s been in an interview room.”

Jim looked at the screen again. “Do you think so?”

Spicer nodded. “Look at his body language.”

Jim looked. He made another note.

In the interview room, Detective Sergeant Collins asked, “Many people on the bus?”

“It was packed,” Ross replied.

Collins looked at him for a few moments, seemed to reconsider what she had been about to ask, and said instead, “Can I just ask why you always take the bus rather than the Northern Line?”

Ross shrugged. “Why not?”

“It’s just...” Collins consulted her tablet. “You customarily take the Central Line to Tottenham Court Road and get the bus to Muswell Hill from there. Why not just change to the Northern Line, get off at Highgate, catch the bus there? Quicker journey.”

Ross smiled. “Have you ever travelled on the Northern Line?”

“He’s in no hurry to get home,” Spicer said.

“Oh?” said Jim, studying Ross’s body language to see where this insight had come from.

“We’ve got footage of him from earlier, phoning his wife to say he was going to be late,” Spicer went on. “Got her side of the conversation with comms interception, she was yelling down the phone at him, giving it this and that. I don’t blame him for wanting to take his time getting home.”

“Oh.” Jim made another note.

“So,” Collins said in the interview room. “Could you show me on this diagram where on the bus you were sitting, please, Mr Ross?” She poked at her tablet a couple of times, then held it out so Ross could reach it, but the angle was wrong for Jim to see it on the camera.

Ross studied the tablet’s screen for a few moments, then touched it. “There.”

Collins sat back and looked at the screen. “Lower deck, right hand side, seat 4d,” she said for the people sitting in the observation room. “By the window,” she added.

“Comms interception is a little... contentious...” Jim hazarded.

“You’re not one of those civil liberties bods are you, sir?” Spicer asked.

“We’re required to be conscious of these issues,” Jim said. “But one could hardly do one’s job...”

“Well exactly.” Spicer nodded. “This is my station, sir. Anyone who thinks they can make a phone call here and not be eavesdropped on is deluding themselves.”

“I see. Have you ever had the opportunity to argue this point in court, Superintendent?”

Spicer beamed. “On numerous occasions.”

On the screen, Detective Sergeant Collins asked, “Where did the bus stop between Tottenham Court Road and Camden Town station?”

Ross shook his head. “Every stop, felt like.”

“Did you see the gentleman board the bus?”

“No. The bottom deck of the bus was packed with standing passengers. I couldn’t see the doors.”

“So you’re sure he didn’t get on at the first stop with you, and you don’t know which of the other stops he got on at.”

“I didn’t say I was sure he didn’t get on at the first stop,” Ross corrected mildly. “I said I didn’t see him.”

“I like DS Collins,” Spicer noted. “Good copper. Patient, careful, attentive. Always checking a suspect’s story.”

Jim raised an eyebrow. “Is Mr Ross a suspect?”

Spicer looked at him. “I was instructed to regard everyone on the bus as a suspect.”

Jim nodded. “Of course.”

“He got on at Warren Street.”

“I’m sorry?”

“The victim. Got on at Warren Street. Some of the standing passengers remember him.”

“Ah.”

“Didn’t have an Oyster. Paid in cash. Asked the driver what the fare was to the terminus. North Finchley.”

“He asked for North Finchley, or ‘the terminus’?”

Spicer looked at him. Jim watched him trying to remember. “I’ll check,” the Superintendent said.

“Thank you,” said Jim.

“And no sense that there was anything out of the ordinary on the bus?” DS Collins asked.

“No,” said Ross.

“Until you get to Camden Town Station.”

“That’s right.”

“Could you tell me what happened?”

Ross settled back comfortably in his chair. “There are always quite a few people wanting to get on at Camden Town,” he said. “I couldn’t see anything because some girls in burkhas were standing in front of me, but I heard the sound of people getting on and touching their Oyster cards and phones on the reader at the front of the bus.”

“A beeping sound,” Collins suggested.

“That’s right. A beeping. Occasionally that double-beep you get when someone doesn’t have enough money on their card or the reader hasn’t scanned it properly.”

“A double-beep.”

“Yes. So, a few passengers get on, then I hear this double-beep. Then again. Then again. Like whoever it was is swiping his card on the reader again and again. Then it stops and I hear someone talking to the driver.”

“Saying what?”

“I don’t know; everyone around me was talking too. All I heard was voices down at the front of the bus. Then this guy started shouting.”

“Shouting at the front of the bus?”

“Yes.”

“And you made the assumption that this was the person who was having trouble with their Oyster card.”

“I didn’t have to make any assumptions. He started shouting about how he’d just put some money on the Oyster and there must be something wrong with the reader. The usual kind of guy. Probably trying to get on without paying, you know?”

Collins blinked at him. “Did you see this person?”

“Not right then. The girls in burkhas were in the way.”

“But you heard his voice.”

“The whole bus heard his voice.”

“And that sounded like...?”

“Angry. Angry man. English accent. London accent, I guess. He was shouting at the driver, something about a book of discretionary tickets the driver had that he could give passengers or something.”

“And the driver did...?”

“I couldn’t hear his voice properly. Whatever he was saying just made this guy angrier and angrier. At one point he shouted, ‘Maybe I’d have more luck if I blacked up.’”

“And you took this to mean...?”

Ross smiled. “The driver was from an ethnic minority. I took it to mean that the guy thought if he himself seemed to be from an ethnic minority, he might get given a break.” When Collins didn’t comment on this he said, “Anyway, the driver turned the engine off.”

“Why?”

“I dunno. Ask him. I guess he wanted the guy off the bus and he wasn’t going anywhere until that happened.”

“And did that work?”

“No. All it did was get the other passengers angry. Some of them started ringing the bell to be let off. Some of them started shouting at the guy to get off. You know. London commuters.”

“And what happened then?”

Ross shrugged. “There was kind of a standoff for a minute or two. The guy kept shouting about this book of tickets, the driver kept saying stuff I couldn’t hear properly. Then he opened the rear doors and people started to get off and get other buses.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Are you crazy? I had a seat. You get on at Camden, it’s standing room only until Archway.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir.”

“Where do you live, Sergeant?”

Collins looked at him. “How many people got off the bus?”

If Ross felt rebuffed, he didn’t show it. “Half a dozen, a dozen. Mostly the standing guys.”

“So without them your view must have improved.”

“Sure.”

“Enough for you to see the shouting person at the front of the bus?”

“Oh yeah, enough for that.”

“Could you describe him?”

“White guy. Late twenties. Sandy hair. Cropped sandy hair. Kind of rangy. Lean, you know? Thin, pinched face. Wearing a sort of black leather blouson thing and black jogging pants.”

“What was he doing?”

“Standing in the doorway, shouting at the driver. He had a pen and a little notebook and he was writing stuff in it.”

“Stuff?”

“I don’t know, I couldn’t see.”

“But he was still shouting.”

“Oh yeah. Stuff about knowing who the driver was because he knew someone who worked at the same depot. Kind of a veiled threat, you know?”

“And the other passengers were still shouting at him?”

“One girl was. She was really pissed at him. Fucking this, fucking that. Women here swear a lot.”

“Did he reply to her?”

“Oh yes. He shouted...” Ross suddenly looked coy.

Collins sighed. “We’re way past the watershed, Mr Ross, and this isn’t the BBC anyway. You can tell me what he said.”

Ross shrugged. “He shouted, ‘And you can fuck off, you rancid black cunt.’”

“And she replied...?”

“Oh, she just told him to fuck off. Some of the other passengers started complaining about the swearing; some of them had kids with them. Everybody was shouting. That was when he stood up. The guy.”

“And where was he?”

“Across the aisle from me, one row down.”

Collins held out her tablet again. “Could you show me, please?” Ross pointed, and Collins said, “Seat 3b. The aisle seat.”

“Yeah,” Ross said. “The aisle seat.”

“Could you describe this gentleman for me, Mr Ross?”

“Late thirties, medium height. Looked kind of untidy, like he’d been sleeping rough for a couple of nights. Kind of old-fashioned clothes. Tweedy jacket, corduroys, white shirt, tie, black overcoat.”

“Did he have anything with him? Any bags? Luggage?”

Ross shook his head. “I didn’t see anything.”

“And what did the gentleman do?”

“He walked down the front of the bus and he said something to the guy who was shouting.”

“Did you hear what he said?”

“Sure. He said, ‘There’s no need for that sort of language, chum.’”

“And how did his voice sound?”

“English accent. Not London, West Country. He sounded tired.”

“And how did the shouting gentleman respond?”

“He punched him in the stomach and the guy fell down.”

Collins paused and sighed and leaned her elbows on the table. “Perhaps you might go through that one more time, Mr Ross? Did you see the shouting gentleman punch the other gentleman?”

“Sure. There was nobody between me and them by that time. The shouting guy took his hand out of his pocket and punched the other guy in the stomach.”

“The shouting gentleman had his hand in his pocket? You said he was writing something on a little pad.” Collins tipped her head to one side.

Ross watched her for a few moments. Jim could almost see cogs revolving inside his head as he replayed the scene. “He put it in his pocket,” he said finally. “He put the pad in his pocket as the guy stood up.”

“Which pocket? Left? Right?”

“Right. He held the pen in his left hand and he put the pad in his right pocket and as the guy came up and spoke to him he took his hand out of his pocket and punched him. Well, I thought he was punching him.”

“How many times?”

“Three times. Very fast. Then the guy fell down, and he turned and jumped off the bus and ran off.”

“Did you see where he went?”

“Back towards the High Street; he went round the corner and he was gone.”

“And what happened next on the bus?”

“Chaos. People were shouting and screaming. Someone went to see if the guy was okay and then she started to scream and I saw there was blood on her hands and on the floor. People were trying to get off the bus and the driver shut the doors and said something over the public address about having to call the police and everyone on the bus being a witness and people started shouting at him.” Ross shrugged. “Chaos.”

“And you did what, while all this chaos was going on?”

“I sat where I was.”

“Why?”

“Nobody needed me getting in the way. People were at the front trying to stop the guy bleeding, the police were coming. There was nothing I could do to help.”

“Wanted to keep your head down, more like,” Spicer murmured.

“I see,” Collins said. “Did you see a knife?”

“I’m sorry?”

“A knife. The gentleman was stabbed three times. Did you see the knife?”

“No. Sorry, no. I just saw the guy start to take his hand out of his pocket, then the other guy moved in front of him. I didn’t see what was in his hand.”

Jim stood up. “Thank you, Superintendent.”

“There’s still about half a dozen passengers to interview,” Spicer pointed out.

“I think I have an adequate idea of what went on from Mr Ross’s statement,” Jim said. “Is there any word on the attacker?”

Spicer got up and followed him to the door of the monitor suite. “There’s a good image of him from the bus camera; we’re circulating that. And half the people on the bus were filming the incident on their phones and sending the footage to their media accounts or their friends or the news agencies, so there’s no shortage of video. Most of the street cameras were either down for maintenance or out of order. We’re working through them street by street, but so far we don’t know where he went.”

“Hm.”

As they reached the door, Jim heard Ross say, “So, how is the guy? Is he going to be okay?”

“I’m afraid the gentleman died in hospital,” Collins replied.

 


 


A FLOOR UP from the monitor suite, two police officers sat in a small office. Neate, the sergeant, was sitting behind the desk, his feet up, eyes closed. The constable, Ferris, was sitting in one of the visitor chairs twiddling his thumbs. Jim noted as he stepped through the door that all their comms gear had been removed, and there was a bare space on the desk where a monitor had been hurriedly cleared away.

“This gentleman wants to talk to you about tonight’s incident,” Spicer told them. “You’re to give him all possible cooperation. Charlie. Stop being insubordinate.”

Neate lowered his feet to the floor and assumed an attentive pose behind the desk. He was younger than Ferris, perhaps in his mid-twenties to Ferris’s early forties. He had the look of a ‘flier,’ an officer bound for greater things. Ferris, on the other hand, had the calm, rumpled, professional look of a copper who had pounded many miles of pavement, had perhaps been passed over for promotion once, accepted it as his lot, and quietly got on with doing his job.

There being no more chairs in the office, Jim perched on the corner of the desk while Spicer stood with his back to the closed door. The room felt cramped, claustrophobic, too warm.

He told the officers, “This is not an official interview, and it won’t appear on your records. I’ve seen your reports of the incident at Camden Town Station earlier this evening, but I’m just here to fill in the gaps, get a personal sense of things to take to my superiors.”

“Gaps?” Neate asked. “What kind of gaps?”

Jim smiled. “Perhaps I put that badly. You’re not under investigation here, but it could be important that I get a feel for what happened, and that’s hard to do from reports, no matter how professional they are.” He added, “It’s what we call human intelligence, or humint.” That bounced right off Ferris, he saw. The constable knew he was being handled. He probably also knew that no one had used the word ‘humint’ for at least two decades now.

Neate, on the other hand, seemed mollified. Eager, even. His file said he had applied to the Security Service but failed his interview, although it didn’t say why.

“What do you want to know?” he asked.

“Well, let’s start with your evening, shall we? How was that going, before you got the call?”

Neate and Ferris glanced at each other. Ferris said, “Slow. Always is, midweek. Couple of drunks making a nuisance of themselves outside Mornington Crescent Station, lady had her bag snatched on the High Street. Bit of a domestic at Silverdale.”

“Silverdale?” asked Jim.

“It’s a block of flats,” said Neate. “Down towards Euston. Scheduled for demolition. Full of asylum seekers and migrants.”

“Could you tell me about that?” Jim asked. “The domestic at Silverdale?”

Neate and Ferris glanced at each other again. Ferris said, “Bulgarian couple, been in the country a couple of years. She works as a cleaner on the Underground, he hasn’t been able to find a job.”

“On account of being an alcoholic,” Neate put in.

“On account of being an epileptic and unable to afford medication,” Ferris corrected mildly. “But he does drink. He knows he shouldn’t, but, well, man in his situation, can’t support his wife, he gets angry with himself.”

“They row a lot,” Neate said. “We’ve been to see them before. Usually it’s at weekends, though, and usually she gives as good as she gets. This time the neighbours said they heard a lot of shouting and screaming, then what sounded like someone being beaten with something, then the sound of a man crying.”

Jim raised his eyebrows. “My word. And what did you find when you got there?”

“They’d started out having a go at each other,” Ferris said. “He’d been drinking, she couldn’t find some money she’d put aside for food, she accused him of spending it on drink. He slapped her, she punched him.”

“Then she killed his dog,” Neate said.

Jim blinked at him.

“Beat it to death with a chair leg,” Ferris added.

“He loved that dog,” Neate went on. “More than he loved her, probably. Took it everywhere with him. Taught it to do tricks. You know, roll over, play dead, that sort of thing.” He grinned.

Jim decided he didn’t like Sergeant Neate.

“When we got there he was sitting on the sofa cradling the dog in his arms, crying like a baby,” Ferris said. “She was still holding the chair leg, this dazed expression on her face.” He shook his head. “I mean, the dog’s bad enough, but imagine if they’d got kids.” He looked at Jim as if hoping for an answer, and when none was forthcoming he said, “Anyway, we called the social services and the RSPCA and let them pick up the pieces.”

“Was that wise?”

Ferris shrugged. “All the fight had gone out of her. As I said, she was sort of dazed. The RSPCA came and took the dog away and he went with them; the social services came and took her to a refuge.”

“We took the chair leg away from her first,” Neate put in.

“It was all over by the time we got there,” Ferris said. “They’d stopped fighting. Nobody had been hurt. It’s up to the RSPCA to bring proceedings against the wife about the dog.”

Jim shook his head. “And when did you get the call to Camden station?”

“Almost immediately,” Neate said. “Eighteen sixteen zulu.”

“Just after quarter past six,” Ferris said. “We’d only just got back in the car. All-units call to Camden Town Station. Reports of a disturbance on a bus, possible use of weapons.”

“How long did it take you to get there?”

Neate shrugged. “Not more than ten minutes. It’s not far, but the traffic’s always bad that time of night.”

“I presume you were running with your siren on,” Jim said.

“There’s never any room for anybody to get out of your way,” Ferris explained. “The traffic funnels down to where the road divides by the station and everybody gets bottlenecked there.”

“They tried putting in an ESPL a few years ago but the local traders complained,” Neate said.

“A what?”

“Emergency Services Priority Lane,” said Ferris. “There was nowhere for shoppers and delivery vans to park and the shopkeepers said they were losing trade, so the local council knocked the lane on the head.” He shrugged. “We made the best time we could.”

“And you were the first emergency services on the scene.”

Neate and Ferris nodded.

“And what did you find when you got there?”

“134 to North Finchley,” said Ferris. “Pulled up at the stop just down Kentish Town Road from the station. Doors shut, passengers inside. Lots of shouting and screaming. We pulled up behind him, I went round and spoke to the driver through his window. He told me one of the passengers had been stabbed but the assailant had fled the scene. He opened the front door and Charlie went on board.”

“Almost got trampled by passengers trying to get off,” Neate said.

“Excuse me,” Jim said. “Didn’t the driver try to give first aid? Did he just sit in his seat the whole time?”

“They’re told to do that,” Neate explained. “The bus company don’t want them to do anything that exposes them to liability, so they’re told to call for help and sit tight.”

“Even when a man’s bleeding to death not three feet away from them?”

Neate shrugged.

Jim shook his head. “So the driver opens the door for you, and you see...?”

“White chap, in his early forties,” Neate said. “Lying on the platform at the front of the bus, head towards the door, hands clasped to his abdomen. Blood all over the floor.”

“And you did what...?”

“Called it in. Assault, query stabbing, one victim, assailant away on his toes. Tony had gone back to the car for the emergency kit, brought it round, we tried to stop the bleeding.”

“Without success.”

“With no success at all. Meanwhile the passengers were going frantic, so Tony went to try and calm them down, get a bit of an idea what happened.”

Jim looked at Ferris. “So you didn’t hear him speak.”

Ferris shook his head. “Everyone was standing round me, shouting at the same time.”

Jim looked at Neate. Neate said, “He grabbed my wrist all of a sudden and he said, ‘I want to claim political asylum. Tell them I’ve seen a map.’ Then he passed out.”

“And those were his exact words? No chance you could have misheard him?”

“He was as close to me as this.” Neate held the flat of his hand perhaps six inches from his face. “That’s what he said. Then the paramedics arrived and took over, and a minute or two after that an ambulance turned up.”

“And you did what, then?”

“Helped Tony take statements. We’re required to call in political asylum claims, so I did that. Ten minutes or so later we got word to hang on to the passengers because they were all going to be transported here for interview.”

“Ten minutes?”

“About that. Maybe a bit less.”

“Isn’t one of you supposed to go to hospital with the victim?”

“We were told to remain on scene, continue to take statements from the passengers, wait for further instructions.”

Jim got down from the corner of the desk. “Thank you, gentlemen.”

“Can you tell us why we’ve been kept here waiting half the night?” Neate asked.

“I’m afraid the gentleman who was stabbed was the subject of a Security Services investigation,” Jim said. “And I’m afraid he is now also the subject of a murder inquiry.”

 


 


SPICER WALKED HIM back through the corridors of the police station.

“I know we’ve visited the subject of detaining the passengers, Superintendent, but where’s the bus driver?” Jim asked.

“Gave his statement, went home,” Spicer said wearily. “Would you like me to send a car to pick him up?”

Jim thought about it, shook his head. “We can find him if we need him. I just wanted to hear him explain how he could sit there while a man needed his help.”

Spicer looked at him and gave a sad little smile. “It’s like Charlie said. They’re trained to call for backup and not get involved, in case they do something the company can be sued for later.”

“It’s stupid,” Jim said.

Nearing the ground floor, Spicer said, “May I ask what your interest in the victim is, sir?”

“He was running PR for a little jihadi group,” Jim told him. “He was being kept under surveillance. Which he managed to evade, which is a little embarrassing. We’d quite like to know what he was doing in the Warren Street area, who he was seeing, that kind of thing. So if you turn up something like that in the course of your inquiries, we’d be interested to hear about it.”

“Of course.”

“And please, let me know the details of the other matter you mentioned. I’ll make sure you get the information you need.”

“We’d appreciate it, sir.”

At the back door, Spicer buzzed Jim out. They shook hands and Jim got into the car. The driver knew where to go next.

 


 


THE CAR TOOK him up through Kentish Town and Archway, then up the Archway Road, through East Finchley and North Finchley. Passing Tally Ho Corner, Jim looked up briefly from the texts on his phone and wondered just what the stabbing victim had been coming up here for. Had he just wanted to get as far out of London as a random bus would take him, or was there something here he wanted? A native of Bromley, Jim was unfamiliar with this part of the Capital, and it looked unremarkable to him.

The roads seemed busy this evening. Fifteen years after the last deaths from the Xian Flu and people were only just starting to reconnect with normal life. The British Isles had got away comparatively lightly from the pandemic, but for years afterward the country had seemed deserted, people had buttoned themselves up in their homes, still unwilling to mix with others who might have been infected. The economy had teetered on the brink yet again. Last year there had been incidents of large-scale social unrest in the Midlands – riots in Leicester and Derby – and, counterintuitively, commentators had looked benignly on it, seeing a return to some kind of normality, an expression of shell-shock more than anything else.

More texts, more questions. The car drove through North Finchley on the Great North Road, up through Whetstone and the congested high street of High Barnet. Just outside Potters Bar, the driver turned off the main road and drove for a little while down a winding side-street of suburban houses, crossed another main road, and pulled into the drive of what appeared to be a large private house, hidden from the road behind a screen of mature oak trees.

Inside, a small, trim, neatly-bearded man wearing a suit and a bow-tie came across the harlequin-tiled floor of the entrance hall to meet him, hand outstretched.

“Doctor Kumar?” asked Jim, shaking the man’s hand.

“I need to see your identification,” Kumar said. “Sorry.”

Jim showed him the card and asked, “How is he?”

Kumar turned and walked away, beckoning Jim to follow him up a flight of stairs to the first floor. “Three puncture wounds to the abdomen,” he said as they walked. “Deep wounds, inflicted by a very sharp double-edged blade. Massive blood loss, then all the palaver of transferring him from University College to here. We lost him twice on the table.”

“Will he recover?”

“Recover?” Kumar snorted. “It’s a miracle he’s alive. He’s stable at the moment. He lost some of his small intestine and he’ll need further surgery. We’ll visit ‘recovery’ when we’re able.”

On the first floor, Kumar led him down a corridor. At the far end, two large men in business suits sat on chairs on either side of a door. Kumar and Jim showed their identification to the men, and Kumar opened the door and motioned Jim to step through.

Inside was a modern hospital room, white-painted and sterile-smelling. At one end, a single hospital bed was surrounded by monitors and drip stands. In the bed, his face obscured by an oxygen mask, lay the victim of tonight’s stabbing.

“He’s sedated at the moment and I’d quite like him to stay that way for a while,” Kumar said. “So if you were wanting to speak to him tonight you’re going to be disappointed. He’s been in the wars recently, apart from the stab injuries. There are cuts and bruises, some of them older than others, and what seems to be a tyre mark on the side of one of his legs. He’s also suffering from malnutrition. He’s at least two stone underweight.”

Jim couldn’t tear his eyes from the figure on the bed. The victim was average height, but very thin, with receding brown hair. Beneath the oxygen mask, Jim thought he could make out a nose that had been broken a couple of times in the past. “When will he be able to talk to us?”

“Tomorrow night. At the very earliest. Of course, we could bring him out now but I can’t be responsible for the consequences and I don’t know how much sense you’d get out of him anyway.”

“No,” said Jim. “Let him sleep. Could I have hourly reports on his condition, though, please? I’ll speak with you tomorrow afternoon.”

Back in the corridor, he said, “I’ll need a list of anyone he might have spoken with before he went into surgery.”

“He was unconscious when our people picked him up from UCH,” said Kumar. “I can’t speak for what happened there. You’ll have to talk to the NHS.”

“He was compos mentis enough to speak to the police who answered the emergency call,” said Jim.

Kumar shrugged. “As I said, you’ll have to talk to the A&E staff who treated him. But the chances are that he lost consciousness very quickly. He lost a lot of blood.”

“Do you have his clothes?”

“We have everything he was brought in with. Which wasn’t much. This way.”

The victim’s clothing sat, in two large yellow plastic bin-liners, on a table in another guarded room just down the corridor. With Kumar standing respectfully off to one side of the room to protect the chain of evidence, Jim put on a white paper one-piece suit and a pair of surgical gloves, opened the bags, and tipped their heavily-bloodsoiled contents onto the table.

Shoes. Brown leather, both sole and upper. Soles scuffed. Jim felt around inside, checked the heels for any obvious hiding places, put them back in the bag along with the man’s black cotton socks and cheap-looking Y-fronts. He checked the turnups and pockets of the black corduroy trousers. The turnups were empty. The pockets contained a white cotton handkerchief, two ten pound coins, and a leaflet folded into quarters. As he unfolded it, the image on the front sprang into life – an animated cartoon cat of some kind – and began to sing in a faint scratchy voice about a department store sale in Kensington. He folded the leaflet up again and left it on the table.

White shirt. White once, anyway. Now in tatters and soaked with blood. The smell was awful. Jim felt the collar and cuffs, put it back in the bag. Grey knitted tie. No obvious signs of seams having been unpicked and resewn to hide something. He searched the pockets of the jacket – tweedy, but not quite tweed, something subtly different. Packet of twenty cigarettes, an imported brand, the words on the outside in Polish, eleven cigarettes missing. Disposable catalytic lighter. Two more animated advertising leaflets, one for the British Library and one for a fair in Battersea Park. Two disposable pens, one black, one blue. A printed copy of the London A To Z, brand new – he riffled the pages for insertions, riffled them again to check for notations. A packet of chewing gum, menthol flavour, two sticks missing. An apple. He laid the jacket out on the table and felt its seams and lining. Same routine with the black overcoat – this one more prosaic, something from a charity shop or taken from a recycling bin. Unopened carton of orange juice in one pocket, half-empty plastic bottle of water in the other.

Well.

Jim repacked the bags, signed for them, and took them down to the car. He checked his watch. Half past ten, four hours or so since the incident at Camden Town Station. He thought about the assailant, about the man in the hospital bed in the house behind him. He thought about the victim’s jacket, how the weave of the cloth had felt under his fingertips, through the latex of the gloves.
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THESE WERE INTERESTING times to be a member of His Majesty’s Security Services – not that Jim suspected they had ever been particularly dull. The War On Terror had settled in for the long run, periodically stoked up by the chaotic proliferation of tiny states and caliphates and kingdoms in the Middle East. In Europe, it seemed that every month or so there was a new sovereign territory to learn the name of. The majority didn’t last long enough to feel the need for an intelligence service, but those that did tended to embrace espionage with all the vigour of die-hard Ian Fleming fans. Look at us, we are an independent nation; what are you up to...? Most of these were endearingly amateurish; it was almost a sin to arrest and deport their operatives. Some of them, though, were sly.

Interesting times, and busy times. Also well-funded times. Even in the truncated United Kingdom, cash-strapped and austere after decades of economic near-collapse and the Xian Flu, the Intelligence budget kept increasing. Britain-as-was had been a fiercely cosmopolitan nation – in the early days of the century there had been almost half a million French nationals living in London alone – and was a rich territory of potential sleeper operatives for nascent countries. There was no telling what would happen next. You could wake up one morning – as Jim had last year – and find that Venice had finally declared independence from Italy, and all of a sudden you were being tasked to identify every Venetian and descendant of Venetians living in England, just in case they might become a security risk. In this case, that included two Labour MPs, the great-great grandchildren of Italian immigrants.

The steady increase in the number of nations was accompanied by an increase in the number of people seeking asylum in England. New countries were fractious places; differences of opinion, followed by mass arrests, followed by mass flight, were by no means unusual, although the Scots and Welsh had so far been decent enough not to try it on. Jim had no idea what he was supposed to make of an asylum seeker of apparently white English ethnicity.

 


 


IT WAS ALMOST half past eleven before the car deposited him, a yellow plastic bag in each hand, on the pavement outside an anonymous building on Northumberland Avenue. He stood there for a moment, looking up at the lighted windows, trying to rehearse. Something about tonight’s stabbing victim had piqued the Security Service’s interest – it was unusual for someone of Jim’s rank to be sent out to deal with an asylum claim, no matter how mired in attempted murder.

Security in the building was informal but rigorous. Card checks, a retina and fingerprint scan, a scan for metal and explosives, a scan for electronic devices, all carried out by cheerful but professional personnel in plain clothes. Jim got one of them to sign the chain of evidence protocol for the bags, and watched them being placed in a safe.

On the seventh floor there were more checks. His phone and tablet were confiscated. He was photographed and issued with a numbered badge. Then he was ushered down a corridor and shown into an anteroom with only his thoughts for company.

After a few minutes, the interior door opened and he was invited into a larger room, windowless and papered with hideous crimson flock wallpaper. At one end, two women sat at a table, a single chair facing them. Jim sat on the chair.

One of the women was in early middle age, blonde, wearing a black business suits over a white shirt. The other was older, grey-haired, untidy. She was wearing a cardigan under her jacket and she looked at Jim over the tops of a pair of half-moon spectacles.

Jim gave a brief verbal report of the evening’s events and his involvement in them, winding up with an account of his visit to Doctor Kumar’s private clinic in Potters Bar. The younger woman made occasional notes. The older one just watched him. When he reached the point in the story where the unidentified victim was stabbed, he thought he saw her wince slightly.

When he’d finished, the blonde, who had introduced herself as Shaw, said, “And your reading of these events is...?”

“On the face of it, it seems to be a simple case of assault,” he answered carefully.

“Have you considered,” asked the older woman, “a political motive?”

“He requested asylum,” he answered. “That automatically casts a political light on everything to do with him.” The older woman smiled and made a note on her pad.

“Could it have been an assassination attempt?” asked Shaw.

He thought about it. “Certainly,” he said finally. “But there’s no way to ascertain that until we’ve identified the victim.”

“And yet you ordered him sequestered at Potters Bar, and authorised the story that he had died,” said Shaw. “Why did you do that?”

Jim looked at the women, trying to gauge how much damage this evening could cause his career. He said, “I didn’t authorise his admission to the clinic. Someone else made that assessment. He was already at the clinic when I got the call. My subsequent actions followed from there.” The grey-haired woman made another note.

“And the story of his death?” asked Shaw.

“As I said, someone had already made the decision to sequester him. Based on that, and until I had more information, it seemed reasonable to allow his attacker to think he was dead. At the very least it would improve our chances of finding the assailant if it were considered a murder case rather than an assault.”

“Surely that would be a decision for the police to make?”

“I was tasked to –”

“You were tasked to make an assessment,” Shaw reminded him crisply. “Not to make operational decisions.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said the older woman. “Can’t we just tell him?”

Shaw looked at her, then at Jim.

“Tell me what?” he asked.

For a moment, he experienced the feeling that he was watching this scene from outside his own body. There were the two women, sitting at their table; Shaw making notes, the older woman staring at him. And there he was, on his uncomfortable chair in the middle of the ugly carpet, outwardly calm and relaxed. It was an image, he thought, that he would remember for the rest of his life, an image of himself when something quite fundamental happened to him.

Shaw looked at her colleague again, then made an after you gesture and started to write something on her pad.

“My name is Adele Bevan,” the older woman said. “I’m on secondment from Jesus College and I’m very interested in your stabbing victim because I think he may come from a parallel universe.”

There was an eternity of silence. Shaw continued dabbing at her pad, frowning slightly. She shook her head.

“I beg your pardon?” asked Jim.

Shaw looked up. “The first thing you have to remember is that the Service is yet to be entirely convinced of Professor Bevan’s theories. She has provided just enough evidence for this committee to be instituted.” She glanced at her pad. “The way the MoD used to have a department which investigated UFO sightings,” she added sourly.

“You’ll read the material later,” Bevan told him, “but the gist of it is that two hundred years ago a landowning family in Nottinghamshire somehow created an English county to the west of London. They called it ‘Ernshire’. We don’t know how they did it, but we have circumstantial evidence that Ernshire was, and presumably still is, a real thing. The map which may have shown routes into and out of Ernshire has disappeared; no one knows how to visit it or even contact it.”

Tell them I’ve seen a map.

“Is this some kind of test?” Jim asked carefully.

“No,” said Shaw, “it is not a test. You’re in the presence of the Twilight Zone department of the Service. We’ve been tasked with assessing the existence – or otherwise – of Ernshire and what sort of threat it might represent to the nation.”

“You can’t be serious.”

Bevan smiled at him. “Oh, we are. I am, anyway. I’ve been working on this for over twenty years. There’s an invisible county where Heathrow is, it’s full of people, and we have no idea what they’re doing.”

“And the gentleman who was stabbed is...” Jim asked carefully.

“Bless him, he was telling us he has something to trade,” said Bevan.

“Thin stuff,” said Shaw, shaking her head. “The mutterings of an injured man.”

“He was establishing his bona fides, sending us a message. He knows we’re watching.”

“He can’t possibly know.”

“He was claiming asylum because he knew the authorities would take notice,” Bevan said. “He mentioned the map because he knew word would get back to people like us and we would know what to do.”

“Do we?” asked Jim, feeling slightly dizzy. “Know what to do?”

Bevan shook her head. “No. In that respect, our friend has completely overestimated us.” She added, “You did the right thing tonight, Jim. Keep him on ice, let whoever attacked him think he’s dead. We need time to talk to him, find out who he is and what he knows.”

“There was an advisory,” Jim said. “Last month. Special attention to be paid to claims of asylum. All claimants to be sequestered pending interview.”

“It’s entirely possible – probable – that this evening’s events have no bearing at all on the interests of this committee,” Shaw put in. “Professor Bevan, however, has convinced us to take them seriously for the moment.”

“Convinced your superiors,” said Bevan. “Some of them, anyway.”

“For the moment,” Shaw said to Jim, the very image of forbearance, “this committee’s purpose is to assess the existence, or otherwise, of what on the face of it seems to be a pocket universe.” She pronounced the last two words with distaste, perfectly aware of how crazy it sounded. “Should this committee establish the existence of this... entity, its next task is to assess the threat, if any, which it poses to national security. Those are our remits, and within them we have an extremely narrow degree of latitude.”

“Basically, we watch and we wait,” said Bevan. “We gather what intelligence we can. And now one of them may have fallen into our laps.”

“So,” Shaw said, “in that context, can we go back to the original question? What is your reading of tonight’s events?”

“There’s no way to know,” Jim answered, trying to catch up. “All we have is his claim of asylum and his mention of a map.”

“A map he says he’s seen,” she pointed out. “Not a map he has.”

“He had a copy of the A To Z,” Jim said. “Are we talking about that?”

“No,” said Bevan.

“He was carrying no ID at all,” Jim went on. “In fact, it seems that he’s been sleeping rough for several days at least.”

“And no indication of why he was going to North Finchley.”

“No.”

“If he is what we think he is,” Bevan said, “he got out somehow. He’ll know that route for sure. And that’s all we need. Just the one route and one of them to tell us about it.”

Shaw looked at Jim. “Until further notice, you’re excused all other duties. You’re on secondment to a working group called Perigee. Perigee’s product is known as Tombola.You are not to share this product with anyone outside the working group. Is that understood?”

Jim nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You, and only you” – she raised a hand to stem a protest from Bevan – “will be the Perigee Committee’s contact with our asylum-seeker. You will report back only to the Perigee Committee. Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You are not to discuss the existence of our asylum-seeker, Perigee, or Tombola, with anyone outside the working group. Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Professor Bevan will handle your indoctrination into Perigee.” She looked at her colleague, and when Bevan didn’t say anything she stood up. “Then I declare this meeting of the Perigee Committee suspended, until such time as we can speak to the asylum-seeker.”

Shaw left the room, but Bevan came over and shook Jim’s hand. “I’m sorry, but that was handled badly,” she said. “Can we start again?”

“I have no idea,” Jim said.

“I’m the whacko, Shaw is the cynic set to watch over me. This is a hell of an idea to try to sell to the Security Service. What’s he like?”

“Excuse me?”

“Our boy. Does he have horns and a barbed tail?”

“He looks just like... I’m sorry, this is all a little... sudden.”

She beamed. “Sudden, but fun, no?”

He shrugged.

“Actually, this isn’t suddenat all. It only looks that way from where you’re standing. From my point of view, this is long overdue. Would you like to be indoctrinated over a cup of coffee?”

Jim blinked. “Sorry? Yes.”

“The coffee here’s some of the ugliest stuff I’ve ever drunk,” she said, starting to bustle away across the room. “And I’ve drunk some ugly coffee. But I’m not allowed to talk to you about this thing in Starbucks.”

Jim followed her. “About what thing?”

“About the invasion,” she said over her shoulder.

 


 


THE COFFEE WAS about as bad as Bevan had promised, and it was served in another hideously flock-wallpapered room, this one smaller and seemingly furnished from a closing-down sale at a large provincial department store, The coffee machine was the first piece of even vaguely electronic equipment Jim had seen since passing through Security – he checked his watch – three hours ago. He felt tired and wound up both at the same time, caught between wanting to fall asleep and needing to look over the edge of whatever he had found himself on the edge of.

“You’re tired,” Bevan said as if reading his mind, “but it’s best we do this now.”

“Yes,” said Jim.

They sat in matching armchairs which appeared to have been upholstered by some long-ago Ministry of Works artisan. Jim noticed that the room smelled of damp digestive biscuits.

“So,” said Bevan, beaming at him intensely enough to make him burst into flames. “Our newest recruit. Bless you, young Jim, good to have you on board.”

“Could you perhaps,” Jim asked, “tell me what’s going on? What ‘invasion’?”

“Well, that may have been exaggerating it just a little bit,” she said. “But we have reason to believe they’re here and have been for some considerable time.”

“Evidence?”

Bevan held her hand out and tipped it from side to side. “Signs and portents. Also, plain common sense. It’s what we would do.” She sipped her coffee and winced. Blinked at Jim. “This all starts – or at least, the bit we know about starts – with a family called Whitton-Whyte. English landowning gentry in the Midlands. It used to be the fashion for the English landowning gentry to build follies, but the Whitton-Whytes decided to go into mapmaking instead. Except they were charlatans, bless their cotton socks. They stole almost every map they ever published. They copied existing Ordnance Survey maps, stole data, bribed surveyors. The only reason they didn’t wind up in court is because there was no evidence, and there was no evidence because they bought all the witnesses.

“In October 1822, the Whitton-Whytes publish the first edition of Sheet 2000, a map of the area to the West of London. It contains a number of... errors. It includes a village called ‘Stanhurst,’ where no such village exists. Over the next seventy years or so, they publish a number of revisions which not only compound the error, but add to it, until the final revision shows a completely imaginary county, called ‘Ernshire,’ in great detail. The family seem obsessed with Ernshire and the map. It ruins them; an Act of Parliament is passed banning them from ever making another map.

“And there, if this was all neat and tidy, the story would end,” Bevan said. “Except life is never neat and tidy, because there’s an unsubstantiated account that the last surviving member of the family was visited by someone from Ernshire. Someone who claimed to be a relative. Also, in the Summer of 1890, there was a wave of hoaxes related to Ernshire. Someone wrote to Queen Victoria and invited her to visit. This is important, Jim. Something was happening. Someone in Ernshire wanted to reach out, join the real world. And then they stopped.”

“Why?”

Bevan shrugged. “We don’t know, of course. My theory is that there was a change of regime. There was a moment when they almost established contact with us, then someone else took over and the borders were closed.”

“And where you have tightly-defended borders you also have people who range beyond those borders to try and determine their neighbours’ intentions,” Jim said.

Bevan nodded. “We’ve all read your final year position paper, the one you wrote in training about the intelligence implications of Scottish and Welsh independence. I liked it. Elegantly-written.”

“Thank you.”

“In some ways, that was why you were assigned the job tonight, why we’ve decided to induct you into our little club of crazy people. I’ve convinced some people in the Service that the thing the Whitton-Whytes created represents the same intelligence problem as Scotland and Wales. You’ve shown some understanding of that.”

“How did you manage to convince them? You must have some proof.”

“Oh, we have proof. And a very tangled and sad story that is, too.”

Jim looked at his watch. Looked at the curtained windows. It would be getting light soon, but all of a sudden he didn’t feel tired any more.

Bevan said, “Sometimes things are just so magnificently impossible that they must be possible.” She smiled at him. “And now I’m going to tell you something that makes it worth your signing the Official Secrets Act, Jim, all by itself.”

“Oh?”

“They didn’t stop at a county.”

 


 


SOMETIMES THINGS ARE just so magnificently impossible that they must be possible...

He got the driver to drop him off a couple of streets away from his home, and walked the rest of the way through the crisp early-morning quiet. In an hour or so, people would be starting to head off to work, taking their children to school, but just now everything was still, the streets deserted. He didn’t want to go home just yet, for a number of reasons.

There was a little park not far from his house – not much more than a deep grass verge with a couple of graffiti-scored benches mounted on a square of concrete. He sat down on one of the benches, lit a cigarette, and looked about him, feeling all of a sudden that the fabric of the world was very thin.

“We’ve spoken to people who’ve encountered them,” Bevan was saying. “Just a few. A handful. It’s a country, Jim. A nation. It goes from Portugal to Moscow and they call it the Community. Millions of people, Jim, we don’t know how many. It’s not a risk we can ignore. They’re here, doing things, spying on us, just as we would on them, and we need to get a handle on them. We need to find a way in, and even if we can’t do that, we need to be ready because if they do decide to cross the borders we can’t possibly defend against them.”

Jim leaned back on the bench and drew on his cigarette. An entire country, written on top of or underneath or to one side of Europe. A huge Continental nation. And in a room in a house in Potters Bar, a man who, until a short time ago, may have been living there.

“It’s a topological freak,” said Bevan. “It’s not magic. I’ve spoken with some really quite out-there mathematicians and they concede that it’s not impossible, although they couldn’t give me the first idea of how it might work.”

Jim looked down the street, where, dead on time, front doors were opening and parents were ushering schoolchildren out to the family SUV or people-mover. He wondered, idly, how humanity had ever coped without personal vehicles the size of moving-vans.

“We have the very very vaguest idea what the Community is like, and we need more information,” said Bevan. “We have to open channels of communication with them, start some kind of dialogue. But whatever else we do, we absolutely have to improve our intelligence-gathering. We have to assess whether your asylum-seeker is the real thing. And if he is, we’re going to have to make a hard decision.”

He was starting to get some odd looks from the departing school run parents. Lone man, sitting on a bench in a street full of children. Even people who knew him looked surprised to see him there. He got up and dropped the cigarette, ground it out with his toe against the concrete. This time yesterday, he had been a middle-ranking member of the Security Service. Now he appeared to be one of the point-men in the opening moves of an intelligence war.

He wondered if his wife had forgiven him yet.
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MY REPORT ON Mass Grave 42, along with its accompanying documentation and interview transcripts, was almost four inches thick, and I had to clear some less incendiary stuff out of my office safe just to make room for the original and its carbon copies. It was basically the death warrant for every surviving member of the Medical Faculty, including the students who had been helping Harry Pool. I closed the door of the safe on it, spun the combination dial, and felt enormously tired.

Outside, frosty mornings and chill nights had given way to blossom on the trees and strong, hot sunshine, although the temperature still plunged at night or when it got cloudy. The Board were starting to make noises about scheduling the first series of trials of the Old Board, and recent meetings had been attended by someone named McIntyre, an eerily-serene – considering that they had helped draft a lot of the Old Board’s legislation – member of the Law Faculty. I argued that we were nowhere near ready, but nobody paid any attention and I supposed I couldn’t blame them; at least a trial would show that we were making some progress. It would, I ventured wearily at one meeting, be just as effective if we simply lined everyone we didn’t like up against a wall and shot them without going through any legal formalities first. This got me a hard stare from everyone in the room except McIntyre, who seemed to regard me as an interestingly-talented pet, but I was far past caring what people thought of me.

Into the space Araminta had left in my life, Callum had caused to be delivered a particularly Callum-like gift – Science Faculty records, unfiled and unindexed, simply a stack of boxes of paper that reached from floor to ceiling almost all the way across one wall of my office. One of the boxes also contained half a bottle of whisky and a folded sheet of paper on which someone had drawn an odd little glyph, a circle containing two dots and an arc, so that it looked like a smiling face. Callum’s little joke. He’d delivered at least part of what I had requested from him, and I had no time to read it myself and no one to spare to read it for me. I asked Anna Glasgow if she could spare a Librarian to help, but she just laughed.

“You still look terrible, by the way,” she said.

I leaned back in my chair and stretched. “Thank you.”

“Seriously,” she said. “This is all just too much for you.”

I looked at her. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever met, far brighter than I was. We had parted friends, but we had definitely parted. We were never going to have sex again, and I was never going to see her naked again, and all these things made me sad.

I said, “How’s Lou?”

“Don’t you know?”

I shook my head. It was weeks since I had heard from my new Research Assistant; I was too tired to chase her for reports.

“She’s a natural Librarian,” said Anna.

“Really?”

“Really. Taken to it like a duck to water. She’s never out of the Apocrypha. Her notes are a complete mess, but she seems able to make sense of them. I’d quite like to have her, when you’re done.” She looked at the pile of boxes. “Callum’s a complete shit, isn’t he?”

“It’s my own fault. I asked him for the records. I didn’t bother to ask him to put them into some kind of order first.”

She dipped a hand into her pocket, brought it out holding a little white cardboard box. She shook it, and the contents rattled. “I’m sorry,” she said.

I sighed and held out a hand, and she gave me the box. Inside were half a dozen little beige tablets. “What do they do?” I asked.

“They make people happy,” she said. “For a while, anyway. Then you sleep for about twelve hours and wake up with flu symptoms.”

“Great.” I tipped some of the pills into the palm of my hand and looked at them. The temptation to take one – or maybe all of them – was almost unbearable. Flu symptoms seemed a small price to pay in order to be happy for a little while.

“One of my staff had them. She got them from someone in the English Faculty.” She put a folded slip of paper on my desk. “That’s his name.”

“Thank you,” I said bleakly.

“I’m sorry,” she said again, and she really meant it. “I thought you’d want to know.”

I put the pills back in the box. “Yes, you did the right thing, Anna. Thank you.” I found a piece of paper and a pen and slid them across the desk to her. She wrinkled her nose. “I need a statement, and I need a chain of evidence for these pills.”

“Does it matter?” she said.

“If we’re going to attempt to do things properly, yes, it does.”

She shook her head. “You’re fighting a one-man war to do things ‘properly,’ and it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters, Anna. To me if to nobody else. The Old Board suspended habeas corpus about a hundred years ago, and until we have a police force and a judiciary we trust again, I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we don’t go back to that. I don’t care if I’m the only one. Somebody’s got to do it.”

She rubbed her eyes. “Well, as ideals go, it’s not a bad one, I suppose.” She picked up the pen. “Can I cook you dinner later?”

I shook my head. “Maybe another time.”

“I have lamb,” she said. “And potatoes.”

I blinked at her.

“No,” she said. She pointed at me with the pen. “No, you are not going to ask me where I got them.”

I sighed. In truth, it was impossible to stop hoarding and black marketeering; people just wanted to feed themselves and their families, and pretty much everyone had convinced themselves it wasn’t really a crime anyway. I picked up the cardboard box and rattled it. “Quite soon, if it hasn’t happened already, the people you get your lamb from are going to be handing these out,” I told her. “It’s only a matter of time, I promise you.”

She glowered at me and started to write. “Just don’t ask me, all right?”

“All right,” I said. “And thank you.”

She glanced up.

“For the offer of dinner. I’m just not very good company right now.”

Her expression softened. “I heard about your friend.”

“It’s not that,” I said. I thought about it. “Not just that, anyway. Too much on my mind right now. Maybe another time.”

She smiled. “I’ll try to get something legally.”

“That would be good,” I said. But I knew that before too long that wouldn’t be an option any more.

 


 


BACK IN MY rooms, I stood in the doorway of Araminta’s bedroom. Everything was tidy, the bed made. It was as if nobody had ever been here. I crossed the room, knelt down, and felt under the bed. My fingertips brushed metal, encountered a handle, and I slid her metal suitcase out into the open. I lifted it up and placed it on the bed and then stood looking at it. The sides of the case were scratched and battered, and the paint had worn off the little wheels of the combination lock. The case wasn’t very heavy; when I’d tipped it gently from side to side on a previous occasion, I had felt things slide around inside. Maybe books. I had also tried the combination lock, turning the wheels slowly, trying to feel a slight sticking or freeing which might indicate that the combination had engaged, but there was nothing. I put my hand on top of the case and sighed. Then I put it back under the bed and went to have a cup of tea.
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WE ARRESTED RICHARD Brooks in the middle of a tutorial on Daniel Defoe.

I wasn’t in a mood to be particularly discreet; I just marched into the classroom with two Sergeants, walked up to the front of the room, and in a loud voice told Brooks and his students what he was being arrested for. To his credit he came quietly, didn’t make a fuss. Sudden, massive embarrassment will do that to a man. Glancing around the room as we took him away, I saw a number of students exchange panicked glances, and mentally noted their faces.

We took Brooks over to the Security Faculty, put him in a cell, and left him there. I did some work, then went home, had a bath, ate a cheese and pickle sandwich, and went to bed. I was dreaming of roast lamb when a hammering on my front door woke me.

 


 


YOU NEVER GET used to seeing dead people. That was one important lesson the Fall had taught me. You’d think that after the tenth, the twentieth, the fiftieth, it would start to get easier. But it doesn’t.

I took one look at the bodies and went for a walk into one of the darker corners of the cellar.

It was better when I came back, but not by much. Lou and Anna lay beside one of the tables the Librarians sat at when reading files. Lou was face-down, Anna on her back. Their hands had been bound behind them and their throats had been cut, and they lay with that peculiar boneless absence of the dead. The smell of fresh blood was very strong. One of Anna’s shoes hung half off her foot, and it was an almost physical effort not to bend down and replace it.

“Professor?”

It was one of the Sergeants – not the one who had come to wake me but the one who had stayed behind to guard the scene. I said, “Yes?”

He paused uncertainly. “Another Librarian found them,” he said finally. “About forty minutes ago. We’ve got him in one of the rooms upstairs.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Skinner,” he said. “Roger Skinner.”

“Thank you, Sergeant Skinner.” I looked around the ranked filing cabinets of the Apocrypha and willed my brain to work. “Were you and your colleague the first on the scene after the Librarian raised the alarm?”

“Yes, Professor,” he said. “We made sure the scene was secure, then George went to get you.”

“And you didn’t touch anything?”

“No, sir. We’re supposed to make sure life is extinct, and request medical help if the victim’s still alive. But that didn’t seem necessary here.”

I nodded. The Sergeants were a temporary measure, a stopgap between Security and a proper police force, intended for situations where armed men were not called for. All they had to work with was some sketchy training and common sense. “And no one entered or left the Apocrypha until George came back with me?”

Skinner shook his head. “I was standing outside the door the whole time.”

I looked back towards the door. There was a quiet commotion on the other side, in the little anteroom. “Has anyone found the guards yet?”

“I sent someone to their Residence; they’ve not come back yet.”

“All right. Thank you. Could you stay here a while longer, please? Dr Pool should be here soon.”

“Yes, sir.”

I turned away from the bodies and went back to the door. In the anteroom, Rossiter and a couple of the other Board Members were standing with several Sergeants. As I emerged, Rossiter said, “What’s happened?”

“Anna’s dead,” I told him. “And my Research Assistant.”

Rossiter looked flustered. His hair was uncombed, and the ends of his pyjamas poked out from his trouser cuffs.

I said, “We don’t know the circumstances yet. The guards who were supposed to be here are missing; we’re still looking for them.”

“I only saw her yesterday...” he said. He stepped forward and touched me on the arm. “Anything you need,” he said. “Any resources, any manpower. Just ask. Yes?”

“Thank you,” I said. “I need to order the Admin Building sealed off. Everyone here will have to stay until they’ve given a statement.”

“Of course.”

The outer door opened and Harry Pool stepped into the room. He was carrying a heavy-looking bag. He saw me and said, “Where?”

“Through there,” I said, nodding at the door to the Apocrypha. “Sergeant Skinner will show you where.” I turned to one of the Sergeants. “I hope you’re keeping a note of who comes and goes here,” I said.

“Yes, sir.” He held up a notepad.

“Good.” I had the temptation to yell very loudly at anyone who didn’t seem to be doing their job. I rubbed my eyes.

Harry paused by my side on his way into the Apocrypha. “I suppose the chances of your taking my advice to go home and get some sleep are quite slim,” he said quietly.

“Quite slim, yes,” I said.

“You look awful.”

“I know. People keep telling me that.”

He smiled sadly at me, and for a moment I remembered the days of the Fall, Harry and some other volunteers with basic First Aid treating wounds and infections with what medications they could get their hands on. Afterwards, the others had gone back to private life, and I couldn’t blame them, but Harry stayed on because, he said, we needed someone to look after our medical needs and we couldn’t trust anyone from the Medical Faculty. He was completely self-taught, but he said that was all right because most of the time he dealt with people who were already dead and he couldn’t hurt them anymore.

 


 


WE FOUND THE missing guards the next day, stuffed into a cupboard on the third floor of the Admin Building. They’d both been tied up and throttled. According to Harry, Anna and Lou had been killed using a knife with a very thin, sharp blade. Privately, he admitted to me that yes, it could possibly have been a scalpel, but he pointed out that it was hardly an insurmountable task to get hold of a scalpel and that I shouldn’t jump to conclusions about anything.

The Librarian who found the bodies was no help; he couldn’t remember seeing Anna and Lou going into the Apocrypha, and he couldn’t remember seeing anyone else there that evening. The visitor’s book, for what it was worth, showed that it had been a quiet night for the Librarians – the last person who had visited the Apocrypha before Lou and Anna had signed in and out more than two hours earlier. Which, I supposed, at least narrowed down the time of death, but little else.

I cleared my desk of everything and sat and read reports all day. The reports of the two Sergeants, statements from everyone who had been in the building around the time of the murders. Harry brought the preliminary autopsy results over to me personally around lunchtime and we drank tea and made smalltalk and he told me the flu outbreak in the south was getting worse and he wanted Rossiter to suspend all travel to and from the area, and I nodded absently. Rossiter himself popped in from time to time during the day, but he didn’t know what to say to me and I didn’t want to talk to him, so his visits were brief. I asked my Secretary to try and find an address for Lou’s family so I could write to them. I recommended Sergeant Skinner and his mate George, who had behaved in exemplary fashion last night, for promotions. The rest of the time, I stared into space.

Investigating a murder looks easy in the books. You have a number of suspects, you keep your eyes open, you assemble all the evidence, you find your killer. It’s not like that in real life. Real life is horrifically complicated and you can never be sure that you have all the information you need, or even whether what you have is in the right order. You start with what you know – fact: two dead women – and work outwards, but did you miss something? Does someone you haven’t thought to talk to have some vital piece of the jigsaw? Is the murderer here in this very room with you?

My Secretary heard the noise of things breaking and put her head round the door. She saw the smashed remains of the teapot at the base of the wall opposite my desk and withdrew again.

After a couple of minutes, I got up and went into the outer office and said, “I’m sorry, Anne, I seem to have broken the teapot.”

“Yes, Professor,” she said.

“Do we have a spare anywhere?”

She closed the folder she was writing in and locked it in her desk. “I’ll see if I can find one, Professor. Will you be wanting to break this one as well?”

“I think it’s entirely possible, yes.”

She nodded. “There’s one with a chipped spout downstairs; nobody will miss that.”

“Thank you. And perhaps a dustpan and brush as well. And a damp cloth.”

“Yes, Professor.”

I went back into my office and took my coat from the rack. “I’m going over to Security,” I told Anne. “Leave everything in my office; I’ll tidy up when I get back.”

“I can do that, Professor,” she said.

“No,” I said, making for the door. “It’s my mess. I’ll clear it up.”

 


 


I FOUND SKINNER and George in the Sergeants’ dormitory in the Security Faculty. They’d just come on shift and were still changing into their uniforms.

“I just promoted the two of you to Inspector,” I told them. “You don’t have to wear uniforms any more. Come with me.”

On the way down to the cells, I filled the two newly-minted Inspectors in on the suspected bootlegging and drugs manufacturing operation in Science City.

“Is this something to do with the murder investigation, sir?” asked Skinner.

“It has crossed my mind,” I told him, and he and George exchanged glances. “What?” I stopped on the stairs and looked at them. “What?”

They both looked a little uncomfortable. They were barely out of their teens, Students until a few months ago when they’d answered my call for volunteers for the new Sergeant force. George said, “This bloke Brooks, sir. You do know who he is, don’t you?”

“I know he’s a Doctor of Literature who thought it would be fun to dispense drugs to his own students.”

“He’s married to the Dean of the Science Faculty’s sister,” Skinner told me.

Did you miss something? Does someone you haven’t thought to talk to have some vital piece of the jigsaw? “How did I not know this?”

Skinner and George shrugged in unison.

I looked at my watch. It was almost twenty-seven hours since we had arrested Callum’s brother-in-law, and so far not a single word about it from Science City. Not even a polite enquiry about his wellbeing.

“All right. Doctor Brooks can cook for a little while longer, then. Do you two have bicycles?”

They nodded. It was a stupid question; everybody had a bicycle. “Good. See if you can find me one as well and meet me outside Admin with as many armed Security men as you can round up. We’re going for a little ride.”

 


 


THIS TIME WHEN I approached the Science Faculty things were a little busier. The Inspectors and I were still a couple of miles away when a Student on a bike rode up and began cycling alongside us. He nodded pleasantly to us, but otherwise seemed oblivious to our presence. The same was true for the next Student who joined us, and the next, and the next. By the time we arrived in the plaza outside the Science Faculty, we were in the middle of a phalanx of perhaps thirty Science Students, all of them in fine spirits and laughing and joking among themselves. I had been expecting it, but I could tell it was unnerving the Inspectors. George in particular looked as if he wanted to bring one of the Students down and beat them to death with their own bicycle.

There were more Students waiting outside the Faculty, all of them smiling and charming and witty. I ignored their attempts at conversation, chained my borrowed bicycle to the billiard ball sculpture, and shouldered my way through the doors, trusting that the Inspectors would follow.

The enormous foyer was full of people. Some were chatting, some just walking from one place to another in that strange dead air caused by the sound-absorbing floor. It was the first time I had seen anyone here except the receptionist. I couldn’t work out whether this was the Faculty’s natural state or whether it had all been hurriedly staged for my benefit, but when I marched in accompanied by the Inspectors and a dozen armed Security men every head turned to look at us.

I walked straight past the reception desk and up the stairs without pausing. Trailing armed men, I went down the second floor corridor, then up two more flights of stairs to Callum’s office, where I opened the door and marched in without knocking.

Callum was standing by the window looking calm and amused. He said, “You know, even by your standards this is a poor decision.”

I took the little white cardboard box from my pocket and threw it at him. It rattled when it hit his chest and fell to the floor. He looked down at it then smiled at me.

“Your brother-in-law has been handing out drugs,” I told him.

“You have no proof of that,” he said. He sounded very sure about it.

“I have his signed confession,” I said. This was a lie, obviously, but I was so angry that I doubted anyone would be able to tell.

Callum’s smile dimmed a fraction. He looked down at the box again, looked at me, and raised an eyebrow.

I said to him, “You’re under arrest on suspicion of aiding and abetting the production and distribution of illegal substances. You can come with us voluntarily, or I can handcuff you and drag you out of here kicking and screaming. Either way, you’re coming with us.”

“You have no formal powers of arrest,” he said smoothly.

“No,” I said. “But these gentlemen do.” I indicated Skinner and George, who greeted the news by staring inscrutably at Callum.

He smiled again. “You know,” he said, “I think I’ll come voluntarily. I’m genuinely interested to see how you plan to get me back to Security without becoming involved in a bloodbath.”

“That’s up to you, Callum, not me,” I said.

He thought about it. “You really are quite a violent man, aren’t you,” he said for the benefit of everyone else in the room and out in the corridor. “We’ve all heard what you did to the Colonel.”

“This is different,” I told him.

“Is it?”

“Shall we see? Come on.”

The corridor was packed with Students and academic staff, and they all silently moved aside as I escorted Callum out of his office, and then fell in behind us as we passed. It was rather eerie, but not quite as eerie as the sea of faces that met us when reached the top of the stairs leading down to the foyer.

“You really haven’t thought about this at all, have you,” Callum murmured in an amused voice, looking out at the massed ranks of his people.

“Only every other day,” I told him. “Come on; we have a long way to go.”

There are situations where the presence of a number of armed men can make you feel all but invulnerable, and situations where they make no difference at all, and this was the latter. The crowd in the foyer parted to let our little group through, then closed up behind us. We were jostled a number of times – not seriously, just enough to make us feel even more uncomfortable than we already were. It took us no more than a year to make the walk to the doors, and when we got there we found more crowds waiting silently outside in the plaza.

“This is beginning to irritate me, Callum,” I said. “Make them go away.”

“They’ve got every right to be here,” he told me, completely relaxed. “More than you do.”

“Keep walking,” I told him.

Under the massed gaze of the crowd, we retrieved our bicycles. There was a moment of low comedy when we realised that Callum didn’t have one, but then a Student came up wheeling a nice shiny new bike for their Dean of Faculty, and the crowd parted again as we pedalled away.

They followed us all the way back to Security. By the time we arrived I had lost count of how many of them were cycling behind us. It looked like almost the entire Science Faculty. Not angry, not shouting. Just following. And when I emerged from the building after locking Callum in one of the cells they had all sat down outside and were watching me, a sea of silent, impassive faces. For a moment, I understood how the Old Board had felt on that day last year when the booing had started. Except I was right. I was the Good Man. I told that to myself. I’m right. I am the Good Man. I am not like them. I felt my toes dangling over the edge of an abyss.

Skinner emerged from the door behind me and stood at the top of the steps looking at all the Science Students and Lecturers.

“Well, Inspector,” I asked him. “What did you think of your first day at work?”

He thought for a moment. “Permission to speak, sir?”

“Of course.”

“The Dean of Science is a bit of a cunt, isn’t he, sir.”
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“YOU CAN’T POSSIBLY have thought you would get away with it,” said Rossiter.

“I did get away with it,” I told him.

“No you didn’t,” he snapped. “And stop trying to be clever.”

“I thought that was supposed to be my job.”

“Well you’ve made a bloody arse of it then.” He scowled at me across his desk. “What the hell were you thinking, marching over there and arresting him?”

“He’s involved in this.”

“In what? You arrested his brother-in-law on suspicion of distributing drugs; you’ve got no evidence at all that Callum had anything to do with that.”

“He’s involved,” I said again.

He sat back and rubbed his eyes. “Look,” he said more calmly, “I know you’re upset about Anna –”

“Anna had nothing to do with it,” I said.

“Do I look like an idiot?” he asked.

I didn’t say anything.

He shook his head in exasperation. “We had to let him go.”

“You utter fucking weakling, Richard.”

“There was no evidence,” he said stonily. “You’re the one who’s always going on about how important it is to do things properly. Everything by the book, a fair trial. The truth is you just arrested Callum because you don’t like him.”

“If I did that half the Campus would be in the cells.”

“You don’t like him,” he said again. “You don’t like him, you’re angry about Anna and what’s-her-face –”

“Lou.” I said, keeping my voice level with an effort. “Louisa.”

“Louisa. You’re angry about that.”

“I am angry about it, but it isn’t affecting my judgement.”

“We’ve been worried about your judgement for some time now. The incident with the Colonel, that was... I don’t know what goes on in your head, I really don’t.”

“If you want my resignation, you only have to ask.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want your resignation.”

“All right then.”

“I don’t need it. The Board has already voted to strip you of your post.”

I blinked at him.

“You really didn’t think you could get away with a stern talking-to after something like this, did you?”

I blinked at him again.

“You’ve been under impossible stress,” he said, not unkindly. “And we’ve been responsible for a lot of that. But we can’t trust you not to do something like this again. You’re behaving irrationally, and that’s the last thing we need right now.”

I blinked at him again.

He stared at me for a few moments, then became businesslike. “All right,” he said. “You’ll be allowed to keep your promotion, of course, and we’ve voted to let you keep your Residence.”

“That was... kind,” I said quietly.

“There will have to be a period of handover. You’ll have to pass on your workload to your successor, give him the combinations to your safes and so on. Shall we say a week?”

“Yes, let’s.”

“You left us no choice. You really didn’t. This is all your own fault.”

“Fuck off, Richard.”

 


 


“YOU CAN’T SAY I didn’t tell you so,” said Harry.

“Yes I can,” I said. “You didn’t tell me.”

“Well, I would have done if you’d asked. Another?”

“Yes, please.” We were sitting in his office, putting a dent in his contraband whisky.

“Who’s taking over?” he asked as he topped up my beaker.

“Bob Miller.”

He snorted and said, “Arse.”

“He’s not a bad bloke.”

“I’ve seen urine samples with more imagination.”

I shrugged. “Safe pair of hands. Unlikely to arrest Deans of Faculty. Etcetera.”

He leaned back in his chair, put his feet up on the corner of the desk, and raised his beaker. “Confusion to your enemies,” he said.

“Cheers,” I said, raising my own beaker and sipping the whisky.

“What will you do now?”

“I don’t know. Go back to teaching, I expect.”

“You find the prospect exciting. I can tell from your voice.”

I shrugged.

“Do you think they’ll take any notice of the MG42 report now?”

“I don’t see how they can’t. What?” Harry was looking shifty. “What?”

He shifted awkwardly in his chair. “I left something out.”

“I’m sorry?”

He unlocked one of his desk drawers and started rooting about inside. “I left something out, because frankly I didn’t know what the fuck it was and I still don’t.” He put a little screw-top jar on the desk between us and started looking in the drawer again. “Here. You’ll need this too.” He put a magnifying glass on the desk beside the jar.

I picked up the jar and held it up to the light. Inside were about a dozen tiny things that rattled. I took the lid off and tipped a couple of them into my palm.

“They were inside all the bodies I examined,” Harry said. “Under the skin of the upper right arm. I found the first one by accident, but it wasn’t hard to find the rest once I knew where to look.”

Under the magnifying glass, the objects were narrow ovals, pointed at each end, grey and metallic. There were tiny little letters and numbers on their surface.

“I don’t have the equipment to examine something like that properly, so I sent a couple over to Science City to see if they’d help,” said Harry. I looked at him and he held his hands up. “I know, but it was more about crossing t’s and dotting i’s; it’s not as if we didn’t already have enough evidence.”

“And the Science Faculty’s response was...?” I asked with a sinking sensation.

“After about a week I got in touch and asked if they were making any headway.” He sat back and spread his hands. “They didn’t get them; they didn’t know what I was talking about. Could I perhaps send them some more samples?”

I shook my head.

“Now, here’s a thing,” he said, getting out of his chair. “Take off your jacket and roll your right sleeve up.”

“Why?”

He went over to one of the cabinets on one side of the office and took out a scalpel, a pair of tweezers, and a bottle of surgical alcohol and some cotton balls. “Just humour me, eh?”

I did as he asked and he came round and looked at the tuberculosis vaccination scar on my upper arm. He squeezed it a couple of times, then swabbed it with the alcohol. “This will hurt.”

“What are you...? Ow!”

“Please stop jumping around,” he murmured. “I’m trying to concentrate. And I have been drinking.”

It only took a few seconds. He came round in front of me holding up the tweezers. The ends were bloody, but between them I could see another of the little oval objects.

“Fucking hell,” I murmured, taking the tweezers from him. “What the hell is it?”

“I have no idea,” he said. “But I will tell you this, it’s sciency stuff, it’s not supposed to be there, and I think everyone on the Campus has one.”

“Everyone?”

He shrugged. “Well, I do. And so do the boys and girls. I haven’t had time to check the rest of the population. Let me get you a plaster.” He went back to the cabinets.

“Who did you send the samples to? In Science City?” I asked, holding the tweezers up to the light.

“Chap called Rudge in Engineering. Know him?”

I shook my head. “And he says he never got them?”

“He’s a lying bastard. One of my students delivered them personally.”

“When was this?”

Harry swabbed the hole in my arm again and put a dressing over it. “A fortnight ago.”

“I wish you’d told me about this earlier,” I said, handing him back the tweezers. “When I could have done something about it.”

“I’ve been busy.”

I rolled my sleeve down and put my jacket back on. I said, “Anna and Lou...”

He nodded. “They had them too. Judging by where they are, I’d say they were put in during routine TB vaccinations. The vaccination site scars over and you don’t pay any attention to the little lump under the skin.” He put the little object he had dug out of my arm on a cloth in front of him on the desk and looked at it with the magnifying glass. “Why they don’t work their own way out, like shrapnel, I have no idea.” He looked at me and shrugged.

I sighed. “And here was me thinking I was going to go quietly into retirement.”

 


 


THE BOARD SHOWED no signs of wanting to hang about. When I arrived at work the next morning I found Bob Miller sitting in the outer office, silently glowering at Anne. Bless her, she wasn’t about to let anyone into my office but me until she absolutely had to.

To his credit, Bob seemed a bit embarrassed by it all. We chatted for a few minutes about this and that; I filled him in on the latest details of the murder investigation, which didn’t take long, then he had to go off and take care of handing over his workload to someone else and I had the rest of the day free, so I went over to Security.

 


 


“WE HAD TO let the Dean go,” said Skinner. “Chancellor came over here personally and told us to.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s not your fault. How did he take it? The Dean?”

“Said he’d have all our jobs. And our bollocks. Sorry to hear about yours, sir. The job.”

“That’s all right. Do we still have Richard Brooks?”

“Yes. The Dean wanted him let go too, but the Chancellor said he was the subject of a live investigation and he couldn’t sanction that.”

“That’s something, anyway. Has anyone spoken to him since we arrested him?”

Skinner shook his head. “We’ve kept him fed and watered but nobody’s had a conversation with him. He was angry at first, but he’s quietened down now.”

Down in the cellars of the Security building, the cells occupied a huge space. There was room here to house a thousand people and it had still not been enough in the days of the Old Board; each Faculty had its own overspill cell blocks. Before the Fall, an appreciable percentage of the Campus’s population had been incarcerated.

The cells were mostly empty now, and we had put Richard Brooks in one that was far from any occupied ones. It was always a sobering walk along these cold echoing corridors lined with doors that were blank apart from a stencilled number and a spy-hole. I’d never been here as an inmate; it was eerie enough coming here as an official.

The cell we had put Brooks in was one of the smaller ones. There was a mattress on the floor and a slop bucket and a couple of square feet of floor space to pace about on, and that was it. The only light came from an armoured glass fitting in the ceiling, which during the time of the Old Board had burned night and day but now was subject to the same brownouts as everywhere else. Stuck in here for several days, it was no wonder Brooks was starting to look ragged. He certainly hadn’t been given the opportunity for a wash and a shave, or a change of clothes.

“Up,” I said as Skinner opened the door to let me into the cell.

Brooks watched me from his seat on the mattress, knees hugged to his chest.

“Up,” I said, stepping over and grabbing one of his arms and pulling him to his feet. “No, I like you better where you were. Down.” I let go and he fell back onto the mattress.

“Right,” I said, squatting down beside him. “Doctor Brooks. I don’t need to question you because I have all the evidence I need to imprison you for several years. Unfortunately, your trial isn’t very high on our agenda at the moment so you’ll have to wait here until we get round to you.”

He gulped. “How long?”

“Well, the Board want to get started on the trials of the Old Board – you’ll understand that’s a bit of a priority compared to you – and that could take a while.” I shrugged. “Eight months? A year?”

He looked around the cell, imagining another year in there. “I want to talk to Callum.”

“Yes, we thought you might, so we got in touch, and he doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“You bloody liar!” he shouted. “I want to talk to Callum!”

“Sorry.” I stood up. “Anyway, I just wanted to keep you informed. I’ll pop back if there’s any more news.” I turned to go.

“Wait!”

I kept going.

“Tell him I know about Molson!”

I stopped and turned back. “I’m sorry?”

He was sobbing on the mattress. “Tell him I know all about Molson. He’ll want to help me then.”

I gave him a pitying look. “Everybody knows about Molson. A lot’s been going on while you’ve been in here; it isn’t a secret any more. Is it, Inspector Skinner?”

“Bad lot, that Molson,” Skinner agreed. “Nasty business.”

Brooks looked at us, his mouth working. “You’re lying!”

I shrugged again. “You’re the one in the cell, Doctor.” And Skinner and I left. Skinner locked the door behind me, and as we walked away we could hear Brooks’s voice, a little diminishing storm of shouting and screaming and crying.

“Molson, sir?” Skinner murmured.

“I have no idea, Inspector,” I said.

 


 


MOLSON, MOLSON...

The name did ring a bell, actually. Back in the office, I opened the big safe where my predecessor had kept all his very special files. They were considerably better-indexed than the Apocrypha, and it only took a few moments to find the one marked ‘Molson. Andrew Kenneth.’

Quite why Andrew Molson had come to my predecessor’s notice was unclear. He was a Biochemistry lecturer. No particular expressions of dissidence. My own file, which I had found on my first day in the job, was a lurid penny-dreadful in comparison. Long before the Fall, my predecessor had started to squirrel away information about the Old Board and assorted other staff, just in case he needed it one day. Quite a lot of this information now formed part of the cases being prepared against the Old Board, but there was no dirt on Andrew Molson. Just a bland Personnel file. If you’d just taken it out of the safe at random, you might not have noticed anything unusual, but it stood out against the general background of blackmail in the other files. I hadn’t really thought about it when I went through the safe, but the file was there, I suddenly thought, almost like a memo, a bookmark – this man is worth watching. Why?

The best place to keep secrets, the aphorism went, is inside your own head. Unfortunately, my predecessor had blown all his most important secrets all over the office carpet and ceiling and walls. If he’d had plans for Andrew Molson, they were gone.

I heard voices in the outer office, then the door opened and Araminta was standing there, a rucksack slung over one shoulder.

We looked at each other for a few moments, then she said in a despairing tone of voice, “Rupe, you fucking muppet.”

 


 


“WHAT THE FUCK was going through your head?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Revenge. Blood. Destruction on a huge scale. Punching Callum until his head fell off.”

“Don’t be clever with me, Rupe.”

I looked at her, but the words wouldn’t come. I just shook my head.

We had gone back to my rooms; there was no way to prevent an argument, but at least here my secretary and any visitors wouldn’t be able to hear it. I got up and put the kettle on, just for something to do.

“You’ve lost it, Rupe,” she told me. “First that thing with the Colonel, now this. Utterly fucking irrational.”

“Callum’s got something to do with the bootlegging operation, and he had something to do with killing Anna and Lou,” I told her while the kettle boiled. “We arrest his brother-in-law, and hours later someone I care about very much is murdered. As a message to me to back down. Do I have evidence? No. Am I likely to find any? No. Am I right? Yes.”

“Did it make you feel better?” she asked. “Frogmarching that bloke all the way back here?”

“Immeasurably.”

“Did it bring Anna back?”

I turned and looked at her.

“Because if it didn’t, all you’ve accomplished is a few minutes of selfish gratification. And now you’ve lost your job, where you might actually have managed to do some good eventually.” She shook her head. “Berk.”

The kettle boiled. I poured some water in the pot and swirled it around to warm it, tipped it down the sink, spooned some tea leaves in and poured water on top of them.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked.

“Go back to teaching.”

“No, I mean about Callum.” I looked over my shoulder and she went on, “You can’t do anything, can you? Because you lost your job.”

“Not for another week. Six days.”

“Forget Callum,” she told me. “You have bigger problems than Callum.”

I poured tea into two cups, handed one to her, took mine back to my chair and sat down. I felt very heavy.

“I didn’t go home,” she said.

“What?”

“I’ve been down South. I wanted to have a look at this flu epidemic, and you people are in big trouble.”

“‘You people’?”

“It’s not just a bit of a runny nose and a cough, Rupe,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard me. “I’ve seen it before, when I was little. It’s a man-killer. In a population this small – malnourished, poor medical care – it’s an extinction-level event.”

“What?”

“Rupe, for Christ’s sake, concentrate.” She sat forward in her chair. “I’ve got all kinds of bad news for you and you need to listen.”

“Have you been drinking?”

Her expression softened. “I don’t have a lot of time, Rupe, so I’m going to tell you a story and I’m going to ask you to keep your mouth shut until I’ve finished unless there is some part that you absolutely do not understand. All right?”

“All right,” I said.

And she told me a mad story about a family of wizards and a map. It took longer than she’d probably intended because I didn’t understand any of it.

 


 


WHEN SHE’D FINISHED, I said, “You can’t expect me to believe a single word of that.”

She sighed. “No, you’ll need proof.” She put her cup down on the occasional table beside her chair and rummaged around in her rucksack. She pulled out a cardboard tube, uncapped the end, and removed a rolled-up sheet of paper. “Here,” she said, holding it out to me.

I unrolled the paper. On it was a gorgeous hand-drawn map of the Campus, the Schools ringed by the Mountains, the River running through it all. Beyond the Mountains, the map was blank.

“That’s your world, Rupe,” she told me. “Everything. The blank bits aren’t there for artistic effect or because data was lacking. They’re there because there isn’t anything else here.”

I stared at her.

“You’re living in a pocket universe about two hundred miles across, and someone, somewhere, is taking the piss out of you on an industrial scale.”

“You’ve been taking drugs,” I said.

She took another cardboard tube from her rucksack and extracted another rolled-up sheet of paper. This one was a map of a huge expanse of territory. I saw railway lines and forests and lakes and rivers and the unfamiliar names of towns and cities.

“This is the Community,” Araminta said. “The Whitton-Whytes did this too. They mapped it over Europe. The Campus used to be part of the Community, but at some point in the past couple of hundred years somebody walled it off, sealed the borders. I don’t know why.”

I looked at the two maps. “I don’t have time for this.”

She reached into her pocket and took out a flat black rectangle a little bigger than a packet of playing cards. One side of it was shiny, like glass. Araminta poked at it and the shiny side lit up with a picture of lots of little coloured squares. “Do you have time for this?” she asked. She poked at it again and the telephone on my desk started to ring. We looked at the telephone. Then we looked at each other. “Go on,” she said tiredly. “Pick it up.”

I lifted the receiver and held it to my ear and I heard her voice in the earpiece saying, “This is a mobile phone, Rupe, and that’s impossible for two reasons. The first is that you don’t have mobile phones, and the second is that you don’t have a mobile phone network. Except you do.”

I stared at her. She was holding the mobile phone to her ear.

“I know, I know,” she said. “This proves nothing. The Science Faculty have been conspiring against you and hiding stuff from you and they have some hidden agenda you don’t know anything about, blah blah, blah.”

I put the receiver back on its cradle. “May I see that, please?”

She handed over the mobile phone. I turned it over in my hands. I touched the glass part and the picture changed. I shook it and she laughed. “Give it back, Rupe, before you start sniffing it.”

“Hm.” I handed it back and she tapped the glass face of the phone again.

“You also,” she said, “have the internet. Or an internet, anyway. The phone says there’s a connection available.”

I shook my head.

“Doesn’t matter right now.” She poked the phone and it went dark and she put it back in her pocket. “The Science Faculty have been conspiring against you and hiding stuff from you and they do have a hidden agenda. They’ve been developing all kinds of technologies they haven’t bothered to tell you about.” She saw the look on my face. “And before you march out and arrest Callum again, it’s not just him. It’s been going on for years. Centuries. The Whitton-Whytes genuinely intended this place to be a seat of learning, a great University. But they died out, their maps were lost, and someone else took over. They made a deal with the Science Faculty and they’ve been using the Campus to hothouse new stuff, stuff we’re banned from experimenting on where I’m from.”

I looked at her for quite a long time, wondering whether or not to go along with this lunacy. On the other hand, the mobile phone was an interesting development. I said, “How do you know all this?”

“Because there are people in London who know about the Campus, and I’ve been talking to them.”

“London.”

She shrugged and nodded.

“Where you’re from.”

I was starting to regard her rucksack as a bottomless pit of madness. She reached into it again and brought out a book. It was small, and had soft, floppy covers. On the front was a stylised silhouette of a man in a deerstalker hat, under the words The Hound Of The Baskervilles. Under the silhouette was Conan Doyle’s name. I turned the book over in my hands with the same bafflement I’d accorded the mobile phone.

“In the Conan Doyle books published here, Holmes lives on Baker Street in Lady’s Law,” she said. “That’s because, in all your books and maps and stories, my world has been edited out. If you look at that, Holmes lives in London.” She nodded at the book and sat back in her chair. “If I was crazy, would I go to the trouble of rewritingthe whole ofThe Hound Of The Baskervillesand getting it published?”

Somebody might. If they were crazy enough. I looked at her for a few more moments, then I unlocked my desk drawer and took out the little glass jar Harry Pool had given me. I held it out to her. “Do you know what these are?”

She held the jar up to the light, shook it. It rattled. She squinted at the contents. “They look like microchips,” she said finally.

“What?”

She looked at me. “Rupe, where did you get these?”

“What are they?” I asked again.

“I used to work in a vet’s,” she said. “We used to microchip cats and dogs. Implant these little... devices under the skin. They’ve got information on them – name, address, owner, stuff like that – and you can read them with another device, in case the cat or dog gets lost. Where did you get them?”

“One of them came out of my arm,” I said, a cold and quite rational anger growing within me. “Harry Pool thinks we all have them.”

She blinked at me, and for a moment I had the gratifying sense that I had managed to wrongfoot her. “Jesus, Rupe, they chipped the entire population.”

“There was a big tuberculosis outbreak about fifty years ago,” I said. “The Old Board started a programme of mass inoculation that’s been going on ever since. Harry thinks that’s how these things are implanted.” I took the jar from her. “Could they be used to tell someone where we all are?”

She shrugged. “They could be, I suppose. Depends how sophisticated they are.”

Sciency stuff.I put the jar in my jacket pocket. “Come with me.”

 


 


“THEY’RE WHAT?” SAID Harry.

“Micro...” I said.

“Chips,” said Araminta. “Microchips.”

“We’ve been bloody tagged like cattle for years,” I told him. “By the Science Faculty and the Medical Faculty and the Old Board.”

He looked at the jar. “Fucking hell,” he said. “How do they work?”

“Radio,” said Araminta.

Harry raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“That’s not important right now,” I told him.

“It’s not? Am I going to need a drink?”

“You might. So might I. Could we look at the man with the wings, please?”

“The –? Yes, of course. If you say so.” He added to Araminta, “It’s not very pretty.”

“No,” she said. “I don’t imagine it is.”

We went over to the wall of cabinet doors. Harry opened one and slid out the tray inside. He looked at us for a moment, then turned down the sheet covering the body underneath.

“Fuck me,” said Araminta.

The man with wings was actually a boy. He didn’t look much more than twelve. He lay on his side because the great white-feathered wings on his back would have made it impossible to lie flat. His arms and legs were stick-thin and overlong, and there were three closely-grouped bullet-holes in the great bulging prow of his chest.

“Oh, you poor bastard,” Araminta murmured, leaning down close to the body to examine the roots of the wings. She stroked the feathers gently. “But I bet you looked fantastic in the air, didn’t you.”

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” I asked.

“No, but I know what it is.” She looked at Harry. “No signs of surgery?”

He shook his head.

“My best guess is that this is genetic engineering,” she said to me. “Someone custom-built this poor boy before he was even born. We don’t have anything like this. We have rules against it.”

Harry was looking from her to me and back again. “Could someone explain what you’re talking about, please?” he said.

“Tell him,” I said to her. “Tell him about the flu.”

It was obvious that Harry was rapidly approaching the point where he would be unable to cope with any more of this madness. He said, “What about the flu?”

Araminta looked sadly at me. She said to Harry, “A few years ago there was a flu epidemic in my... world. Tens of millions of people died, but Europe was hit hardest. There were rumours that the virus wasn’t natural, that it was deliberately engineered.”

Harry looked at her, at me, back at her. “Are you trying to tell me,” he said carefully, “that it was made here?”

She rubbed her eyes and looked at the boy on the tray. “This all starts with my brother,” she said.

 


 


“RAFE’S THE SMART one in the family,” she told us. “Double First at Oxford, good job with a biotech startup.”

“In English, please,” I said gently.

She smiled. She looked worn out and she kept glancing across the room to the wall of freezers. “He’s very clever. Let’s leave it at that. A year ago, he disappeared. Just vanished. The police couldn’t find him, the private investigator we hired couldn’t find him. We put out appeals on the tele – we put out appeals. But he was gone. No note, no clue, no nothing.

“About eight months ago his girlfriend got in touch with my parents. She’d been going through some stuff Rafe had left at her flat and she found a hard dr –” She stopped and looked at me. “It’s not easy telling you this stuff; half of it, you haven’t the faintest idea what I’m talking about.”

“You’re doing all right,” I told her. “I’m getting the gist.”

“Emily found this folder,” she said. “Tucked away under the flap at the bottom of a cardboard box full of bits and pieces. The folder was full of documents. Rafe had met these people in London and they’d told him about this place and Ernshire. There were photographs of maps, drawings of paths into here and Ernshire from England,” she went on. “There’s an old abandoned railway line out of Paddington that leads to Stanhurst. Here, you can get in and out on the River.”

I said, “And you think your brother is here.”

“Or in Ernshire. I had to start somewhere.”

Harry came back with our drinks, and he and I exchanged glances. He said to her, “If he went missing a year ago, you’d better hope he didn’t come here.”

Araminta looked at us. “Rafe works with viruses,” she said.

Harry sat down and nodded at the mobile phone on his desktop. “May I look at that again, please?”

She got up and took the little device over to him, showed him how to make the front light up and where to touch it. A few moments later, the phone on the desk in front of him started to ring. Harry looked at it, then at the mobile phone, then at his desk phone. He sucked his teeth and looked at me.

“I believe her,” he said.

“You’re joking,” I said.

He waved the mobile phone at me. “This is real. How do I stop it? Oh, right.” His desk phone stopped ringing. “It works on some kind of system that only the Science Faculty could have developed, and which they’ve never told us about. Radio, did you say?”

Araminta nodded.

Harry said, “Radio,” again, as if tasting the word. “Extraordinary. And this internet thing?”

“It’s complicated, Harry.”

“I’m not a stupid man, Araminta. Please credit me with that at least.”

She thought for a moment. “Computers,” she said. “They’re... they’re sort of like calculating machines, but they carry out thousands of calculations a second. You can make them do all kinds of stuff, and they can be linked together by radio so they can talk to each other.”

Harry looked at me. “Computers,” he said, “radio. Mobile phones. What did you call it? Genetic engineering?”

“That’s really complicated, Harry,” she said. “I can’t explain it to you.”

“How do you know all that stuff about the Science Faculty?” he asked her.

“I don’t,” she said. “Not for certain. But it’s obvious.” She looked at me and said, “It’s obvious, Rupe. All your technology comes from the Science Faculty and they’ve been keeping most of it from you. There’s a mobile network here and you didn’t know about it. Your population’s been microchipped.” She looked at Harry. “It’s just obvious.”

For a long time, the only sound in the room was the quiet hum of the freezers, preserving the Medical Faculty’s experiments.

Harry said, “What are we going to do?”

 


 


NIGHT HAD FALLEN while we were with Harry. I paused outside his building and closed my eyes and just tried to concentrate on breathing. Everything seemed very still, very peaceful, as if I hadn’t just been told that my entire world was a fantasy.

I opened my eyes. It was a clear night and the sky was full of stars. I said, “What about the stars? Did the Whitton-Whytes create them too?”

“I don’t know, Rupe,” Araminta said beside me. “I don’t know how they did it. Nobody does. I’m sorry.”

I said, “Do you –” and there was a sudden sound in the sky like steam escaping from a small locomotive. I’d heard it before, and so apparently had Araminta, because we both started to run. The sound rushed towards us and I threw Araminta into the ditch at the side of the road and threw myself after her. A moment later there was a huge noise behind us, the air itself seemed to thicken and pulse, and a wave of heat and heavy things passed over us, followed a moment later by the pattering of smaller things falling out of the sky.

“Are you all right?” I shouted, and realised I could barely hear my own voice for the mushy roaring in my ears. I turned and shook Araminta and she looked up groggily and blinked at me.

I sat up. Harry’s building was gone. It looked as if it had shrugged itself to pieces and then burst into flames. Bits of flying glass and masonry had chopped twigs and branches off the trees all around us.

I got up and started to stagger back towards the building, but Araminta held me back. “We have to go!” she yelled.

“Harry –!”

She shook her head and tugged me away from the burning building. “We have to go, Rupe!”

I turned to run, but she went in the opposite direction. I stopped, saw her run close to the ruins, and throw something into the flames, then she trotted back to me.

“What was that?”

“Phone.”

“What? What did you do that for?”

“Tell you later. Let’s go; they’ll be coming.”

 


 


BY THE TIME we got back to my Residence, my ears had recovered enough for me to be able to hear the commotion outside the building. Araminta and I struck off from the road and approached from the other side until I could see in the moonlight a large group of armed people standing outside. Residents in various states of night dress were being brought outside and forced to sit on the pavement. I couldn’t see properly from this distance, but the guns carried by the armed people looked wrong, too short and stubby.

We made a big loop through the grounds and around to Admin, where it was the same story. People with guns everywhere, members of Security rounded up and held captive. Every window in the building was lit up, and I could see people moving about inside. Someone was standing at the window of my office, looking out.

“It’s a coup,” Araminta said softly beside me. “A counter-revolution. By the time everybody wakes up in the morning the New Board won’t be in charge anymore.”

We made our way cautiously over to Security, but the place was surrounded, and we turned away and moved off into the countryside.

 


 


DAWN FOUND US sitting in a copse of trees not far from the River. Araminta had fallen asleep huddled up against me, but I didn’t feel remotely tired. All night long we had heard, far away, the sounds of shouting and shots being fired, while we hid in the darkness, but everything seemed to be quiet now. I felt cold and bruised all over, and my clothes were wet with dew. I had no idea what to do next.

Araminta stirred against my side, coughed, opened her eyes. She looked at me for a while, then she sat up. “Morning.”

“Good morning.”

She rubbed her face. “Must’ve fallen asleep.”

“That’s all right; you were tired.”

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I ought to go and find out.”

She got up on her knees and peered out of the trees, but it wasn’t possible to see any buildings from here. She said, “We ought to get out of here.”

“Why did you throw the phone away?”

She yawned and sat back on her heels. She looked exhausted and crestfallen and very young and frightened. “I’m sorry, Rupe. I should have thought. That was my fault. When we were messing about with it in there someone must have noticed a strange phone on the network; they used the signal to target that missile.”

I just looked at her and shook my head tiredly.

“You know you were telling me about that thing that destroys your balloons? That’s a missile. An airborne explosive device. Probably not very big; detects body heat or something, I think. The Campus must be surrounded by missile launchers. What happened last night is that whoever runs the mobile network noticed and they fired a missile – a bigger missile – that homed in on the signal from my phone.”

“It missed us.”

She shrugged. “Maybe their targeting isn’t very good. Maybe they only zeroed the building we were in. I don’t know. But it was my fault. I’m sorry, Rupe.”

I sighed. “It’s done now. We have more pressing problems.”

“What are you going to do?”

“First thing, let’s find somewhere else to hide.”

 


 


ON THE GROUNDS that whatever coup had taken place would have mainly involved taking over Admin, we walked for several hours parallel to the river. We were trying to stay away from habitation, but in the event we didn’t see another soul the whole time. We finally came to the ruins of a small building. I couldn’t remember what it had housed, or why it had been wrecked. There were a couple of offices inside which weren’t wide open to the elements, and I settled Araminta in one of them and went out again.

School 1 was under armed guard. The only people I saw were carrying those odd stubby rifles. They were patrolling outside the main administrative buildings, the various Faculties and Residences. None of them was in uniform, but otherwise they seemed to be behaving like a well-drilled force. I didn’t see a single person who wasn’t carrying some kind of weapon.

“All they have to do is take over School 1,” Araminta said when I got back. “There’ll be some resistance, but you’ve got revolvers and bolt-action rifles and they’ve got semiautomatic rifles and guided missiles and god only knows what else and it won’t last long.”

“If it’s just the Science Faculty, there’s only a couple of thousand of them,” I said. “They can’t hope to keep control.”

“Your people are starving, Rupe. They’ll follow anybody who promises them a square meal. I’m sorry. It’s fine banging on about freedom and dignity when you’ve got a full stomach. If you’re hoping for a popular uprising, forget it; that train isn’t coming.”

I picked up a shattered piece of chair and threw it across the room. “Fucking hell!”

“Rupe,” she said calmly, “you and your people have been the victims of an incredibly cruel trick. You’ve been stuck here for two hundred-odd years, mostly cut off from the outside world, and all that time people from outside – from Europe – have been watching you. It’s all been quite deliberate; I knew that the first time I read one of your books. Someone had to sit down and do all that, Rupe.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why?”

She sighed. “As I said, I think the Whitton-Whytes genuinely wanted the Campus to be a seat of learning. But they went away and someone else took over, and they’re the ones who’ve been watching you. They’ve been watching the research the Science Faculty’s been doing, nudging them along, cherrypicking the best stuff. I think there’s been continuing contact between the Faculty and Europe – there’s too much modern idiom in your language. I’m willing to bet there are Europeans in the Science Faculty right now, running things, making sure their investment’s safe.”

It was all too much to take in. I hugged my knees to my chest and said, “I’ve been living here all my life. I work in Intelligence, for fuck’s sake.”

“Rupe, I know what to look for – the mobile network, the internet, the maps, the books. You can’t see it because you’re inside the picture. You’ve never had any reason to doubt it. That’s how they’ve got away with it for so long.”

I said, “Show me. Show me Europe. Then I’ll believe you.”

 


 


SHE KEPT HER canoe – she called it a kayak – by the riverbank not far from where I had first met her, about a million years ago. We had some small advantage in that, until they were able to search Harry’s building, the Science Faculty would assume we were dead. And even when they did search the wreckage, they would find the parts of dozens of bodies in the rubble. It was going to take them a while to work out who was who. Still, School 1was under martial law and it seemed that only essential people were being allowed out and about, and those under armed guard, and from time to time we saw patrols, presumably out looking for stragglers. It took us most of the morning to travel the couple of miles to where the kayak was hidden.

“There’s only room for one in the boat,” she told me as we manhandled it into the River. “So you’ll have to go and then come back.”

“All right,” I said, settling myself in the canoe. It was a tight fit.

“Just paddle along this side,” she said, handing me the oar. “Stay close in to the bank and follow it. You’ll reach a bit where the river seems to run straight, but the bank actually bends around to the right slightly. Keep following the bank and you’ll come to a little inlet. Row up there. There’s quite a current, but around halfway along it reverses and it’ll carry you out the other side.”

“Right.”

“Just go out, look around for five minutes, and then come back,” she said. “Then we’ll work out what to do. I still have to find Rafe.”

“Right,” I said again. “Find somewhere to hide; come back in fifteen minutes or so. If I’m not here, keep coming back every half an hour.”

“Rupe –”

“I’ve every intention of coming back,” I told her. “But just in case, eh?”

“Okay.”

“Okay,” I said, and I pushed off from the bank and started to paddle.

It was a lot harder than Araminta had made it look. The canoe continually felt as if it was about to capsize, and it took an appreciable effort to row, but once I found a rhythm the boat moved easily enough through the water. I glanced back once, but Araminta was nowhere to be seen.

Following her instructions, I stayed close in to the bank. I rowed quite a distance. So far that I thought I had missed what she had told me to look out for. But then there was a strange moment when my eyes told me that the river was continuing perfectly straight, while my balance told me that it was describing a slight curve, and a minute or so later I came to the mouth of a smaller river.

The current here was very strong; so strong that I thought for a moment I wouldn’t be able to fight it. My arms and back hurt as I dug in the blades of the paddle and hauled myself, foot by foot, through the water.

And then the current lessened, and for a moment seemed to disappear altogether. I stopped paddling and floated beside the bank, looking around me. All I could see was the little river, curving away behind and in front of me. The opposite bank was topped with long grass, and I saw the blue flash of a kingfisher dip to the surface of the water and swoop away again. I blew on my blistered palms, took up the paddle once more, and started to row again.

This time, it seemed easier. A minute later, I was caught in another current, this one going in the opposite direction. I stopped paddling and the current carried me along at more than walking pace and a few moments later it swept me out onto another river.

Two things struck me at once. The air smelled very strange, and it was suddenly very noisy, sounds I couldn’t recognise at all. Then something splashed into the river beside me, and something else. A third object hit the canoe, and another.

I looked around and saw three children standing on the bank of the river. They were strangely-dressed and they were throwing things at me.

“Fuck off!” they shouted. “Fuck off out of it, cunt!” They appeared to be about eight years old.

While my mind attempted to process this, there was a terrible noise and something like a howling box crossed the sky. As I watched, slack-jawed, the children threw more stones at me. I was in Europe, and it was a madhouse.

 


 


THE CHILDREN EVENTUALLY got bored, or tired, or hungry, and went away. The flying box returned, came to an impossible complete stop in mid-air for a few moments, then flew off again, and I was alone on the river. On the other bank, I saw a man and a woman walking along holding hands, and another younger woman pushing some kind of small cart. They barely spared me a glance.

I had no idea what the air smelled of. There was an underlying acridness to it, below other more familiar smells of river and mud and grass. The noise was an unending rumble, low and quiet, and it seemed to come from all directions, broken occasionally by louder but no more identifiable sounds.

I couldn’t find my way back.

I paddled back the way I had come and went back and forth along the riverbank, but I couldn’t find the little river. I rowed out into the middle of the stream and sat there, looking at the bank, trying to find some clue, but I couldn’t see anything. I moved back in and tried again. Nothing.

After an hour or so of rising panic, I was exhausted. I could barely raise my arms to paddle. I let myself drift along until I came to a place where the bank had collapsed, and I pulled in, got out of the canoe, and with the last of my strength dragged it as far from the water as I could. I took a few steps up the slope of collapsed mud and froze.

The river – the Trent – ran through an area of scrubby grass, and beyond that was a tide of houses as far as the eye could see, all of them identical. It was the same on the other side of the river. I sank to my knees, and then I must have passed out for a while.

 


 


4

 


I ALMOST LOST my mind in the first few hours. And then I almost got myself killed.

It was called Nottingham and there were more people here than on the entire Campus. I had never seen so many people in one place before. More people than in my universe. They were loud and rude and careless and oddly-dressed and they had strange accents, but they spoke recognisable English. The roads were full of... vehicles. Large and small, in many colours, noisy and apparently self-propelled. Some of the large ones seemed to be public transport of some kind – at least, they were transporting lots of people. I should have stayed by the river, tried again to find my way back home, but I was overwhelmed by Europe. It terrified me and fascinated me, and I wanted to see more, and I wandered off.

When I came to my senses again, I had no idea where I was or how to get back to the Trent. I was standing in a sort of pedestrian arcade, with tall buildings on either side of me. Crowds were bustling by around me, some of them looking at me, most of them not. Everyone looked sleek and well-fed, often to the point of being fat. Many of them had very dark skin. I tried not to stare.

I went over to one of the buildings. The ground floor had one enormous window, through which I could see more people browsing through racks of clothes. My reflection in the window looked awful. The side of my face was bruised, my hair was all over the place, my clothes looked wrong. Compared to the other people here I looked scrawny, like a stick man. I had the wide-eyed look of a lunatic, and I was dressed to match.

I kept moving, and came to a large square with an impressive-looking building on one side. There were benches around the edge of the square, and I sat down on one and tried to will my heart to slow down. As I watched, something not unlike a small train but without a locomotive rumbled along the street alongside the square. I closed my eyes and concentrated on breathing. Araminta had come to the Campus and she had fitted right in, but I could barely cope with what I was seeing, let alone function in any meaningful way. I thought of her, waiting by the river. Going away. Coming back half an hour or so later. And again, and again. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Panic got the better of me. I surged to my feet and turned and walked out of the square, stepped out across the road without bothering to look, and the next thing I knew I was lying on my back with a ring of concerned faces looking down at me.

“It’s all right, mate,” said one of the faces. “Just lie there. Ambulance is coming.”

I tried to sit up, but my arms and legs seemed uncoordinated. My whole right side hurt.

“Stupid fucker just stepped right out in front of me,” said another of the faces. “You saw him, didn’t you? Wasn’t my fault; I couldn’t stop.”

“Bet he’s drunk,” said another.

“He doesn’t smell of alcohol,” said another. “Maybe he’s sick. Are you not feeling very well, lovey?” This last addressed to me.

“I have to go home,” I said weakly. “I can’t stay here.”

“Best you let the doc check you out,” said the first voice. “You’ve had a bit of a knock.” In the distance, I heard a strange ululating noise. It was so odd that at first I thought it was coming from inside my own head, but I heard the voice say, “Here they come, mate. Not long now. They’ll look after you.”

A few moments later, the noise arrived nearby and two people in green uniforms came to look at me. They asked me some questions I was in no state to answer, shone a light in my eyes, felt my limbs, fastened a collar around my neck, then put me on a trolley and loaded the trolley into a box-like yellow vehicle. The noise began again, and the vehicle moved off. I started to scream.

 


 


“MALE, APPROXIMATELY FORTY years,” said one of the green-uniformed people as they wheeled me into yet another madhouse. “RTA. Kid on a scooter knocked him over on the Market Square. Doesn’t seem seriously hurt, didn’t lose consciousness, but he seems confused.”

A woman with a dark brown face leaned over me. She was wearing some kind of blue loose-fitting tunic and trousers. She said, “What’s your name, lovey?”

“Rupert,” I said.

“Hello, Rupert, I’m Sonia. Do you know where you are?”

I tipped my head to one side. The place was brightly lit and smelled of antiseptic. Rows of people were sitting everywhere, some of them apparently injured, all of them bored.

“Hospital,” I said.

“That’s right,” said Sonia. “You’re at the Queen’s Medical Centre. Can you remember having a little accident?”

“A kid,” I said. “A scooter. Market Square.”

Sonia beamed. “That’s right, lovey.” I wished everyone would stop calling me ‘lovey.’ “We’re just going to have a little look at you. Is there anyone we can call?”

“No,” I said.

Sonia’s smile didn’t diminish. I’d never met such a relentlessly happy person before. “Okay, not to worry. Can you tell me your address? Where you’re from?”

I shook my head.

“Not to worry,” Sonia said again. She looked at the green-uniformed people. “It’s okay, lads, we’ll take care of him.”

 


 


THEY WHEELED ME into a curtained-off cubicle and made me take off my clothes and put on a flimsy cloth gown thing with confusing fastenings, then they made me lie on an uncomfortable bed and I was left alone for some time listening to the various noises of the hospital.

After a while, an exhausted-looking young woman wearing maroon clothes came to look at me. She asked me some questions, most of which I answered in the negative, and she poked and prodded me, and then she went away again.

I heard her outside talking to Sonia. “He’s not seriously hurt,” she said, “but he has borderline malnutrition. You say he has nowhere to go?” Sonia must have nodded, because I heard the woman say, “I’m a little concerned about the head injury. Can we admit him?”

Sonia said something about beds.

“Well, I’m not happy about letting him go,” said the woman’s voice. “Get him x-rayed and we’ll take it from there, okay?”

Another wait. A burly man in blue clothes came with a wheelchair and he wheeled me through the chaos of the hospital. The place seemed colossal, a maze of corridors and sick people. Everyone seemed to be talking quite quietly, but it was still impossibly noisy.

I was left for a while in a room beside a big metal and glass sculpture which clicked and hummed and moved of its own accord, then I was taken back to Sonia, who told me, “We’ve found you a bed for tonight, lovey. We just want to make sure that head injury’s not more serious than it looks.” And I was taken away again in the wheelchair, deeper and higher in the bowels of the hospital, to a ward full of patients and strange bleeping devices, and I spent my first night in Europe in the Queen’s Medical Centre in Nottingham.

 


 


THE NEXT MORNING, one of the ward nurses came to see me and asked me how I’d slept. I told her I had slept very well, although the truth was that sleep had been all but impossible. The ward was full of people who moaned and cried and called out all night, and every two hours a nurse had come to see if I was all right. I couldn’t see how anyone could sleep in that, but I had actually nodded off for an hour or so.

Another woman in maroon clothes came to see me, and she didn’t look as if she had slept any better than I had. She asked me some questions, got one of the nurses to take some blood, wrote something on a sheaf of paper fastened to a clipboard.

Not long after that, a woman came round with a trolley and I was given a cup of sweet milky tea and some small biscuits. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten. I ate all the biscuits without tasting them, particularly, drank the tea in two swallows, and when the woman came back down the ward I asked her for more.

All she did was laugh. “Cheeky,” she said, and moved on without stopping.

An hour or so later, my clothes were returned to me, and I was asked to dress again. Someone came round with some forms that I had to sign, and half an hour after that, feeling stiff and bruised and hungry, I found myself standing outside the Queen’s Medical Centre.

I heard someone call my name, and when I looked round I saw Sonia hurrying up to me.

“I hoped I hadn’t missed you,” she said. “Look, if you’ve got nowhere else to go, you could try here,” she said, offering me a folded piece of notepaper. “Saint Kat’s are good. Better than most, anyway. They’ll look after you. And here.” She held out another folded piece of paper, this one brightly and intricately coloured. “Get yourself something to eat, lovey. You’re half starved.”

I looked at the two pieces of paper. “I need to go to the Trent,” I told her. “I left my canoe there.”

She nodded and patted me on the shoulder. “Of course you do, lovey. But pop into Saint Kat’s first, eh? Ask for Barry. Say I sent you; he’ll see you right. Got to go; I’m on shift. Take care.” And with that, she was gone.

And so began my second day in Europe.
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ST KATHERINE’S REFUGE For the Homeless – St Kat’s to its habitués – was a former department store on the edge of the centre of the city, a huge building on many floors. The department store had gone bust in the early 2010s and had remained vacant for years until being bought by a charity to cater for the growing population of homeless people in the area.

This information courtesy of Murchison, a wiry little chap with a strong accent who sat down beside me during lunch on my first day and elected himself as my guide into this new world.

Murchison was Scottish, from a place which had once been part of ‘Britain’ but was now independent. ‘Britain’ had once been part of Europe, but now was not. Or maybe it was. Murchison was hazy on the details, preferring to blame his own personal woes and the woes of the country in general on something he called ‘cunting Tories.’ Murchison drank a lot. You weren’t supposed to be able to get a bed at St Kat’s if you had a drink or drug problem, but that was wildly impractical and a lot of the residents spent their days wandering around the centre of Nottingham, drinking beer from tins and keeping an eye out for the police or private security guards or anyone else who looked likely to move them on.

Murchison and St Kat’s were full of surprising information, but at the moment every piece of information was surprising. The hostel had a small library of battered reference books, largely unused because the majority of the residents were unable to read. On my first morning, after being shown around by Barry, the large, jolly man who ran the place, I sat myself down in one of the broken chairs in the library, picked up an encyclopaedia, and began to read.

Nottingham was in England, and England had once been part of the United Kingdom. Scotland and Wales had declared independence about twenty years ago, and there was a small civil war going on in the West, where a county named Cornwall was trying to do the same. England was part of an island off the northern coast of Europe. Europe was too big to try to learn about all in one go.

I was already long overdue back on the Campus. Araminta, if she had any sense at all, would have gone to ground by now. I reasoned that I could stay here a day or so, learn as much as I could, and perhaps go back with some useful perspective on what the Science Faculty were doing.

So I learned about motor cars and helicopters and money – Sonia had given me a £20 note when I left the hospital, and it went a surprisingly long way in one or other of the Pound Shops in town – and the Xian Flu and polities. I learned about London. The food at St Kat’s was some of the best I’d tasted in years, although Murchison and the others were always griping about it, and it wasn’t a bad place to stay so long as you kept an eye out for people trying to steal your belongings and didn’t get involved in one of the several fights which broke out each day.

England – Britain, Europe, the whole world – had gone through a terrible time. A series of economic collapses had come one after the other in the early years of the century, and then the flu had gone through the population like a scythe. Countries had fractured, and then fractured again. A railway line that crossed the Continent had declared itself a sovereign nation. I couldn’t begin to understand how it must have been to live through all that; until the Fall, the Campus had remained the same for centuries. I was only now starting to understand just how small and primitive my world had been, only now starting to appreciate what we must have looked like to Araminta.

There were practicalities to be addressed. Here, you needed money to do pretty much anything. On the Campus, our Faculties had provided everything, but here, if you wanted a meal or clothing or a bicycle, you had to buy it. You did jobs for money, but there were no jobs, hadn’t been for years. Murchison and some of the others spent days sitting on the pavement in town, looking pathetic, and sometimes passers-by gave them money, but they had to be careful because begging was one of the offences that could get you kicked out of St Kat’s, if it didn’t get you arrested first. It all seemed terribly uncertain.

Religion was also something of a shock.

I had come from a world where everyone was white, no one had to pay for anything, and there were no gods. All our books had been rewritten and edited so that we had no idea that this other world existed. We all spoke the same language. Compared to this place, my home was a pale, insipid thing, and I came to hate whoever had condemned my people to that.

“I have to go to the Trent,” I told Murchison on the morning of my third day at St Kat’s.

“The River Trent, aye?” Murchison asked.

“Yes. I left my boat there.”

“You’ve got a boat, have you, Rupert old son?” he said. “What is it? Speedboat? Cabin cruiser? Got yourself a dolly-bird on board, have you?” A large portion of Murchison’s day seemed to be dedicated to thinking about dolly-birds. When he wasn’t thinking about drinking.

“It’s a canoe,” I said. “A kayak.”

“Kayak?” He nodded sagely. “One of they In-u-it thingys, then.”

“Yes,” I said, although I hadn’t the first idea what he was talking about. “Can you tell me how to get to the Trent?”

“Ach,” he said, “I’ll go with you. I’m not doing anything important this morning.”

Together, we walked into the centre of town, and then out again, Murchison happily swigging from his breakfast tin of beer and chattering about whatever came into his mind. It was a drizzly morning. At one point, I said, “Where can I buy a gun?”

He looked at me in surprise. “A gun, is it? What kind of a gun?”

I remembered something Araminta had said. “A semiautomatic rifle,” I told him.

Give him his due, Murchison gave it serious consideration. “You could always try one of they gangs over in West Bridgford,” he said. “They’re always shooting at each other. Wouldn’t be cheap, though. If you had enough money to buy a gun, they’d be more likely to shoot you with it and take the money.”

“How much?”

He thought about it again. “Well, my mate Sam, he had a mate who got himself a pistol. Glock, nine millimetre. Cost him about thirty quid, but it was a piece of crap. Blew up when he tried to use it. Lost his hand.”

I wondered if there was anything on the Campus that someone here would pay for. We needed weapons if we were going to do anything at all about the Science Faculty, and I’d read enough now to agree with Araminta. Bolt-action rifles and revolvers just weren’t going to be enough.

We walked through the housing estate that I had first seen when I came off the river, and then across the scrubby playing fields behind it until we came to the Trent. We walked up and down for a while until I spotted the place where the bank had collapsed. I led Murchison to the place where I had hidden the canoe, but of course someone had stolen it.

 


 


BACK AT ST Kat’s, Murchison didn’t seem too disappointed with his day. He’d had a nice walk, drunk a couple of tins of beer, and on the way back he had found not only a £10 coin but half a packet of cigarettes lying on the pavement, which in his world was roughly equivalent to discovering the treasure of an ancient Pharaoh.

I went back to the room I shared with Murchison and two other men, and I sat on my mattress and tried to think. The department store had been converted into a hostel by sub-dividing up each floor with flimsy wooden partitions. It was, Murchison told me, just one dropped cigarette end away from being an inferno. He said there had once been fire extinguishers in every room, but they had been removed when it turned out some of the residents were taking them down to a nearby shop and exchanging them for bottles of Scotch. The shopkeeper had then sold the extinguishers to local schools and restaurants for five or six times the price of the alcohol and everyone had been happy.

Could I swim back onto the Campus? The current into the Trent was strong, but I thought I could do it. Would it even work, though? Did you have to be in a boat? And how was I going to find the way back in the first place? I needed a boat just to be able to find the little river again. Could I steal a boat from somewhere? I couldn’t afford to buy one. I couldn’t even afford to buy a Glock nine millimetre, not even one that would blow my hand off.

I lay back on the mattress and stared at the ceiling. Idiot boy. Embarrassing boy.

St Kat’s had five computers, aged obsolete things that still had to be housed in wire cages and padlocked up to stop someone stealing them. The machines had been donated by a local political party, so the residents could look for work. I had seen shops in town selling computers which you operated by waving your hands in the air in front of them and pantomiming typing, but these had keyboards and little plastic devices you moved around on the tabletop.

I went and sat down in front of one and tried to remember Murchison’s instructions for operating it. Murchison had been quite drunk at the time, and it had been a bit of an adventure.

I got the screen switched on, and managed to move the mouse so the little arrow shot across the desktop. I found the little image to search for things, positioned the arrow, and clicked a button on the mouse. And then I sat, thinking.

I couldn’t get home. Not without a boat, anyway. So what was the next best thing? The next best thing was to stay here and try to get hold of enough money to buy a boat. I searched for kayaks, and it turned out they were very expensive.

Next best thing? I needed a job to earn the money to buy a boat to get home. What skills did I have? I could lecture in Literature, but every book I had ever read was a fake. Everything I knew about the works of Hope and Conan Doyle and Fielding and Dickens was wrong.

What else? I was a Professor of Intelligence. Granted, I had inherited the title rather than working my way up through the ranks, but I had done the job. How much different could intelligence work here be?

I bent forward until my forehead touched the table, and groaned.

I sat up and typed Whitton-Whyte into the search box, and the internet gave me just one result.
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THE CUTLERY THEY gave us to eat our meals at St Kat’s was plastic, rendered brittle and almost unusable by repeated washing in water that was far too hot. The kitchen, however, was staffed by trusties – residents who had been at the hostel for a long period and proven themselves trustworthy and helpful until they were basically unpaid members of staff, which was how Barry managed to keep the place going on a very small budget – and they used metal utensils.

One night, after dinner, I took my tray back to the serving counter as usual, and while the trustie’s back was turned I leaned over and took one of the two-pronged metal forks used to serve sliced meat. I popped it up my sleeve and was away before anyone knew what I had done.

Britain had been trying to render itself a cashless society for decades, apparently. The ideal was plastic cards, or mobile telephones, which you could use to pay for purchases. It was sold as more convenient for shoppers, but really it made money not only for the shops but for the big companies which made the plastic cards and the phones and the devices which performed the transactions.

It had only been partially successful, anyway. The English liked their money, liked to know the head of their King was on every coin and note. They were a conservative people. So there were still machines and kiosks in every town where, by using a plastic card, you could withdraw money from your bank account. I went out late one evening and found one of these being used by a well-dressed young woman. I walked right up to her, grabbed her arm, stuck the serving fork into her side hard enough for her to feel the prongs, and shouted over and over again, “Give me your money! Give me your money!”

She gave me the three hundred pounds she had just withdrawn from the machine, and I was off again. There were security cameras everywhere in England, but half of them didn’t work properly or weren’t monitored, so I thought I stood a chance. As I ran down the street, I passed a black overcoat hanging discarded out of a rubbish bin. I grabbed it as I went by, put it on, turned up the collar, headed for the station.

Where two hundred and fifty pounds bought me a one-way ticket to London. It was economy class and I had to stand the whole way because there were no seats, but at least I was out of Nottingham. I had been lucky that the young woman had been in the process of withdrawing so much money; I’d thought I would have to rob several people.

The train was late and it was slow, and it was almost one o’clock in the morning when we pulled into St Pancras. I went to the Budget Hotel next door to the station and spent almost all my remaining money on a room a little larger than a coffin. And there, with the door securely locked, I had my first decent night’s sleep since arriving in England.

The next day, I did some research. Bought a paper book of maps, found the address I had memorised, went back to St Pancras to use one of the public information kiosks to find out about how to get there. I planned to arrive sometime in the early evening, so there would be more chance of finding someone at home. I bought an apple and some water and a little carton of fruit juice, for later, took a couple of advertising leaflets from people handing them out in the street.

Around five o’clock, I consulted the book of maps and walked to a bus stop. When the bus arrived I got on and offered the driver a coin.

“North Finchley, please,” I said.
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“SILLY SOD,” BEVAN chuckled.

“Do we know about these North Finchley Whitton-Whytes?” Jim asked. “I thought the family was supposed to have died out.”

Bevan waved the question away. “Very, very distant relatives. We looked at them years ago; I went to have a chat with them, once. He’s a tax accountant, she does voluntary work. They don’t know anything about the Nottinghamshire side of the family, they’ve inherited nothing from them, they have no maps.”

“So Rupert...”

“Fool’s errand,” she said. “He doesn’t understand the internet, poor lamb. He thinks you ask it a question and it gives you the answer you want. He wanted to find the Whitton-Whytes and the search gave him the wrong ones.”

“He really did mean to confront them,” Jim said. “Demand that they help him.” He shook his head. “Imagine how that would have turned out.”

“I’d have just stolen a fucking boat from somewhere and gone back, if I could find the way,” said Bevan. “But he was in shock; he wasn’t thinking straight. He just made one bad decision after another. In a way, it’s a good thing he was stopped when he was. I think he’s quite capable of killing someone, you know, if the circumstances are right.”

 


 


HE WAS SITTING in a deckchair in the garden, a rug over his knees in case of a sudden chill, eyes closed, head tipped back to let the weak sunlight fall on his face. He opened his eyes as Jim approached.

“Good afternoon,” Jim said. “How are we feeling today?”

“Tired,” he said. He looked thin, pale. Haunted, Jim might have said. “I’m not up to another session today, I’m afraid.”

Jim shook his head. “We have all the time in the world.”

He chuckled. “No you don’t. You need as much information as humanly possible, in as short a time as possible.” There was a tablet on his lap; carefully selected bits of world and European history and science had been made available to him, and he was ingesting it in huge gulps. Analysis suggested that he was not interested in one particular subject. He wanted to read about everything, and he seemed to be doing it with a kind of horrified fascination.

Jim walked over to where another deckchair stood propped up against a tree. He brought it back and opened it next to the other one. “We don’t want to make you ill,” he said, sitting down.

He had refused to tell them his real name, requesting instead that he be referred to as ‘Rupert of Hentzau,’ although Jim had pointed out that ‘Rudolf of Ruritania’ would have been more accurate. This attempt to bond over the novels of Anthony Hope had foundered on the incontestable fact that Hope had provided happy endings for very few of his characters.

“I have something for you,” Jim said, unzipping the antique leather document case he was carrying and extracting a slim plastic folder containing several sheets of printed paper. He handed them over to Rupert, who read quickly through them.

“I don’t understand any of this,” he said, returning them.

“It’s your asylum request,” Jim told him. “Pro tem, anyway. Citizenship will take a little longer. One has to study for an exam.”

Rupert took the pages back and looked at them again. “It seems... nebulous.”

“It affords you all the protection available,” Jim said. “But under... special circumstances.”

He nodded. “Special circumstances. That’s me.”

“Have you thought any more about testifying before our Committee?”

Rupert shook his head. “I’m not ready for that yet. And neither are you.”

It was one of the few things he refused to step back on. He was happy to be debriefed – on the days when he felt well enough, he could spend five hours at a time narrating his story, and then another five hours while Jim or another interviewer questioned him on the details – but he didn’t want to make face-to-face contact with the Security Services until he had finished. Jim wasn’t entirely sure what he was worried about, but it seemed a minor enough concession, for the moment.

The Service, for its part, seemed content to play everything by ear. Bevan provided Jim with a daily list of questions, many of them based on the previous interview session, which he assumed came from other, so far unidentified, interested parties. He was given no steer on whether he was doing a good or a bad job, and there was no sense of any urgency. Bevan was entranced by the transcripts, and by the recordings of the sessions, and Jim couldn’t understand how she was able to keep herself from marching into the interview room and sitting in. He sometimes thought that, if she ever found herself in Rupert’s company, the first thing she would do would be to lick his face.

“There are things you have to understand, and you have to understand them in order,” Rupert told him. “I’m sorry. I know how committees work; they’ll want to know everything at once and then they won’t understand anything.”

“There’s no rush, old chap,” Jim told him. “Really. They just asked me to ask, that’s all.”

Rupert nodded. “Have they made any progress in trying to find the man who stabbed me?”

“No. I’m afraid he seems to have evaporated.”

“That probably wasn’t hard to do, from what I know of your surveillance systems.”

“We have every available scrap of CCTV footage from Mornington Crescent all the way up to Archway, and along the entirety of the 134 bus route, for two months before the incident,” Jim said. “And we’ve been monitoring everything since then. He hasn’t turned up on any of it, apart from a couple of sections on the evening you were stabbed. That suggests he isn’t local.” He didn’t mention the favours which had been negotiated with the NSA in order to get hold of the software to accomplish this colossal feat of facial recognition, which had, in its munificence, also turned up four hundred wanted shoplifters, a hundred and fifty illegal immigrants, thirty-seven missing persons, eight suspected rapists, and a former peer of the Realm on the run from a fraud conviction. In terms of law enforcement, it had been a rather splendid exercise; in terms of its actual objective, it had been disappointing, to say the least.

“You’re safe with us, you know,” said Jim.

Rupert looked at him. “Am I?”

“Yes. You have my word.”

Rupert put back his head and laughed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m safer here than I was, perhaps. But safe?” He shook his head soberly. “No.”

“That’s slightly... worrying, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“Good.” Rupert looked away across the huge gardens of the private clinic, at the discreet guards positioned here and there among the shrubbery. “Good,” he said again. “You have a lot to worry about.”
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NUMBER 7, FALKLAND Gardens, was in Notting Hill, but it was in the wrong part of Notting Hill. It caught the edges of Carnival and all that entailed, but it was a stiff walk from the fancy antique shops and £12 million townhouses down beyond Ladbroke Grove station.

Delahunty, Araminta Jane. Age 33. 2.1 from Keele in English Literature. Owner or partner in any number of failed enterprises, from a stall selling vinyl records in Camden Market to, most recently, The Sit Up And Beg Café on Portobello Road, from which her partner had decamped with most of the takings while neglecting to pay the business’s rates and rents. There had been a brief and heated court case, which had been smoothed over by her smarter elder brother, Rafe, of sudden disappearance into another universe fame.

Araminta’s flat was on the ground floor of Number 7. It had its own front door, separate from the one which served the first and second floor flats. Jim had the keys from the letting agents, and some bumph identifying himself as one of said agents, should anyone ask. He let himself in, closed the door behind him and leaned back against it, allowing himself that momentary thrill of walking into someone else’s life.

The front door opened onto a short hallway, off which five doors opened. To the left were the dining room and bathroom, to the right the living room and bedroom. Straight ahead, down a couple of steps, was the kitchen. Jim put on a pair of latex gloves and went to work.

And the moment he stepped into the dining room he knew it was pointless. Furniture had been moved about, cupboards opened and not closed. Plates and various bits of crockery were stacked on the stripped and varnished boards of the floor. The upholstery of the dining chairs had been slashed.

There was similar disorder in the bathroom. In the bedroom, the mattress had been stripped and cut open. There was a table by the window where dangling cables proclaimed a lack of a computer. Books had been taken out, riffled, dropped on the floor.

Jim sighed and looked at it all and took out his phone.
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FOR BEVAN, RUPERT was the validation of her life’s work. It was as if a scientist from SETI had suddenly found herself in the company of a being from a distant star, except this being was recovering from near-fatal stab wounds and had a strange, lilting, almost-West Country accent that Bevan called ‘Mummerset.’

She spent hours assembling and reassembling the results of Rupert’s debriefings, endlessly turning them and trying to fit them into her own research. It was rather a delight to watch her.

“He didn’t know about the Community,” she said one morning. “None of them did. The poor bastards.”

“Why would they do that?” asked Jim. “Aside from the fact that they could, of course. Why would the Whitton-Whytes go to the trouble of mapping and settling the Campus and then just wall it off from the rest of the Community?”

She shrugged. “There’s nothing in the contemporary documentation that we have. Nothing about a Campus at all. Mind you, we don’t have all the contemporary documentation, not by a long way.”

Jim’s own wanderings through the contemporary documentation had been like reading a confusingly episodic and picaresque novel. There were Parliamentary records, copies of Hansard, the notes for a play which had been banned on the night of its premiere on the orders of the Lord Chancellor, a desiccated, brittle poster advertising day-trips to Stanhurst, the county town of Ernshire, interviews dating back to the 1920s with three people who claimed that while on separate holidays on the Continent they had found themselves in a strange but oddly familiar European country where everyone seemed to be English. All three had given their interviews while inmates in the Colney Hatch asylum in North London. Bevan had been patiently searching for fragments like these for years, putting them together like a jigsaw, never doubting that she had stumbled upon something extraordinary. And now here was Rupert, with his story of a university the size of a small nation ruled by Stalin.

“The brother,” Shaw said, trying to bring the meeting back under control.

“Rafe William Delahunty,” Jim said, consulting his notes. “Age thirty-seven. Double First from Oxford. Geneticist specialising in viruses. We have a file on him, of course.” The Service kept an eye on many people in many walks of life, but took especial care with those who were expert in fields applicable to weapons of mass destruction. “Chief researcher at L5 Technologies in Wantage – they’re developing new agricultural technologies. Took a leave of absence a year ago, never came back.”

“And a flag didn’t go up?”

“Seemingly not.”

Shaw sighed. “Well that’s no good,” she said. She made a note. “Silly sod could have gone anywhere.”

“No especial political or religious leanings,” Jim read. “No membership of extremist groups.”

“That bloody thing was probably compiled when he left Oxford,” she muttered. “We’ll have tapped him up for a job at Porton if he was any good; he’d have been vetted before we even made the approach. Christ only knows what crazy stuff he believes now.”

“He believes in parallel universes,” Bevan said softly, and smiled at them. “That crazy enough for you?”

Jim looked at Shaw, but she didn’t react to the joke. He had been working with her for almost a year now, and he was still no nearer to getting close to her in the way he had grown close to Bevan. She was younger than he had first thought, in her late thirties perhaps, and sometimes she wore a perfume that smelled dry and brittle and delicate, maddeningly familiar but unidentifiable. She had once arrived at the office with what he believed was the very edge of a lovebite peeking from the buttoned-up collar of her blouse. And that was it. She was efficient and apparently entirely humourless. The thought that she might have a private life, or indeed a sex life, was at once repellent and weirdly erotic.

“Are we taking seriously Araminta Delahunty’s theory that the Xian Flu originated in the Campus?” she asked.

“We don’t know,” Bevan said. “There isn’t enough information. Araminta isn’t a healthcare professional; it’s just her opinion.”

Bevan, Jim thought, was having a hard time coming to terms with the possibility that the people of the Community might actually have carried out a preemptive biological attack on Europe. In her heart of hearts, she had never really believed they might represent a threat.

“Are we any closer to standing our man’s story up?” asked Shaw.

“He was certainly at St Katherine’s,” Jim said, checking his notes again. “Or someone who looked very like him, anyway. This chap Murchison was arrested for shoplifting; he’s doing a fifteen-year sentence on Dartmoor.”

“Fifteen years? For shoplifting?” Bevan shook her head. “Jesus.”

“It was his third conviction,” Jim said. “He was lucky; the court could have given him life. Anyway, I went down to Devon and showed him a photo of Rupert, which he positively identified. ‘Rupert The In-U-It Chappie.’”

“All right,” said Shaw, moving on down the agenda. “The burglary.”

Jim called up more notes. “On the face of it, just a burglary. The kitchen window was forced, not terribly expertly. The usual electrical goods taken; jewellery too, probably.”

“Did you look in the fridge?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Lots of people do that,” said Bevan. “Hide their valuables in the fridge. They think nobody will bother to look.”

“Really?” he said.

“You didn’t.”

“Right.” Jim made a mental note to mention it to his wife, during their next window of communication. Then he mentally erased the note. “Anyway, I called in a team of cleaners to do the job properly and there’s no sign of a hard drive or a folder of notes. There’s no evidence that it was anything more than a casual burglary.”

“The way there’s no evidence that the stabbing was anything more than the work of some sociopathic lowlife,” Bevan said.

“Life is like that, Professor,” Shaw told her. “Sometimes, there really is no conspiracy.”

Bevan narrowed her eyes.

Shaw sighed. “We really are in some danger of losing ourselves here. Perhaps we should concentrate on the things we have evidence for.”

“If we did that this committee wouldn’t exist,” Bevan grumped.

“And some of us might be happier if it did not,” Shaw snapped. It was, Jim thought, the first honest human emotion he had seen her express, and from the look on her face she regretted it the moment the words were out of her mouth. She scowled and went back to scrolling through her notes. Jim saw Bevan start to formulate a comeback, but he caught her eye and shook his head and she backed down unwillingly.

Someone’s phone rang. And kept ringing.

“Oh, all right,” Bevan said after a while with a little grin. “It’s me.” She took out her phone and answered it. Jim sighed.

Bevan hung up and beamed. “We’re in.” She looked at Shaw. “Will that be evidence enough?” she asked sweetly.
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ALL THEY HAD was Rupert’s story, and some bits and pieces which might or might not have confirmed it, depending on how charitable you were feeling that day. The one irrefutable piece of evidence was the existence of the Campus itself, and of the route he had taken to escape.

To this end, a group of researchers, in the guise of a National Trust river conservation team, had been attempting to find the tributary Rupert claimed led from the Campus into the River Trent. This had proven to be less straightforward than anyone had expected, although in retrospect Jim wondered how they could ever have thought otherwise.

“It’s the damndest thing,” Lew Hines told them, leading them from the car and across a scruffy playing field towards the river. “It’s perfectly obvious once you’ve seen it the first time, but until you notice it you don’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

“What does it look like?” asked Bevan, almost bounding along beside him.

“It’s a channel, about three metres wide. You can’t see it from the riverbank at all, only from water level.”

“That’s because it’s only there at water level,” Bevan murmured.

They reached the collection of tents the team were using as a base, and Lew handed them both a life jacket. “Health and Safety,” he said apologetically. “You’re supposed to have some training as well, and sign something. But I’ll let you off.”

“Thank you, Lew,” said Bevan. “Very kind of you.”

“You can swim, though?”

“Not a stroke,” Bevan said, shaking her head. “Where’s the boat?”

The boat was moored just downriver from the team’s camp, a long, flat-bottomed punt-like craft with a small electro-catalytic outboard motor, just powerful enough to drive it against the strong slow currents of the Trent. No one was in any hurry to get anywhere; they had been carefully mapping and measuring and photographing both sides of this stretch of the river for months now, simultaneously wanting to find the route onto the Campus and trying not to do anything that might damage or destroy it.

Lew helped the newly-lifejacketed Bevan into the boat. Jim stepped down from the bank to join them, and Lew switched on the engine and cast off.

“We found it by accident,” he said as the turned the boat out into midstream and gave the engine maximum revs. “In a stretch of the bank we’d already surveyed. We just went right by it. I have no idea how.”

“Where?” Bevan said, trying to look at both banks of the river at the same time. “Oh.”

A little further ahead, another of the punts had been moored. Some figures were moving about on it, shifting equipment from one place to another, seeming to dress one of their number. As they got closer, Jim could see that the person who was being dressed was wearing a wetsuit, and the other two people on the punt were helping him into his rebreathing gear.

“SAS bloke,” Lew said from the rear of the boat. “Name of Challis. Great chap; awfully good with automatic weapons.”

“You’ve not been letting him take pot shots at the locals, have you?” Bevan asked.

“Heavens no!” Lew was like an enthusiastic young archaeology don out on a particularly jolly and fascinating dig. “He can field-strip and reassemble an SR-365 blindfolded, by touch, in complete darkness, wearing gloves. Really impressive.”

“It’s only really impressive if he can do it while you’re mortaring him,” said Bevan. “Can he do that?”

“I have no idea,” said Lew. “Can you?”

They all laughed, but only Jim was close enough to hear Bevan mutter, “Cheeky little fucker,” in an appreciative tone of voice. Then louder, “Ahoy! Captain Challis! We meet again!”

On the other boat, Challis looked round and broke into a wide grin. “Prof!” he called. “They roped you into this thing as well, did they?”

“I’m running it!”

Jim spent a few moments wondering how Bevan and Challis shouting to each other across the river could possibly be construed as maintaining operational security. He decided to think about it some other time.

“The Captain and I were involved in a thing,” Bevan confided loudly to Jim and Lew. “Year before last, wasn’t it, Captain?” she called across the decreasing distance between the boats.

“The Scotland thing? Three years!” he called back.

“Really? Time flies.” Lew steered their punt beside the moored boat and brought to it a halt, so Bevan didn’t have to shout. She reached across and shook Challis’s hand. “Good to see you again, Neil.”

“Likewise.” Challis didn’t look like a soldier. He looked like an accountant. A very, very fit and capable accountant. Who looked good in a wetsuit. “Anything I need to watch out for?”

Bevan shook her head. “As far as we know, the tributary curves around and rejoins the river, but it’s a different river.” She smiled. “Don’t worry about it, Neil. You’ll come out in a secluded spot. Just take some photos, have a quick shufti, come back.”

“Kind of job I like,” Challis grinned. Jim noticed he had a pistol strapped to each thigh. He made sure the rebreather rig was settled comfortably around his neck, popped in the mouthpiece, pulled his goggles over his eyes, and a moment later and with barely a ripple he was in the water and swimming away.

“Scotland?” Jim asked.

“Field trip,” said Bevan.

“Hm.”

The top of Challis’s head was just visible, swimming along beside the bank. Abruptly, he seemed to veer into the bank, and disappear. Jim tried to see where he had gone, but the angle was wrong. He looked at his watch, sat down on the seat in the back of the boat, and lit a cigarette.

He’d barely had the chance to finish it when Lew said, “He’s coming back.”

They all stood up in the boat, and sure enough there was Challis, stroking strongly out towards the middle of the river, letting the current carry him past the boats, and then swimming back into the bank. Where he just trod water.

“Neil?” Bevan called.

“It might be best if you all kept your distance,” Challis called back. “Lew, would you be so good as to put a crash call in to the nearest NBC containment team, please? And a doctor.”

“What’s wrong?” Bevan called.

Challis held up his hand, and Jim could see he was holding a little camera. “I got you some piccies, Prof. You can’t see them yet, though, because the camera’s probably radioactive.”

“Radioactive?” Bevan shouted. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Remember all those films they used to make about what the world would be like after a global nuclear war?” he called. “It’s like that there.”
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DURING HIS FIVE minutes or so in the Campus, Challis had managed to shoot thirty still photographs and about three minutes of video, and they all made chilling viewing.

They showed an apocalyptic landscape of bare, blasted trees and snow, except it wasn’t snow, according to Challis. It was ash. Like volcanic ash. Soft and greyish white and still drifting down from a sky that looked like a special effect for a terrible science fiction horror film.

“Nuclear winter,” said one of Bevan’s pet physicists, brought in and hurriedly briefed. “This is what happens when you detonate a number of nuclear devices in a universe two hundred miles across. Like starting a fire in a snow-globe. When can I go in?”

He was quietly returned to academe, with what Shaw described as the industrial-strength version of the Official Secrets Act in his briefcase.

“Well, this is a turn-up,” said Bevan. “They’re a nuclear power.”

With the release of the first transcripts of Rupert’s debrief, the Perigee Committee had begun to swell discreetly. Where once it had just been Jim and Bevan and Shaw, now there were various scientists and researchers and other, less identifiable, participants. The Committee had adopted a strategy called ‘encapsulation,’ in which different aspects of the Tombola product were only released to those who were specialised in it. Today’s capsule included a man in RAF uniform, his chest covered in medal ribbons, and another man, to whom he deferred. Jim had no idea who any of these people were, and it made him uneasy, like seeing a quaint cottage industry move into a shiny new factory. It made him think of asset strippers and other, less worthy things.

Beside him, Bevan sat gloomily poking at her tablet. He glanced over and saw that she was Googling radiation poisoning again. The consensus of opinion was that Captain Challis was going to survive his brief visit to the Campus, at least in the short term. He was going to have to be checked for cancer for the rest of his life.

“How are we going to proceed now?” Shaw asked the committee.

“The on-site team are working to establish what the radiation levels are on the other side of the tributary,” Jim said.

“How long is that going to take?”

“As long as it takes,” he told her. “They’re making things up as they go along.” Lew Hines’s latest bright idea was to fix radiation measuring gear on a petrol-driven replica of HMS Hood – a child’s toy bought at a local shop – and sail it up the tributary trailing a long piece of string to tow it back with. He thought it was ridiculous enough to work, if the boat could overcome the current.

“So we can’t mount any more incursions until we know how safe it is,” Shaw said.

Everyone looked down the table to where the scientists were sitting. The scientists looked at each other and shrugged.

“Not enough data,” said one of them, a man named Merson. “The images suggest a massive event, but without more information we can’t make an accurate assessment. We’re running simulations on the effects of nudets in such a confined area, but the math is tricky. We’re having to use estimates.” Merson liked using words like ‘nudet’ – short for ‘nuclear detonation.’ Jim didn’t like Merson.

“We’ve done a sweep of the area and there’s no increase in the local background radiation,” said another of the scientists, a woman Jim didn’t recognise. “Not even at the mouth of the tributary. Until the field team’s results come in, we won’t be able to make a judgement.”

“Well you’re no fucking use, then,” Bevan muttered under her breath, just loud enough for Jim to hear.

“Have we considered sending personnel in wearing NBC suits?” asked the RAF man.

“Not safe,” said Merson. “Not till we have the radiation levels. Ideally, we’d wait for the fallout to settle as well. The detonations and resulting fires may have depleted oxygen levels over there. The atmosphere may be unbreathable.”

One of the theories the committee had come up with was that the Trent tributary was not the only route in and out of the Campus. An early plan had been to infiltrate the pocket universe and look for other routes, which might possibly lead them into the Community. The prospect of trying to do that now, in that awful landscape, wearing nuclear/biological/chemical protection suits and breathing gear, was madness. Bevan had vetoed it the moment she and Jim had returned from Nottingham.

Shaw scratched her head. “Delahunty told our source about another route, one that led to Ernshire.”

Jim nodded. “The branch off the main railway line out of Paddington. We think it’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Decommissioned. Possibly under Beeching. We’re looking for it.”

Shaw looked at the committee. “We appear to be at a bit of an impasse, then, don’t we.”

“Delahunty told him there had been contact between us and them,” Jim said.

“If there was contact with us, it ended when the Whitton-Whytes died out,” Shaw pronounced crisply. Jim felt Bevan, beside him, stir and gaze balefully at the woman.

“The presumed assassination attempt suggests they’re aware that the source escaped,” said someone down the table. “Could that be the reason for the bombs?”

“That just went onto my Top Five Stupidest Things I Ever Heard list,” Bevan said, and there was a little commotion at the other end of the table until Shaw raised a hand.

“Please,” she said. “Could we refrain from ad hominem remarks?” She turned to Jim and asked, “How is the investigation going, by the way?”

Jim glanced at Bevan, who was fuming silently. He said, “Still no sign of the attacker. The source believes it may have been an attack by an émigré group, but to be honest with you I can’t see how anyone would know he was here. Or indeed how anyone could know Delahunty was there.”

“She used her phone,” someone else said.

Everyone looked at the speaker, a casually-dressed young woman who had so far not said a single word.

“It says in the briefing document that Delahunty used her phone several times, to convince the source and others that the Science Faculty had access to mobile phone technology,” she went on. “The final time, they used her phone to target a missile. The phone would have identified her.”

Jim closed his eyes and sighed. Smoking gun, he thought.

“So we’re theorising that the Science Faculty ID’d her phone, passed the information to someone in the Community, and they passed it on to an intelligence cell here, which used the information to identify Delahunty and turn her flat over?” said Shaw.

Bevan chuckled, very quietly.

Shaw looked around the table. She said, “Tenuous. Very tenuous. They could have been watching Delahunty’s flat because they already knew her brother was in the Campus.”

“They’d have realised she’d gone missing then,” Jim said. “Why not break in and search the place at the first opportunity, rather than waiting until now?”

“Is there really any evidence that it was done recently?” asked Shaw. “Really?”

Jim had a sense of angels dancing on the heads of pins, the Committee overthinking itself.

“We’re not really making any headway here, are we,” said Shaw, as if reading his mind. “Perhaps we should adjourn and reconvene tomorrow, when we all have fresher minds?”

“Has anyone told the source yet?” asked the woman.

 


 


IT WAS ALMOST eleven when he finally got home. The car dropped him outside his garden gate and drove off, but he didn’t go in immediately. All the lights were off, which meant his wife and stepson had already gone to bed. If she was feeling particularly forgiving, his wife would have left something for him to eat in the oven. But those occasions were becoming rarer and rarer. Most of the time, he ate at the subsidised canteen at Northumberland Avenue, or had a late lunch with Bevan in a restaurant somewhere, and if he still felt peckish he made himself a sandwich when he got home.

He stood by the gate and smoked a cigarette, trying to get up the nerve to go in. Here I am, a member of His Majesty’s Security Service, afraid of a row. But it was more than that. It wasn’t just one row; it was a succession, an unending line of rows. About the late hours he was working, how he didn’t talk to her, how he didn’t spend any time with his stepson, how every time she tried to organise a family outing he was ‘busy’. She knew he worked for the Service – he’d decided very early on in their relationship that he was going to tell her – but until Rupert came into his life he had been working more or less regular hours. Now there was no telling where he would be from one day to the next, or whether he would get home at all. It went without saying that his wife was not, and never would be, Perigee-cleared.

He finished his cigarette and flipped the end out into the street, where it landed in a little burst of sparks. One of the neighbours, out walking his dog, spotted this minor act of rebellion and sucked his teeth noisily as he went by.

Shaking his head, Jim walked up the path to the front door and offered his key to the lock. The key would not go into the lock. Thinking he’d inadvertently tried to use one of his other keys, Jim searched around his key ring until he found the right one, and tried again. Once more, the key refused to go into the lock.

Jim took out his phone and switched it on, and by the screen’s illumination he saw that the lock was brand shiny-new.

 


 


“AH, JIM, JIM,” Bevan sighed.

Jim sprawled on the sofa, feeling a weird heady mixture of abandonment and relief. He drank some of Bevan’s Scotch. “She must have done it after I left for work this morning,” he said.

From the comfort of her armchair, Bevan shook her head.

He had spent ten minutes trying to phone his wife, and the only response he had been able to get was a text reading ‘Fuck off.’ Then he had spent another twenty minutes trying to work out where to go for the night, on the theory that a night’s sleep would do everyone the world of good and he could sort this out in the morning.

Bevan lived in Shepperton, in a chaotic old house full of books and amateur oil paintings and threadbare furniture. There was a cat, an alarming-looking Persian named Guillaume, which had hissed and snarled at him when he first entered the house and then wandered off somewhere, but no Mr Professor Bevan. Jim closed his eyes and put his head back against the cushions and willed the sofa to consume him whole.

“You can stay here tonight, Jim,” Bevan told him. “On the sofa. But tomorrow you have to try and sort this out. She’s not allowed to lock you out of your own home.”

“There’s a very strong smell of garlic in this house,” Jim said without opening his eyes. “Garlic and... is that rosemary?”

“Jim.”

“I know.” He opened his eyes. “I know, Adele. I’m sorry. I’ll find a B&B to move into tomorrow.”

Her expression softened. “Here,” she said, getting up from her chair. “Let me show you something.” She went over to one of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and took a slim cloth-bound volume from it. She handed it over. “Something wonderful,” she said.

Jim looked at the title of the book. It seemed to be a guidebook to English and Scottish holiday spots around 1943, a series of black and white plates with short descriptions under them. He flipped through the pages, closed the book, then opened it again and stared at one picture in particular.

Bevan beamed. “To our knowledge, it’s the only existing photograph anywhere of the Community.”

He looked at the cover again. “Where did you find it?”

“Someone gave it to me. About thirty years ago. They said they’d got it from someone who had been to the Community. Or came from there. We never quite got to the bottom of it. That’s how I got into all this in the first place.” She shrugged. “For all I know, it’s fake. There’s no way to check, without going there.”

“Does Shaw know you have this?”

Bevan shook her head and went back to her chair. “Not yet, and I imagine she’s going to be quite upset when they find out I do.” She sat down and said, “In a way, I’m quite glad your missus locked you out, Jim. It gives us a chance to talk. You see, I’ve had an idea.”
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“NO,” SAID SHAW. “Absolutely not. I can’t possibly sanction this.”

“We’re at a dead end with the Campus,” Bevan said. “It could be months before we can even go in there. We need to try something else.”

“What about the assassination attempt?” Shaw asked. “There are gigabytes of footage of the attack floating around online.”

“We’ve more or less discounted the idea of an assassination attempt,” Jim said, ignoring Bevan’s stirrings of protest. “And none of the available footage actually shows Rupert’s face. Most of it isn’t of very good quality anyway, truth be told. We believe he won’t be recognised.”

This time it was just the three of them, the original Committee, sitting in a quiet side-room at Northumberland Avenue. Very very dimly through the thick glass and thicker net curtains of the windows, Jim thought he heard a boat on the river sounding its horn.

Shaw was shaking her head again. “No,” she said. “No. What about these people Delahunty claimed to have spoken with? The Community conspiracy nuts. The ones who gave her the maps.”

“Gone to ground,” Jim answered. “If they ever existed.”

“If she had maps, they came from the Community,” Bevan said. “Or they were drawn by someone who had been there. We shouldn’t stop looking for them. But they could be anywhere. They’ve been under the radar for years. I’d never heard of them, and I’m the closest thing you had to an expert on the Community until Rupert arrived. We don’t know where to start looking, and we can’t wait. If Delahunty was right and the Xian Flu originated in the Campus, we need to know what they’re playing at, and we need to know it now.”

Shaw looked at the thin folder of notes before her again, a proposal so classified it couldn’t be committed to electronic media. She sighed. “He has to do it willingly,” she said. “I don’t want this coming back to us and somebody accusing us of forcing him into it.”

Bevan nodded. “Of course.”

Shaw thought about it some more. “Very well,” she said finally. “I’ll take this to the D-G. If she signs off on it, we go ahead. If not, we never discuss this again. Agreed?”

Bevan nodded. “Agreed.”

 


 


RUPERT LOOKED AT Challis’s photographs, the short piece of video he had shot, without changing expression. When he’d finished, he said, “I don’t understand.”

“These are pictures of the Campus,” Jim said. “We think something terrible has happened there.”

“It’s Winter,” Rupert said. “Why is it Winter there and Summer here? I thought we had the same seasons.”

“That’s not snow,” Jim told him, hating every word he said. “It’s ash. Fallout, we call it. The result of intense heat caused by very powerful explosions.”

Rupert stared blankly at the photographs again. “Explosions,” he said.

“Someone has deliberately destroyed the Campus,” said Jim. “We don’t know who, and we don’t know why. But the place is a wasteland. It’s dangerous even to go there at the moment. It might stay like that for years. Centuries.”

“Araminta...” Rupert said very quietly.

“If she survived the explosions... well, let’s hope she didn’t.”

Rupert turned his head and looked at him. “The Science Faculty,” he said. “They did this.”

“Maybe,” Jim said.

“They’d won,” he said. “They were in control.”

“Something went wrong. It could have been an accident. We don’t know.”

Rupert frowned. “I genuinely have no...” he began. He shook his head.

Jim sat forward and rested his forearms on his knees. “I really have no right to ask you this, old chap,” he said, “but we’ve come up with a bit of a plan. You can say no if you wish, but we’d like you to help us.”

“Help you?”

“We have a book...”
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ROWLAND THOUGHT IT was unlucky to meet someone twice in the same place. It was one of his lesser superstitions, something which might have manifested itself in a normal person as flicking spilled salt over the shoulder or not walking under ladders, but he knew a lot of people and I always wondered how he managed to keep track of where he had met whom.

In the course of our association, we had met at the British Museum, on the steps of St Paul’s, and any number of pubs and cafés. This week it was the fourteenth-floor restaurant of the St George’s Hotel on Langham Place.

I arrived at half past ten and the first thing I noticed was that the place was almost empty. The second thing I noticed was the immense floor-to-ceiling windows and a staggering view out over West London.

“I know,” Rowland’s voice said beside my shoulder. “I never realised this was here, either.”

I turned. “Don’t ever sneak up on me again, Rowland,” I told him.

He shrugged. “I just went for a piss,” he said. “Saw you getting out of the lift as I left the bog. Didn’t mean to startle you.” He smiled. “Coffee?”

There was a little area with easy chairs and coffee tables. Rowland led the way over to a table near the windows and put his briefcase down on a chair. “Won’t be a minute,” he said, and went off to find a waiter.

I stood at the window. Beyond the glass was an immense vista of buildings under a sky piled high with fluffy grey clouds.

“All right,” Rowland said. He took his briefcase off the chair and sat down. “Sit.”

I sat in the chair opposite him. Then I shifted the chair so the view wouldn’t distract me.

“Good week?” he asked.

“Not bad. You?”

“I’ve had better.” He put his briefcase on his knees and opened it. I’d never seen a briefcase in such poor condition. It looked as if it dated from the days of Lloyd George, and someone appeared to have been playing football with it on a regular basis ever since. It had been re-stitched several times without bothering to replace the previous stitching, so it looked kind of fluffy along the edges. “Did you find it?”

I took the envelope from my coat pocket and handed it to him. He stuck his finger under the flap and ripped it open. He turned the envelope upside down and a small hardback book dropped into his palm.

A waiter came up with a tray and proceeded to put a coffee pot, sugar bowl, milk-jug and two cups on the table. Rowland was busily examining the book, so I thanked the waiter and he went away with the briefest of disapproving glances.

“It’s in good nick as well,” Rowland said, paging carefully through the book.

I poured coffee for us. The sugar bowl was full of those big amber-coloured crystals that take an hour to dissolve. I put a spoonful of them into my cup and allowed myself a look at the view. Two big aeroplanes were descending towards Heathrow, sandwiched between the clouds and the buildings. A ray of sunshine broke through the clouds and swept across London like a searchlight. It was all I could do not to stare in awe.

“Tustin’s Where To Go In Wartime,” Rowland said, shaking his head. “Can you imagine they actually published a book like this?”

I nodded. Six months of being associated with Rowland had eliminated my capacity for surprise.

He favoured the book with a smile that someone else might have used for a kitten or a new-born child, then he looked at me with a concerned expression. “Was it expensive?”

“We were under budget,” I told him.

The smile reappeared and he took to paging through the book again. I poked at my coffee with the spoon, but the sugar showed no signs of dissolving yet so I sat back and watched Rowland obsessing over his newest acquisition.

He was wearing a perfectly ordinary grey pinstriped business suit today, but he still managed to radiate an air of seediness. His shoulders were dusted with scurf, and what remained of his hair was plastered to his scalp with liberal quantities of Brylcreem. He’d had a shave this morning, which was unusual, but he hadn’t bothered to extend the shave below his jawline. There was a faint but persistent aura of mothballs and Scotch about him. It was hard to imagine that he had ever been a policeman, let alone – as he claimed – a Detective Chief Constable.

He looked at me. “What?”

I shook my head.

“Fine.” He scratched his head. “Expenses.”

I handed him the envelope containing my train tickets, taxi receipts and hotel bills, and he dropped it into his briefcase without bothering to look at it. “How much?”

“Five hundred and seventy-seven pounds and eighty-one pence.”

He blinked at me. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

“That’s a lot of money for a trip to Sleaford.”

“It is,” I agreed. “But the book wasn’t in Sleaford. It was in Sandwell.”

He looked nonplussed for a moment.

“It’s in the West Midlands,” I told him. “But I didn’t go directly there. Your friend in Sleaford sent me to Chesterfield, and his friend there sent me to Sandwell.”

Rowland still didn’t look convinced, but he shrugged. “Oh well, I suppose it all works out in the end.” He reached for his inside jacket pocket. “Shall we call it five hundred and seventy pounds?”

“Shall we call it five hundred and eighty?”

He smiled and took out his wallet. “Five hundred and seventy-five, for change?”

“What does that mean, for change?” I asked. “I’ve never understood what that means.”

He shook his head. “Buggered if I know.” He opened his wallet and looked down into it like a man taking a last look at his favourite child before they leave home forever. He took a wad of notes out and held them out to me. “That should be enough.”

I took the money and counted it. “It’s thirty quid short.”

Rowland shook his head again and gave me a twenty and a £10 coin. I put the money in my pocket and then we sat looking at each other.

Finally, he opened his briefcase, reached in, and took out a long buff envelope. “Three this time,” he said, putting it on the table and sliding it across to me. “I’ve got buyers for two of them already.”

“I want a bigger cut this time,” I said.

He blinked at me impassively. “Oh yes?”

Alison and I had been rehearsing this ever since I got back from Sandwell, but now the moment had come I felt my resolve waver. Rowland just sat there looking bemused and rather sad and vulnerable.

I said, “Look, Rowland, this job takes up a lot of my time. I could be using the time to do something else.”

He narrowed his eyes. “So, what, you’re doing me some kind of favour?” he asked.

“Virtually, for the money you pay me.”

Rowland sat back and rubbed his chin. “I’d have thought there’d be dozens of people who’d be glad of the money I pay you,” he mused.

“Possibly.” Alison had told me to threaten to quit, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I had the sudden feeling that Rowland would accept my resignation and then just go off and recruit someone at the nearest Job Centre.

“You’re good, Tommy,” he said. “No doubt about that.” He half-turned in his chair and looked at the view. “Do you think I make a lot of money?”

“I think you probably do.” I knew for sure that he had three other people travelling around the country looking for rare books for his business. “I think you can probably afford to cut me in on a percentage of the sale price of the books I find for you.”

I actually saw him wince slightly. “Well,” he said. “That’s a new one, Tommy.” He turned away from the view and looked at me. “Tell you what,” he said, nodding at the envelope. “You go and find me those books, and we’ll talk about it when you get back.”

If Alison had been sitting beside me, she would have told me to get up and walk out. But she wasn’t sitting beside me. So I picked up the envelope and put it in my pocket.
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I HAD MET Rowland through someone I met in a pub, which was as good a way of finding a job these days as any. Rowland looked for books on behalf of specialist bookshops and collectors. It was a basically peripatetic life, travelling the country from auction to closing down sale to bankruptcy clearance to car boot sale. There were those who painted the whole business with a sort of cloak-and-dagger veneer, shady deals in the car parks of out-of-town shopping centres, exchanges of plain brown envelopes, but really it was just grown men looking for books for other grown men. And it was a man’s life. There seemed to be very few women involved.

I spun this chap I met in the pub my patented hard-luck story – unable to get a job, girlfriend and landlord to support, drowning not waving – and he said he might know somebody who might need some help in his business, and so Rowland had come into my life.

It was not, when all was said and done, a terribly difficult business. Rowland got requests for specific volumes from clients, he passed the titles on to me, and I went to look for them. I was still relying mostly on Rowland’s contacts, but I was starting to build up my own too.

The trick was, Rowland and I were not the only people out there looking for rare books. Quite often there would be only one or two extant copies of a book, and the thing was to get in first, make the best offer to the seller, and get it back to the buyer before someone else came along with another copy. It didn’t pay enormously well, but it paid.

“I would have walked,” Alison said when I told her.

“I know you would,” I said. “And that would not have been helpful in the slightest.”

She shook her head. “Tommy, I can’t work you out.”

We were sitting in the living room of the flat we shared in Kentish Town, eating fish and chips off trays on our laps. The entertainment set was playing a BBC soap opera which had actually been running for a hundred years. Or maybe it just felt that way.

“He’s taking the piss, Tommy,” she said. She was a stout woman in her early thirties, sexy in a no-nonsense sort of way. “Exploiting you.”

“Well, he’s hardly the first, is he?”

“If you let people push you around, you’ll never get anywhere.”

“Will you please stop doing that?”

“Doing what?”

“Criticising me like that. I don’t like it.”

“I’m only saying it for your own good,” she said. “Pass the vinegar, would you?”

I passed her the vinegar. “Anyway, he’s got the book now. It’ll keep him happy for a while at least. And I’ve got another bunch of things to find for him.”

She picked up her tablet and looked at the document on the screen. “You’ll have to start taking buses,” she said. “And maybe knock the motels on the head. This is costing us a fortune.”

“Fine,” I said. “Buses are fine.” I’d miss the motels, though. I liked motels.

“He has to start paying you more,” she told me firmly, putting her tablet back on the sofa beside her. “We can’t keep this up.”

 


 


THE LIST OF books Rowland had given me included two which his sources told me were in London. I poked around for a few days and found one of the London books at the home of a recently-deceased lecturer in French literature. His widow seemed angry with him more for dying than anything else, and she was systematically stripping their house in Twickenham of every trace of him.

“Take it,” she said, thrusting the book into my hands. “Take the whole fucking lot of them.”

I’d already spotted another couple of volumes which recent experience had taught me were worth some money, but I didn’t have it in my heart to take them, so I just told her the one book would be fine.

“I’m going to burn the lot of them,” she told me. “Thirty years and he was more interested in his fucking books than he was in me.”

I thought about it. “Well, if you’re only going to burn them...” Alison would be pleased.

The third book on the list was just outside Sheffield, a teacher living in the Peak District. He was more tricky, but I was already way under budget so I could afford to take him for lunch at a restaurant in Hathersage and give him the benefit of my charm. I hadn’t been doing this for very long, really, but I’d discovered that I wasn’t bad at it. The teacher thought he was driving a hard bargain. Most people fail to understand just how much books are worth, though, and I left the Peak District with a healthy chunk of my funds still intact.

On the bus back into Sheffield, I tried to phone Rowland and Alison, but both their numbers were engaged. I tried them again a few hours later, on the National Express coach heading back to London, but it was the same thing.

I finally got into Victoria coach station around ten in the evening, tired and hungry. I found a Burger King and had a Chicken Royale with cheese, which was still one of the most exquisite things I had ever tasted, and I got a bus up to the Tottenham Court Road and another bound for Kentish Town. As we passed Camden Town Station, I felt a little pang in my stomach.

I never reached our flat. I got off the 134 and crossed the main road and turned into our street, only to find that blue and white tape with the words POLICE INCIDENT printed on it had been stretched across it and tied to trees on either side. Further down, I could see police vehicles and fire engines outside the house where our flat had been. The whole top floor was a wreck. It was still smouldering.

I turned and started to walk away, taking my phone out of my pocket, but a voice behind me said, “Mr Potter? Mr Tommy Potter?” The voice had a West Country accent.

I looked round. Standing behind me were two men. One was handsomely middle-aged and wearing a tweed suit and a tie; the other was younger, tall and muscular and blond and untidy, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. He looked as if he had been brought up on a farm.

“I’m Lionel,” the man in the suit said pleasantly. “We have your girlfriend. If you want to see her alive again, I suggest you cooperate.”

I looked at Lionel. I looked at the Farmboy. I said, “What? Who are you? What are you talking about? My flat...” I gestured into my street.

Lionel looked sad. “I regret that. One of my colleagues can be a little... overenthusiastic sometimes.”

“You did that?” I shouted. The Farmboy took a step towards me, and I took a step away from them.

“Not us,” Lionel said. “A colleague. Please, Mr Potter. Don’t be unreasonable.”

I said, “I’m calling the police,” and I dialled quickly and put the phone to my ear. The Farmboy stepped forward again, unhurriedly took hold of my upper arm, removed the phone from my hand, dropped it to the pavement, and put the heel of his workboot on it. I heard things break. The Farmboy’s grip was like a large, friendly vice.

“We don’t want to hurt anybody else,” Lionel said calmly. “Please, Mr Potter. Your girlfriend needs medical attention, and if you don’t help us she won’t get it.”

“Who are you?” I said, trying unsuccessfully to pull away from the Farmboy. “What do you want?”

“I’m Lionel,” he said again. “I want Rowland Forsythe.”

 


 


THEY HAD A van parked in the next street, a little white Honda builders’ van with a dent in the side. Lionel and I got in the back and the Farmboy got into the driving seat. When the back doors were closed and locked, Lionel took a piece of cloth from the floor and held it out.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Would you mind...?”

I tied the cloth around my head so that it covered my eyes, and Lionel checked to make sure I couldn’t see anything, then he said something to the Farmboy and the engine started and we moved off with a clashing of gears.

I didn’t see anything of the journey, but I heard the horns honking around us and felt the sudden swerves and braking manoeuvres. The Farmboy was a terrible driver.

We didn’t drive very far, but I didn’t know London well enough to have an idea where we might be. Certainly we went up and down some hills, because I heard the engine labouring and some dreadful noises as the Farmboy tried to find the right gear. Finally, we made a sharp right turn and bumped over something, then I heard gravel crunching under the tyres. A last tussle with the gear lever and the Farmboy pulled the van to a halt.

“Please keep the blindfold on for the moment, Mr Potter,” said Lionel. I heard him open the doors. “Just give me your hand and I’ll help you out.”

I slid cautiously along the floor of the van, held out my hand, and felt Lionel grasp it. His hand felt smooth and hard. He helped me climb down from the van, then he led me a short distance across the gravel and up a single step and then I felt a change in the air currents as we stepped inside. We walked up a flight of stairs, then along a carpeted landing, and through another door. I smelled disinfectant and heard a voice say, “Well you took your fucking time.”

Lionel took off the blindfold. I was standing in a brightly-lit room occupied by a single bed, and on the bed lay Alison, her head bandaged and her right arm in a sling.

I said, “What’s going on?”

“Oh, it’s good to see you too, Tommy,” she snorted. “These bastards kidnapped me and blew the flat up and they say it’s your fault.”

“Rowland Forsythe,” Lionel said beside me. “It’s his fault.”

“Fucking Rowland,” Alison said. “I told you he’d get us both in trouble.”

“No you didn’t,” I said.

“I did. If I said it once, I said it a dozen times. Shifty fucker.”

“Please,” Lionel said tiredly. He looked at me. “We’ve done what we can for Ms Shand, but she needs to see a doctor. Certainly she needs an x-ray. Now, can we talk in private for a moment?”

“Sure,” Alison said. “Don’t mind me. Fuckers.”

Lionel led me out of the room, along the corridor, to another room. This one smelled musty. The curtains were drawn and a single bare bulb was burning in an overhead light fitting. There was some furniture stacked neatly in one corner and covered with several dusty-looking rugs. In the middle of the room were two chairs. Lionel asked me to sit on one of them. He took the other. The Farmboy came in, closed the door behind him, and stood with his back against it.

“Now then,” Lionel said, not unkindly. “Where is Mr Forsythe?”

“I don’t know. If I did, I’d kill him myself.”

Lionel laughed. “You’re not the murdering kind, Mister Potter. I doubt you’d even speak harshly to him.” He took a packet of Rothmans and a lighter from his pocket, lit one, and blew smoke at me. He suddenly looked concerned. “Cigarette?”

“Please.”

He gave me a cigarette and lit it for me and went back to his chair. He looked at me for a while, rubbed his eyes, looked at me for another minute or so.

“Mr Forsythe has something we want,” he said finally.

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I have no idea where he is. I tried to phone him earlier and he was engaged. I could have tried again, but your friend here smashed my phone and I can’t remember his number.”

Lionel looked at the Farmboy and pursed his lips. He looked at me. “He seems to have gone to ground,” he said. “Somehow, he got wind that we were looking for him. We’ve searched his home and we can’t find what we’re looking for. We assume he has it with him.”

I leaned forward. “Is it,” I asked, “the book?”

He became very calm and still. He tipped his head to one side and smiled at me. “Now why would you say that?”

“Take me to the post office,” I said, “and I’ll tell you.”

 


 


“ROWLAND HAS THIS little trick,” I told Lionel and the Farmboy as we pushed through the doors of Mount Pleasant Post Office the next morning. “Not so much a trick, more a truism. Between the time you post something, and the time it gets delivered, it vanishes to all intents and purposes.” I glanced at Lionel. “It goes off into another dimension.”

Lionel nodded and smirked. “Very good,” he murmured.

“He posts things to himself that he doesn’t want people to get hold of. Legal documents. Bank statements. Accounts. The deeds to his house. That kind of thing. And when they’re delivered he just goes out and posts them again. And nobody can find them because until they’re delivered nobody knows where they are.”

“And if they go missing in the post?”

“The postal service in this country is a lot better than most people think,” I told him. “It’s just a bit slow sometimes, which suits Rowland. And I’m sure most of the things he posts to himself would be better off going missing.”

Lionel shook his head in wonderment. “Extraordinary,” he said, like a tourist having the mating rituals of a Stone Age tribe explained to him.

We reached the post restante counter and I told the man behind the glass screen, “I’m here to pick up some post for Rowland Forsythe.”

The man behind the glass screen looked at us for a moment. Then he went off through a door.

“Won’t he want identification?” Lionel asked quietly.

“Let’s hope not.”

“Yes,” he said, not smiling any more. “Let’s.”

The man came back through the door. He was holding a yellow Jiffy Bag. I said, “That’s it,” and he slipped it under the glass screen and Lionel and the Farmboy and I turned and walked out of the post office.

 


 


“THE SECURITY OF your post offices is terrible,” Lionel said.

“Fortunately for us,” I said.

We were sitting in the Burger King on High Holborn. The Farmboy had lifted the top of his BK Flamer and was frowning at what was underneath as if unsure what it was for.

“So,” Lionel said.

“I want to know,” I told him, my fingers curling around the edges of the envelope on my lap.

“I was under the impression you already knew.”

I watched the Farmboy reassemble his Flamer, lift it out of the box, and bite half of it off in one go. “I want to know.”

Lionel sighed and sat back and gestured to me.

I lifted the Jiffy Bag and pulled at its tear-strip and Tustin’s Where To Go In Wartime dropped neatly into my palm. While Lionel ate his fries one by fastidious one, and the Farmboy crammed the rest of his Flamer into his mouth, I opened the book and paged through pages of black and white plates of Cornish coastlines, Agatha Christie country houses and bleak Scottish islands. I closed my eyes. Opened them. “Which one is it?”

“Page twenty-seven,” he said. “The village green at Hopkins’ Halt.”

I turned to the page and looked at the photograph Tustin had taken, all those years ago, of a quiet village green. There was a little pond with ducks and swans, a weeping willow, a half-timbered pub and a bow-windowed village shop. A stout woman wearing a small hat and a long coat and carrying a wicker shopping basket was frozen forever at the top of the steps, pushing open the shop’s door. Under the plate were directions how to get to Hopkins’ Halt, this oasis of calm and tranquillity in a world gone mad.

I said, “Did anyone ever go to Hopkins’ Halt?”

Lionel ate some fries. The Farmboy had finished his food and seemed to be assessing his meal’s packaging for nutritional value.

I said to them, “Are you not at all curious about how I found this in the first place?”

“I will admit some curiosity as to how you knew it was this book we were looking for,” Lionel said. “Yes, that is interesting.”

I said, “I found it in a safe. In the Geography Faculty in the Campus.”

Lionel’s expression didn’t change. He glanced at the Farmboy and jerked his head slightly, and the younger man got up from the table and went outside.

When he’d gone, Lionel looked at me for a long time before saying, “Would you say that again, please?”

I said, “I brought the book with me from the Campus.”

Lionel looked at me for a long time again. Then he said, “Please excuse me a moment.” He got up and went outside. I half-turned in my seat and saw him standing on the pavement with the Farmboy, speaking into a mobile phone.

Baines had warned me that this was the most dangerous moment of all, the point of transition from bystander to player. I had to keep them interested. They had the book, so I had to give them something else. I claimed to be from the Campus, so I had to explain how that came about. “Narrative,” Baines had told me. “Always narrative. They will want to know everything, and by the time they know everything they have to trust you.”

I looked around the restaurant. There was only one way in or out, but I wasn’t going anywhere. I was Tommy Potter from the Campus and I had finally made contact with my people. Why would I want to leave? I finished my Chicken Royale.

Finally, Lionel came back and sat down opposite me again. “Well,” he said. “I certainly didn’t expect this when I got up this morning.”

“There’s nowhere called Hopkins’ Halt on the Campus,” I told him. “Are you from the Community?”

He grimaced slightly, as if he had just been afflicted with a slight headache. Narrative. Make them want things.

“There was a map,” I said. “In the safe.”

Lionel sighed. “Tustin was a friend. It was a long time ago and we trusted Europeans. Some of them, anyway. He found evidence of the Community, made contact, wanted to visit. We let him. He was supervised, but somehow he managed to take at least one photograph without us being aware of it.” He nodded at the book on the table. “He made an agreement not to speak with anyone about his visit, but he reneged on it. He published the book. A vanity publication with a print-run of just seventeen copies.” He smiled at the look on my face. “Mister Tustin’s finances couldn’t run to more. He couldn’t resist slipping in that photograph. The man had a huge ego; he couldn’t bear the idea of never telling the world his secret, even if the world didn’t understand what it was seeing.” He stopped smiling. “We traced and destroyed fifteen copies, and then all we could do was hope that the remaining two were lost forever. We had no idea one was in the Campus.”

I looked at him for a long time. Then I picked up the book and waved it at him. “There’s another one of these?”

He looked embarrassed. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. We don’t know.”

“What happened to Tustin?”

“Oh, Mr Tustin led a full and happy life eventually. With us.” He smiled at me again. “Now, what are we going to do with you?”

“I want to go home,” I told him.

“Of course you do.”

“There are weapons here we could use, retake the Campus from the Rebels.”

Lionel chuckled. “Just you and us?”

“If the map I saw is accurate, there are enough people in the Community to help.”

He nodded. “I’m afraid you’re missing some of the story, my friend. And in order to learn more of it, you’re going to have to talk to my superiors.”

“All right,” I said. “But first, get Alison to hospital. Then I’ll talk.”

 


 


ROWLAND SENT ME a postcard with a picture of Prague’s royal castle on the front, although I wasn’t stupid enough to think that he was still in Czechoslovakia – if he’d ever been there at all. The stamp was Austrian and it was postmarked Vienna. The postman had been uncertain about where to deliver it, the flat not being there anymore, so he had stuck it under a plant pot in the front garden. The message on the back was a scrawled and insincere wish-you-were-here.

“Wish he was here, more like,” Alison said when I showed her the card. “If I ever see him again...”

Privately, I thought Rowland would be lucky if he saw Christmas. My own continued health was by no means assured yet.

“Could you sort out these pillows?” she asked, squirming uncomfortably.

I got up. “Lean forward a second.” I plumped and rearranged the pillows behind her. “How’s that?”

She settled back and smiled. “Better. Thanks.”

I went over to the window. Her room had a nice view out across Dartmouth Park and westward across London into a misty uncertain distance.

I said, “I’m sorry you got hurt.”

She smiled. “That’s all right, Tommy. Defence of the Realm and all that. Did they buy it?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m an anomaly, something they weren’t expecting. They’re curious enough to want to know more.”

“You be careful,” she said.

I went over to the bed and we hugged awkwardly. “Tell Baines I’ll be in touch when I can.”

“Just take care,” she said. “You’re a nice man, but you’ve got a temper. I can see it in your eyes sometimes. You need to watch that.”

I chuckled. “You can talk.”

She held me at arms’ length and looked at my face for a while. “Godspeed, Tommy,” she said. “Let me know how it all turns out, if you can.”

 


 


I STOOD OUTSIDE the hospital for a while, smoking a cigarette and listening to the traffic toiling up Highgate Hill. Lionel had given me this one day of grace, to see Alison, say my goodbyes, but it was foolish to assume that I wasn’t being watched.

I finished my cigarette and walked down Highgate Hill towards Archway. It was a nice, fresh, breezy day, but not too cold.

At Archway, I got on a 134 bus. It wasn’t very busy, but just south of Kentish Town Station a lot of people got on.

As we moved spasmodically through the Camden traffic, a broad Mummerset accent said behind me, “How’s Ms Shand, Mister Potter?”

I didn’t bother to turn round. “She’s getting better.”

“Well,” said the voice, “let’s make sure she continues to get better, eh?”

“That would be nice.”

The voice chuckled. “Get off the bus at the next stop,” it said. “There will be a car waiting for you. I’ll see you later.”

I reached up to ring the bell. The bus stopped and I got off. As it pulled away I looked in the windows, but I couldn’t see whoever had spoken to me. A black car was parked just before the bus stop. A tall woman was standing beside it.

I walked towards them.
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THE COUREUR WAS not impressed.

“No,” he said. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not?” asked Eleanor.

“Because it’s insane and it’s offensive and it’s suicide, frankly.”

We were sitting in the restaurant of a motorway service station outside a city named Leiden. I couldn’t remember ever seeing so much food in one place before. Eleanor had bought me what was described as an ‘open sandwich,’ which consisted of two slices of bread thickly spread with pâté and topped with various salad items which I could not recognise. She had contented herself with a cup of coffee. Charles had told me that Coureurs were smugglers, people traffickers, criminals expert in crossing Europe’s constantly-reconfiguring borders. He had made them sound rather romantic, but this one, who called himself Leo, seemed rather ordinary and workaday. He had a steak with fried potatoes, and a side salad that was wilting untouched in its bowl beside his plate.

“You’ll be well-paid,” Eleanor told him. “You know that.”

“For Dresden? Pft.” He was a short, stout, bearded man who appeared to be permanently cross. “I’ve been in this game a long time, actually, and there isn’t enough money in the world that would make me consider a Situation in Dresden.”

She sat back and looked across the table at him. “I was told Coureurs would take on any job.”

“I don’t know what prick told you that,” Leo said, tucking into his steak again. “We’re not crazy.”

Eleanor tipped her head to one side, a gesture I had come to recognise with a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. “Has anyone ever had a Situation in Dresden?” she asked sweetly.

Leo waved his fork dismissively. “In the early days. When the wall was still going up and people inside started having second thoughts.” He sighed and looked at her. “Listen. The place is impregnable; there are only three ways in or out, and one of those involves helicopters. Everyone inside wantsto be inside; it’s probably one of the wealthiest polities in Europe, why would they want to leave?”

“And yet someone managed to get a letter out,” Eleanor reminded him. “Without resorting to Les Coureurs.”

“Then maybe you should get him to jump you in.” He put his knife and fork down and pointed a blunt finger at her. “Jesus Christ, missy, I’d have to be out of my mind to try and jump someone out of there, let alone jump someone in and then out. Have you any idea?”

Leo had only just met Eleanor, so he was unfamiliar with her body language, but there was a thing she did when she was very, very angry. She became quite still and she smiled an odd little smile that you might almost think was sad, if you didn’t know her. She did both these things now, roughly around the point at which he called her ‘missy.’

“Is there, perhaps, any way in which you could find out how this person got a letter out of Dresden?” she asked calmly. “The fact that it exists at all suggests that someone entered and then left the city again.”

“You’ve seen this letter?” he asked.

“I have,” she said. “It doesn’t say how the correspondent was planning to contact my news agency, only that he had a story for us.”

Leo looked at her for a long time. “Okay,” he said finally. “Okay. I’ll try to find this out for you. But none of us is going in there. I want that understood right now.”

“That’s all we ask of you,” she told him. “Find out how the letter got out, and then we’re done.”

He nodded. “Okay, then.” He looked at me. “Don’t you talk?” he asked.

“No,” I said.

“There’s a motel here,” Eleanor said. “We’ll book into a room and wait to hear from you.”

Leo looked doubtful. “This could take a while,” he mused.

She shrugged. “Then it takes a while.”

“And I might not even be able to find out. I’ve got contacts, but I’m not exactly State Security.”

“All we ask is that you try,” she told him. “You’ll be well rewarded.”

He thought about it for a few seconds, then nodded. “Okay. Give me three days. A week at most.”

“Thank you,” she said. “You have my phone number. Call me when you have something.”

“Okay.” He pushed his chair back and stood up. “Thank you for lunch.” And he walked away.

I watched him navigating his way across the crowded restaurant until he reached the doors, and when he had gone I said, “Are you going to kill him too?”

Eleanor nodded. “Eventually,” she said.
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THEY HAD A house in Highgate – not the one they had taken me and Alison to – and they kept me prisoner there for sixteen days while I was interrogated. There was never any pretence that, should I fail to convince them, I would leave there alive.

Initially, I saw three of them. There was a middle-aged man who called himself Charles, and a younger man named Simon. And then there was Eleanor, who I quickly came to understand was the most dangerous person I had ever met.

At our first session, she strode across to where I was sitting, struck me backhanded across the face with such force that I almost blacked out, and yelled, “Liar!”

She was tall and willowy, her long auburn hair pinned up in a bun at the back of her head, and she didn’t look capable of any kind of violence, which made it all the more shocking when she hit me again. This time I actually greyed-out for a moment.

“I’m not lying,” I mumbled through lips which were swollen, if not actually split.

“Fuck you!” she screamed, and hit me a third time. I tasted blood in my mouth. The most frightening thing was that her expression had never changed. She looked completely calm and in control of herself.

She turned and walked away towards the big windows at the end of the drawing room where my interrogations took place. Beyond the windows, I could see the gardens of the house dappled with afternoon sunlight, as inaccessible to me as the heart of the Galaxy.

“Tell me,” she said, without looking round.

“I’ve told Charles and Simon,” I said, wiping my lips and looking stupidly at the blood on my hand.

“You haven’t told me,” she said. “You have to tell me, or I’ll hit you again.”

I said, “I came here voluntarily.”

“And that makes you suspicious,” she said in that calm voice. “Just appearing out of nowhere and coming here voluntarily.”

The man who called himself Baines had given me a story to tell. What he called a legend. It was the story of a man of roughly the same age as me, who had been born and brought up in the Campus and had worked for the Old Board in some moderate capacity. Baines and I had called this man ‘Tommy Potter,’ a lowlife Doctor of Intelligence I had had the pleasure of arresting after the Fall. I was able to fill in bits of the legend, and together Baines and I had come up with something which we hoped would convince the émigré group working in London. It had seemed a reasonably watertight story to me, sitting in my room in the clinic, but now it felt fatally thin.

I said, “When the Rebels took over –”

She snorted. “If you’d been doing your job the Rebels wouldn’t have taken over.”

I shook my head, trying to clear it. “Do you want to hear this story or not?”

And that was when I discovered that it was a mistake to try and joke with Eleanor.

 


 


IT WENT ON. Charles was avuncular and Simon was a bit dim and overenthusiastic and needed things explaining to him several times, and we all understood that these were roles we were playing. Eleanor, though, wasn’t playing. Eleanor hit me. I couldn’t understand how she didn’t break her hands on my face. She had beautiful hands, so hard they might have been carved from wood. I had a suspicion that she was the one who was responsible for blowing up the flat in Kentish Town.

We went over and over Tommy Potter’s life and background, his career with the Intelligence Faculty. This was all fairly straightforward; I remembered enough details from the case file I’d prepared on him, and I could add bits of generic background where necessary. Tommy had been one of the stupidest men I’d ever met; he’d thought that by telling us everything he knew he’d somehow win himself a pardon, and we’d let him carry on thinking that.

When it came to events after the Fall, Baines and I had had to become inventive. It wasn’t much of a stretch to say that Tommy had managed to escape and hidden out somewhere in the Campus, but his subsequent escape was a bit more tricky. Tommy wasn’t the sort of person who would have been privy to the true nature of the Campus, or a map showing how to reach Nottingham.

“It was chaos,” I said for the umpteenth time that morning. “The Rebels took what they wanted and burned everything else. I had to keep moving. I spent a night in the Geography Faculty and there were all these maps.”

Eleanor was sitting calmly in the armchair opposite me. She had only hit me twice so far today, and I didn’t know whether that was a good or a bad thing. She said, “Maps.”

“Someone had tried to open one of the safes and when they saw it was just full of maps they must have given up,” I said.

“Maps,” she said again.

“Maps of the Campus. One of them had this route marked on the River. I thought it was a route to some hiding place for the Board, somewhere the Rebels wouldn’t find us. Somewhere we could regroup.”

“So you found a canoe and just paddled away.”

“Yes. How many more times?” I was exhausted. They kept waking me up at random hours of the night and calling me into the drawing room to ask the same questions over and over again. One of my eyelids was twitching all the time and it was driving me mad. “I found a canoe and just paddled away and then I wasn’t in the Campus anymore.”

“And the book was in the safe too.”

“Yes.”

She stretched her legs and clasped her hands across her stomach. “Where To Go In Wartime,” she said. “Why did you take it?”

“I don’t know. I took a few of the maps and the book was with them.”

This was the most dangerous bit, the most unbelievable bit. There was no way the real Tommy would have been able to look at the maps of the Campus and the Community and Tustin’s guidebook and somehow produce a synthesis of the nature of his world. I wasn’t bright enough to do that. The trick was convincing these people that I was, that I had worked out what was going on and then decided to use the book as bait to make contact with any of my people who were here. It was, frankly, utterly unbelievable. And that, Baines had told me, was why they would believe it. Which had sounded all well and good sitting in the garden of the clinic.

“And we just happened to be looking for the book,” she said. She had gone all quiet and still again, and she was smiling sadly.

“I needed to make some money somehow,” I said. “I did some labouring on a building site, lived with these Poles. Ten to a room in a flat in Kilburn, sleeping in shifts. Then I met Alison and I moved into her flat.” This was all true, in case they checked. My recent stomach wound was explained by police reports of a mugging and hospital records of my treatment, all faked and inserted into the relevant places in London’s bureaucracy. It was, Baines had told me, as watertight as it was going to get, which wasn’t terribly heartening. “I met a man in a pub who knew Rowland. He said he was looking for someone to travel around the country tracking down rare books. All expenses paid and a reasonable commission.”

“We will find him, eventually, you know,” she said. “Rowland.”

“Good,” I said. “He’ll back me up. One day he gave me a list of books he wanted, and one was the Tustin and I knew it was you. Someone from the Community, or someone who knew about it anyway. The book was just a curiosity otherwise.”

“What did you do with the maps?”

“Burned them. Memorised them and burned them.”

She laughed. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh, and it was so startling that it made me jump. “Memorised them,” she said. “Very good.”

“I drew one for Simon,” I said.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I saw that. It was awful.”

“I’m a Doctor of Intelligence,” I said, “not of Geography. Do you want me to draw you one too? I’ll try harder this time.”

That morning, she managed to break two of my teeth.

 


 


“WELL,” SAID CHARLES. “And here we are.”

It was the afternoon of the sixteenth day of my incarceration, as far as I could judge. The previous day I had been taken to a private dentist, who had not batted an eyelid at the bruising on my face but had extracted the remains of my broken teeth and then done a number of mysterious things in the region of my mouth which he insisted would enable him to replace them.

“You tell an interesting story,” Charles said.

“Thank you,” I said. My mouth was still an unknown country and I was lisping quite badly.

“Frankly, you tell a very believable story,” he went on.

“That’s because it’s true.”

“Hm.” He looked down at the sheaf of notes in his lap. He was sturdy and fit-looking, his brown hair starting to recede in a rather fetching widows’ peak. He was wearing an immaculately-tailored suit. “Bit too believable, really.”

“Perhaps I should have made some of it up, then.”

He looked at me and nibbled the end of his pen. “It’s the book, you see.”

“Oh, Charles...”

“No, no, let me finish. The book makes no sense at all, really, until you explain it. And then it’s completely believable.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“Well, for example, I can believe you taking the book along with the maps – it’s one of those irrational little things people do sometimes. And I can believe you making contact with Rowland Forsythe. And I can believe that we engaged him to find the book – I facilitated that, actually, so I know it’s true. And it all makes perfect sense when you describe it. But it’s all very unlikely, don’t you think?”

“What I think, Charles, is that I’m beginning to regret ever trying to find you. Actually, I started to regret that the first time I met Eleanor.”

He chuckled. “Don’t let her hear you say that. Her feelings are easily hurt.”

“I’m glad something is.”

“All the bits make sense,” he went on. “You did this because of that. You did something else. I can’t find any fault in it anywhere. It’s when the whole thing is bolted together that it seems rather... rickety.”

“Life is rickety. I was on the run.”

“You seem to have coped very well here, though. You found a job; there are people who’ve lived here their whole lives who can’t manage to do that.”

I shrugged.

“Anyway,” he said. “It’s been decided by wiser heads than mine that we’re to give you the benefit of the doubt for the moment.”

I said, “I’m not sure I even want it anymore.”

He smiled. “I know we’ve been rough with you, and I regret that. But it was necessary, I promise.” He shuffled the notes into order and positively beamed at me. “I’d like to welcome you to our brave little band, Tommy. We’re going to fix your teeth and get you some documents, and then I think there’s a little job coming up in a few weeks which you might rather enjoy.”
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THE ROOM WAS awful. The furniture was upholstered in various shades of brown, the walls were painted a hideous shade of blue, the bed was lumpy. The windows looked out across a corner of the car park to a view of the traffic endlessly streaming along the motorway.

The bed was no problem. Eleanor claimed that and I slept on the floor in a nest of sheets and duvets and pillows. Fire regulations meant that while the door could be locked from the inside, it could also be opened from the inside, so when she used the room’s bathroom she handcuffed me to the bed.

The first time she did this, I said, “I thought I was a member of your brave band now.”

“Your membership’s still pending, Tommy,” she replied. “At least as far as I’m concerned.”

The rest of the time, she wouldn’t let me out of her sight unless I was using the lavatory, and even then I had to leave the bathroom door open while she sat outside. We ate together in the motel’s restaurant, went for walks together in the scruffy little park behind the motel complex, went for excursions in the car together. Motor cars still scared the living daylights out of me, although I had become used to the aeroplanes arriving and leaving at nearby Leiden Airport surprisingly quickly. Eleanor drove the car as if she was continually and only barely suppressing the urge to crash it into other road users. Although, to be fair, that seemed to be more or less how everyone else drove as well.

Charles had described this as ‘a quiet little trip to Greater Germany; a milk run,’ but Leo’s reaction seemed to suggest it was anything but. Quite why I was being trusted enough to take part in it was anyone’s guess. I strongly suspected that it was a kind of test, and that Eleanor would have been much happier doing it alone. All I knew was that a letter had either been sent to Charles or had fallen into his hands somehow. Someone in Dresden wanted to talk to someone about something, and they were not able to leave the city in order to do it.

Among Eleanor’s luggage was a beige ovoid about the size of a hiking boot. I had seen her open it once to check its contents, and asked what it was.

“Cronenberg pistol,” she said after pondering whether to answer. She put her hand into the ovoid. “The French call them ‘pork guns.’” And she brought her hand out holding something wet and shiny and pink and roughly pistol-shaped. “It’s a terrorist weapon,” she said. “Undetectable on scanners. Fires a single bullet made of bone. They grow them in vats.”

I looked at the meat gun. “It doesn’t seem very practical,” I said.

“You have to keep them in a nutrient solution otherwise they die and they’re useless,” she said. “But in certain situations they’re the best thing possible.”

Again, quite how this absurd piece of weaponry fitted in with a ‘milk run’ of a job was not immediately clear to me, but I found it disturbing in a number of ways.

We had been waiting at the motel for four days when Eleanor’s mobile phone emitted a cheerful little tune. She spoke quickly into it in a language I didn’t recognise, then switched it off and looked at me.

“Leo has found our man,” she said.
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HIS NAME WAS Rolf Müller, and for the past forty years he had worked for the Dresden Sanitation Department, rising to the position of Superintendent, one of the most expert sewer engineers the city had.

“A collapse,” he told us at his large, neat flat on the outskirts of the city. “All that building.”

“Haven’t they got their own sewer engineers?” Leo asked.

“I’ve told you all this before,” Müller said. For the purposes of this interview, Leo was carrying the identification of German Intelligence, and had introduced Eleanor and me as English colleagues. In deference to us, we were all speaking English.

“Well, we’re just going over the same ground, Herr Müller,” Leo said patiently. “I don’t know why. Nobody tells us why. Well, nobody tells me, anyway.” He looked at me, and I shrugged as if nobody told me either.

Müller looked at us a moment longer, then he said, “Built their nasty little town without thinking about what was under the ground. All that demolition and building, it’s a wonder they didn’t have more collapses.”

“The main sewer,” Leo said.

Müller shook his head. He was a tall, painfully-thin man in his early sixties, his white hair cropped close to his scalp. “One of the big branches. They were doing some building up above and they weakened it so much that they managed to collapse the roof. Pretty soon, lots of toilets flushing in the wrong direction!” He pinched his nose and pulled a face and laughed, and I laughed too.

“So they asked the Bundesrepublik for help?” Eleanor asked. “That doesn’t sound like the Neustadters.”

“It’s all very well being a good Neustadter when your toilet works properly, I suppose,” Müller said philosophically.

“I can’t believe they don’t have someone of their own who can advise in a situation like that,” Leo said.

Müller smiled. “It’s like this, sonny. Noah is building his Ark, you see, and he has this list of animals that he has to get two of. So he gets two of every animal, and it starts to rain and he starts loading the animals aboard, and he’s almost finished when fuck! he slaps his forehead and cries –”

“I almost forgot about the chickens!” Leo finished, and the two men fell to laughing and congratulating each other while Eleanor and I sat nonplussed.

“You see,” Leo said when he and Müller had more or less finished being older and more worldly-wise, “when you make any kind of list you’ll always forget something. It’s axiomatic.”

“And usually you don’t notice you’ve missed it until you need it,” Müller finished.

Eleanor looked from Müller to Leo and back again. “Are you trying to tell me the Neustadters forgot about the sewers?”

“That’s my reading of the situation, yes,” Müller said, and he and Leo started to laugh again.

“How do you forget something like that?” I said.

“Because nobody knows about it,” Müller said, becoming more serious. “All your life you’ve been able to flush your toilet or drain your bath or walk down your street without walking ankle-deep in rainwater. How many times have you thought about that?”

I shrugged.

“So the maniacs in the Neustadt thought about walls and guards and defence and rebuilding, and they thought the sewers would take care of themselves,” Müller said.

“But they must have gone down into the sewers to make sure nobody tried to sneak into the polity that way,” Leo said.

“Absolutely!” Müller cried. “They think about security, they think about cementing grilles across the main connections with the rest of Dresden, they think about installing alarm systems. But nobody worries about what will happen when the tunnels deteriorate or become blocked.”

“Or collapse,” said Eleanor.

“Incredible,” Leo murmured, shaking his head. “Incredible.”

“You said they’ve closed off the sewers from the rest of Dresden?” Eleanor asked.

“And the authorities in the Aldtstadt have closed off the sewers from them,” Müller said. “They’re terrified there’ll be some kind of invasion coming out under our feet.”

“And you’re not?”

Müller laughed again. “They would get lost.”

“So what happened?” Leo asked. “They said, ‘Would you be so kind as to send us a sewer engineer?’“

Müller drank some tea. “Well, I don’t really know. My boss just came into my office one day and said he had a job for me but I mustn’t tell anybody about it.”

“So you went and told Intelligence,” Leo said.

“That was afterwards. And they came to visit me, not the other way round.”

Leo nodded. “So you weren’t told what the job was?”

“I was just told to take whatever I needed to survey a collapsed sewer and to stand on a certain street corner at a certain time.”

Leo smiled. “And that happens to you a lot, does it?”

Müller looked at us. “Am I in some sort of trouble? Because if I am you bastards can leave right now.”

“We’re only trying to reconstruct what happened, Herr Müller,” Leo said smoothly. “You’re not in any trouble, and nor are you ever likely to be.”

Müller didn’t seem wholly convinced, but he appeared to have made a decision to carry on anyway. “It doesn’t happen to me very much, no,” he said, answering Leo’s question with exaggerated seriousness. “I thought then it might be something to do with the Neustadt.”

“And that didn’t worry you?”

Müller snorted. “I don’t know where you people are from, but most people round here would give their right arms to have a look behind those walls. We’ve been sitting here for twenty-some years, not knowing what was going on in there.”

“You have a certain spirit of adventure then, Herr Müller,” said Leo. “I can’t think of many people who would voluntarily allow themselves to be taken into the Neustadt.”

“What is it like in there, out of interest?” I asked.

Müller shook his head. “I don’t know, and that’s the truth.”

“That’s rather disappointing, isn’t it?” Eleanor said.

“I went and stood where I was told, when I was told to stand there,” Müller said in a voice which suggested that he was getting rather tired of this questioning. “A car pulled up and two men got out.”

“What kind of car?” asked Leo.

“A BMW. A piece of shit; I never saw such a badly-maintained car.”

“And the two men. What were they like?”

“Young. Tall. They wore long coats, like the ones you see in Westerns sometimes. They were very polite and very efficient. They asked me if I was Müller, I said yes. They asked me to come with them, and I said all right. Then they said it was very regrettable but they’d have to blindfold me for some time. They said I’d probably guessed why that was necessary, and I said yes. It was all very... like we were sharing a joke, you know? Like they had a job to do and so did I and I was just going along with it. Nothing sinister.”

“A car stops, two young men get out, blindfold you and take you away, and that’s not sinister?” Leo said.

“You weren’t there,” Müller said. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Clearly.” Leo positively radiated good humour. “So, you’re sitting in the car with a blindfold on. Please continue.”

Müller glared at the Coureur as if annoyed at how much bonhomie the man was able to muster. “We drove for quite a long time. Then we stopped. I heard some kind of machinery outside, a heavy rattling sort of sound. Then we drove for a while longer. Then we stopped and they helped me out of the car and into a building.” He drank some more tea. “They led me down some stairs, then down another flight. Then they took the blindfold off and I was standing in a cellar, and in front of me was a hole cut in the floor.”

Leo was nodding as if this merely coincided with what he had already heard. “Perhaps I might stop you a moment, Herr Müller,” he said, “and recap. You were driven blindfold into Dresden-Neustadt, and taken into a cellar where a hole was cut in the floor.”

“That’s what I said,” Müller told him with the air of a man whose patience was gradually running out.

“So you’re standing there in this cellar... somewhere in the Neustadt, with the two young men who brought you,” Leo said doggedly, the perfect image of a bureaucratic timeserver.

“Well, obviously there were other people,” Müller said testily.

“Why obviously?” asked Leo.

Müller waved a hand in the air. “The two men from the car were just thugs. What would they know about sewers?” He was almost shouting by now, and Leo settled back in his chair.

Müller leaned forward across the table. “I’ve been through all this before,” he said in a dangerous tone of voice.

Leo smiled and closed his eyes and shook his head. “Herr Müller, Herr Müller.” He opened his eyes and beamed at the German. “I know this is disturbing for you, but you probably don’t know that the BfV is completely compartmentalised. It’s such a grind, isn’t it, George?”

Recognising my cue, I nodded. “A grind.”

“The right hand is doing one thing,” Leo went on, “and the left hand is doing something else. And half the time the right hand is left to catch up all on its own. Are you familiar with this?”

“I’ll tell you what I think,” Müller said to Leo. “I think you’re nothing to do with the BfV. I don’t know who you are, but you’re not BfV.”

Leo gave Müller his sad half-smile and shook his head again. He took out his wallet and put a laminated identification card on the table. “There’s a telephone number on the other side,” he said. “Feel free to use it. Ask for extension 2037.”

For a moment, Müller seemed undecided whether or not to call Leo’s bluff. Then he glared at him, grabbed the card, and went out into the hall to the telephone.

“Is this going to be embarrassing?” Eleanor asked quietly.

“Patience,” Leo said. “Patience.”

We heard Müller speaking on the phone, then a silence as he listened. Then he spoke again. Then there was more silence. Then they heard him hang up, and he came back into the living room.

“All right,” he said, sitting down at the table again and looking at us. “All right.” When nobody else said anything, he said, “You can’t blame me for making sure.”

Leo smiled.

“I’ve been over-run with Intelligence types and police people and military people since I got back,” Müller said, becoming more and more desperate to defend himself. “You can’t blame me for wanting to make sure who you are, can you?”

Leo said, “Tell us about the letter, Herr Müller.”

The effect was incredible. Müller sagged back in his chair as if he had been struck on the forehead with a hammer. His eyes unfocussed, and I thought for a moment that he was going to faint.

Leo was instantly back into his role as a plodding bureaucrat. “You’ll understand that no blame appends to you, Herr Müller,” he said, as if something more unspeakable than blame might be appended to Müller. “But our information is that you brought a communication out of the Republic on the behalf of one of its citizens.” He looked at Müller, licked his lips, and blinked. “Is our information correct?”

“Who told you about this?” Müller snapped, coming out of his trance. “I never said a word to anybody.”

“You posted the letter, though,” Leo observed. “You might never have said anything, but the person who received the letter might not have been quite so careful, do you agree?”

As I watched, Müller seem to shrink in his chair. He was shaking his head and muttering to himself.

“There were others there, yes,” he said finally, grudgingly. “An engineer – of sorts, a Russian, and some administrative types in suits.”

 


 


AND THERE HAD been this quiet old man, a grey-haired gaffer in a crumpled ill-fitting suit and glasses, who was wandering around the cellar and poking at the mortar between the bricks and generally ignoring what was going on around him. Müller thought he was behaving like some bizarre kind of industrial archaeologist, but Müller had his own problems.

It was clear that the Neustadters’ paranoia meant that they wouldn’t do anything so simple as letting him pull up a manhole cover in a street and go down into the sewers, because that would mean he might get a look at the Neustadt. So they had looked at their old sewer maps from the days before the polity set itself up, located a cellar, and simply dug a hole into the nearest sewer.

This was, however, not the nearest sewer to the collapse, and after climbing down a ladder into what turned out to be a minor branch he had to walk some distance before he reached the main sewer, and another distance before he reached the branch where the collapse had taken place.

He was attended in these wanderings by the two blond boys who had brought him into the polity, the tunnel engineer – who rapidly demonstrated that he knew nothing about tunnel construction – and the administrative types, their suits protected by rubber overtrousers and boots. Oh, and the archaeologist, who really seemed more interested in the tunnels themselves than in any collapse.

“He didn’t ask a lot of questions,” Müller recalled, “but when he did they were strange questions, not what you’d expect. He speculated about what kind of clay had been used to make the brick lining of the older branches. He had some bizarre theory about spray-cement tunnel lining. I got the impression that he slightly embarrassed the others.”

Müller and his entourage progressed along the tunnels towards the collapse. As they got closer and closer, the levels of sewage became higher and higher, and personnel started to drop out.

The administrative types were the first. One by one they got left behind, defeated by the smell and the depth of raw human sewage that they were wading through. The engineer – because, Müller presumed, it was his job – soldiered on, as did the blond boys. As did the archaeologist, always ten metres or so behind, always taking a Swiss Army knife from his pocket and poking at the tunnel wall with some tool or another and voicing an opinion about how old it was or how badly it had been made.

When the shit was hip-deep, the engineer gave up. He managed to mutter a few words of apology to Müller before withdrawing. As he sloshed back towards drier regions, Müller heard him vomiting.

The sewage was up to Müller’s waist when one of the blond boys had to turn back, and shortly afterward the other one decided that enough was enough as well.

Which left Müller and the archaeologist– who had finally caught up because almost everyone else was walking along unwillingly – wading waist-deep through raw sewage.

“How far do you think a man’s voice will carry in a tunnel like this?” the archaeologist asked.

“Quite a distance,” Müller said. “It’d surprise you.”

“I thought so,” said the archaeologist, pointing the beam of his torch at the tunnel wall. “It’s the acoustic properties of this brick, you see?”

“Can’t say I’ve noticed,” Müller said, ploughing on.

“But you have!” The archaeologist was of a jolly disposition, despite the fact that human turds were bumping against his waist and drifting away. “You’ve noticed that your voice carries a long way down here.”

Müller really only wanted to get this job done and finished with, and he just said, “Mm.”

“For instance,” the Archaeologist said as they approached the point where tonnes of rubble had cascaded down out of the tunnel roof, “how far do you think my voice would carry if I spoke like this?”

“Oh,” Müller said, shining his torch on the monumental slope of rubble before him, “a fair way, I suppose.”

“And like this?” said the archaeologist in a murmur.

“Hardly at all,” Müller said, still engrossed in the tunnel problem. He was trying to work out how many people, how much materiel, it would need to fix this problem.

“All right then,” the archaeologist said in the same low murmur, “I’d be obliged if you could post this for me when you get outside then.” And he held out an envelope.

Müller was not an idiot. He looked at the envelope and thought of all the trouble he could get into with the Neustadt authorities. He thought about entrapment, and show trials, and a member of the Dresden Sanitation Department standing in a courtroom looking intolerably stupid.

“It’s for my brother, who didn’t have the good fortune to be with me when the Republic was set up,” the archaeologist said. “He doesn’t know if I’m dead or alive.”

And Müller looked into the archaeologist’s eyes. And then he did the only illegal thing he had ever done in his whole life.

 


 


“HE WAS VERY clever,” he told us. “When I came out of the sewer I was covered in shit. Nobody was very keen to search me. They had the back of the car covered in plastic sheeting when they took me back to the Aldstadt, and all the windows were wound down. It was freezing.”

“And you just did it?” Leo said with a hint of admiration in his voice. “You took this letter from a complete stranger, and you posted it?”

“Look, friend,” Müller said tiredly, “I don’t care what polity he came from. He was a German, just like us, and he asked me for a favour.”

“But you could have got into all kinds of trouble,” Leo said. “You must have known that. It could have been some kind of trick.”

“I knew it wasn’t, all right? I knew.”

“Did he ask anything else of you?” Leo said. “Any other little favours from a fellow German?”

Müller shook his head. “He just gave me the letter and walked away, back down the tunnel. Left me to do my job.” He looked Leo in the eye. “He trusted me.”

Leo crossed his arms. “And it’s obvious that he chose wisely, Herr Müller. Because you never mentioned any of this to our colleagues when they interviewed you.”

“He asked me not to say anything. He said we could both get in a lot of trouble.” A smile twitched up one corner of Müller’s mouth. “And your colleagues never asked.”

Leo, shook his head sadly.

“All they wanted to know was what it was like in there,” Müller went on. “What were the people like? What were they wearing? Did they look happy or sad, well-fed or half-starved, what kind of weapons they had.”

“You’ve just told us about the letter, though,” Leo pointed out.

“You knew already,” Müller said. Then a hint of doubt crossed his face. “Didn’t you?”

“And of course you looked at the address before you posted this letter, didn’t you, Herr Müller,” Eleanor said. “This letter to the brother somewhere in the Bundesrepublik.”

Müller was looking at us suspiciously again, but he said, “Rolf Heidegger. The address was in Berlin. Somewhere in the Prenzlauer Berg.”

“What was the letter like, just out of interest?” Eleanor asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“Well, for instance, what colour was the envelope?”

“Oh.” I suddenly realised that Müller thought he was being accused of opening the letter and reading it before putting it in the postbox. “Cream-coloured. Good-quality paper. It already had a stamp on it.”

“How big?”

“One of the long thin ones.”

“And how thick was it?”

Once again Müller seemed taken aback by our apparent knowledge. “Quite thick. Several sheets of paper. But if he hadn’t seen or heard from his brother for all that time he’d have a lot to tell him, right?”

Leo nodded. “Absolutely. Now, you subsequently returned to the Neustadt on one more occasion?”

“Yes. They were having difficulties with the repair.” He shrugged. “Still are, probably. Their way of solving a problem seems to be to hurl large amounts of money at it.”

“And did you see your friend again?”

“Oh, he was there, but we didn’t speak. He didn’t approach me. I did manage to catch his eye and sort of nod, very casually, to let him know I’d posted the letter.”

Leo looked at the ceiling and seemed lost in thought for a very long time. Finally, he said, “In your opinion, if the Neustadters were still encountering difficulties with this repair, would they call you back into the polity?”

“Probably,” Müller said. “I’d say it was almost certain.”

Leo sat forward and clasped his hands on the table. “Herr Müller,” he said very seriously, “while all four of us around this table realise that the concept of patriotism may be somewhat debased these days, how would you like to be of some small service to your country?”
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THE REPUBLIC OF Dresden-Neustadt was an absolute fucking nightmare. You only had to look at the place to see that.

Actually, looking was all anybody could do. It sat in the middle of the city like some awful grey growth, an area of a square mile entirely surrounded by walls a hundred feet high. On our drive through France and Belgium and Holland we had passed through some of the tiny new nations which Charles had told me were springing up all over Europe, and quite a lot of them seemed to be of a symbolic nature, although they all had their borders and border guards and passport controls. Dresden was different. It seemed to want to absent itself from its surroundings. Buildings had been cleared around the wall, so that it rose from a sea of rubble and weeds. Looking at it from the window of our hotel room, it seemed to block out half the world.

“How on earth did they manage to do that without anyone stopping them?” Eleanor asked.

“They were very clever and very patient,” Leo said. “And very, very rich.”

I was still coming to terms with the idea of ‘Europe,’ so the process Leo described perhaps didn’t seem as outrageous to me as it might to a native. It seemed perfectly reasonable to me that a group might want to set up its own nation, if it had the means to do so, and whoever had created the Neustadt had certainly not been without means.

According to Leo, there had been a long period of politicking within Dresden’s City Council,

endless proposals and presentations, firstly to the Greater German Government, then to the EU, then to NATO, then to the United Nations. Europe was still struggling to emerge from the near-cataclysm of the Xian Flu and the slow economic apocalypse which had been going on since the beginning of the century, the first polities were beginning to slough off from the Union; in the chaos, Dresden’s proposals were nodded through.

For another year, letters and leaflets appeared in postboxes throughout areas of the city where the site of the proposed new polity lay. This part of the Old Town, the communications stated, had been granted the right to secede from Greater Germany, and a newly-minted nation was to rise in its place. Anyone who wished to remain was welcome to stay; those who did not would be well-compensated.

“Who paid for it all?” asked Eleanor.

Leo snorted. “Oligarchs.”

One night, Dresden experienced the thunder of hundreds of heavy transporter engines arriving from all points of the compass, delivering thousands of tonnes of prefab fencing, machinery, and a small army of workmen. Attending the workmen as they began to erect temporary barriers across every road and street were seemingly hundreds of thousands of armed security consultants. It was if this little corner of Germany had suddenly come under invasion from a heavily-armed corporation of civil engineers. A wave of nervousness ran through the city. The police, realising they were enormously outgunned, checked the official work orders, then pulled back and waited to see what would happen.

By the next morning, all roads in and out of a large part of the city had been barricaded, and a huge arc around the town had been enclosed with flimsy metal fencing. Three days later the outline of what would become the wall of Dresden-Neustadt was complete. It was, those who watched from a respectful distance agreed, one of the more impressive civil engineering projects seen in Germany in recent years.

“After that,” Leo shrugged, “it was just more building. They put up the wall. It was all legal and above board. Nobody could stop them. When they’d finished they just told Greater Germany to fuck off and that’s the way it’s been now for the past twenty years. It’s been a blight on the fucking country ever since. The Bundestag is suing them for breach of contract because the wall’s about ten metres taller than specified in the original planning application, they’re countersuing, there’s a pile of class actions taller than I am.” He shook his head.

“Does anyone know what’s going on in there?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. It’s the world’s biggest data haven, the world’s biggest private bank. Like a fortified version of Switzerland. They don’t post profit notices, of course, so nobody can be certain, but I saw an article in Bild last year that said it was the third richest nation on Earth. It’s basically the place where Russian billionaires keep all their money and their secrets. Allegedly.”

“That seems to be an eggs-in-one-basket sort of solution, if you don’t mind my saying,” Eleanor mused. She seemed quite taken with the Neustadt.

“They say there’s a backup somewhere,” Leo said. “Nobody knows where.”

“If I was going to commit a crime,” I said, “I’d be trying to steal the backup.”

They both looked at me. I went away and switched on the room’s little kettle. After their unpromising start, Leo and Eleanor seemed to have bonded. I wondered if I would get a chance to mention Roger to him.

 


 


WE STAYED AT the hotel for another three days. We went out for walks, just three tourists taking the air. I didn’t like Dresden; there was a grim feeling to the place, and I still wasn’t used to the crowded buildings and all the people. Leo mentioned that the city had been largely destroyed during the Second World War. Baines had provided me with a course on the history of Europe, but there was a lot of it and my understanding of some things remained sketchy. I still wasn’t sure whether England was in Europe or not; I had the impression that the English would have quite liked to be in Europe so long as they were running it, but weren’t particularly bothered otherwise.

A lot of our walks took in the parts of the city nearest the Neustadt, but there wasn’t much to see, just the great grey wall sitting there mocking Greater Germany. Sometimes we saw people patrolling on top of the wall, and once we used one of the tourist telescope sites that had been set up at various locations. Leo focused the instrument and then stepped aside to let me look. In the centre of the field of view was a hemispherical object a little larger than a car, mounted near the top of the wall. There were similar objects evenly spaced all the way round the Neustadt.

“Railguns,” I heard Leo say. “They fire a one-kilo sabot round at five times the speed of sound.” He sounded quite impressed. “Punch a hole clean through an office building.”

Gibberish. I looked at the object, but it made no sense, and I let Eleanor have the eyepiece.

“Have they ever been used?” she asked.

“Once,” Leo said. “Most of the Neustadt’s supplies come by barge up the river. The Bundesrepublik decided to impound one of them, just to see what it was carrying. There was a telecoms tower about a kilometre that way.” He pointed. “The Neustadters fired on it, chewed the top half of it completely off.” He shrugged. “The Bundesrepublik let the barge go.”

“What was in it?” I asked. “The barge.”

“Fruit.” Leo looked about at the crowds bustling across the little plaza we were standing in. “The companies that used the tower are suing the city and the Bundesrepublik as well. Also the company that owned the barge. Everybody sues everybody else. It’s what we do these days, instead of sending in tanks.”

The worst thing was the feeling I had first noticed in London, the feeling that, while Europe was huge and busy and almost too cosmopolitan to comprehend and full of potential, it was also rather ordinary, a bit disappointing. All the things that seemed so exotic and exciting – cars, television, the fashions, the music, the buildings – were just surface. Under it all, people were still just people. Angry, decent, captious, stupid, sometimes magnificent. I wondered how primitive we had looked to Araminta. It was no wonder she had been able to work out so much of the nature of the Campus just by looking around her; it had been an illusion which was only convincing to those inside it.

“Hey,” Leo said to me. “Cat got your tongue?”

I had no idea what he was talking about. “Sorry,” I said. “My mind was wandering.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You hungry? I know a place not far from here.”

“Yes,” I said. “That would be nice. Thank you.”

 


 


WE BUMPED INTO Roger at the car hire kiosk in Paris. Eleanor was grumpy because the train from London had been late; I was jumpy because Eleanor was grumpy and because the official in the station had seemed to pay an awful lot of attention to my false passport. Eleanor was in the process of staring a hole straight through the woman behind the car hire desk when I heard a cheery voice call, “Ellie! Hey, what are you doing here?” and I saw the set of Eleanor’s shoulders change.

A moment later, a thin little man with a moustache and one of those suitcases on wheels had joined us. He was wearing a suit and a tan overcoat and he spoke very quickly with an accent I recognised as American from some of the films I had watched in the clinic.

“Hey, Ellie, what brings you to Paris?” he asked. Then to me, “Roger Parrish. With two r’s.”

“Tomm –” I started to say, but Eleanor cut me off.

“We’re just visiting, Roger,” she said. She was smiling perfectly sweetly, but she was very still.

“Me too,” he beamed. “Business or pleasure?”

“Business, I’m afraid,” she told him. “And we’re late, so if you’ll excuse us –”

Roger looked past us at the woman in the kiosk, who was watching with the bored expression of someone who has been round a public aquarium one too many times. “Having a problem with your hire?”

“Roger –” said Eleanor.

“I’ve got a car meeting me outside in” – he checked the time on his phone – “well, right now, as it happens. Why don’t I give you a ride?”

Eleanor was starting to lose control of the situation. Roger wouldn’t stop talking, there were too many people on the station concourse. I could almost hear her mind going through the possibilities and discarding them one by one. I took a step away from her.

“Ellie and I worked together last year,” Roger told me. “I’m in private security. You?”

“I’m an English lecturer,” I said, and Eleanor almost glowed with suppressed rage.

“That sounds interesting,” said Roger. “English, huh? Cambridge?”

I had no idea. “Yes,” I said.

“Roger,” Eleanor said, “we really are pushed for time –”

“Hey, I told you. I have a car outside. I can drop you at your meeting and maybe we can all meet up for dinner later, yeah?” And with that, he picked up my overnight bag and started to march away with it.

Eleanor and I stood there for a moment. Then she said, “Keep your mouth shut. Don’t talk to him,” and set off after Roger. I followed obediently.

Outside the station, a sea of traffic was swirling around a huge roundabout. The noise was appalling. Roger was already striding towards a line of cars parked off to one side of the station. He paused at the first two, then went and stood by the third and beckoned us goodnaturedly.

The three of us sat in the back – Roger in the middle, Eleanor and me on either side – and Roger asked where we were going. When Eleanor told him an address, he looked at her a little strangely, but he repeated it loudly to the driver and we took off into the traffic, seemingly causing several accidents at once.

Paris was meaningless to me. It seemed to be all cars. Once or twice I caught sight of an imposing building, but the view was instantly whipped away as the driver overtook a larger vehicle or flung our car around a roundabout. It was so unnerving that I didn’t have to worry about Eleanor’s warning not to speak. I couldn’t have said a word if I’d wanted to.

And Roger was doing all the talking for us, anyway. An unending stream of chatter about business meetings and clients, on and on and on while the traffic thinned out a little and the imposing buildings became shabbier and shabbier and the white faces on the streets were replaced by black ones. I watched huge blocks of flats go by, faced with thousands of balconies. Men and youths on street corners watched us go by, and once I thought I saw one draw back his arm as if to throw something as we passed.

The change in the city seemed to be getting to Roger. “Banlieues,” he said. “Bad part of town.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Eleanor said, the first words she’d spoken since getting into the car.

“Half these places, they’re polities in all but name,” Roger said, looking out at the endless rows of flats under the greying, darkening sky. “They go to war with each other. Had a client out here five, six years ago. Business owner.” And he was off again, the unending stream of consciousness which seemed to characterise the private security business.

Dusk was falling as the car slowed by one of the blocks and turned in through an archway. The archway was like a narrow, long tunnel, piles of rubbish pushed up against the sides. Beyond the far end I could see a couple of stunted trees silhouetted against more balconies.

“Okay,” said Roger. “So where’s your –”And Eleanor leaned in close to him and pressed her hand against his chest and there were two muffled bangs. Roger jerked twice and then slumped against me, gurgling. The driver was in sudden motion, scrabbling to get out of the car, but Eleanor shot him through the back of the seat and he somehow managed to fold himself up very small and tuck himself into the driver’s side footwell. The smell of blood in the car was suddenly very strong, and I had an overwhelming memory of myself looking down at the bodies of Anna and Lou.

“Out,” Eleanor said.

I stared at her.

“Out. Now. Get your bag and get out of the car.” She was completely calm and unhurried, tucking a small pistol back into her pocket.

Roger was still gurgling. “What did you do that for?”

“He was annoying me,” she said. “Get out of the car, Tommy.” She started to search through Roger’s pockets, came up with a wallet and his phone, then opened the door on her side and climbed out, looking both ways along the tunnel.

Roger started to shake, then he became still and stopped gurgling. I got out of the car and Eleanor and I looked at each other over the roof.

“We’re going to walk out of here,” she said. “Not run. Running is what guilty people do. We’re going to walk down to the tram stop we passed a mile or so back and we’re going to catch a tram back into town. Then we’re going to hire a car and get the fuck out of this place.” She reached back into the car and I heard something small and heavy fall onto the floor inside.

“We’ve been seen with him,” I said. “The cameras at the station will have recorded us getting into the car.”

“Ah, but that’s the trick of it, Tommy,” she said, straightening up and smiling sunnily at me. “You see, it doesn’t matter. We don’t exist.”

We walked down the tunnel and as we reached the street I heard a quiet thud behind us and felt a wave of heat on my back. When I looked over my shoulder the car was on fire.
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IT STARTED TO rain as we reached the pickup point. Not a heavy rain, but a steady drizzle that made the pavements slick and started to run in the gutters.

Müller sucked his teeth. “Not good,” he said.

“We can’t call it off,” said Leo. “There might not be another chance.”

The engineer shrugged. “That fall isn’t stable,” he said. “Too much rain, it might not be safe. I won’t know until I’ve seen it.”

The four of us were wearing utilitarian black coveralls with various bits of equipment – lamps, devices with meters on them and so on – hanging from our belts. A small pile of equipment cases was stacked at our feet. It was five o’clock in the morning, and earlybirds on their way to work were looking at us as they went by.

“Has anyone defined the word ‘covert’ to these people?” Leo said.

A grey car went past us. At the last moment, it sped up, sending a rill of rainwater out of the gutter and over our boots. Through the windows, I saw two young men inside, looking at us.

“That’s them,” Müller said. “The Nazis.”

“They’re coming back,” Eleanor said.

The grey car had performed a turn a little further down the street and was coming back more slowly on the other side.

“Try not to confuse them,” Müller said. “They aren’t bright.”

The car stopped and for a minute or so nothing happened. I could see the young men inside having an animated conversation while looking across the road at us. Finally one of them got out. He was wearing a long black coat, its collar turned up against the rain, and he trotted across to us.

“Who’s this?” he demanded.

“What’s going on?” Müller said. “Look at me, I’m soaked.”

“Who is this?” the young man said again. He was blond and blue-eyed and he looked on the edge of panic.

“These are my colleagues, Herr Doktor Schmidt, Professor Brown and Doctor Jones.”

“You were told to come alone,” the young man said to Müller. “You were ordered not to bring anyone else.”

“Well,” Müller said angrily, “since my last two visits don’t seem to have helped you very much, I thought I’d get a second opinion. Professor Brown is an expert in fractal stress analysis and Doctor Jones has forgotten more than I’ll ever know about spray cement tunnel linings. They’re in town for a symposium.”

The young man looked at Eleanor. “You’re a woman,” he said.

Eleanor had gone still again. “Yes,” she said.

“My orders are to bring you into the Neustadt, Müller, not offer your friends a day-trip. You. What are you doing?”

Leo looked innocent. “Translating for my friends,” he said. “They don’t speak German. Do you have a name?”

“Steiff.”

Leo looked at Müller. “Is this what you dragged me out of bed at two o’clock in the morning for?”

“I said I needed your advice, Schmidt,” Müller answered. “Don’t be such a baby.”

“Wait, wait.” Steiff was trying to keep a lid on the conversation, but Leo and Müller were arguing and Leo was translating for us and it was all getting away from him.

“I’m not going without him,” Müller said. “I’m sick of being picked up at some god-forsaken hour of the morning and driven into your stupid city; I want to get your bloody problem fixed. I have a life of my own, you know?”

Steiff went through agonies of indecision. Finally he said, “Wait here,” and went back to the car.

“Prick,” muttered Müller.

“Who’s the other one?” Eleanor asked.

“Name of Freisler,” Müller said. “Also a prick.”

Steiff came back across the road. “Come with me,” he said. “We’ll let the Leutnant sort this mess out.”

It was cramped in the back of the car.

 


 


A SINGLE ROAD ran between Dresden and the Neustadt. Barring the way was an enormous door in the wall, like a solid metal portcullis, which rose in front of us and descended again when we had passed through into the tunnel beyond. We stopped and Steiff got out and went over to a sort of gatehouse set into the tunnel wall.

After a few minutes, Steiff returned with a uniformed Leutnant, who bent down and looked in through the open driver’s window. “All right,” he said. “Out.”

Our identification was checked, and we were scanned. Our equipment was examined. In one of the boxes, I saw the meat gun’s support case, but the Leutnant, faced with numerous unidentifiable bits of gear, passed over it.

Finally, he said, “You will not operate this equipment above ground. You will all submit to a full body search before being allowed to enter the Neustadt.”

“Nazi,” Müller muttered.

The Leutnant glared at him, but clearly couldn’t think of a suitably acerbic reply. “Blindfold them and take them in,” he told Steiff, and he marched away.

 


 


WE WERE TAKEN into a building a short distance from the gate, and in a windowless room our blindfolds were removed. A man in a white coat was standing in front of a tableful of equipment, some of it digital, some of it alarmingly manual.

“No,” Müller said.

“Strip,” said the man in the white coat in English, for our benefit.

“This never happened before,” Müller protested.

“I promise you I take no pleasure from this,” the man in the white coat said in a bored voice. “The rest of you can sit over there and watch. Or there is an anteroom, if you prefer.”

 


 


WE DROVE QUITE a distance. Müller complained about the search the whole way.

Finally we stopped, and Freisler and Steiff helped us – not very gently – out of the car and up a set of steps, through a door and along a hallway. Then another set of steps leading down, and when they took our blindfolds off I saw that we were standing in a large, bare, windowless room with a big hole in the floor.

Standing near the hole were three men. One of them, a nervous-looking German who spoke poor English, introduced himself as Herr Buch, from the Buildings Administration. Then there was Koniev, whose English was very very good and who smiled far too much to be trustworthy. And there was an older man, untidy and bearish, who was not introduced to us and seemed more interested in poking at one of the walls with the blade of a Swiss Army knife.

Buch seemed genuinely excited to meet Eleanor. “Not the Brown who wrote ‘Gradations Of Fractal Stress In Spray-Applied Tunnel Linings’?”

Eleanor nodded. “I’m surprised you’ve heard of it.”

“A wonderful work!” Buch cried. “A work of true insight. We must discuss it later.”

“That will not be permitted,” Steiff said from the bottom of the stairs.

Buch looked at the young man. “No. No.” He recovered himself and shook Eleanor’s hand again. “But a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for coming.”

“Why have I been called back?” Müller asked with exaggerated politeness. “I told you what you needed to do last time.”

“Ah.” Buch suddenly became sad. “Another collapse. The lining of the tunnel has become dangerously unstable again.”

“They haven’t stopped building, have they,” Müller said. When he saw the look on Buch’s face he turned to Koniev. “I told you, no more building until the work underground is finished.”

Koniev was a small, slight man in his mid-forties with his short hair parted to one side and pasted down with scented oil. He had a thin, starved-looking face that looked as if it had never carried a real honest-to-god uncomplicated smile. He said, “Work must continue. We have deadlines.”

Müller looked stunned. “Deadlines?” he shouted. “Good God, man!” He turned to appeal to the other people in the room. “Thousands of toilets backing up, and all this apparatchik is worried about is his precious Five-Year Plan!”

In his corner, the archaeologist looked over his shoulder as if irritated by the interruption of his investigations. He saw Müller and smiled and waved his Swiss Army knife in greeting.

Müller turned on Koniev. “You drag me out here at this ungodly hour in the rain to deal with a problem of your own making?” he yelled.

Leo came up and put his hand on the older man’s arm. “Herr Müller,” he said quietly.

“Bah!” Müller shook the hand off and started towards the stairs. “You,” he said to a surprised-looking Steiff. “Take me home. I’m wasting my time here.”

“Officer,” Koniev said smoothly. “Stay where you are.”

Müller walked right up to Steiff and stopped almost nose-to-nose with him, breathing hard. After a moment he turned and looked at Koniev. By this time, the archaeologist had left his corner and was watching the little drama with polite interest.

“Herr Müller,” Koniev said. “You must understand that we in the Neustadt have certain concerns which you would not necessarily encounter in your everyday work in Germany.”

“Damn right,” Müller muttered.

“But this is still a new nation, and much has to be done,” Koniev continued. He lifted his hands in supplication. “Please, Herr Müller. Perhaps we can come to some kind of accommodation?”

“All building work above the site of the collapse must cease immediately,” Müller said, walking back to Koniev.

Koniev shook his head. “That is impossible, for the reasons I just described.”

“Perhaps,” Leo said before a punch-up started, “I might say something?”

Everybody looked at him.

“It just occurs to me that the sewer which has collapsed will be serving the buildings currently under construction,” he said. “Without the sewer, the buildings will be useless.” Koniev was watching him with narrowed eyes. “So it seems pointless to continue building work until the sewer is repaired.”

Müller nodded triumphantly and crossed his arms and looked to see what Koniev’s reaction would be. Buch, who was nominally supposed to be in charge of the operation, was entirely ignored.

“We will carry out our survey,” Koniev said after a moment’s thought, “and then I will make a decision.”

“Oh Christ.” Müller waved a hand disgustedly. “That’s no good. You’ll get me down there and listen to what I have to say and you’ll go on and do whatever you want anyway. You’re just like my wife, Koniev. The only advice she listens to is the kind that tells her she’s right.”

“Look,” said Leo, “a couple of hours ago I was fast asleep. Then Herr Müller telephoned me and asked me to come out on an emergency job.” He looked around at us. “Now, I never suspected the job would be in the Neustadt, and to be honest I still can’t understand why you don’t do it yourselves.” This last directed at Koniev. “But I’m here now, and if I go home because you two can’t agree on something it’ll mean I’ve been woken up for nothing. So I’m here, I’ll do what you want, and I’ll be grateful if you could give me a ride home. I don’t care whether you take my advice or not, but I’m never coming back here. I promise you that.”

Eleanor cleared her throat. “Doctor Smith and I were also called out at short notice,” she added. “Herr Müller is an old friend who thought that your problem would interest us and that our input would be of value. Speaking for myself, I have a paper to present this afternoon, so I would really appreciate it if someone would decide whether we’re staying or leaving.”

Everyone looked at Koniev. Even the archaeologist. Finally, the Russian said, “You will carry out your inspection. I will take your recommendations on board.”

Müller shrugged.

“Excellent,” said Koniev. “Shall we...?”

 


 


“SHOCKING,” THE ARCHAEOLOGIST said to me after we had been wading ankle-deep towards the main sewer for a few minutes.

“Beg pardon?”

“The bureaucratic mind,” he said, nodding at Koniev, who was wading along ahead of us with Leo and Müller. “Deadlines.”

“Oh. Well, that’s the world all over.”

“You’re from London?” the archaeologist asked.

“Nottingham.”

He beamed. “Robin Hood!” he declared, loudly enough for Koniev to look over his shoulder at us. “Maid Marian!” His English was good, but heavily accented.

“Yes,” I said.

“I should very much like to go there one day.”

I thought of my three days on the streets in Nottingham. “It’s very nice,” I said, not entirely convincingly.

“I’m sure it is.”

I looked back to where Steiff and Friesler were trudging along behind us trying to ignore the smell. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be talking to each other, Mr...”

“Mundt,” said the archaeologist. “Heinz Mundt.” We shook hands while we walked. “I’m only really here because I’m interested in the topology of underground structures. I don’t get to come down here every day.”

“Me neither,” I said. “I’m more of a theoretician.”

Mundt guffawed at that, and slapped me on the back.

We reached the main sewer. The branch opened into it like the flaring bell of a trumpet. We walked down the slope and were suddenly thigh-deep in sewage. It was a lot warmer in here than I had expected, and even though we were all wearing nose-plugs the smell really was quite spectacular. Buch had suddenly fallen behind us, and Freisler was starting to lag as well.

Mundt, however, seemed not to notice. “Most people are only interested in what lies on the surface. The shops, the transport system, cafés – the collection of rubbish, for example. Do you know that most people don’t ever see the people who remove their rubbish? What do they think happens? That the kobolds come along and take it away? That it vanishes of its own accord? And yet there is an intricate system to remove the rubbish.” Mundt shook his head. He looked back. Buch and Friesler were nowhere to be seen. Mundt smiled.

Steiff had also made a strategic withdrawal by the time we reached the collapse, and Koniev’s face had gone a curious lime-green colour in the torchlight and he kept swallowing convulsively and pressing his hand to his mouth.

It was obvious that a catastrophic collapse had taken place here. The sewer was filled armpit-deep in places. A slope of rubble rose out of the sewage and joined the roof. Leo shone his torch on the roof, and I saw roots twisting down out of bare earth.

“Dangerous,” Mundt said. “Six workers dead here yesterday.”

“Herr Schmidt,” Müller said from halfway up the slope. “Would this be a good place?”

“It’s the place I would choose,” said Mundt. There was a splashing noise, and Koniev turned and ran back down the tunnel, lifting his feet high and sending a wave of ordure ahead of him. “Oops, there goes our esteemed colleague.” He smiled benignly. “Did you know there are only seven hundred people in the whole of the Neustadt?” He looked at us. “No? The place is almost deserted. It’s just a huge server farm. Five hundred security staff and the rest just techs and administrators. There’s not a soul here who would have the first idea how to fix this.” He lowered his voice. “I didn’t expect so many Coureurs.”

“I’m a Coureur,” said Leo. “These two are journalists. They say they want to interview you.”

Mundt looked strangely at Eleanor and me. “I didn’t ask for journalists,” he said.

“They saw the letter you sent. Somehow.” Leo looked at Eleanor, who just stared back. “It was addressed to us,” he told her. “To one of our stringers. It doesn’t seem to have reached him.”

Eleanor nodded and put her hand in a pocket of her overalls and took it out again holding the meat gun. I hadn’t seen her take it out of its case. Leo tensed up but didn’t move from where he was standing. Mundt just looked puzzled about why Eleanor appeared to be pointing a fat pork chop at us.

“Everyone seems so tense!” a voice back down the tunnel called cheerfully. A splashing noise announced the return of Koniev, mysteriously recovered from his nausea and also holding a pistol. “All this whispering and conspiracy. Now then, who shall I shoot first?”

I was closest, so I hit him. Fortunately, the pistol didn’t go off. It flew out of Koniev’s hand and splashed into the sewage. Unfortunately, Koniev didn’t follow it, so I hit him again, and a third time, and this time his knees gave way and he slumped face-first under the surface. I bent over and groped around until I found him, and as I did so my fingers brushed the metal surface of his pistol. I caught hold of the collar of his overalls and dragged him upright coughing and retching. He vomited convulsively.

“Let go of him,” Eleanor said.

“What?”

She pointed the gun at me. “Let him go, Tommy.”

I let go of Koniev’s collar and he splashed down into the sewage again. Eleanor came over and kicked him, and he vanished under the surface. Then she put her foot on him and held him down and she just stood there, smiling at us. There was some thrashing under the surface, but not as much as I might have expected. A few little bubbles rose up and popped, then a much larger one. The thrashing stopped.

“Herr Professor Mundt,” she said calmly, “would you pass me the hard drive that you were going to give to our Coureur friend, please?”

“What?” Mundt said.

“Solid state hard drive,” she said, as if reciting something in a foreign language that she had learned off by heart. “Two hundred terabyte.”

“No,” said Mundt. “No, I will not.”

She raised the meat gun and pointed it at him, and I raised Koniev’s pistol and shot her in the head. She seemed to disappear straight down into the sewage, then bobbed up again, floating face-down. A moment later, Koniev’s body also popped up.

There were several moments of silence, broken by the voice of Müller, who was still standing on the rubble slope. “What the fuck is going on here?”

“Yes,” Leo said to me. “What the fuck is going on here?”

“She’s already murdered two people,” I said. “At least two people. She was going to shoot him.” I gestured at Mundt, who seemed utterly baffled.

“Fucking hell,” Leo said. “What a fucking god-awful mothercunting mess.”

I said, “Professor, your letter was intercepted by the group she works for. Worked for. I don’t know what was in it, but it was important enough for them to send us here, and she was going to kill you whatever happened.”

“It wasn’t meant for anyone else,” Mundt said, getting angry. “Who are you?”

“You wouldn’t believe me. Now, either someone heard that shot, or we’ll eventually be missed. Either way, somebody will be coming to see what’s going on and we don’t have any time.” I looked at Leo. “Any ideas?”

“You’re joking, of course,” he told me.

“Is there another way out of here?” I asked Mundt. “Something that connects with the Dresden sewers?”

“They’re all blocked off,” Müller called from up the slope. “There’s no way through, not without heavy cutting gear anyway.”

“There is another way out,” Mundt said. We all looked at him, and he sighed. “It’s better if I demonstrate.” He looked at Leo. “It’s what I wanted to show you, anyway. Up here.”

We waded past the roof collapse and down a branch tunnel. A hundred yards or so along, we came to a side-tunnel that was so low that we all had to stoop. At least this one seemed to be carrying only rainwater, and it was less than ankle-deep.

“The biggest problem with servers is the waste heat,” Mundt told us. “You have to keep them cool. Most of the buildings here are just huge servers; it’s the biggest concentration of computing power on Earth, and it puts out a lot of heat. Which the Neustadters get rid of by water-cooling everything and dumping it into the sewers.”

“What are they doing with all these computers?” asked Müller, who was either in shock or genuinely unmoved by seeing two people murdered in front of his eyes.

“Good question,” Mundt said. “They’re only using a fraction of the capacity for data haven and banking purposes. I’ve been using some for my own research.”

“And that’s what you wanted to tell us?” Leo said.

“Oh, no. No. That’s just down here.”

‘Just down here’ was what seemed, at first glance, to be yet another roof collapse. A pile of rubble sloped up out of the water until it almost touched the roof of the tunnel. As we got closer and I could see it in the light of the lamps, I saw that it didn’t look like a natural collapse. It was smooth, as if someone had come in here and obsessively arranged every bit of brick and masonry. There was a curve on the slope which didn’t appear to stop at the tunnel walls, and a little ridge or crevice – I couldn’t be certain which – on its surface which in the dancing light of the torches seemed to go straight through the roof in a way that made the eye want to follow it to infinity.

“Just squeeze past,” Mundt told us. “It’s perfectly safe.”

There was a gap to one side of the slope just wide enough for us to pass through one at a time. On the other side, the branch tunnel seemed better-maintained. We duck-walked down it until it flared out into a high, vaulted chamber with sweet air blowing around us and a little rill of clear water running over our boots.

“Gentlemen,” Mundt said. “Welcome to Vienna.”

 


 


MUNDT DID SOMETHING in the side tunnel which he said would stop anyone following us, then came back to where we were standing in the main chamber.

“It’s the end of borders,” he told us. “A quite simple trick of topology. It’s not magic.”

Leo, who had made a short expedition to a nearby ladder which led up to a manhole, had confirmed that we were, indeed, no longer in Dresden-Neustadt, although he couldn’t confirm that we were actually in Vienna. He’d only had time for a quick glance before he had to drop the manhole cover and come back.

Mundt opened one of the breast pockets of his coveralls and took out a little plastic bag containing a black rectangle. “You can’t ever be certain exactly where it will lead you, but I wanted Les Coureurs to have it.”

I felt very, very tired. I lifted Koniev’s gun. “Give that to me, please.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said Müller. “Not again.”

Leo cocked an eyebrow at me.

I said, “I’m sorry, but I have to take that with me.”

“Take it where?” Leo said. “Back to your journalist friends?”

“It’s what we were sent for,” I said. “To take that and to kill Professor Mundt so he couldn’t tell anyone else about it. I have to take it because I have to go back, and if I’m empty-handed they’ll kill me.”

Leo tipped his head to one side. “Who are you?”

“Does anyone have a pen and a piece of paper?”

Mundt had a pen and a little notebook. I wrote down a telephone number, tore the page out, and offered it to Leo. “Call this number. You want to talk to a man named Baines. Tell him ‘Rupert of Hentzau.’ Then follow his instructions. You can trust Baines.”

Leo took the sheet of paper and held it up to the lamplight. He looked at me. “Give me the thing, Professor,” he said.

“It’s not complete,” Mundt said.

“What?” said Leo.

“The research on here. It’s incomplete; there’s just enough to convince your people that it works, nothing more. Am I crazy? Am I going to just hand my research over to strangers?”

“She was going to kill you and take the hard drive, whether it was complete or not,” I told Mundt, gesturing back towards the tunnel we’d emerged from and trying very very hard to remain calm. “So yes, you are crazy. Now please, give the hard drive to Leo.”

Mundt grudgingly handed the little bag over to Leo, and he and I stared at each other for a while. Then he held the bag out to me. Over Mundt’s protests, he said, “You gave it to Les Coureurs, Professor. And we chose to pass it on to Herr Potter, or whatever his name is. Does that not sound fair to you?”

“No, actually, it doesn’t,” Mundt said. “You can’t trust this man with this.”

“I can,” Leo said. “And I think I shall.”

I took the bag and put it in my pocket.

“So what do we all do now?” said Müller. “I can’t stay in fucking Austria.”

My turn to cock an eyebrow at Leo, who sighed. “This is all going to cost money, you know,” he said. “You don’t have any money, do you?”

I shook my head.

He snorted. “Okay. I have some contacts in Vienna. I’ll see what we can put together in a hurry.”

“And you also have to come up with a convincing explanation for how you and I got out of Dresden and back to England.”

“Yes, okay,” he said. “But maybe we can do that when we have some clean clothes on and nobody’s pointing a gun at me?”

I lowered the gun, looked at it, then threw it as hard as I could across the chamber. I heard it clatter and splash away into the distance.

“And then,” I said, “you all have to disappear.”
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“IS THAT BAINES? I want to talk to Baines.”

Jim checked the phone’s screen. The number was part of the crash-contact procedure he had given to Rupert, ‘Baines’ the workname he had told him. But it wasn’t Rupert’s voice on the other end of the connection.

“Who is this?” he asked.

“Never mind who I am,” said the voice, gruff and lightly-accented. German, Jim thought. “Rupert of Hentzau told me to call you.”

“Just a moment, please.” Jim looked around the conference table, was struck again by the number of unfamiliar faces. “Would you excuse me, please?” he said. “I have to take this.” At the other end of the table, Bevan raised an eyebrow, but he kept his expression carefully neutral as he left the room, went down the stairs to the foyer, signed out, and stepped out onto Northumberland Avenue.

He walked down as far as the Embankment before raising the phone to his ear again and saying, “Are you still there?”

“Are you Baines?” asked the voice. “What the fuck are you playing at?”

“I’m Baines. Who are you, please?”

“You call me Leo. I have a message for you, if you’re Baines.”

“I’m listening.”

“I was with him in Dresden, then in Vienna. He says there has been a catastrophe and they will be relocating him soon, if they don’t kill him. He told me to tell you about Mundt.”

“I don’t know anyone named Mundt.”

“You’d better listen, then, hadn’t you?”

And for the next half an hour, apart from the occasional request for clarification, Jim didn’t say a single word.

 


 


THE MEETING HAD broken up by the time he got back. Bevan was waiting in the anteroom, sitting by the window reviewing something on her tablet. She looked up as he came in.

“News?” she asked.

“Let me buy you lunch,” he said.

They went to a Polish restaurant on The Strand. Bevan ordered bigos, Jim kotlet schabowy with chips and a salad. When the waiter had taken their order, she said, “So?”

He gave her the gist of what ‘Leo’ had told him. It took a little while, and their food arrived as he was doing it.

When he was finished, she raised an eyebrow. “Mundt,” she said. “Never heard of him.”

“I Googled him,” he said. “He seems kosher.”

“It’s not exactly hard to produce a wiki page for somebody, you know.”

“I know. It’s the backstopping that takes time.”

“Could it be a scam?”

Jim shrugged. “This Leo didn’t ask for any money. He just wanted to deliver a message.”

Bevan looked past him at the other diners in the restaurant. “He’s having a fraught time, isn’t he,” she said.

“Leo said it was a catastrophe.”

“It sounds like it. And Rupert still went back to them?”

“That seems to have been his plan, yes.”

“He’s got balls,” she said. “I will give him that. They probably killed him the moment he showed up, you know.”

“Let’s not be so hasty,” he told her. “He didn’t want to come back in. If they believe his story and they do decide to pull out, they’ll take him with them.”

“Back to a place where he can’t possibly communicate with us. Also, there’s a lot of if there, Jim.” She sat back and looked at her meal. “What do you want to do?”

“There’s nothing we can do, Adele. Other than wait for him to make contact again.”

“How long do we wait? A week? A month?”

“You’ve never run an intelligence operation before,” he said. “One has to be patient. Some of these things run for years. Decades. There’s no way to tell.”

Bevan snorted and filled up her glass from the carafe of water on the table. Jim thought she looked worn out. SAS men in NBC suits had finally managed to establish a bridgehead in the Campus, using jet-skis to tow floating radiation-proof pressurised shelters up the Tributary on little pontoons. There was talk of sending vehicles in soon, and then of mounting an expedition to try and make contact with any survivors, although judging by some of the atmospheric analyses it was more likely they would find Elvis over there. Bevan had been running the liaison between the working group and the SAS, splitting her time between London, Nottingham, and extended briefings in Hereford. She’d managed to build up a detailed picture of the area for a square mile or so around the far end of the Tributary, but they knew little more of the Campus now than when Rupert had drawn his rough map for them over a year ago.

“You need to take a break,” he said gently.

She waved the suggestion away. “Sleep when I’m dead,” she said with a smile. “How’s your food?”

“It’s fine. I’m worried about you, Adele.”

“Too much to do,” she said, shaking her head. “Too much to do, too little product, too many people wanting it.”

He nodded. “You noticed that too.”

“And what are we going to tell them about this news from our boy?” she asked. “A topology professor who’s discovered how to make wormholes or interdimensional gateways or whatever the hell it is he’s done? Professor Mundt is about to become the most wanted man on the face of the planet.”

“I think you and I need to concentrate on Rupert,” he said. “Mundt’s a side issue. Someone else can worry about him.”

Bevan shrugged. “Write up a contact report, submit it, forget about Mundt.”

“Yes.”

She looked him in the eye and said, “Have you had a look at the reading list lately?”

He nodded. When he had joined the working group, the reading list – the classified list of people cleared to receive Tombola, the group’s product – had consisted of no more than half a dozen names. Now, it ran to four pages, and many of the names seemed to defy encapsulation and appear in all of the Committee’s categories. “I’ve been meaning to ask Shaw about it.”

“Don’t bother,” she said. “I tried; she just fobbed me off. I did some digging on my own. There are at least fourteen national intelligence agencies reading our product now, Jim, and a lot of what I can only guess are corporate interests.”

Jim blinked. The national intelligence services were no great surprise – the Community was a threat, or at least a concern, to every nation in Europe. The corporations were a little harder to explain, but that was the world one lived in. The multinationals had been de facto nations themselves for years, lacking only their own armed forces.

He said, “This is quite a thing, you know. It’s not a surprise that a lot of people want a piece of it.”

“But even you’re surprised enough to want to ask who all those people are.”

“One is curious, that’s true.”

“It’s not even who they are, particularly,” she said. “It’s what they want. Perigee was tasked to assess the threat to national security posed by the Community, not to be on the lookout for commercial opportunities.” She pulled a sour face, the face of someone who has seen the purity of her life’s work tainted by outside interests. “I don’t trust them. Not a one of them.”

Jim tipped his head to one side.

Bevan thought for a while. Then she looked at him, and when she spoke her voice was very quiet. “Suppose we don’t tell the Committee about our latest news,” she said. “Not right now. Suppose we keep it to ourselves for the moment.”

He thought it was a sign of their friendship that she felt comfortable enough to even suggest it. He said, “And what?”

“It gives Mundt a head start, for one thing.”

“Adele,” he said carefully, “this could be construed – quite easily, in fact – as conspiracy to commit treason.”

“Are you going to grass me up, Jim?”

He shook his head. “No. No, I’m not. But we can’t withhold intelligence from the Committee.”

“Jim, something’s changed. The whole thing isn’t ours any more. Any day now you and I are going to be sidelined and then we’ll be quietly put out to pasture. Someone else will be put in charge of running Rupert, some corporate clone with a natty suit and the morals of a stoat. Do you want that?”

He thought about it.

She added, “All right, I’m not an intelligence officer. But I’ve seen this happen to enough committees in academia. So long as you’re bumbling along doing stuff nobody wants, you’ve got a free rein. But the moment you start producing something of interest – commercial interest – the committee starts to fill up with people you’ve never met before, and shortly after that you find yourself standing outside in the rain wondering what happened.”

He took a long time to answer. He thought about the long hours he and Bevan had spent together, trying to parse evidence for the Community’s existence from Rupert’s debrief and Victorian newspaper reports and old train timetables. It was an exercise, he thought, not unlike Second World War photoreconnaissance, looking at images of the same scene taken days apart and trying to spot troop movements or V2 launching sites.

He said, “I have to submit this new intelligence.” When Bevan started to protest, he added. “But I’ll make some inquiries of my own – discreetly, I promise – about our new colleagues.”

Bevan looked ashamed. “Thank you, Jim,” she said.

He smiled. “But you have to promise to get some rest.”

She shook her head. “I’m off to Windsor tomorrow.”

“I can do that.” He reached out and took her hand. “Get some rest, Adele. I’ll sort things out.”

She sighed, and he saw that she wasn’t just tired. She was exhausted, overwrought. What had, for years and years, been a niche interest laboured over in the wee small hours was now a fully-functioning intelligence operation. It was as if she had spent months building a kit-car or something, only to have it taken away from her by people who wanted to race it. Not for the first time, he felt a presentiment of some colossal disaster.

 


 


THOSE WHO STUDIED these things spoke with some passion about Dr Richard Beeching’s 1963 report The Reshaping of British Railways, citing the 5,000 miles of line and almost two and a half thousand stations it earmarked for closure. The truth was that though the Beeching recommendations had represented the largest gutting of the British railway network, they were not an isolated case. Growing competition from road transport and a need to cut costs had led to 1,300 miles of line being decommissioned between 1923 and 1939, and another 5,300 miles or so under the auspices of the Branch Lines Committee of the Transport Commission between 1948 and 1962.

What happened to these lost thousands of miles of line varied, from place to place. Track was lifted and the land was built on, or later incorporated into cycleways and footpaths, or in some cases reopened as branch lines.

According to Rupert, Araminta had said a branch line off the main West Country route from Paddington had once led into Ernshire. There were only a couple of existing branches which fitted the bill, and these had been mapped and examined in painstaking detail early on, without success. Research had identified another seven which had been closed since the end of the First World War. Jim thought it was a long shot, but Bevan wanted every t crossed and i dotted.

Which brought Jim, on this sunny breezy day, his agent still missing somewhere in Europe or even further away, to a woodland not far from Windsor, where a group of men and women wearing hard hats and hi-vis jackets with the words GREAT WEST RAIL on the back were crashing about with laser theodolites and GPS and other, less standard, measuring equipment.

“Professor not coming today, then?” asked Johnny Pugh, the phlegmatic little Welshman who was in overall charge of the mapping operation.

“She thought it was time I got my feet dirty,” Jim replied.

Johnny laughed. “Do you good.”

“She thought so.”

It was still possible, if you knew what you were looking at, to see where the branch line had run here until 1930. A steep-sided little valley cut through the woodland, its sides and floor now thickly overgrown. A couple of workmen with industrial strimmers were methodically clearing away the undergrowth, and a line of people behind them was raking up the cuttings and piling them neatly to the sides. The operation had been sold to the local news organisations as an exercise in industrial archaeology, which Jim thought wasn’t so very far from the truth.

“Who are they?” Jim asked, nodding in the direction of a group of four young men and women in business suits, hard hats and wellington boots, who were standing a little way further along the valley and consulting a paper map.

“They say they’re from your Committee,” Johnny said.

“I’ve never seen then before.”

“They had all the right ID.”

“Oh, well, that’s all right then.”

Johnny looked at him. “You okay?”

“Get Security to escort them off-site,” Jim said.

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Okay.” Johnny put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. He pointed at one of the half-dozen or so people who turned round to see what the noise was about, then pointed at the suits, and a few moments later the suits were being gently but firmly walked away from the operation. One of them, a tall man in his twenties, glared at Jim as they passed by.

“I really hope you haven’t got yourself in trouble,” Johnny said when they had gone.

“From now on, nobody you don’t recognise gets onto the site,” Jim told him. “I don’t care how good their ID is.”

“You’ll let me have that in writing, will you?”

“I’ll have it couriered over to you this afternoon.”

Johnny nodded. “Okey dokey,” he said.

“Thank you. Are we making any headway at all?”

Johnny shook his head. “Two of the branches have been built on since they closed. Several times. One’s a line of housing estates, the other’s an out-of-town shopping centre. We’ve done another three. That leaves this one and another near Datchett.”

“Anything at all out of the ordinary?”

“Not a thing.”

“Nothing’s ever easy, is it, Mr Pugh?”

“Never,” said Johnny. “Everything okay, Terry?” This to the Security man, returning after escorting the suits out of the way.

“Wankers,” muttered Terry. “Wanted my name and ID and everything.”

“Which you didn’t give them.”

“Too fucking right.”

“That’s all right, then. I’ll want to have a conflab with you and your boys in a bit; some new instructions from on high. Meanwhile, don’t let anyone else onto the site. Okay?”

“Okay, Boss,” said Terry, and continued on his way.

“Good lad, is Terry,” Johnny said. “You seem a bit jumpy, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“Too much coffee,” Jim said. “Could I have a quick look at the work logs? Nobody here’s in any trouble or anything; I just want to get up to speed.”

“Sure.” Johnny took out his tablet, called up the relevant documents, and handed the device over to Jim. While Jim was reading, he went off to chat to some of the engineers.

The whole thing, Jim was fairly sure, was pretty pointless. Of the branches Johnny and his team had checked, none had seemed remotely unusual. The engineers had been primed to look out for what seemed to be minor optical illusions, paths which seemed to lead or arrive from nowhere, anything at all which did not belong. All they’d managed to turn up so far was assorted detritus and a cache of pornography on old-fashioned CD-ROMS, sealed in a dozen old plastic sandwich boxes and buried in the woods. Bevan had chuckled and shaken her head over the treasure trove, but had insisted on it being minutely checked by everything from cryptographers to a puzzled-looking semiotician hurriedly drafted in for the purpose.

Bevan’s latest theory was that the branch line into Ernshire had been deliberately destroyed. All the branches they were looking at had been closed at the behest of various governmental bodies, but that still left open the tantalising possibility that the request had come from within the Community. Someone from Ernshire had tried to contact the British Government during the reign of Queen Victoria. Had, on the face of it at least, intended to begin normalising relations. Suppose, Bevan said, that contact had actually lasted longer than it seemed. Suppose at some point negotiations had broken down, and it had been decided to seal off the branch? Jim accused her of trying to impose a narrative with little or no evidence to back it up. They’d been arguing more and more lately.

Johnny came back and said, “Everything in order?”

“Sorry?” Jim looked up from the tablet. “Oh. Yes, everything’s fine.” He handed it back, although he had done little more than skim the reports. “I’m sorry I lost my temper earlier, Johnny. I’ll make sure there’s no comeback on you and your people.”

Johnny put the tablet back in a pocket of his Barbour jacket. “I’ve got enough dirt under my fingernails to fight my own battles, if I have to.” He smiled. “I don’t want to speak out of turn, but is everything going all right with you and your committee?”

“All right?”

“I’m not privy to all that boardroom stuff, but sometimes you can see the weather from a distance, know what I mean? You or the Professor come here all cheerful and larky, I know things are going well. You come here like a badger with a broom handle up its bum, I have to guess something’s up.”

The Perigee Committee’s concerns were so highly classified that Johnny and his people had not been told what they were looking for, or why. They had just been given a list of things to watch out for. Quite what would happen if one or more of them found themselves wandering up a forgotten path into Ernshire had been the subject of another quite lengthy argument between Jim and Bevan. Jim couldn’t now remember what conclusion they had come to. He did know the presence of the unidentified people with the map had unnerved him.

He said, “It’s a committee. You know nothing ever works properly when you give it to a committee.”

Johnny guffawed. “That’ll be true.”

Jim’s phone chimed. He looked at it, saw a message from Shaw. It had been ten minutes since he had ordered the unknown group of people off the site.

“Just out of interest,” he asked, “has anyone else you don’t know turned up at any of the other sites?”

Johnny shook his head. “First time.”

Jim looked around the little wooded valley. The sound of the strimmers echoed dully under the trees; the air was full of dust and flying fragments of wood and leaves. He pictured the intruders again, with their paper map, and for some reason he flashed on an old film he’d seen, the police staking out the funeral of a murder victim in case the killer turned up. He turned and looked back down the valley, down the tunnel of trees and undergrowth to the bright sunlight at the far end, like light coming in from another world.

 


 


“IT’S NOT PROOF, Jim,” Bevan said.

“I should have arrested them instead of having them thrown off the site,” said Jim.

They were in another restaurant, this one in Chinatown. Dim sum, Tiger Beer, quiet women wheeling trolleys laden with bamboo steamers between the tables.

“It’s not proof,” she said again.

“They had a map,” he said. “A proper roll-up paper map.”

Bevan reached out and speared a dumpling with a chopstick, scraped it off onto her plate. “Doesn’t mean anything,” she said. “What did Shaw say to you?”

“Oh, they were members of the Committee, I should have let them stay, I was overstepping my authority.”

“I’ve known boy bands with fewer members than this Committee.” Bevan quartered the dumpling with her chopstick, swiped a portion through a bowl of plum sauce, and popped it in her mouth.

“Suppose,” he said. “Suppose the branch really was sealed off from this side, and now the Community doesn’t have a handy route into England. Or at least into the Southeast. Suppose even they’re not sure where it was any more, and looking for it would attract too much attention. Wouldn’t it make sense to let someone in authority do it for them?”

Bevan took a sip of beer. “You’re imposing a narrative,” she pointed out.

“Well I learned that from a master,” he said.

Bevan poked him in the upper arm with her chopstick, leaving a smear of sauce on his sleeve. “Peevish boy.”

“Have you any idea how much dry cleaning costs these days?” he asked, dabbing at the mark with his napkin.

“You know how this plays out, Jim. There is no smoking gun,” she told him. “I don’t like the way the Committee’s been expanded because it’s not my baby any more. You didn’t like those people being there because you’re worried about Rupert. None of it means anything. Blah blah.”

“I did some research on the reading list when I got back from Windsor.”

“And?”

“All the main intelligence services in Europe. Of course. Then the CIA. Then Mossad. Then a number of very large companies whose main business is the extraction and processing of fossil fuels. Then some more very large companies whose main business is the mining and processing of mineral ores. One large media multinational.”

Bevan sagged back in her chair.

“Two fast-food corporations. A sports clothing manufacturer. All the main high street coffee chains.”

“Jesus,” Bevan murmured.

“Three US firms specialising in building infrastructure in countries whose ruling regimes have fallen.”

Bevan rubbed her eyes. “Am I being paranoid, or are weplanning to invade them?”

“All of the multinationals were, or have been in the past, heavily involved in donating either to the Presidential campaign of the current American President, or to various members of the House Intelligence Committee. They appear to have ridden in on the CIA’s coat-tails.”

“And all these people now know about the Community,” she said. “Bloody hell, Jim. What are we going to do?”

“Do? I suppose we could complain to Shaw, but I don’t honestly see what that would accomplish.”

“This is wrong, Jim. I didn’t bring this to the Service just to have them sell it to the highest bidder.”

“The moment you brought it to the Service, it stopped belonging to you, Adele,” he told her. “You’ve had the use of the Service’s resources for – how long? Twenty years? This is the payoff.”

“It’s going to leak eventually,” she said. “Too many people are involved. It’ll leak, and there are enough crazy people in the world to take it seriously. How the hell is the Community going to react? They’re a nuclear superpower, for Christ’s sake. No.” Bevan threw her napkin down on the table and stood up. “No. They’re not going to do this. I’m going to see Shaw, and if that doesn’t work I’m going to the D-G. Someone’s got to stop this before it gets out of control.”

“Adele.” Jim sat where he was. “Adele, calm down.”

“Don’t you dare tell me to calm down!” she said, loudly enough to turn every head in the restaurant. “Don’t you dare, Jim.” And she stormed out, shoving aside one of the trolley-wheeling women.

Jim nodded to one of the waitresses for the bill, then he sat thinking for a while. He paid for the food, finished the last of the dumplings and some rather wonderful steamed pork and vegetables. He put a £10 coin on the table as a tip, then he took out his phone and dialled.

“Herold,” he said when the call was answered. “How are you?”
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THE ENGLISH ENTRY for the Eurovision Song Contest this year was ‘Reservoir Dogs,’ by a band calling themselves Mr Swonger’s Wee. Jim, for whom Eurovision was usually something that happened to other people, only knew about it because a distant cousin had produced the band’s album. “Utter shite,” she had confided to Jim.

There were five hundred and thirty-two entries in this Eurovision – up from last year’s five hundred and twenty, but still a long way from the so-far-record of six hundred and eight. In its own way, Eurovision was as good a reflector of the current state of the Continent as many Foreign Office briefings Jim had read during his career. Countries, polities, nations, sovereign states, principalities, all wanted to take part – the sundered wreckage of Ukraine and Moldova alone accounted for seventeen national entries – and one could analyse the voting patterns of the various national juries and sometimes see geopolitical trends developing. It was now almost fifty years since England – the United Kingdom, as then was – had won. Indeed, it was some decades since any part of Britain had managed better than thirtieth place.

This year’s final was in Amsterdam, which was why, Jim assumed, the midmorning flight to Schiphol was full of amiably drunk people wearing strange hats and singing past Eurovision hits. The final was scheduled to last two days, with another three days set aside for voting. Cramped between two enthusiastic and rather sweaty Mr Swonger’s Wee fans and drinking watery coffee from a cardboard cup, Jim wondered whether life had always been this surreal. Then he remembered what he was doing and realised that yes, it always had been.

Bekker met him in Arrivals. As they shook hands, a knot of Eurovision fans passed them, all singing and towing wheeled suitcases. Bekker raised an eyebrow and Jim shrugged.

“Personally,” Bekker said, “I favour the Padanian entry this year.”

“I have no idea,” said Jim. “I really don’t.”

Bekker was a tall, athletic man with cinnamon-coloured hair and a row of small silver rings in his left earlobe. He laughed. “You should! It’s part of your cultural heritage.”

“Not mine,” said Jim.

An unmarked car was waiting outside the terminal, and it whisked them away towards the new ring-road that encircled the city.

“It was ridiculously easy, of course,” Bekker said when they were out in the traffic. “The one we got doesn’t appear to have been doing it very long. He doesn’t seem particularly bright.”

“He doesn’t need to be,” said Jim.

“You still haven’t told me why you’re doing this.”

“No. I’m sorry.”

Bekker seemed to be considering his next question. He said, “We have known each other how long now...?”

Jim thought about it. “Ten years? That security conference in Jakarta.”

Bekker nodded. “About that long, yes. Would you say we were friends? Insofar as anyone in our business can be friends?”

Jim nodded. “I’ve always thought so.”

Bekker said, “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“Trouble?” Jim shook his head. “No. Why do you ask?”

The Dutchman shrugged. “One develops an... instinct. Some things are kosher and some are not, and this...”

“Seems unkosher?” Jim chuckled. “No, it’s all official and above board.”

Bekker thought about it and nodded. “Okay, then. This time, I was wrong. It just seemed like an unusual request.”

“We’ve both been in this game long enough to know that there’s no such thing as ‘usual,’ Herold.”

“True.” Bekker shrugged. “Very true.” He looked out of the window as the outskirts of the city rose discreetly around them. “Very true.”

The headquarters of the AIVD, the Dutch Security Service, was a brand-new wedge of reinforced glass and stressed carbon composites in a business park to the north of the city, surrounded by a picturesque moat and a discreet thicket of sensor poles. It didn’t advertise its presence, but most Dutch people knew it was there, and referred to it as ‘The Secret Cheese.’

Inside, it was like an upmarket media design company. Low padded benches were deployed across the foyer, between tall green plants and shallow pools. Everyone inside looked young and capable and enthusiastic, as well they might. Shorn of the Caribbean Netherlands, the country – despite consisting of a dozen occasionally-fractious provinces – seemed immune to the fashion for micronations which had overtaken Europe in the wake of the Xian Flu. Jim thought it was because the Low Countries had taken the brunt of the pandemic on the Continent. The Netherlands had lost almost half their population, had almost gone to their knees. There was a mass grave outside Eindhoven which contained the cremated remains of almost five million people. After a shock like that, people wanted safety, security, rather than the uncertainty of new nationhood. At least, the Dutch had. The Dutch had been among the first to leave the EU, and the guilder was one of Europe’s most stable currencies. It was a good place to be an intelligence officer. Calm, quiet, reflective.

At the front desk, an efficient young woman already had a visitors’ badge ready for him. Bekker led him across the atrium to a bank of lifts, and they rode down five floors to a silent corridor lined with wooden doors. Each of the doors had a glass panel set into it at head-height. Bekker stopped at one, and Jim peered through the panel and found himself looking into a small, plain room with utilitarian furniture, not unlike a budget hotel room. Lying on the bed, eyes closed and his hands behind his head, was a young man, no more than twenty.

“I thought you’d appreciate at least taking a look at him,” Bekker said with heavy sarcasm.

Jim sighed. “Yes. Thank you, Herold. Can he hear us?”

Bekker shook his head. “The glass is one-way. The door’s soundproofed. We don’t appreciate being made fools of, my friend.”

“You’re not being made fools of,” Jim said.

Bekker made a rude noise. “Of course not. You know” – he tapped Jim’s chest, then his own – “it’s only our friendship that’s preventing me going to my bosses about this little pantomime.”

Jim looked him in the eye. “You’re welcome to do so,” he said. Deep down inside, he felt something wither and die. A meeting with his Dutch opposite number had been in his diary for months, part of the endless interagency handshaking that characterised the intelligence community, so his presence here was easily explained. In fact, he had been putting it off because of his work with the Committee. For the rest, he was relying on a friendship which would never be the same again.

“Pah.” Bekker turned away and started to walk back towards the lifts. “I know when something’s off the books. This thing stinks.”

“I only want to talk to him,” Jim said, falling in beside him.

“And what’s stopping you doing that for yourself? Hm? Plausible deniability?”

Jim smiled.

Bekker sighed. “He wants to meet at a coffee shop in town.”

Jim shook his head. “I’m sorry, Herold.”

They got into the lift, and started to rise towards the surface again. “He said you’d say that. This one’s no fool; he’s been doing this a long time. I can tell.”

“You’ve met?”

Bekker shook his head. “We spoke on the phone. I could tell by his voice, though. Whatever you’re up to, be careful.”

“I will. I promise. Did he give you a fallback routine in case the coffee shop wasn’t suitable?”

“Information kiosk at Muiderpoort Station in two hours from now. Third one from the left. He’ll call you with an alternative meet.”

“You won’t be listening, will you?”

“Of course we will; we monitor all the public kiosks. Try not to say anything incriminating,” he added heavily.

The lift reached the ground floor and the doors opened. “Can I ask you not to have me followed?” Jim asked.

Bekker sucked his teeth. “Let me ask you a question, Jim my friend. Are you doing something which endangers the security of the Netherlands?”

“No. Absolutely not.”

“You’re just using us as a convenient playground. Is that it?”

“At least I’m doing it openly.”

“Professional courtesy?”

“Friendship.” They reached the doors of the foyer and stepped outside into the warm sunshine. Jim looked about him. It was nice here. Far nicer than the office on Northumberland Avenue, where everything seemed to take place in an atmosphere conjured up from early le Carré and Deighton and films like The Man Who Never Was. “Do you suppose your people would take me in if I were to defect?” he mused.

“Defect?” Bekker burst out laughing. “Well, you could do worse. The pension plan is terrific.”

 


 


THREE HOURS LATER, he was standing, feeling rather peckish, in front of The Night Watch in the Rijksmuseum. The room in which the painting was housed was full of serious young students, some of them sketching the Rembrandt on their tablets, some using more traditional paper and pencil.

He had been standing there for some minutes, hands clasped behind his back and overnight bag on the floor by his feet, when a quiet voice behind him said, “I always hated this painting. No, please, don’t turn around.”

“What don’t you like about it?” Jim asked.

“It’s very gloomy,” said the voice. “It’s really called The Company of Captain Frans Banning Cocq and Lieutenant Willem van Ruytenburch Preparing to March Out, you know. A ponderous name for a ponderous painting.”

“The guide says it’s a masterpiece of light and shadow,” said Jim.

“I’m more of a Caspar David Friedrich man, myself,” said the voice. “Hewas a man who knew how to use light and shadow. May we have our man back, please?”

“Of course you can. I certainly don’t want him, and I doubt the Dutch do either.”

“Oh, I’m sure they don’t. Shall we walk?”

The voice belonged to a tall middle-aged man with a face that looked as if it had been carved by a flint knapper. “I am Kaunas,” he said as they made their way towards the exit.

“Alan Sheridan.”

They each silently acknowledged the falseness of the other’s name, and went out into the sun.

“So, Mr Sheridan,” said Kaunas. “You don’t want our Coureur, the Dutch don’t want him. To be honest with you, we don’t want him, particularly. He’s hardly been a shining success.”

“He’s still young. He’ll learn.”

They struck out across the Museumplein towards the Van Gogh Museum. “I’m genuinely intrigued, Mr Sheridan,” Kaunas said. “You ask the Dutch to set up a Situation and then arrest the Coureur who comes to deal with it. Presumably because I, or someone like me, would then turn up to sort things out. Presumably because you wanted to speak with me, or someone like me.”

Jim nodded. “Which raises a number of questions.”

“It does indeed,” Kaunas agreed. “Shall we address them one at a time?”

“By all means.”

“I suppose the first question would be why you went to all this trouble when Coureur Central has always had a reasonably good relationship with English Intelligence.”

“It’s not really a ‘relationship,’ is it,” Jim pointed out. “We tolerate you.”

“It’s better than we get in many places. But the point remains: you could just have contacted us through channels.”

“Not an option,” said Jim. “Sorry.”

Kaunas nodded. “So my second question would have to be, is this contact part of something... al fresco? Off-piste?”

Jim’s visit to The Secret Cheese was easily explained, his request that the Dutch Security Service detain a random Coureur less so. This meeting, not at all. “Better you don’t know,” he said.

Kaunas nodded again. “Let’s go into the Van Gogh Museum,” he suggested. “They have an excellent café. Allow me to buy you a snack.”

In the restaurant, Jim sat at a table while Kaunas bought coffees and a plate of sticky pastries. They ate in silence for a little while, then Kaunas said, “My final question would have to be, what do you want, Mr Sheridan? Bearing in mind that I cannot make any undertakings myself.”

Jim took a breath and looked Kaunas in the eye. “I have a missing man, Mr Kaunas.”

“Just Kaunas, please. Are we discussing a certain gentleman last seen in Austria?”

“We are. And a certain gentleman of your acquaintance was the last person to see him, I understand.”

Kaunas spooned sugar into his coffee and stirred it. “I doubt Leo told us anything he did not tell you,” he mused. “I can’t help you there.”

Jim put his elbows on the table on either side of his plate and leaned forward. He said, “My missing man may be dead. Or he may be in an... unusual location. I need help to find him and bring him home.”

Kaunas looked him in the eye. “There seems to be a sudden use of the personal pronoun,” he said.

Jim looked away, looked back at the Coureur. “Something has slipped beyond my control,” he said. “I need to get my man back. I need your help.”

Kaunas sat back and looked at him. “And in return for our help?” he asked finally.

“All the product from the working group of which I’m part.” There it was. How very easy it seemed to commit treason. “Whatever Leo told you, I promise it’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

“Mundt?”

“Mundt is a distraction. Forget him for the moment. This will change your world. Literally.”

Kaunas watched him for a while. “And you are unable to use the resources of your own Service for this because...?”

“I just can’t. I don’t trust it any longer.”

“You think you’ve been compromised?”

“For the moment, I think our aims have diverged.”

“And your aim is?”

“This man didn’t volunteer. I asked him to do this job; it’s my responsibility to help him get out.”

Kaunas thought for a long time. He nibbled the edge of one of his pastries, took a sip of coffee, dabbed his lips with a napkin and wiped his fingers. Finally, he said, “Les Coureurs are not a charity. We do not do pro bono work. I presume you were not going to insult our intelligence by holding our young colleague hostage to force us to work for you.”

“There will be funds,” said Jim. “More than enough.”

“I think you should let us judge what is more than enough,” said Kaunas.

“The Service is not made of money,” Jim said. “Sadly. It’s going to be tricky enough as it is.”

Kaunas thought about it. “Contact protocols?”

Jim took from his pocket a little plastic box and put it on the table between them. “Frequency-agile encrypted bubble-SIM,” he said. “Put it in any phone and we’ll have secure communications. Don’t use it to call out for pizza.”

That tickled Kaunas. He chuckled and took the box. “I think I may enjoy working with you, Mr Sheridan.” He tucked the box in his pocket and said, “I will pass your proposal on to my superiors. I’ll be in touch to discuss the details with you.”

Jim breathed in, breathed out, felt simultaneous waves of relief and sheer terror. “I’ll tell the Dutch to release your man,” he said.

Kaunas shrugged. “Fuck it. Let them keep him another couple of days. It might teach him to be more careful in future.”
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SPRING TURNED TO Summer. He saw Bevan less and less at the office, and when he did see her she seemed grey and shrunken and defeated. She wouldn’t tell him how her meeting with Shaw had gone, nor whether she had eventually been to see the Director-General. She was distracted, vague, ill, sometimes absent altogether, and he found himself taking on more and more of her responsibilities.

At the same time, it seemed that he now warranted his own personal bodyguard, a bluff ex-Special Branch man named Courtney who accompanied him when he went to check on the continuing reinforcement of the Campus beach-head or the search for the Windsor branch line. Courtney was amiable enough company, but there was little doubt that he had instructions not to let Jim out of his sight. When Jim asked Shaw about this development, she made some vague noises about operational security being tightened up, new guidelines, etc and etc. There was no way to tell whether it had anything to do with his visit to Amsterdam or whether it was something new.

“I think it’s safe to assume that I’m under surveillance at all other times as well,” he told Kaunas one night.

“You want us to jump you out of there?” the Coureur asked.

Jim thought about that. “You know, it honestly hadn’t occurred to me,” he said.

“The offer’s there.”

Jim was sitting in the garden, smoking and talking to Kaunas on the encrypted phone link. Dusk was falling, and bats were tumbling between the trees, hunting insects. He said, “I still have things I need to do here.”

“I’ve found you someone,” Kaunas said. “He’s young and he’s had a bad time of it, but he’ll do.”

“All right.”

“We think there’s a map somewhere, out in the wild.”

Jim sat up straight. “Where?”

“We don’t know. The situation’s confused; the map was stolen, now it’s gone.”

Jim hurriedly ran through the options. He had nothing left to offer Kaunas in return for a map other than his sincere thanks. He said, “The map would be useful for your operative, if you could bring the two of them together.”

There was a silence at the other end of the link. It went on for so long that Jim thought the other man had hung up, but then Kaunas said, “We’ll see. How about the money?”

“That’s all in hand. I’ve found a... source of deniable funding. It’s so deniable I think even the Service has forgotten it exists.”

“Must be nice, to just find all this money.”

“If anyone finds out what I’m doing, I’ll go to prison for a very long time. If I’m lucky.” He gave Kaunas the details. “Try not to spend it all in the same place.”

“Thank you. Any word on your man?”

Jim thought about a single freeze-frame from a security camera at Dover, four people boarding the afternoon Calais ferry. Hardly anyone used the ferries these days, the boat must have been half empty, but all they had was that one blurry frame – four men and a woman queuing patiently to board. The Eurostar would have been faster, but Eurostar security was ferociously tight. At least on the ferry they’d stood half a chance of getting away with the minimum of fuss and bother. He hadn’t dared send the image for enhancement – Rupert was now officially lost in action – but he was sure he recognised one of the men.

“He left the country,” he said.

“Which is a hopeful sign,” Kaunas mused. “At least they didn’t kill him out of hand.”

“I don’t know what to think any more,” Jim said.

“Well, whatever happened he’ll be out of reach now.”

“Yes. We just have to hope your man can find him.”

“It may take a while.”

“Then it takes a while. Keep me informed.”

“Yes.”

They hung up and Jim went back into the house. In the wake of the decree absolute, his wife had elected to leave him the building but take every stick of furniture and electronic equipment. Sometimes, late at night, he drifted from room to empty room, although he was finding it harder and harder to remember what exactly had been where. His stepson’s bedroom still had its Big Blue Cat stickers on the wall, but everything else had gone. He found himself missing the little boy more than he missed his wife.

In the kitchen, he had replaced a bare minimum of pots and pans and equipment. There was a bare, gaping hole where the kitchen range had been, and another gap which had once housed the huge SMEG fridge/freezer his wife had talked him into buying. He’d bought himself a microwave oven and a small worktop fridge, and they suited his needs. Pizza and takeaway kebabs featured quite highly in his diet as well, and he balanced the shame of his situation with pride that he was not, at least, putting any weight on.

He microwaved a supermarket ready-meal – something which claimed to be Lancashire hotpot – took it on a tray into the empty living room, and sat on the floor with his back against the wall, eating. The whole house had become a façade. Absent a wardrobe, his clothes were hanging from various doorways on coat-hangers, his underwear and socks stacked neatly in a corner of the bedroom he could no longer bear to sleep in. He’d made himself a bed up in the dining room, using an old mattress, and it was all right, he got by.

Dinner over, he took the empty plastic tray from his hotpot back into the kitchen and dumped it in the bin. He was supposed to separate out recyclable and unrecyclable plastics, but nobody seemed to notice and he was starting to view it as his own little rebellion against the forces of authority, a mask for the real rebellion, the one which could conceivably get him killed. Look at me, I don’t recycle, I’m an anarchist.

He took a tin of beer from the fridge and went back into the living room, sat in a corner and gazed out across the empty plain of carpet. His wife had gone off the carpet a year or so after it was laid, but getting a new one had always seemed an unnecessary extravagance. One day, she’d said. When we have enough money. He had to keep reminding her that he was, actually, on a Civil Service wage, and the only thing keeping him from a zero-hours contract was the classified material he handled. Jim put the beer down and slid sideways down the wall until his cheek was resting on the carpet. From here, the room looked enormous, a Saharan space of worn shag-pile. He played a little game he had come up with, balancing what was happening in his life with the treason he was committing. I am saving a life, he told himself, sitting up and opening the beer. I am saving a life.

His phone rang. He took it out and looked at the screen. As he put the phone to his ear, someone started knocking at the door.

 


 


“KNOW THE LADY well, did we, sir?” asked the Inspector.

“We were colleagues,” Jim said, hearing his voice coming from an impossible distance.

“Under stress, was she?” the Inspector said. “Sorry, I shouldn’t ask.”

“That’s all right. No. No, I don’t think so. She seemed distant sometimes, but that was her nature.” He wanted to scream and never to stop screaming, but everything depended on the façade, the veneer of the plodding timeserver. “It’s a bit of a shock, really.”

Adele Bevan’s body lay on the carpet of her living room in Shepperton. Someone had put a sheet over her, but one shoeless foot protruded, thickly-stockinged, canted over at a peculiar angle. There was a smell of urine and faeces in the air.

“Familiar with the house, were we, sir?” asked the Inspector.

“I stayed here while my divorce was going through,” Jim said. No point in making something up; he and Bevan had had to fill in reports. “The Professor was kind to me.”

The Inspector thought about this, decided to stick to his original line of questioning. “Any sign of a struggle, then? Only it’s hard to tell.”

Jim tried to look round the chaotic room without seeing the severed section of rope hanging from the ceiling light fixture, its other end still around Bevan’s neck. He said, “The stepladder’s from the cupboard under the stairs.”

The Inspector nodded. “She’ll have stood on that to tie the rope up. Nothing else out of place?”

Jim shook his head, paranoia and professionalism warring within him. “May I sit down, please?”

“Not in here, sir, sorry,” the Inspector said. “We don’t want to contaminate the scene.”

“I told you, I lived here for six months. You’ll find forensics of me all over the place.”

“Even so, sir. You can sit outside in the car, if you’d like.”

Overhead, Jim heard heavy footsteps; other members of the Special Branch team, searching the main bedroom. This is a test, he told himself. Oh, Adele...

“Do you need me for anything else?” he asked.

“I don’t think so, sir. We needed a positive identification, some sort of steer as to whether foul play might be involved. We’ll need to speak with you again, but I think that can wait until the morning. Ah.” Two large men wearing sober suits had appeared in the living room doorway. “Hello, lads.”

“All done, sir?” asked one of the men.

“Yes, I think so. Take her to St Thomas’s, please.”

The two men had a large rubberised body-bag, which they unzipped on the floor, rolled Bevan onto, and zipped up again so efficiently that it was done before Jim could become offended by the inhumanity of it. They went out and came back with a reinforced plastic coffin on a wheeled trolley. They lifted the body-bag into the coffin, fitted the lid, and lifted the coffin onto the trolley. A last bit of paperwork signed by the Inspector, and they were wheeling Bevan out to one of those quiet grey vans with ‘Private Ambulance’ discreetly lettered on the side which undertakers use to transport the dead from their homes.

They had only just left when another group of people arrived. Young, casual, wearing jeans and fleeces, carrying collapsed plastic boxes of the kind that one uses to carry one’s possessions when one has been summarily fired. It occurred to Jim that, for all the Inspector’s caution about contamination, he had seen nobody here wearing the all-over paper suits normally used to stop alien forensics being scattered around a crime scene. It was all just theatre, a muted farewell to Adele Bevan, the only person in his professional life who had never used a false identity.

 


 


“IT’S VERY SAD,” Shaw said again, reading Jim’s preliminary report. “Personally, I liked her very much.”

Jim swallowed all kinds of possible replies and said instead, “There was no sign of forced entry, no sign of a struggle. As far as I could judge, Professor Bevan took her own life.”

There were just the two of them in the conference room at Northumberland Avenue, a capsule devoted to Adele Bevan’s death. The table was set for upwards of twenty-five people, but Jim and Shaw were sitting at one end, the screens of their tablets underlighting their faces as they both consulted the same document. It was a strange, frightful moment of intimacy.

“We’ll nod through the public inquest, of course,” Shaw said. “But there will have to be an internal investigation. You and Professor Bevan were close, weren’t you?”

“She helped me through my divorce,” he said. “I liked her too.”

“Are you over that now? Good,” Shaw said disinterestedly. “Always a shame when it doesn’t work out. You’ve got a daughter, yes?”

“Son. Stepson.”

“Always sad, when children are involved,” Shaw sighed. “You spoke with HR about it at the time. I remember.”

“They were very kind,” Jim agreed.

“There was some talk about you taking leave, but you decided not to in the end.”

“There was a lot of work at the time,” said Jim. “I didn’t feel that I could step away from it.”

“But things aren’t quite so busy now, are they?” asked Shaw. “Everything’s running like clockwork, from your reports.”

The committee starts to fill up with people you’ve never met before, and shortly after that you find yourself standing outside in the rain wondering what happened. He said carefully, “I disagree. Professor Bevan was running most of the liaison with the outside teams and she was doing the bulk of the analyses. If anything, things are going to get a lot busier from now on.” He glanced towards the window. It was beginning to get light outside, and he remembered the first time he had set foot in this suite of rooms. The place had become so familiar to him that he didn’t even notice the wallpaper any more.

“The death of a colleague is always very traumatic,” Shaw said, as if she was discussing something she’d seen on television the night before. “On top of the stress of your divorce – it was stressful, wasn’t it?”

“To be frank, it was something of a relief. For both of us.”

“Well, stress catches us all in odd ways. We don’t want you suddenly becoming ill, do we. We think it might be appropriate if you took that leave now. Just a week or two.”

“Am I being suspended?”

Shaw looked shocked. “Suspended? Whyever would you be suspended? Your friend has just killed herself. No, we just think a period of compassionate leave would be appropriate. But you’d have to be available for the inquiry. It’s a bind, I know, but the Service likes to tidy these things up as soon as possible.” And, incredibly, she smiled at him.
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LATER, HE WAS quite unable to work out where the time went.

The first week of his leave, he resolved to take charge of his life again. He ordered new furniture for the house, new appliances for the kitchen, and oversaw their installation. He started taking a walk every morning and evening, but he was out of condition and he returned home exhausted. He bought a new car – something sporty enough for the neighbours to think he was going through a mid-life crisis. He considered the garden for some days, then looked up a local gardener and got her to come and spruce things up. A fortnight later, he was able to put his key in the front door and step inside and smell a new home, a new space. His own space, for the first time in years. He started going to the local pub, but he discovered it had been colonised by large tattooed men with attack dogs and he gave that up. He kept expecting to hear from Perigee, telling him to come back, but he never did.

The inquiry into Bevan’s suicide opened and closed on the same day. Jim put on his best suit and tie and presented himself at Thames House, the first time he’d been there since his secondment to Perigee. There were representatives of HR and the Civil Service union and several senior members of the Service, and everyone was very calm and caring, but it was still just one day. With a break for lunch.

He drove his new car over to Shepperton, but when he saw the FOR SALE sign outside Bevan’s house he just kept going, drove out to Datchett and stopped at a country pub where the noise of airliners landing at Heathrow vied with the noise of the entertainment system. He bought a soft drink and took it outside, sat at the table farthest away from anyone else, and called Kaunas.

“You want to pull it, then?” the Coureur asked when Jim had finished telling him what had happened.

“Is that even possible now?” he asked.

“Sure. Any time. Just say the word.”

He thought about it. A few tables away, a young family were tucking into a pub lunch. Husband, wife, two boys, no more than five. Roast chicken, chips, salad, on a nice sunny day in the landscape the Whitton-Whytes had written their custom-built county over. He said, “No. Everything’s in place here; you just have to make best use of it. My access is going to be limited from now on, I think. For a while, anyway.”

“You still haven’t heard from your man, then.”

“No.”

“So he may be dead.”

“He may. But he’s resourceful. He’ll be looking for a way out. He’ll be watching out for signs of the outside world, if he’s in a position to. There’s still sufficient money, yes?”

“Oh yes. We’ve hardly dented the funds yet.”

“Then let it run. Keep me up to speed; I’ll try to help as much as possible.”
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AND THAT WAS how it went, year by year. He never saw the inside of the building on Northumberland Avenue again, never heard from Shaw. He felt like the victim of a North Korean purge, airbrushed from all official photographs.

He was allowed back to work eventually, a mid-level analyst’s post at Thames House, reading endless intercepts from Scottish and Welsh troublemakers, writing briefing papers for younger, more intrepid officers. Of the Community, there was no sign at all. He followed the corporate doings of the organisations who had taken over the Perigee Committee, and could discern no sign that they were about to move into unusual new territory. He settled into his new post, did his work, kept his head down. He pleased his bosses.

He redecorated the house, bit by bit. Started a half-hearted affair with a woman he met in a pub in town, barely noticed when, fed up with his apparent lack of interest, she drifted off.

Late at night, he followed Kaunas’s Coureur. Coureur Central, or whoever ran things within the organisation, was taking a tangential approach to positioning their asset, and from Kaunas’s reports Jim thought he could discern the interest of other parties too, which was intriguing. Between them, he and Kaunas arranged things just... so. One evening he made three off-the-books phone calls – two to the English Embassy in Helsinki, one to a certain barristers’ chambers in the City of London, and waited to be arrested, but nothing happened. It was like playing chess, if one forgot that the pieces were people. One marshalled one’s forces, let events take their course, let the opposition make all the mistakes.

War with the Community did not come.

 


 


ONE AUTUMN, HIS GP became concerned enough about his weight loss to send him for some tests. A week or so later, while he was waiting for the results, he got a call to report to one of the committee rooms upstairs. Assuming he was about to perform yet another briefing on England’s undeclared intelligence war with the former members of the United Kingdom, he gathered together his generic lecture packs and took himself up in the lift.

To discover, sitting in the room waiting for him, a woman and a man. They smiled when he entered the room.

“It’s all right,” said the Director-General. “We don’t bite.” She turned to the man. “Do we?”

“I’ve had my moments,” mused the Deputy Director-General. “But please,” he added to Jim, “come in and sit down. You’re not in any trouble.”

“Or rather, you’re in all the trouble in the world and it doesn’t matter anymore, so we may as well sit and speak as friends, eh?”

Jim closed the door behind him and sat down at the table with them. He put his briefing materials down in front of him and looked at his superiors.

“Would you like some tea?” asked the D-G. “We’re going to have tea.”

“Yes, please,” said Jim.

Tea was duly brought in, and a plate of biscuits. The D-G and Deputy D-G drank theirs black, with lemon. There was a brief period of that very English kind of smalltalk where nobody actually says anything at all, just mumbles and uses body language, then the D-G put down her cup and smiled at him.

“Well, Jim,” she said. “Firstly, we’d like to thank you for your efforts on behalf of the Service.”

The D-G was in her early fifties, a legend in the Service. There were tales of her exploits in Crimea, Moldova, Cornwall; all probably apocryphal, but still. She was attractive in a businesslike way, kind-looking but no-nonsense. She looked good in front of Parliamentary Committees and giving lectures on television. Jim had never met her, but he had seen her in the media many times, and this was the first time he had noticed that both she and the Deputy D-G had faint almost-West Country accents very much like Rupert’s.

“Perhaps,” she said, “you could begin by telling us what you know about Professor Mundt.” And Jim’s heart broke.
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THE BELLS IN the Town Hall were ringing nine o’clock as I arrived to open up. It was a lovely morning; swifts were darting across the Market Square, building their nests in the eaves of the old stuccoed buildings. I had sat outside Henderson’s with a cup of tea and a scone, watching the world go by, for an hour or so before moving on to work. I was pleased to see the swifts back.

The bell over the door tinkled as I stepped inside, and again I was struck by that wonderful smell of old books and worn lino and furniture polish and weathered leather upholstery. It was a joy to enter the shop. I opened the blinds and let what little light made it down into the alleyway into the shop, then I went and put the kettle on.

Christine arrived while I was making a pot of tea. She’d bought a bag of cheese savouries from a delicatessen on Charter Street, and we sat at the cash desk having early elevenses, as we always did. Christine was the owner of the shop, a tall, straight-backed woman in her sixties whose carriage and manner of speaking always suggested to me that she had been in the military at some point in her life, although I had never asked her. Christine and I were not friends, but we got along all right.

The postman arrived a little after half past ten, wheeling his little trolley up the alley, the chimes on its wheel hubs jingling on the uneven paving stones. He looked somewhat military himself, in his grey uniform and peaked cap. In his trolley, he had two boxes of books for us, and when he had gone we opened them and stacked the contents on the desk.

Customers started to drift in around eleven. We didn’t get any passing trade at all, because of where the shop was. All our customers were regulars; collectors, people looking for a specific volume, old folk wanting to just sit on our cracked and comfortable sofas and while away a few hours in a favourite book. Christine always dealt with the customers in the morning, while I catalogued and shelved whatever new stock arrived that day.

Today was a box of science books and a box of romances, none of them less than a century old. The romances were turgid potboilers with titles like A Storm Of The Heart and Moorland Summer. The science books were full of arcane equations and diagrams. I entered the titles and authors in the big ledger from the back office, then spent a couple of hours wandering contentedly along the shelves finding places for them. Rowland would have loved it here.

I always went for lunch first, unless Christine was meeting her sister for coffee. There was a little art gallery in the opposite corner of the Market Square with a café which offered a solid menu of pies and puddings and vegetables. For the first time in years, I was starting to look a little plump.

Afterwards, I usually had a wander around the centre of town, unless it was raining. The fashions in the shops were still tantalisingly familiar but strangely exotic. People in the Campus had dressed like this, in sensible, sober clothes. There was no denim anywhere in the Community, no crop tops. For all its noise and pollution and continually-fracturing nations, Europe looked like a place from a science fiction novel in comparison.

Sometimes, if I had time to spare, I took a tram out to Camberton, which had a nice little restaurant and a pleasant park I liked to stroll in. Camberton was a genteel place and the park was usually full of nannies in stiff black and white uniforms pushing their little charges in prams or shepherding toddlers along. It was also next to the Parliament of the Presiding Authority, a big seven-storey building with lots of windows and a hideous decorative fountain at the front. The Directorate’s offices were in one wing of the Parliament, and sometimes Michael came out to join me on my walk around the park, and we chatted about this and that and I told him who had been in the shop recently and he complained about departmental infighting and backstabbing.

The street we were on was really a narrow alley, just wide enough for two people to walk side by side without bumping into each other. It struck off from a corner of the Market Square, a double row of little clothes shops and ironmongers’, and just before it reached a dead end there was us. The shop didn’t even have a name. It was known locally as ‘Christine’s Bookshop,’ or just ‘The Bookshop’.

Christine liked to nap in the afternoons, so I took care of the customers for a couple of hours. Then she put on her hat and coat, bade me a good evening, and went home. Half an hour later, if there were no more customers, I closed the blinds, locked up the shop, and went home myself.

It was a nice routine. Calming and unhurried. I had been doing it for almost a year now, waiting for my moment of betrayal.

 


 


HOME WAS IN Oakford, one of the most poorly-named places I had ever encountered. There were no oaks in Oakford, just some stunted plane trees and silver birches along the High Street. It was run down and dirty and on Saturday nights it was full of drunks. My flat was on the ground floor of a shabby building off the High Street. It smelled of smoke because at some point in the past couple of years the flat above had been set alight by its occupants, but it was all right really. It was warm and cosy in the Winter. I didn’t dare open the windows in Summer because that would have been an invitation for someone to burgle me, but I’d got used to it.

The flat had a little kitchen with a gas stove and a fridge, but I had never learned to cook. I usually bought something from the chip shop down the street, or the pie and mash shop on the High Street. I really missed pizza.

Everyone in the Community was English. From one end of the Continent to the other. There were only English things here. There were no other languages, only regional dialects. No other cuisines but English. No other clothing styles but English. No other architectural styles but English. It was awful. After a year here I would gladly have lynched someone for a kebab. After two years, I would have committed mass murder for a portion of sweet and sour pork. The months living with Alison in Kentish Town had provided me with an indelible education in fast food, and I was now an addict. English cooking was stodgy and unimaginative and under-spiced. I had not found a single dish which employed garlic.

For entertainment in the evenings, there was the cinema or the theatre. Alison had also provided a crash-course in both, and the Community’s versions were worthy and insipid, a bit like the food. Drawing-room farces and historical dramas in the theatres, musicals and comedies and crime thrillers in the cinemas. In two hundred years, the Community had not provided a single playwright of any great note or a film which would have troubled an Oscar voter for more than a minute.

God was here, too. But it was not the many-faced God I had encountered in Europe. It was the English God, the God of cricket and landowners and drumhead services, stern and severe and patrician. Why the Whitton-Whytes had made the Campus godless, I had no idea, unless it had been to remove certain intellectual barriers to scientific thought. Maybe they just did it because they could.

The Community was dull. It was nice and it was quiet, if you lived in the right places, and there was full employment and nobody was starving and everybody was happy. It was no wonder people wanted to leave.
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THE FIRST THING Charles did when I got back to London was listen very carefully to my story. The second thing he did was have the Farmboy beat me up. The Farmboy wasn’t nearly as elegant as Eleanor had been, but he made up for that with sheer brute force, and when he was finished I had two broken ribs and needed another trip to the group’s pet dentist.

“You’re a disappointment, Tommy,” Charles told me.

“It was a catastrophe, right from the start,” I lisped. “There was a Russian. He shot Eleanor and then he shot Mundt.”

Charles looked at his notes. “Koniev,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Koniev, Alexei Mikhailovitch,” he read from another sheet of paper. “Freelance security consultant.”

“He didn’t say what he was. He just came down into the sewer with us.”

“What did he look like?”

I described Koniev again, remembered that last great bubble breaking on the surface of the sewage under Dresden-Neustadt, remembered the look on Eleanor’s face as she drowned him.

Charles sighed and shook his head. “I have to admit, I find it very hard to believe you managed to escape from Dresden.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Very true. But it’s the how that bothers me, Tommy. The place is supposed to be impregnable.”

“The Coureur had a backup plan. In case everything went wrong.”

“Hm.” Charles leafed through his notes, held up a page, and read. He shook his head again. “Doesn’t work for me, I’m afraid.”

The best Leo had been able to come up with was a wild story about escaping unseen from the sewers somehow, then hiding out in the great underpopulated polity until we were able to find a rope and climb down the outside wall at dead of night, evading guards and motion sensors and listening devices and the railguns. I thought it was impossibly absurd. “The one advantage you have is that nobody will be able to prove it’s a lie,” he had told me when we parted at the ferry terminal in Holland.

“And the one disadvantage I have is that I won’t be able to prove it’s true.”

“You have the thing,” he reminded me. “They will want that; it should keep you alive long enough to convince them.”

“There was a lot of confusion,” I told Charles. “Eleanor wanted something from Mundt, the Coureur was shouting because we had intercepted Mundt’s letter to them and he wanted something from Mundt, Koniev was shouting because no one was taking him seriously and we were all standing up to our hips in shit and then Koniev started shooting.”

“Who killed Koniev?”

“I did. I hit him. Then I drowned him.”

“You see, that I can believe, Tommy,” Charles told me. “You have the look. Where is it? The something everybody wanted from Mundt?”

“It’s in a safe place.”

“I can make you tell me. Eventually.”

“I don’t doubt. But you can’t be certain you won’t kill me in the process, and then it’ll be gone forever. For the moment, it’s safe.”

“Well, I can’t blame you for wanting some kind of insurance, considering,” he said. “But I don’t believe you ever had it. Or if you did, you don’t know where it is now.”

“Solid state hard drive, two hundred terabyte,” I said, quoting Eleanor. I held up my finger and thumb. “About so big. Black, with a green stripe around one end. Mundt said it was the end of borders.”

“Did he say how?”

“He might have got around to it, if Koniev hadn’t shot him.”

“We need it, Tommy.”

“It’s safe. Stop having people hit me, and I’ll tell you where it is.”

He looked at me for a while. Then he shook his head. “But I’ll tell you what,” he said. “Let’s try something a bit different, shall we?”

They had an old dining table in one of the upstairs rooms, a solid oak thing that looked as if it weighed as much as a bus. Leather straps had been screwed into the wood. They carried me upstairs, laid me on the table, strapped my wrists and ankles securely, and put a wet flannel over my face.

They left me like that for a minute or two, and it was actually quite pleasant. It was nice to lie down, and the flannel was cool against my bruised cheeks and forehead. I started to fall asleep.

Then they started to pour water over the flannel.

 


 


“I’M NOT A sadist, Tommy,” Charles told me. “I don’t enjoy doing this.”

I just sat and stared at him, my arms wrapped around me. I couldn’t stop shaking.

“So,” he said, “we have Professor Mundt’s little gift to the world, which is good. And we have confirmation of your story, which is also good.”

“How in the name of fuck is torturing me confirmation?” I hissed. Right then, I would have killed Charles with my bare hands, if I wasn’t afraid of passing out in the attempt.

“I regret that,” he said.

“You utter cunt.”

He sighed. “Eleanor was something of a blunt instrument, but she always said that if you gave her a wet flannel and a bucket of water she could make anyone tell the truth.”

Eleanor might have done, but Eleanor was gone. I would have gladly told them that black was white, up was down and hot was cold if it stopped them pouring water onto my face, but I had stuck to my story about my escape from Dresden and then I had given up the hard drive’s hiding place. After that, I had no idea what I had said. The fact that I still wasn’t dead suggested I hadn’t compromised myself too seriously.

“The Coureur,” he said.

“I don’t know. He got me to The Hook and put me on a ferry and I walked here from Dover!” I was screaming as hard as I could by the time I reached the end of the sentence, which would have been impressive if something louder than a defeated squeak had emerged from my mouth. I hunched myself up in my chair. “I walked here from Dover, you absolute fucking cunt,” I said quietly. “I didn’t have any money so I had to walk.” I started to cry. “It took days...”

Charles took a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and handed it over. “You’ve had a rough time, old chap,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?”

“The Dresden thing should have gone smoothly.”

“Eleanor killed two people before we’d even left Paris,” I reminded him. “Because one of them annoyed her. It would have been a miracleif the thing had gone smoothly.”

“Well, in retrospect perhaps Lionel or I should have gone along too,” he mused. “But she assured us everything would go like clockwork. She didn’t even think she’d be able to get into Dresden.” There was a tone in his voice which suggested he wanted to revisit the subject of Herr Müller but had decided to leave it for another day. Leo had promised me he would try to have Müller resettled somewhere, and I hoped that had gone well, for Müller’s sake. I didn’t want him to join the absurdly-long list of people who had been hurt or killed during my brief visit to Europe.

“Wiser heads have decided we should pull out,” Charles said. “Myself, I’d quite like to come back one day, but we have to go where we’re told, eh? Which in your case means coming with us.”

“Just let me go home,” I said.

He looked soberly at me. “My superiors will deal with that. I’m afraid it’s rather outside my brief.”

“All I ever wanted was to go home.”

“I know, old chap,” he said. “But you’ve had a rather interesting life, and my superiors would like a chat first. Maybe then they’ll let you go home.”

“And maybe they’ll kill me.”

Charles shrugged. “Perhaps so. But life is all about uncertainty, isn’t it?” He smiled. “You could be hit by a bus tomorrow.”

“You’re just a fucking ray of sunshine,” I told him

 


 


LEO WOULD HAVE called it a ‘dustoff,’ but it really more closely resembled a day trip with a group of friends. Charles, Lionel, Simon, the Farmboy, a woman called Susan whom I had not met previously, and myself all climbed into a large minicab with a small caravanserai of luggage, and were taken down to London Bridge station. The Shard, which sat on top of the station, always reminded me of the Architects’ Tower in Science City. This one, though, had remained almost empty since the day it was completed, and eventually the company which owned it had gone bust and the building had been taken over by the local council and turned into what the English called ‘social housing.’ It was a vertical town, with shops and markets and schools and its own Artists’ Quarter. I’d seen it from Highgate, and had thought I’d like to visit one day, but now I was up close to it I changed my mind.

We caught a train to Dover. Simon, who collected Europe trivia as if it was a precious natural resource, said the trains had once run from somewhere called Charing Cross, but the station had been wrecked in a bombing thirty years ago and it had been too expensive and dangerous to try to repair or rebuild. It was early in the morning and the train was almost empty as we pulled out of London Bridge and began to rattle and rock slowly over the myriad points and junctions leading out of South London. The Farmboy was wearing the earbuds of a music player and was nodding along to something. Charles was reading a paper copy of The Times, Susan a tablet. Lionel and Simon just looked out of the window as city gave way to countryside and the train picked up speed. Nobody seemed to want to talk. I just sat where I was, with my new teeth and my strapped-up ribs, full of painkillers and not noticeably unhappy. It was nice to spend a day without someone hitting me. I looked out of the window and saw a large aeroplane in the sky. I understood aeroplanes and helicopters now, but there were not enough wild horses on the face of the Earth to get me aboard one.

A couple of hours later, we got off the train in Dover and I smelled the sea again. I had grown up literally a universe away from the nearest sea, and of all the new sensory experiences I’d found in England and Europe that smell was the one that I found most affecting. I had read books that mentioned oceans, but they had been fakes, part of an awful confidence-trick to persuade my people that we lived in a real world, not some bizarre artefact. The real sea was wonderful; the five hours I had spent on the ferry to Harwich had been an extraordinary adventure, even if the bulk of the other passengers had seemed to spend their time either getting drunk or being sick or fighting among themselves, or all three at once.

We queued up to board the ferry. Charles went ahead of us, which I thought was rather bright of him. The Security Service would be on the lookout for me; Baines had said they had computers that could recognise people’s faces in crowd photographs. The security cameras here would see me standing with Lionel and Simon and Susan and the Farmboy, and the Service would focus on our little group and ignore Charles. I found it interesting that he would do that, but the others seemed not to notice.

The journey across to France was disappointingly brief. We sat in one of the ferry’s cafés the whole way. The Farmboy demolished two burgers. It occurred to me that I had never heard him speak. We chatted among ourselves until we docked at Calais, then we disembarked in the midst of a big crowd of passengers – Charles again subtly separate from us. I had been worried that the French police would have a similar computer system looking for my face, after my previous visit to France, but the officer at the Immigration desk just glanced at my false passport and waved me through and we walked over to the station and caught a train for Paris.

From Paris, we took a series of trains, each one shorter and more rickety than the last, and at the end of that part of the journey the five of us were standing on the platform of a deserted little railway station deep in the French countryside. Charles no longer seemed to want to disassociate himself from the rest of us.

We waited for over an hour in the late afternoon sunshine with only the sound of birdsong and insects for company. The Farmboy walked to the end of the platform and looked out across the fields and woodlands beyond the station. Lionel and Simon had a little chess set. They put it on one of the benches between them and set the pieces up in what were obviously their positions in an ongoing game. I looked idly at the board but I couldn’t tell who was winning. Charles sat typing on his phone. Susan put on a pair of sunglasses and stretched out on another bench. No one spoke. I thought I detected a tired sort of sadness in the little group. None of them really wanted to leave Europe.

Presently, I heard a noise further up the track, and from around a bend just outside the station came a small train drawn by a steam locomotive. The carriages were decked out in green and gold livery, and it pulled to a stop at the platform with a great hissing and venting of vapour and a guard uniformed in the same livery as the coaches got off, checked the tickets Charles gave him, and helped us load our luggage into the final carriage. Then he led us down the train to a sleeping-car and showed us to our compartments. I shared mine with the Farmboy. Of course.

 


 


THE LITTLE TRAIN travelled for hours, unhurriedly puffing along through the countryside, rattling around bends in the track and labouring on gradients. As night fell over the great expanses of farmland and trees, we sat and ate dinner in the dining car. The food was not, as far as my memory served, remotely French, although the wine was.

Afterward, we all retired to our respective sleeping compartments, where the Farmboy proceeded to keep me awake half the night by snoring. I managed to nod off at some point, but not long after that the train pulled into a station and the guard came down the carriage knocking on the doors to wake us up.

As the Farmboy dressed, I lifted the window-blind to one side and looked out. We were in a big station full of steam trains. It was very early in the morning, so there were not many people about, but I could see a vaulting ironwork roof and more liveried railway staff pushing trolleys.

There was a sign right outside the window. On it was the word WŁADYSŁAW. I stared at it and felt a strange sensation in my throat, as if I was about to cry, or about to burst out laughing. I had finally reached Lady’s Law.
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WEDNESDAY WAS HALF-DAY closing. There was no particular reason for this that I could see, but almost all the official buildings in the city – post offices, banks and so on – closed at lunchtime, and most other businesses seemed to have decided that there was no point in staying open as well. Wednesday was Christine’s day for visiting her aged mother in an old-folks’ home on the other side of the city. Christine and her mother loathed each other, but there were certain filial duties which had to be observed, otherwise the neighbours would talk, so she loaded up a basket with crossword magazines and fruit and walked across the Market Square to the tram stop on Rhododendron Street and took herself out to Mount Royal. Thursday mornings, she was usually in quite a foul mood.

That left me in charge of the shop on my own for about four hours, which Christine seemed to think was long enough to trust me without the business going bust or me setting the building alight. There wasn’t a lot of trade on Wednesdays, anyway, outside the usual pensioners coming in to sit and read. I usually spent the time working on a continuing stock-take.

This particular morning seemed busier than usual. There was a sudden rush around ten – a sudden rush for us was three customers coming in at once – and they all had complicated questions about some book or other which required me to consult the inventory, and while I was busy with them another customer came in, a short, stocky man in his late thirties with a confident stride and an unhurried smile. He waited until I had finished the last of my queries and then came over to the desk.

“I wonder if you could help me,” he said.

I smiled my best booksellers’ smile. “I’m sure I can,” I said. “What were you looking for?”

“It’s pretty rare,” he told me, taking a piece of paper from his pocket. “I think I must have tried all the other bookshops in town.” He read, “Ernshire: Fact And Fiction, by James McCoy Hawley. Do you know it?”

It didn’t ring a bell, but that was not what you told customers. “Let’s check, shall we?” I took down the relevant volumes of the inventory and looked it up under ‘Hawley,’ ‘McCoy,’ ‘McCoy-Hawley’ and the title, but we didn’t have it.

“We did have a copy,” I lied, “but we sold it a couple of weeks ago. I can order you one from our supplier, if you’re interested.”

He beamed at me. “Excellent,” he said. “I’ve been looking for this one for years.”

“Short print run,” I extemporised. “Small press, solely academic interest.” Customers loved this sort of thing. It sounded arcane and a bit exciting, a glimpse into a secret world, something they might pay a little extra for. “Shall I order it for you, then?”

“Absolutely. Yes, please.”

I picked up a pen and found a scrap piece of paper on the desk and wrote down the title and author. “Can I just have your name and address, please?”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s Delahunty. Rafe Delahunty. I say, are you all right?”

 


 


AFTER HE’D GONE, I shooed the pensioners out, which was a bit like herding chickens, locked the door, and put the CLOSED sign up. I closed the blinds and went back to the desk and sat staring into space. I looked at the address Rafe had given me. It was in Mount Royal, not far from the home where Christine’s mother was fulminating out her final days. Nice part of town, expensive houses, lots of little parks and formal woodlands and old money. A lot of the Presiding Authority lived out there.

In the distance, I heard the Town Hall bells strike eleven-thirty. I made a couple of quick telephone calls to some of our usual contacts, and one had a copy of the Hawley. I put my coat on and went out.

 


 


IT WAS QUITE a long tram ride out to Mount Royal. Władysław was larger than Nottingham, smaller than London, but the trams were never in any hurry, this particular route had a lot of stops, and this being a Wednesday town was full of people trying to get their shopping done before everything closed.

I got off a couple of stops early and walked the rest of the way. Mount Royal was laid out in a gridwork of formal avenues and squares lined with lime trees, one of the oldest districts of the city. The River Herne ran along one side, and there was a pretty little railway station, like something from a child’s toybox, but that was all there was as far as sights of interest. Apart from a little High Street with a pub and a café, and a couple of greengrocers’, there weren’t even any shops.

What there was, here, was old families. One of the questions Baines and Adele Bevan had wanted answered was where the people who had settled the Community had come from. The present population was somewhere around seventy million, which sounded a lot but was quite small compared to the population of Europe. Their ancestors had to have come from somewhere, and there were no records of mass disappearances from England. It was quite far down the list of questions they had given me when they briefed me to infiltrate Charles’s intelligence cell, but the Europeans knew so little about the Community that every piece of intelligence – even what the weather was like – was valuable.

I knew that the Community had been watching Europe for almost its entire existence. The Directorate had been running cells into various European countries for well over a century, collecting information, keeping an eye on the political breezes, reporting back, but as far as I was aware that information had only flowed one way. If anyone in Europe’s patchwork of intelligence agencies had been able to get someone into the Community, I wasn’t aware of it.

Having said that, people had come here. The late and unlamented Mr Tustin had visited during a period of relative mellowness on the part of the Presiding Authority towards their European neighbours. There had not been an active effort to bring in tourists, the way there had been in the Summer of 1890, when someone – I couldn’t discover who – had invited Queen Victoria here, but neither had there been a complete locking down of the borders. The Community was an arcane secret among some Europeans – mostly in England. It was spoken of in hushed meetings late at night with the curtains drawn, rumours of trains and secret paths and rivers whose currents suddenly changed. Rafe, according to Araminta, had fallen in with some of these people, but he had succeeded where they had always failed. He had found a way across the border. Not only that, he had managed to find himself a really nice place to live when he got here.

Rafe’s house was on the corner of Steerpike Square, tall handsome townhouses enclosing a pleasant little formal communal garden. The Head of the Directorate lived a few streets away, which I found amusing in a not-very-funny kind of way.

I walked around to the tradesman’s entrance at the back of the house and rang the bell. The door was opened by a uniformed maid. I took off my cap, told her what I was here for, showed her the brown-paper-wrapped bundle I’d brought with me from town, and she ushered me into a waiting room.

The house was very quiet. The waiting room was panelled in oak and floored with marble in a chessboard pattern. There was a clock on the mantel and I could hear it ticking slowly and calmly. Presently, I heard footsteps outside, the door opened, and Rafe came in, smiling.

“I didn’t expect you so soon,” he said genially, shaking my hand.

“Wednesdays are never very busy,” I told him. “I called someone and they had a copy; I thought I might as well bring it out to you.”

“Well, that’s customer service above and beyond the call of duty,” he said. “I’ll see there’s a little extra in it for you.”

I handed him the book and he undid the string and unwrapped it. Hawley’s book was a weighty tome, full of maps and photographs, and it was written in a dry and pompous style, as if Hawley thought he was passing down the wisdom of the ages. Rafe seemed pleased to have it, though.

“Tell you what,” he said, “do you fancy a cup of tea? It’s a long trip out here from town. I can’t just let you go straight back.”

“I am a bit parched, to tell you the truth,” I said humbly, like a good tradesman.

“Excellent,” he said, and he clapped me on the shoulder. “Good man. Come on upstairs, then.”

We passed through the still air of the house, up a staircase lined with staid landscapes and formal portraits of men and women, to a little drawing room on the first floor, where Rafe settled me in an armchair before ringing for the maid and ordering tea.

“I’m afraid I don’t know your name,” he said to me when she had gone.

“I’m Tommy, sir,” I said, settling deeper into my role. “Tommy Potter.” I couldn’t resist adding, “From Oakford.”

“Oakford? I’ve never been there. Is it nice?”

“It suits me, sir,” I said.

“Good man,” he said. “Excellent.”

The maid returned with a tray on which were a teapot under a knitted cosy, two porcelain cups, and a milk jug and sugar bowl. She placed the tray on the occasional table between us, curtsied to Rafe, and withdrew.

“That’s not a Władysław accent, is it?” he asked me as he poured the tea.

“No, I’m from somewhere else,” I said. “Black, please, sir. Two sugars.”

“Whereabouts?” he asked. “Sorry to pry, but I’m making a bit of a study.”

“Not at all. I’m from Norbury Vale. Up by Parminster.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Parminster. Yes, I’ve heard of it. Never met anyone from there, I’m afraid.”

“There’s not much there, really. Just a quiet little place.”

He didn’t look remotely like Araminta. She had been tall and exotic, outgoing. Rafe seemed very self-contained. Polite, but guarded. His fingers were long and his nails neatly-manicured, and he was wearing a suit which I would have had to work at the bookshop for the rest of my life to afford.

We chatted for a while about books, and it turned out he was on the lookout for a couple more volumes which he had been having trouble tracking down. I got him to write down the titles and authors’ names and promised to see if I could source them for him, and we finished our tea and I made an excuse about having to go back to the shop and do some cataloguing while we were shut, and he showed me downstairs again. Back to the tradesman’s entrance, of course.

As we walked down the staircase, I heard a piano strike up a hesitant tune somewhere higher up in the house.

“My wife,” Rafe explained with a smile. “She’s been learning the piano for almost a year.”

“She sounds pretty expert,” I told him.

He chuckled. “I’ll tell her you said that. She still has a way to go, but she’s getting better every day.”

He let me out, and I went up the alleyway beside the house and out onto the square. Turned left at the bottom and headed back towards the tram stop. To be honest, Rafe’s wife was still a terrible pianist, but she was good enough that I had been able to recognise the tune she was trying to play. It was called ‘Reservoir Dogs,’ and the last time I had heard it had been on television at the house in Highgate.

 


 


ONE OF THE secrets of intelligence work is to let the other party do as much of the work as possible. You set up the conditions and let events take their course, and when it’s all over you have whatever it is that you need. That’s the theory, anyway.

I found the books Rafe wanted fairly quickly, but I didn’t contact him about them. I settled back into the shop routine and a week or so later Christine and I were having our elevenses when he came in.

“I was just wondering if you’d managed to make any headway with those books I told you about,” he said apologetically when I’d made the necessary introductions. “I was in the Market Square and I thought I’d pop in...”

“Of course,” I said. “I did put out the word. Let me just check.” I went into the back room and moved some boxes and piles of books about for a couple of minutes, then I picked up one of the books and went back into the shop.

“Arrived today,” I told him. “Sorry, I didn’t have chance to look at our new deliveries. It’s just the one, though.”

He took the volume and grinned. “But you think you’ll be able to find the other one?”

“That’s up to our contacts, I’m afraid,” I said. Christine was looking at me strangely, but I ignored her. “I’ll let you know if it turns up.”

“Excellent. Thank you.”

He paid for the book, Christine wrapped it for him – she was a wizard at wrapping things – and he left again. When he’d gone, she said, “Are you going to tell me what that was all about?”

“New customer,” I told her. “I’m cultivating him.”

“Playing him for a bit of a fool, more like,” she said. “You want to be careful with that one.”

“Why?” I’d done a bit of research at the Library on the other side of the Market Square, and not found a single mention of Rafe, or indeed the surname ‘Delahunty.’

“He’s in with the Presiding Authority,” she said. “Big high mucky-muck, some kind of scientist.” She said it as if it was a faintly grubby word and tasted bad.

“All I know is that he’s got a big house out in Mount Royal and his wife can’t play the piano,” I told her. “And he wants to buy books.”

“Lot of money there, certainly,” she allowed. “Most of it the wife’s.”

“Oh?”

“Old Stanhurst family,” she nodded. “Founding Fathers.”

Stanhurst was the county town of Ernshire, the site of the Whitton-Whytes’ earliest experiments in worldbuilding, somewhere to the West of London. It stood to reason that the Community’s oldest families would come from there. I still wasn’t quite sure how I felt about Rafe, but he didn’t seem to be one to let the grass grow under his feet. He’d been in the Community for six years and he was already a citizen of some status. I wondered if his wife knew where he was from.

 


 


“YOU KNOW, ONE does begin to wonder whether there’s any purpose to this,” Michael said. “You’ve been there eight months, and so far not a tickle.”

We were sitting on one of the benches by the pond in Fitzroy Park in Camberton. Michael had a paper bag full of bits of stale bread, which he was throwing at the ducks.

“It was always going to be a long shot,” I told him. “I said so at the time.”

He glanced at me, a languid, almost effete man in late middle age. “Yes,” he said finally. “Yes, I do remember you saying that, now.” He pitched a crust towards the pond; it hit one duck on the head and the others rushed to get to it first in a frenzy of splashing and quacking. “So, do you want to call it off?”

“I’m happy to stay there as long as I have to.”

He chuckled and said, “Yes, I bet you are.” He sent a piece of bread flying out across the water with a flick of his wrist, and smiled at the subsequent stampede of water fowl. “Well,” he mused. “Apart from the fact that it takes you out of circulation, the whole thing isn’t costing us anything. I’ll speak with the Committee, but I’m happy to let it run for another month or so.”

“Suits me.”

“It’s not a holiday, though,” he warned. “Let’s not get the wrong idea about that, all right?”

“I never thought it was. You were the one who said they were going to use the shop as a rendezvous.”

“That was our best intelligence at the time. Fuck off, you greedy bastards!” This last to a pair of moorhens which had decided there was not enough bread for everyone. “They’ve been going out of town lately. There’s a village hall in Trenthithe; they’ve hired it to rehearse a play.”

“Which one?”

“Does it matter?”

“No.” I watched the ducks and the moorhens squabbling. “I suppose not.”

“We’ve identified another three members of the group. Lecturers from the University.”

“Lecturers, eh? Shady characters.”

Michael smiled a thin smile. “Geography Department. Cartographers.”

“I thought you vetted them all.” From a certain perspective, maps here – and the people who made them – were the most dangerous things in the world. Maps showed you the shape of the land, showed you how to get from one place to another.

“We do, but sometimes people experience... epiphanies. One can never legislate for epiphanies.”

“Amen to that.”

“All right, that’s enough,” Michael said to the water birds. He tipped the paper bag upside down and shook the last few crumbs out, folded it neatly, put it in his jacket pocket, and brushed his palms together. He stood up. “Call it two months,” he said. “Then you can hand in your notice and we’ll find you something else to do.”

“All right.”

“Something a bit more bloody exciting than selling books.”
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THE COMMUNITY WAS the most civilised place on Earth, according to Mr Trenchard. Mr Trenchard was my teacher, my tutor in all things Community. Mr Trenchard was almost entirely devoid of anything even resembling patience and he had a fearsome temper. To disagree with Mr Trenchard was to ruin the whole of one’s day.

I had not expected a teacher. I had, from previous experience, expected incarceration and a period of beatings and torture, possibly followed by execution. What I got instead was a room in a perfect replica of a large English country house in the countryside outside the city. Even the atmosphere there was faintly familiar. It reminded me of the clinic where I had been taken that night in Camden; everything looked calm and relaxed, and it was only when you caught sight of the guards patrolling the grounds that you had an inkling that it was anything else but a bucolic retreat.

I was interviewed – ‘interrogated’ was too strong a word for it – by a succession of amiable, professional people. Interrogation is a tricky thing; often information flows both ways. These people knew a lot more about the Campus than Charles had; it was obvious from their questions that, if they hadn’t had direct experience of it, then they had at least been briefed by people who did. They wanted to know about Dresden, and about Mundt, and they were curious about the Coureurs. When I wasn’t being interviewed, I walked in the grounds or read in the house’s library. In the evenings, I ate alone in a dining room large enough to seat thirty people. The food was stodgy and unimaginative.

Eventually, without any warning or fanfare, the visits from the amiable professional people simply stopped. I mentally braced myself for whatever was about to happen, but nothing did. My days went on as before, except I had more time to read. I asked one of the house’s staff if there was anywhere nearby I could go fishing, and she said she’d ask, but that was the last I heard of it. I entertained a fantasy of a committee somewhere, meeting late at night in an atmosphere of tension and tobacco smoke, making decisions about my future, but if the committee really did exist it was in no hurry to make up its mind. A month went by. Then two. Summer turned to Autumn; the trees in the grounds decked themselves out in a spectacular display of colours, and then, with the first strong winds of the year, divested themselves of all their leaves.

There was frost on the lawns and along the spindly bare branches of the trees before anyone else came to see me. He was a slightly apologetic man named Michael.

“You must think we’d forgotten all about you,” he said to me in one of the house’s drawing rooms, sitting beside a blazing fire and drinking tea.

“Not for a moment,” I said.

He smiled. “Of course not. You’re in my line of work, aren’t you. A Doctor of Intelligence. What a wonderful title. Almost makes one wonder if there are Doctors of Stupidity.”

“I’ve known a few.”

He nodded happily. “As have I.”

I sat forward in my armchair. “Michael,” I said. “As one professional to another, could you please tell me when I can go home?”

He sat back and crossed his legs and looked sad. “I’m afraid that’s not going to be possible,” he told me. “Not at the moment, anyway. Never, possibly. Probably.”

“Why not?”

He sniffed. “There was an accident. A terrible accident. The Campus is uninhabitable now.”

I stared at him. I had thought that, whenever I heard this news from someone else, it would be hard for me to feign shock, but it wasn’t hard at all. I felt the sheer weight of loss well up from some awful depth in which I had hidden it from myself. When Baines had given me the news the shock had numbed me. He and Bevan had shown me pictures of nuclear explosions and their aftermath, and explained, as well as they could, the effects of radiation, and afterward I thought I had come to terms with it. But I hadn’t. The pain of losing Araminta was almost beyond belief. I felt it start to overwhelm me, and I let it.

When it was over, and I was sitting there sniffing and shivering and Michael had given me a hankie to dry my tears and a glass of Scotch to stiffen my spirits, he said, “I really am sorry, old chap.”

“Everyone?” I said quietly.

“So far as we can judge. I’m sorry,” he said again.

“I can’t believe it,” I said, and I meant it. I had shunted everything to the back of my mind in a simple attempt to cope with it. I had never addressed it head-on. I felt rising waves of despair and anger. I could never go back to the place I came from, because it no longer existed. I was, to the best of anyone’s knowledge, the last representative of an extinct species. I wanted to punish the people who had destroyed my world, to punish them hard, bring their own world down around their ears. And I knew that was hopeless. Unless I ever got my hands on one of these nuclear weapons, there was nothing I could do.

I said, “The Professor said the Science Faculty were making things. I didn’t realise he meant bombs.”

Michael looked a little uncomfortable. “It’s a long and tragic story,” he said. He brightened a little. “But you’re here now, and we’ll look after you.”

“How?”

He crossed his legs and regarded me for a while. “Well, you have an Intelligence background. How would you like a job?”

 


 


THE COMMUNITY STRETCHED from what would have been the Iberian Peninsula in Europe, to a little east of where Moscow was, and from the Scandinavian coast as far south as Sicily. The bulk of the population was gathered in a handful of towns and cities across the Continent, connected by a vast network of railways. The rest of the land was agricultural, with some heavy industrial areas in the West and East. Sparsely-populated and rich in natural resources, it was, compared to Europe, a phenomenally wealthy nation. There was full employment, there was no poverty, everyone had plenty to eat. Great electricity pylons towered over the countryside, carrying current from coal-fired power stations to homes everywhere. The people drove electric cars.

It was very, very quiet.

Europe had been like a huge asylum, a deafeningly noisy and busy place. The Community seemed to be in a dream, drifting along in slow gentility. My first Winter there was wet and mild, and I had a sense of a great stillness stretching out all around me, to the edges of the world. Because, like the Campus, the Community was the world. The Whitton-Whytes had not bothered to fill the rest of the map in when they were finished with their work of creation. The Community was an orphan universe. Unlike the Campus, though, everyone here understood the nature of their world.

You could travel right to the edge of the Continent, in all directions, and see the sea, and know that, apart from Ernshire to the North, that was all there was. Some of the inhabitants had set sail in great steamships to explore the oceans to the West, and had returned after months to report that the water seemed to go on into infinity. There was a series of popular novels in Europe about a world borne through space on the back of a turtle, and the Community was like that. A wealthy family’s indulgence, a toy more exquisite and complex than any Fabergé egg.

And it was beautiful. When they finally let me out of the house I was given some money and allowed to travel, chaperoned by a pleasant young man named William. William and I took trains and carriages and boats for hundreds of miles, and everywhere was like a garden, laid out with the careful formality of an English landscape gardener. It was a dream, the Whitton-Whytes’ dream of a perfect England.

It was all one country. There were no provinces, because provinces promoted regional identity and regional identity promoted separatism, and separatism was dangerous. The whole nation was administered by a single Presiding Authority whose President-for-life was little more than a figurehead. The real power lay with the Committee of the Presiding Authority, and the real power within the Committee lay with the Directorate.

Michael worked for the Directorate, and once I was done sightseeing and learning about my new home, so did I.
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AFTER THE MEETING, Horace and I walked back to his house.

“How do you think it went?” he asked.

“It went well,” I said. “But you were among friends. Nobody there was going to argue with you.”

He nodded and turned his collar up against the chill. After the hot, charged atmosphere in the cellar the night air was bitingly cold.

“We need more people like that,” he said. “Spreading the word. Taking action.”

I settled my hat more firmly on my head. Victoria’s streets were narrow and steep; the wind blew constantly up from the harbour, sending dust and bits of rubbish spinning. In the Winter, it also blew rain and snow and sleet with the velocity of pistol bullets. Winter was still several months away, but it was already cold enough to nip your ears painfully.

I said, “What you really need to do is convince the owners.”

Horace snorted. “We’ll be waiting a long time for that train to arrive.”

We turned down a side-street. If anything, the wind was even stronger here; it rattled the glass enclosures of the gas-lamps lining the pavement and made their flames hiss and roar. Europe, with its bustling twenty-four-hour cities, had made the Campus seem almost deserted, but Victoria at night made the Campus seem crowded. We had not seen another living soul since leaving the meeting, unless you counted a threadbare dog which had fled at our approach.

“They’re the ones with the power here,” I said. “The owners. I’m sorry, but you can’t do anything without them.”

He looked at me, a stout, hard man, like a barrel carved from solid oak. “They won’t listen,” he said. “We’ve tried.”

“I know, old chap,” I said. “I know.”

Horace was a fisherman. Almost all the men in Victoria were fishermen, the majority of them crews on the sturdy steam-powered fishing boats which sailed from the harbour every few days and returned with holds packed with cod and haddock and plaice. Almost all the women worked in the fisheries which gutted and prepared the catch before it was taken off to Władysław – most of it went to the capital – by train. It was hard, unremitting, hazardous labour – the cemetery on the hill above the town was lined with the headstones of men who had not lived beyond their thirties – and it was criminally-underpaid. True poverty was rare in the Community, but you only had to compare the rows of fishermen’s cotes down by the harbour with the big houses of the boat owners just along the coast to know who was really profiting from the fishing industry. It had been like this for generations, and few people ever questioned it because that was the way the whole Community worked.

The fishermen in Victoria had begun to question it, though, and I had been sent by the Władysław Intelligencer to report on the unrest.

Victoria was a long way from the capital. If it had been in Europe, it would have been somewhere on the Norwegian coast, and the people were grey and hard and taciturn, and the ‘unrest’ I had been sent to report on had turned out to be a dozen or so fishermen meeting in each others’ homes and complaining that they were not being paid enough for the risks they were taking every working day.

Compared to some of the industrial unrest I had seen on the news in Europe, it barely qualified as background grumbling, and I was finding it difficult to find the right tone for my dispatches for the Intelligencer. The editor, a man named Stoker who thought he was intimidating, kept sending me gruff telegrams telling me to ‘boost’ my stories. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I had been intimidated by true experts.

We reached Horace’s cote, where his wife, Rowena, had a late dinner of fish pie waiting for us. I’d met them a few days ago, after spending a week or so talking to fishermen about the situation up here. Rowena was as stout as Horace, and almost as strong. She worked at one of the fisheries and had, so far as I could discern, no sense of humour at all. She and Horace barely spoke to each other when I was there.

The fish pie, at least, was excellent.

After dinner, Horace and I repaired to the parlour for a smoke. Horace smoked a fierce brand of tobacco which smelled like bonfires; the whole cote stank of it. We sat by the fire for a while, listening to Rowena in the kitchen doing the dishes.

Finally, Horace said, “We’re thinking about withdrawing our labour.”

“Yes?” I said, lighting a cigarette.

“It’s as you said,” he went on. “We need to get the owners’ attention.”

“I never told you to lay down your tools,” I said. I couldn’t bring myself to use the word ‘strike’ because it was almost unknown in the Community and it seemed rather pale in comparison to the million or so strikers who had taken to the streets of Albania while I was in the clinic.

“They won’t listen to us,” Horace said. “Not while we just ask nicely.”

That at least was true enough. I looked at him. He was a decent man. All he wanted was an honest wage for an honest day’s work. Now was not the time to tell him that the world didn’t work like that.

I said, “It’s a big step. They could just sack you, throw you out of your cotes, and employ someone else.”

“I’d like to see them try,” he grunted. “What are they going to do? Crew the boats with farmers?”

From what I’d seen of the hill country inland, anybody mad enough to try and farm there was mad enough to go to sea. We sat looking into the fire for a while, thinking about that.

He said, “People need to know what’s happening here.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

“No,” he said. “They need to know the truth. Not some scrubbed-up version of it. They need to know how bad our lives are.”

Compared to my final few months in the Campus, Horace and Rowena and all the other fisher-folk lived like kings. There was no easy way to explain this to him, so I just said, “I’m here to tell your story.”

“We need the people on our side,” he said, and my heart almost broke.

I said, “There’s some –” and then I stopped myself by an enormous effort of will. “Horace,” I started again. “You can’t win. You’ll ruin your life and Rowena’s and everyone else’s. You’ll lose your job and your home and the owners will just go on as if you never existed.”

He didn’t reply for quite a while. He sat looking into the flames the way I had seen some people in Europe looking into their tablets. Calmly rapt, oblivious while the world went on around them.

“My dad was forty when he died,” he said. “He was washed off the deck of the Heavenly Lucie in a storm. My granddad was lead stoker on the Far Horizon. He was standing next to her boiler when it exploded. He was thirty. His father, my great-granddad, had his own boat. The Lady Caroline, after my gran.” He shrugged. “Nobody knows what happened to him. Sailed out one morning and never came back. No storm, no wreckage. Nothing. A boat and fourteen men, just gone. My great-granddad was thirty-eight. Hisfather –”

“I’m following you, Horace,” I said gently.

He smiled a little. “All those dead men, none of them over forty. And for what?” He looked up from the fire and gestured at the parlour. “Look at how we live. And then go down the coast to Wrenhaven and see how the people who own the boats – who own us – live.” He leaned forward, took a poker from the hearth, and thrust it into the fire. A column of sparks roared up the chimney. “I go to sea and I come back and I don’t get anywhere. None of us do. We’re just walking on the spot. What’s the point of carrying on when the only point is to carry on?”

I had no answer to that. Instead I said, “My parents were academics. My father taught English; my mother taught History. Their parents were all academics too, and their grandparents. It was... traditional, where I’m from. I’ll grant you what they did wasn’t as dangerous as what you do, but they never managed to improve their lives a single jot. Things only got worse, in fact.”

Horace put the poker back in the hearth and sat back. “What did they do?”

They both died of illnesses that could easily have been treated in Europe, I thought. Then I helped to lead a revolution and only made things worse. I said, “They didn’t do anything. They couldn’t.”

“Well I can do something,” Horace said. “I can stand up on behalf of the fishermen and tell the owners that we won’t be taken for fools any more. I can make them take us seriously as men. You tell the people in Władysław that.”

“All right,” I said. “I promise I’ll do that.”

 


 


AND I DID. It was almost midnight when I got back to the rooming house where I was staying. It was high up on the ladder of streets that made up Victoria, almost on the edge of the rough craggy moorland that lay behind the town, and from my desk at the window I could look down on stepped rows of slate rooftops that descended to the half-moon of the harbour and the boats sleeping there. Beyond them, its wavetops touched with moonlight, was the hard sheen of the sea.

Under the light of the desk-lamp, I took out a pad of writing paper and a fountain pen and began to rough out my story. I put in everything Horace had told me to put in, and then I began chopping it up and copying it onto a pad of forms I had bought from the local telegraph office a few days earlier.

When I’d finished, I sat looking at my reflection in the window. I’d lost some of the weight I had put on in Europe, but my face was still unfamiliar to me, well-fed and filled-out. The last of my kind.

I took up my pen again, turned to a clean page of writing paper, and began to write another kind of story.

 


 


THE NEXT MORNING, after a hearty breakfast of smoked fish and home-baked bread, I walked down into the town. I had two envelopes in my pocket. At the telegraph office, I took a wad of forms from one of the envelopes and waited patiently while the clerk counted the words of my dispatch to the Intelligencer to make sure I hadn’t tried to sneakily over-run the pre-paid limit. When the clerk was satisfied, he took the forms into the back room for transmission to Władysław, and I went back out into the cold windy day.

Further down the hill, nearer the harbour, was a tea-shop called Annie’s. It was dark and shabby and I had never seen more than three people there, sitting in miserable silence with cups of tea and a plate of scones. I sat down at one of the tables by the window and when the waitress came over I ordered tea.

The tea arrived, and while it brewed in the pot I got up and went to the lavatory. There were two cubicles. Neither was occupied. I went into the furthest one, closed the door behind me, took the second envelope from my pocket, and, reaching up, slipped it behind the cistern. I left the cubicle, washed my hands, and went back to my tea.

 


 


I LEFT VICTORIA a couple of days later. About a month after that, Horace and Rowena and the regulars at the meetings quietly disappeared. Nobody knew where they’d gone. A rumour went round that they had all decided to move south, to try and find other work, but nobody believed it. The fishermen of Victoria went to work as usual. Nobody talked of laying down tools again.

 


 


THERE WAS A similar situation among the coal miners of Hawshire a few months later. Again, I went down there to report for the paper, and again there were disappearances and things became quiet again. Everywhere I went, calm and contentment seemed to follow in my wake, along with a few homes missing a family member.

By this time, Michael had decided I had a taste for it. During dull evenings, I had started writing real articles for the Intelligencer, just to occupy my time. I’d included these with my reports to the Directorate, and Michael had decided they were worth submitting to the paper, a bit of harmless colour to backstop my cover story. The editor seemed to like them, and I started getting requests for bona fide articles about events in various parts of the country. I became a journalist without portfolio, and soon my work for the Intelligenceroutweighed the work I was doing for the Directorate. They paid well, too.

I did that for five years.
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“WE HAVE A... thing,” Michael said.

“A thing?”

“Hm. How to put it? An errand, really, I suppose. In Europe.”

We were sitting in his office at the Directorate, a room with a desk and some filing cabinets and a couple of chairs and a large and luxuriant potted aspidistra in one corner. It was Spring, and I had just returned from a long trip to the East to report on a song festival for the paper.

“Europe,” I said.

“We were wondering if you’d be interested.”

“Of course.”

“You have some experience over there, and to be honest we’ve hardly been making the best use of your talents recently. It should only take a day or so.”

“I could use a change of scenery,” I mused.

“We can’t let you go alone, of course,” he said apologetically. No offence intended. It was Directorate policy: no unaccompanied trips across the border.

“Of course.”

“Just a milk-run of a delivery. Nothing too strenuous.”

“Right.” I remembered the last time someone had described a job to me as a milk-run.

 


 


MY BODYGUARD/CHAPERONE WAS a surprise. When I arrived at Central Station the next day I found the Farmboy waiting on the platform, a little overnight holdall beside his feet. We looked at each other and he smiled and nodded hello, and he never said a single word to me the whole time we were away.

We went in through Ernshire this time. Again there was a succession of trains from Władysław, and the next afternoon we were leaving the station in Stanhurst, having, so far as I understood these things, somehow and without even noticing having crossed what the English called The Channel. We took a carriage outside the station and drove out into the countryside a short distance, then we dismounted, I paid the driver, and we climbed a stile and set out across a field.

On the other side of the field was a line of trees. The Farmboy seemed to know the way. We walked through the trees, and a few minutes later the air smelled acrid and was full of noise and we stepped out into West London.

 


 


I DIDN’T REALLY have a plan. The Directorate only allowed trusted officers to cross the border, and the Farmboy was there as much to keep an eye on me as to protect me. I didn’t want to do anything that might make them decide not to send me to Europe again.

On the other hand, I had been out of touch for over five years. Baines and Bevan had planned this to be an open-ended operation, but I should at least try to leave a sign that I was still alive and functioning. To this end, I had sewn into my jacket a picture-postcard of the village green at Eveshalt, addressed to Baines’s home.

I also had, in my travelling bag, a small parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied up with rough twine. It was heavy, but when I shook it nothing moved inside. It felt suspiciously like a brick, in which case this whole thing was a test and the postcard should stay exactly where it was, digging into my armpit through the lining of my jacket. There was no way to tell if anyone else was watching me.

We took a bus into central London, and then another bus north to a place called Crouch End, not very far from Highgate. There was a chaotic little restaurant on the High Street, just by the Clock Tower. We went in and ordered coffees, sat with my bag sitting open on the floor beside the table. When we had finished, we left again. My bag was considerably lighter. I had never seen the package go, and I never found out what it was.

Outside on the pavement, I said to the Farmboy, “Burger King?”

The Farmboy smiled.

 


 


WE ATE AT the same Holborn outlet that Lionel had taken us to all those years ago. The place had been redecorated but the food was the same. I was aware that the majority of Europeans looked down their noses at fast food, for either culinary or ideological reasons, but after five years of steak and kidney puddings and roast beef and boiled vegetables it tasted wonderful. The Farmboy evidently felt the same way; he ate two burgers and two large portions of fries and looked perfectly happy when he had finished.

Afterward, we used the Underground. I still found it alarming and confusing, but the Farmboy seemed entirely at home in the maze of tunnels and rushing trains and crowds.

We went down to Piccadilly, to a shop called Fortnum & Mason, where Michael wanted me to collect a parcel, already paid for and left for the name of Richards. Mr Richards’s parcel turned out to be a wicker picnic hamper the size of a small suitcase. I peeked inside and saw jars of pâtés and jams and something called caviar, tins of tea and coffee, biscuits in expensive-looking packets, and two bottles of champagne. In this spirit, I bought myself a packet of aniseed balls – you could get them in the Community, but they weren’t the same – and we caught the Piccadilly Line out to Heathrow and then a local bus to the border. No one saw us arrive, no one saw us leave. We had been in Europe for six hours and the postcard was still in my jacket.
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WE SETTLED INTO a routine. Every week or so, Rafe came into the shop with a list of books he wanted and to see whether I had been able to find the ones from last week’s list. Usually, I had. Christine still looked at him with distrust, but he was paying well for his purchases and, from the number of well-dressed folk who started to drift into the shop, he was recommending us to his friends too.

They were not the only new customers to start drifting in, and I found these people of interest. Academics, mostly. Tweedy and inoffensive, browsing the shelves, occasionally asking after some volume or other but mostly chatting in groups of two or three in quiet corners of the shop. After a few weeks, I got to know them by sight, and was on nodding terms with most of them and speaking terms with a couple. A casual observer wouldn’t have noticed, but I was there all the time, and after a while it seemed to me that their visits coincided with Rafe’s. It occurred to me that, if I were of a suspicious nature, it would look rather as if they were watching him. For his part, Rafe seemed to relegate them to the status of regular customers, just part of the furniture, if he noticed them at all.

This was all very interesting and it was impossible to know right now how it was going to impact on the real reason for my presence in the bookshop. I’d mentioned Rafe to Michael, just in passing during one of our regular informal debriefs, but I certainly wasn’t about to let on why he interested me. The fact that he seemed to interest the academics as well was a complication I couldn’t assess yet.

One evening, a month or so after the academics started to visit the shop, I was just tidying up for the day when one of them came over and said hello, a neat, sprightly old man with a goatee beard. We’d spoken a couple of times before, mostly about the weather.

He said, “I noticed Professor Delahunty comes here rather a lot.”

“One of our regulars,” I said cheerfully. “Likes his books, does the Professor.”

“I’m George, by the way. George Quinn.”

“Tommy Potter.” We shook hands.

“I’ve got a favour to ask you, Tommy,” George said. “And please, you’re well within your rights to tell me to bugger off.”

“Of course. How can I help you?”

“Could I just have a look at the list of the books you’ve sold Professor Delahunty? Just for a moment?”

I thought about it, on two levels. I thought about it as Tommy Potter, bookseller, and I thought about it as Tommy Potter, intelligence officer, and came to different decisions on each.

I said, “I don’t know. It’s sort of irregular, George. We take care of our customers; they like people not to know their business.”

George noted that this was not an outright refusal and said, “I won’t tell anyone else. And I’ll make it worth your while.”

I thought about it again, but this time I only thought about it as an intelligence officer, watching one of his operations unfold like an unlikely flower.

“How much?” I asked.

“How does twenty sound?”

“How does forty?”

George smiled, and I smiled, and he gave me two twenty-crown notes and I got out the ledger and showed him Rafe’s page and he looked at it for a couple of minutes, then thanked me and left.

 


 


AFTER THAT, GEORGE came over for a chat more and more often. Usually it was just harmless conversation about a book he was looking for – he was interested in Nineteenth Century Southern poets – but now and again, always in the evenings when nobody else was about, he wandered over to the desk and asked if he could have a quick look at the ledger. These requests were always accompanied by the production of two crisp twenties, which had been established as the price of client confidentiality at the shop.

Eventually, these transactions grew into little exchanges of personal information. George asked about my politics, and I told him, truthfully, that I had none. He wanted to know how I felt about the Presiding Authority. He didn’t ask any of these questions straight out, but that was the information he was looking for. As I gave each correct answer, the questions became more straightforward, until one evening he asked if I’d like to join him and his colleagues at a nearby pub.

So I wound up at the Dragon’s Head with George and four of his friends. The beer was excellent, the ham sandwiches less so. As well as George there were two stout quiet men who reminded me a lot of the Farmboy, in demeanour if not in looks, and a slight, willowy young woman named Patricia who had brown hair and startling violet eyes and who worked with George at the University.

“Have you ever wondered what it’s like in Europe?” Patricia asked me when we were all settled and friends together.

“Of course,” I said. “Hasn’t everyone?” Unlike my people, the people of the Community were aware of their origins. They knew Europe was just a footstep away across the border, but by tradition they were not allowed to visit. There was a general distrust of the European neighbour, an assumption that there was nothing there worth having anything to do with. Generations of Presiding Authorities and Directorates had bred the urge to leave out of the people of the Community.

Patricia lowered her voice. “We were there two years ago,” she said. “George and I.”

I felt my heart thud in my chest. I had an enormous pity for these people, with their trusting nature and their appalling security; if Michael hadn’t wanted the entire group rounded up wholesale, Patricia and George would have been in one of the camps out to the East right now.

“Field trip,” she went on. “We were buying books.” She gave me a little ironic smile. “Keats, Wordsworth, Tom Paulin, Sylvia Plath, Ginsberg.”

“‘I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed’,” said George.

“I’m sorry?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. They sent us with a guide. He blindfolded us before he took us across the border, so we don’t know where it was.”

“We want to go back,” Patricia said.

“Why are you telling me this?” I said.

George sat back and took a drink of his beer and looked at me. Then he said, “Professor Delahunty knows how to cross the border.”

“Some people think he’s European,” Patricia put in. “They’ve come over before, and stayed. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“It’d be the first time any of them married into a Founding Family and wound up with a research post,” George grumped.

“I didn’t realise they’d come here,” I said.

“It’s been happening for centuries,” George said. “They come here, but we can’t go there.”

“But the border’s guarded...”

“The border is everywhere,” Patricia said. “It’s not just a line on a map, it’s discrete places, points of contact between us and them, pathways, railway lines, rivers. Nobody knows how many there are.”

Officially, the Directorate knew how many there were, but off the books even they admitted that they couldn’t be certain they knew of all of them. I said, “So where does Professor Delahunty come into this?”

“Well, you see,” said George, “it’s a little bit delicate for us to approach him,” which I thought was one of the larger understatements I had ever heard. George clearly thought I was a bit stupid, but I was way ahead of him. The bastards wanted to use me as a cut-out, a safety valve between them and Rafe. If anything went wrong, I would be the one who got blamed.

“I’m dying,” said Patricia.

I blinked at her.

“It’s a cancer,” she told me. “Not aggressive, but I’ve only got a couple of years, at best. Nobody here can treat it.”

“And you think they can in Europe?”

“Their medical science is years ahead of ours,” George said.

It was obvious they had never had any experience of the National Health Service. They must have thought you could just walk into a hospital in Europe and be treated for anything, without identification or social security credentials or money. It was lucky I couldn’t ask how they expected to get Patricia a National Insurance number and a GP, because their answer would probably have boggled my mind. I’d been treated free of charge in Nottingham, but that was because I had been an accident victim. A course of cancer treatment was something entirely different.

“So you want me to ask Professor Delahunty to take you across the border, right?” I asked, playing the part of a not-very-bright shopkeeper.

“Not in so many words, no,” George said. “And not straight out like that. You have to approach it sort of edgeways.”

“We’ll take you with us,” Patricia said.

“I don’t want to go,” I told her.

“Oh, come on,” George scoffed.

“I’ve heard terrible stories about it,” I said. “Wars, crime. I don’t want anything to do with all that.”

“We’ll pay you for your time, then,” George said, and I decided I didn’t like him at all. I didn’t like people who thought they could buy other people; I’d seen enough of them in my time here.

I thought about it, and named a price that was high enough to rock George back in his seat.

“Now hang on,” he protested quietly, and I saw the two silent men start to tense up. George made a discreet sign with his hand, and they relaxed again. He said to me, “That’s a lot of money.”

“It’s a lot of risk I’m taking, if the Professor decides to take my questions the wrong way,” I said, cementing my image as a venal tradesman. “And what’s to stop me going straight to the Constabulary when I leave here?”

Patricia reached out and put a long, slender, pale hand gently on my arm. “You won’t do that, though. Will you?”

“No, miss,” I told her. “No, probably not. But it is a big risk.

She squeezed my arm gently. “Then you’ll try? For me?”

I looked into her eyes. She had beautiful eyes, and I saw fear there, and hope, and a terrible loneliness, and I said, “Yes, miss. I’ll try.”

 


 


“SHE’S NO MORE got cancer than I have,” Michael snorted. “Bloody woman.”

“They seem sincere, that’s all I can tell you.”

“Oh, of course they’re sincere. That’s why we’ve been watching them.” He looked around the park. “Ah, perhaps we should just let them go, eh?”

“Can we do that?”

“It would make everyone’s life more simple.”

“It would certainly make my life more simple.” The situation was not without its amusing side. The Security Service had sent me to spy on the Community. In turn, the Community had sent me to spy on its citizens. And in their turn, the citizens were asking me to spy on a European. All I needed now was for Rafe to ask me to spy on the Security Service and my life would be complete. “What do you think I should do?”

“Delahunty has connections. Not just through his wife, either. He did a lot of research work for us when he first came here; he’s well-regarded by the Committee, they won’t be pleased about him being mixed up in this, however tangentially.”

“He’s not under suspicion, though. The dissidents just want me to ask for his help.”

“He’ll report you the moment you ask him,” Michael said. “You’ll be arrested and we’ll have to arrest the others. Damn.” He grimaced. “We haven’t identified them all yet; the ones we don’t get will just scatter.” Michael was a keen gardener; he knew the importance of not only getting rid of weeds but their root systems as well.

“So tell him. Make him aware of the operation. You don’t have to tell him who I am, just say someone’s probably going to approach him about crossing the border and everything’s fine and you have it all under control.”

Michael presented a fair facsimile of an agony of indecision before shaking his head; he’d already decided what to do, of course. “No,” he said. “The less people know about this, the better. I’d rather take our chances.”

I said, “You don’t think some of the Committee are involved in this, do you?”

“The Committee have access to the maps,” he said. “Half of them have been to Europe at some point or other. If they were mixed up in it, George and poor sick Patricia wouldn’t be approaching Delahunty.” He looked at me. “Ask him. It’s a step towards establishing your bona fides with the dissidents; if the wheels do come off, we’ll just arrest the ones we know about and see if anyone else makes a run for it. Bloody operation’s been running long enough as it is. What are you thinking about?”

I was mentally making a list of the number of ways in which this whole thing could go wrong. It was a long list.

“Nothing,” I said. “I’ll be glad when this is all over.”

“Me too, old man,” he said. “Me too.”
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THE WHOLE THING had started with a walk-in, someone approaching the Directorate out of the blue with information about a dissident group centred around some of the Arts Faculty staff at the University. The Directorate had already made its own inquiries and identified a number of persons of interest and had been keeping them under surveillance for some months before Michael called me in for a chat.

“There’s some evidence that they’re going to start using a bookshop on Poe Street as a rendezvous,” he told me. “You know about selling books, don’t you.”

“I’m hardly an expert,” I protested.

He waved it away. “You’re a quick learner. All you have to do is be there, anyway. Get close to them, see what they’re planning. I’ve had a word with the editor of the Intelligencer and let him know you’re taking a bit of a sabbatical.”

“Oh, thank you.”

“Don’t be insubordinate, there’s a good chap.”

I contrived to look grumpy.

“It’ll all be over in a couple of weeks, anyway,” he said.

But it wasn’t over in a couple of weeks. Either Michael’s intelligence was incorrect, or the dissidents had decided not to use the bookshop immediately, but I waited months for them to turn up.

There was, on the whole, not a great deal of unrest in the Community. Partly this was because life in the Community was actually quite nice. There was a rigid class system, but everyone knew their place and was, on the whole, satisfied with it. There wasn’t a lot of fuss.

The Directorate was also very good at its job. It had sources in every area of private and public life, kept a watch on everything, and was prepared to move quickly – but calmly – to nip trouble in the bud before it got out of hand. After two centuries, these factors had combined to produce a populace which was too polite to protest or oppose, on the whole. The Presiding Authority was stern but avuncular, and so long as it continued to give the people what they wanted nothing was going to change. The people of the Community were, with a few exceptions, sheep. Sheep with nuclear weapons.

 


 


I GOT MY chance to speak to Rafe a week or so after meeting George and Patricia. He came into the shop late one afternoon; Christine had gone to meet up with her sister and I was there on my own, cataloguing new titles and entering them in the ledger.

He had a new list of books he wanted. We had a couple of them in stock, which pleased him, and I promised I would try to track down the others over the next few days.

As he made to leave, his new purchases tucked under his arm, I said, “May I ask a personal question, sir?”

“Of course you can, Tommy,” he said, smiling. “There’s never any harm in asking.”

I paused, thinking about it, and it wasn’t entirely an act. I was surprised to discover how nervous I was. Finally, I said, “I was chatting with some of the lads in the pub the other night and your name happened to come up.”

He didn’t stop smiling. There are some men who really don’t like being discussed, and some who enjoy it far too much. Rafe was the latter. “Oh yes?”

“One of them said you’re from Europe.”

The smile dimmed, but only by a fraction. I was really starting to have trouble connecting this rather vain man with Araminta. He said, “He did, did he?”

“I’m sorry if I’m speaking out of turn, sir,” I said.

“Not at all.”

“So it’s true then, sir? You really are from there?”

He nodded gravely. “I’m from London, originally. I came here nine years ago.”

Six, you silly sod, I thought. You came here six years ago. I said, “What’s it like?”

“Well,” he said, enjoying being the centre of attention, “it’s a lot bigger than Władysław, obviously. And there are far more people. It’s very busy. Not like here.” He was speaking to me the way a parent speaks to a small child about some particularly difficult topic, and just for a moment he reminded me of Araminta, telling me that my world was only two hundred miles across.

I took a breath and stepped over the precipice. “I think I’d like to see that,” I said.

He chuckled. “I don’t think so, Tommy. You’re better off here.”

“Why?”

He looked at me soberly. “It’s a very violent place,” he said. “The people are uncivilised, there’s a lot of crime, a lot of damage to the environment.” He shook his head. “Not a nice place to visit. That’s why I live here.”

I thought about it, decided that was enough for now. “Not sure I can blame you, sir,” I said. I looked at my watch. “I’m going to have to lock up now, though.”

He looked a little confused for a moment, then he smiled and bade me a goodnight. I locked the door behind him, turned the OPEN sign around, and stood staring out at the ironmongers’ across the alley and wondering what was going to happen next.

 


 


WHAT HAPPENED NEXT was nothing very much. The next time George and Patricia came into the shop, I told them that I’d broached the subject of the borders with Rafe and he hadn’t called the Constabulary on the spot. They told me to take it one step at a time, which was more or less the same advice Michael gave me when I reported to him. Presumably, if I had ever managed to communicate with Baines and Bevan they would be telling me the same thing. Hurry up and wait. In Intelligence, nothing ever happens quickly.

I didn’t push it. The next few times Rafe came into the shop, I didn’t mention Europe to him at all, and he gave no sign that we had ever spoken about it.

A couple of months later, however, he popped into the shop with something for me. “I’m having a party at the weekend at Hemingsley,” he told me. “Just a few friends. I wondered if you might like to come.”

“Me?”

“Of course. You’re an interesting chap, Tommy; there’ll be a lot of people to talk to. Bring a friend, if you’d like.” He handed me an engraved invitation, about the size of a postcard. “If you can’t make it, I’ll understand, but I’d love to see you there.”
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WEST OF WŁADYSŁAW was a great stretch of chalk downland almost as large as the Campus, a wonderful airy region of gentle grassy hills and valleys and clear, fast-running trout streams. A lot of the city’s upper classes had built themselves summer homes here, to escape from the urban heat. There were countless little villages and sheep farms and pubs and country hotels.

As its name suggested, Hemingsley-under-the-Hill clustered around the curving base of one of the hills, a scatter of olde worlde houses and cottages with rose bushes growing over the door and little weathervanes on the roof. Its railway station was spotless and decorated with displays of pot-plants that would have won prizes anywhere else but were just part of the way things were here.

Rafe had sent a carriage to collect us from the station, and George and I settled back as the driver flapped the reins and the horse set off at an unhurried walk down the neat gravel drive of the station and out onto what passed for a main road out here.

George was very tense, which I supposed was only natural. I said quietly to him, “You want to calm down, you know. We’re just going to a party.”

“Mm,” he said, which was more or less all he had said to me since we had left Władysław.

“You don’t even have to talk to him about Europe today,” I said. “Just say hello, get to know him. Enjoy yourself.”

“Mm,” he said again, and I gave up and enjoyed the ride.

The Steynes was about half an hour’s ride from the station, a big old country house with red-tiled roofs and dozens of chimneys overlooking hundreds of acres of gardens. The carriage took us down winding paths and over stone bridges across still rivers, and the house’s many mullioned windows caught the sunlight as we approached.

Rafe was there to receive his guests. He was dressed for the country: tan corduroy trousers, olive cord jacket, shirt with a sober cravat tucked into its neck. Beside him was a fragile-looking woman in a flowered dress.

“Tommy,” he said cheerfully as we drew up at the front of the house. “I’m so pleased you could make it. And is this your friend?”

“George Quinn,” George murmured, shaking his hand but avoiding looking him in the eye.

“And this is my wife, Angela,” Rafe told us, indicating the woman beside him. Angela looked about as uncomfortable as George did. She seemed very tired. Rafe ushered us into the house, through a succession of hallways, and into a big airy dining room full of people, and I felt my heart hitch in my chest.

I didn’t know any of the people here personally, but I recognised most of them. The ‘few friends’ Rafe had invited to his little party included what appeared to be the entire Committee of the Presiding Authority. I spotted the Chairman of the Directorate, a man named Brigham – whom I had never met but recognised from having him pointed out to me once by Michael – chatting with Ambrose Ruston, the President of the Community. For a few moments my mind went blank.

A white-jacketed waiter came up with a tray of glasses, and Rafe took two and handed them to us. “Champagne,” he said. “Krug, ’45. Vintage year.” He looked around the room, seemed to see someone, and said, “I just have to chat to somebody. Back in a moment. Don’t be shy; mingle.” And he set off through the party.

I sipped my champagne, which was very good, and looked at George, who looked as if he was about to be sick. I looked around the room again. These were the people who ruled the Community, the people who forbade its citizens from crossing the border into Europe but were happy enough to drink its Champagne and, if my guess about the canapés being brought round was correct, eat its caviar and pâté too. They were all at ease, chatting about... well, I had no idea. Their wives, partners, girlfriends, were all in summer dresses and carrying little handbags and they were all chatting among themselves too. The only people not talking were George and myself. Angela had not so much abandoned us as drifted imperceptibly away, and was now standing on the edge of a conversation between the Health Commissioner and someone I thought might have been something in Defence.

“This is ridiculous,” said George quietly.

“Mingle,” I said to him. “Try not to attract attention.” And I launched myself out into the party.

If you ignored the fact that the guests – with the exception of George and myself and the servants – were some of the most important people in the world, it was, I realised quite quickly, a rather dull party. There was no music, no exciting gossip to be overheard, no fights, no wild accusations, no drunkenness. It was just a bunch of bureaucrats and their partners having Champagne and nibbles and talking shop. I’d been to more exciting English Faculty cheese and wine parties.

I cruised the perimeter of the party, trying to look as if I belonged despite my cheap suit and grubby shirt and worn-down shoes. I listened in on a couple of conversations, exchanged a few polite nods with members of the ruling class, drank my Champagne, ate a few water biscuits smeared with pâté. At one point, I looked across the room and saw George speaking to Rafe. Rafe had a serious, attentive expression on his face and he was nodding slowly, then the crowd moved around again and I couldn’t see them.

The tall windows at the end of the dining room were open, and after a while I wandered outside onto a paved terrace lined with stone planters in the shape of Greek vases. There were a couple of stone benches carved with scrollwork, and I sat on one, lit a cigarette, and looked out over the garden. It was a garden in much the same way as London was a village. It seemed to go on as far as the eye could see, a pleasing arrangement of lawns and trees and bushes and fountains. The whole Community was like that, even the parts that had been allowed to grow wild. There was no magic here, no wizards or dragons or unicorns. It was just a country full of quiet people ruled by pencil-pushers. They lived for the status quo, the quiet life. They just wanted to be left alone. Europe had nothing to fear from them.

I finished my cigarette, looked around for somewhere to put it, then stubbed it out in one of the planters and pushed it into the soil so nobody would see it. I picked up my empty glass and went back inside.

Nothing in the dining room seemed to have changed. The polite chatter was still going on. I circulated for a while, looking for George, but he was nowhere to be seen. I moved around to the doors and looked out into the hallway. It was empty, but I could hear voices upstairs so, glass in hand, I went up the carpeted wooden staircase to the first floor and along the landing. The voices had stopped, but just along the landing I could see a door that was open, so I went along to it and poked my head round the frame.

The room was a little book-lined study. There was a small set of wooden library steps parked along one wall, a deeply-cushioned window-seat, and two big leather armchairs. George was sitting in one of the armchairs, pressing his hand to his chest and wincing as if the caviar and champagne had given him heartburn, but there was a little dribble of blood beneath his palm and he was dead.

I turned on my heel and walked, not quickly but not slowly either, back downstairs. I put my glass on a side table and made for the front door, but I heard voices approaching from a room to my left and I veered off down a corridor which led to a flight of stone steps which, in their turn, led to the kitchens. The kitchen staff all turned to look as I entered, but I smiled confidently and looked as if I knew where I was going and I went straight on and through a door at the other side.

The door led to another corridor, this one tiled in cream and maroon. I heard a commotion behind me and lengthened my stride. At the end of the corridor was a door that was half glass. I opened it and stepped outside, closed the door behind me, and trotted along the side of the house.

At the corner I paused long enough to peer around, and saw the terrace I had been sitting on earlier. No one seemed to be there, so I ran crouched-over around it, across the back of the house, to the other side, and something whined past me and cracked a cloud of stone dust off the wall at my shoulder. I broke into a flat-out run. There was a copse of trees about a hundred yards away, and I zigzagged across the grass towards it, hearing the crack of gunfire behind me and the snap of bullets missing me.

I’d almost made it when something burning hot went straight through my calf and I tumbled to the ground screaming. As I fell, I looked back and saw Rafe coming towards me with what looked like a European handgun. He came right up to where I was rolling in agony, pointed the gun down at me, and said, “Stupid,” and his head burst in a cloud of red and grey spray and he flopped to the grass beside me.

A soldier stepped from the screen of trees I had been running for. He was carrying a long-barrelled rifle with a bulky telescopic sight. Two more soldiers emerged behind him, then two more, then the garden seemed to be full of them.

The first soldier reached me and knelt down. “All right, are we, sir?” he asked calmly but without giving any sign that he was going to look kindly on jokes.

“I’ve been shot,” I told him.

“Oh, stop being such a baby,” said a voice. “It’s only a flesh wound.” Michael was wearing a mottled green military camouflage jacket and trousers. There was another man beside him, similarly decked-out but carrying a rifle.

“You can say that,” I told him. “It’s not your flesh.”

Michael and the other man drew level with me. Michael said by way of introduction, “Tommy Potter, Andrew Molson. Andrew Molson, Tommy Potter,” and I passed out.

 


 


“YOU FUCKER,” I said. “No, not you,” I told the Army medic who was dressing my leg wound.

“Don’t glower,” said Michael. “It makes you look surly.”

The medic finished his work and stepped away, shoving instruments and bits of bloody bandage into his bag. It was, as Michael had so neatly diagnosed, a flesh wound, but that didn’t stop it hurting.

“You could have told me and saved us both a lot of trouble,” I said.

He shrugged. “It’s been a difficult time, for all of us.”

We were sitting in one of the upstairs bedrooms at The Steynes. Downstairs were the sounds of soldiers moving about, and difficult times beginning for at least half the Committee of the Presiding Authority, including the Chairman of the Directorate.

“Is this a coup?” I asked.

“Counter-coup,” said Michael. He thought about it. “Pre-emptive coup.”

“Are you the good guys or the bad guys?”

“Oh, we’re all good guys.”

I shifted my leg gingerly and looked at them. Michael was sitting opposite me in a small armchair. Andrew Molson was perched on a dressing-table stool. He was in his thirties, boyish and good-looking in a tousled sort of way. I didn’t recognise him, but he obviously recognised me and found it rather amusing. I said to him, “You don’t really look like a Biochemistry lecturer.”

He smiled. “Ah, but I am, Professor. I’m a bit rusty, but good enough to get by on the Campus.”

“My predecessor had his eye on you,” I said. “He knew who you were. So did the Dean of the Science Faculty. And his brother-in-law. You’re not so good.” Molson winked and poked his tongue out at me.

“I’m very cross with you, sunshine,” Michael told me. “Speaking of telling people things.”

I shrugged. “It’s been a difficult time, for all of us.”

The three of us sat there, looking at each other, waiting for someone to start telling the truth. Molson wasn’t going to do it, Michael wasn’t going to do it, and I wasn’t going to do it. We were going to sit here until the end of time, slaves to our profession, faintly embarrassed by it all.

Finally, I said, “Well, this is fun.”

“No it isn’t,” Michael said. “That wound must hurt like bloody hell.”

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, it does.” I rubbed my face. “I know about the flu virus,” I told them. “I know you destroyed the Campus.”

“You don’t know either of those things,” Michael pointed out. “You’ve just assembled the available information into what seems to be a meaningful shape. At best, you’re making a guess.”

“A lot of intelligence work is like that,” I said. “In my experience.”

Molson looked at Michael, then at me. He said, “In about six months there will be a small ceremony in Władysław. The President of the EU, the English and French Prime Ministers, the Greater German Chancellor, assorted mucky-mucks, will all be there. They’ll sign something ceremonial. Then there will be a press conference which will be televised across Europe. After that, none of this will be important any more. And may God help us, because I have no idea what contact with the Europeans is going to do to us.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Negotiations have been going on for about five years,” said Michael. “It hasn’t been a universally popular decision.”

“It sounds to me as if you could use some expert help,” I told him.

“No,” he said. “You have had your fun. I like you, and I admire your professionalism, but I wouldn’t trust you as far as I could kick you. I should have you locked up and throw the key away.” He sighed. “What really happened in Dresden?”

“Exactly what I told you,” I said with a straight face.

“Mundt’s dead?”

“Mundt’s dead.”

He shook his head. “What do you want?”

I thought about it. “Four days’ head start?” I asked.
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THE UNIVERSITY OF Władysław – named, like the city itself, after the Polish engineer who had found his way into the Community in the Eighteenth Century and stayed to help build the Capital – was over on the West side of town, on a pleasant wooded campus dominated by two low hills. Curiosity had driven me out here once before, but the atmosphere had seemed far too eerie for me, and I hadn’t been back since then.

A gauzy wing of rain was passing over the city when I arrived, drenching the buildings of the campus in drizzle and making the trees whisper and drip. I limped, leaning heavily on the walking stick I had found among a thicket of umbrellas in a large pottery urn at The Steynes, through the tall doors of the English Literature Department, stopped off for a moment at the secretary’s office to ask where Doctor Bradley was teaching, then made my way up to the third floor.

I knocked and went in to the classroom the secretary had directed me to, and every head inside turned to look at me. As well they might. I was wearing camouflage fatigues over a white shirt and a knitted tie because the sleeve of my suit jacket had torn and the medic had had to cut my trousers off to treat my leg, I was walking with a stick, and I probably looked somewhat flustered. At the front of the room, she stood holding a book with one hand, her other hand pressed to her mouth.

“Come with me,” I said to her, holding out my hand. “Right now.”

Back in the car and heading out of the city, I gave her a quick précis of what had happened at The Steynes. I omitted any mention of flu viruses, the Campus, or a Community-European Unification; there would be enough time for that. I told her as much of my own history as I thought she could cope with. By this time, we were twenty or thirty miles from Władysław. It was a long story, even with the edits.

“So what are we going to do now?” she asked.

“We’re leaving,” I told her. “We’re going to try, anyway.”

“We’re going to London?”

“Eventually. The border crossing there is guarded now, as are all the other ones I know.” Michael had been merciful, but he hadn’t been minded to make things easy for me. Things might have been different if I had given him time to calm down. Or he might have decided to arrest me anyway.

We drove another forty miles or so in silence. Eventually Patricia rested her head on my shoulder and fell asleep. I sat awake and watched the countryside pass by. I didn’t know what was real any longer. The Campus was an artefact, and so was the Community, and Europe seemed like a fantasy from a novel, and both of them had been exploiting my people for almost as long as the Campus had existed. Had my ancestors been stolen from some sleepy distant English shire centuries ago and transported to the Campus, or had the Whitton-Whytes scoured the more obscure parts of the country looking for people who would leave their homes for a shilling? I thought of what my home had become, what generations of Committees and unknown Europeans had turned it into. That wasn’t real life. It was a joke, a parody of self-determination. I didn’t belong anywhere, and certainly not here, where everyone was polite and nice and prepared to use biological weapons and nuclear bombs at the drop of a hat.

Dusk was falling as we pulled in to a coaching inn somewhere deep in the countryside. I woke Patricia and we got out of the car, and Andrew Molson got out of the driving seat and helped us take our belongings from the boot. Two suitcases and two rucksacks. My suitcase held a change of clothes; I’d had to guess Patricia’s sizes when I asked Michael to provide hers.

“Here,” Molson said when we had unloaded. He handed me a bulky envelope. “Should get you a little way, but don’t go splurging it on luxuries.”

I peeked into the envelope. It was full of crown notes. “Thank you,” I said, putting it in my pocket.

He held out a folded sheet of paper. “There’s a man,” he said. “He’s been causing us some trouble. He’ll help you.”

“You could just have taken us to an unguarded border crossing,” I said, taking the paper and reading the names and instructions on it.

“Michael doesn’t want it done that way,” he said.

“He’s still playing me.”

Molson chuckled. “You know how Intelligence works. We play you, you play us. The stories never end.” He nodded at the piece of paper in my hand. “When you meet him, tell him to stop, would you? It’s very annoying. He’ll know what you mean. He won’t stop, it’s not in his nature, but it’d be nice if someone passed the message to him.”

I picked up my rucksack. “What were you doing on the Campus?”

“I was trying to find out who the Science Faculty were dealing with in Europe.”

“Did you?”

He shook his head. “The Campus was dealing with two groups. One was us, the Directorate. We were supplying a lot of your food and raw materials, but that stopped when you and your friends took over. We might have opened negotiations with you eventually, but events overtook us.

“The other group was someone in Europe, and they were dealing exclusively with the Science Faculty. That’s where a lot of their weapons and technology came from, and that’s where the bulk of their research went. We only ever saw a fraction of it; we still don’t know everything they were doing.”

“Genetic engineering,” I said, remembering a phrase Araminta had used.

“Yes, we know about that. That’s how they created the flu virus.”

“On people.”

Molson tipped his head to one side. He said, “Oh yes?”

“Things they’re not allowed to do in Europe.”

He thought about it. “I’d like to talk to you about that.”

“You’ll have to find me first.”

“One day, maybe.”

“No,” I said. “I’m done.”

He smiled gently. He looked like the ideal spy, confident and handsome and capable. He was a figure out of fiction. “I’m sorry this happened to you and your people, I really am,” he said. “I liked the Campus.”

“Yes,” I said sourly. “So did I.” My home and everyone I knew, gone. Tens of millions dead in Europe. I’d been wrong about the Community. They were not remotely harmless. And worse, they seemed to be playing some kind of game with someone else who was also not remotely harmless; we’d been caught in the middle for years, without knowing it.

“The flu was out of control,” he said quietly. “It would have killed everyone in the Campus, and it would have spread here. We had to stop it.”

I picked up my suitcase and Molson and I shook hands. He stepped in close and clapped me on the shoulder. “Remember me to Professor Bevan, would you?” he murmured, and then he stepped back and returned to the car and drove off.

I stood watching the car go for a very long time, long after I lost sight of its rear lights around a curve in the road. Then I turned and, with Patricia, went into the inn.

 


 


WE TRAVELLED. OFFICIALLY, we were on the run, but Michael had not put out a bulletin for us, because there were still things he wanted me to do for him and having us arrested would have defeated the whole object. So it was less a breathless escape than a pleasant Summer holiday. There were dates and times and names on the piece of paper Molson had given me, but they would not become current for some months.

So we saw something of the Community. It turned out that Patricia had not travelled very much in her life. People here tended not to; the fact that I had moved about so much while working for the paper made me rather exotic. I used the time to tell her the story of my life, and she told me hers. My leg healed and I stopped limping. Once, walking down the main street in a little town in the South, she held my hand.

Summer turned to Autumn and we in our turn began to move North again. One evening we arrived at a little local pub, to find a roaring fire in the grate against the seasonal chill and two bluff gentlemen in their sixties named Montagu and Rush sitting at a table beside it, drinking pints of bitter and eating pork pies and pickle. I knew their names because they were on the piece of paper Molson had given me.

Patricia and I went to the bar and bought four pints, and we took them on a tray to the older gentlemen’s table and sat down with them.

“Gentlemen,” I said, smiling, “my name is Rupert of Hentzau and I have some bad news and some good news for you. The bad news is that your operational security is a disgrace and the Directorate have known about your escape attempt for some time. The good news is that they are letting you go because they want me and Miss Bradley here to go with you. Would you like a drink?”

Montagu and Rush looked at each other. “Told you we shouldn’t have trusted that chap,” Rush grumbled.

“If it’s any consolation,” I said, “it was unlikely to be anyone you suspected; they’d have gone out of business years ago if their people were that obvious. But that’s not important any more. Have you made contact with the guide yet?”

They looked at each other again. Montagu said, “Why should we believe you?”

“No reason at all,” I told him cheerfully. “You can turn around and go home and nobody will ever bother you. But why should you?”

“What do you think, Monty?” asked Rush, who wore spectacles and magnificent muttonchop whiskers.

“I think we’re stumped, whatever we do,” said Montagu. “Might as well plough on.”

“I don’t have a home to go to anyway,” Rush told us. “I sold my house to pay for this.”

“Excellent,” I said. “So, I suggest we have a drink against the chill and then make our way.”

The two men were wonderful company. Montagu was a former teacher, a mathematician, whose wife had died the previous year and who quite fancied seeing Paris. Rush had owned a couple of furniture shops. Quite how they knew each other, we never found out, but they were cheerful and avuncular and when we set out later in the evening to walk up the path behind the pub and into the forest that loomed on the hills I felt happier than I had felt in a very long time.

The path wound up into the hills for some considerable distance. We had been walking for an hour or so when a heavily-accented voice to our left said, “Okay, you stop right there, actually. Hands where I can see them.”

We stopped. I found that I couldn’t stop smiling. I felt as if my heart was taking off like a helicopter.

Another voice, to our right and similarly-accented, said, “Why are there four of you?”

“My friend and I want to go with these two gentlemen,” I said. “I work for MI5.”

“Fuck you do,” said the first voice.

I took out the piece of paper Molson had given me and held it under the light of my torch, to make sure I got it right. “‘I used to date the Rokeby Venus’,” I read.

All of a sudden a big patch of air right in front of us seemed to shiver and a figure dressed in very strange clothes appeared out of nowhere. Patricia gave a little cry and started back, but I stood my ground as the figure removed its helmet and asked, “What did you say?”

I said it again.

The figure stared at me for a few moments, then he said to no one in particular, “I don’t know what this is about, but we’ll take them with us. Let him sort it all out. Stay sharp, though.”

“When did we ever not?” said the second voice.

The figure sighed. “All right,” he said. “Follow me.”

We walked for hours, up branching side-trails that split again and again. Our guide occasionally became invisible, and I presumed we were being followed by more invisible people.

Eventually, we came to a clearing in which stood a once-magnificent wooden building. A young man and an old man were standing by the building. They were covered in dirt and blood and they both looked exhausted.

“It’s all right,” the young man called. “You’re out now; you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Rush stepped forward and put out a hand. “You’ve no idea how long we’ve waited for this,” he said.
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I WAS STILL a very uncertain driver and the M1 frankly scared the living daylights out of me, so I made my way up into Leicestershire on various A and B-roads. I only stalled a dozen times or so on the way.

For some reason, Leicestershire seemed to have attracted a number of National projects. The National Forest was here, which I found amusing, and the National Space Centre, which I found less amusing considering that Britain’s last contribution to any space effort at all was almost thirty years ago. Mind you, it was almost two decades since anyone anywhere had been able to afford to make much of an effort at space exploration, and that made me sad. Some nights I still looked up at the Moon and marvelled that people had actually stood there once. But not so often these days; I was starting to go native, and I didn’t know what to think about that.

The newest National project to appear in Leicestershire was outside Melton Mowbray, on the Grantham road. It was nice out there. Quiet, calm. The sign at the entrance said ‘National Cemetery,’ although only a fraction of the victims were buried here. I turned in through the gates, drove along a long straight road through neatly-cared-for parkland. I saw little lakes and stands of trees, benches everywhere for quiet contemplation of the most recent National Disaster.

I parked near the visitor centre and got out of the car. It was a weekday, and the enormous car park was two-thirds empty, although I knew it got full at weekends and on public holidays. The centre itself was an unassuming little building, as if the English thought that anything else would be disrespectful to the dead. Beside it was a slightly larger multifaith chapel/synagogue/mosque, the only one in the country. It had been intended as a reminder that the Xian Flu had not respected any religion, but I gathered it had become something of a bone of contention of late. God – religion of any kind – was still a difficult concept for me to process. I was still treating it like a nineteenth-century anthropologist visiting a lost tribe of South Sea Islanders. The best I was managing so far was a quietly horrified fascination.

To get to the cemetery, one had to pass through the visitor centre. Admission was free, but donations were welcomed. I dropped a ten-pound coin into the box, my own inadequate mark of respect for the millions my people had murdered.

A group of schoolchildren was being shepherded through the quiet rooms of the centre, although most of them were playing with the interactive displays showing the progress of the flu from its first outbreak in China – the Europeans assumed it had come from China – through scenes of hospitals across the world swamped and unable to cope with the sheer number of cases, to clips of statesmen – I had no idea who any of them were – making sombre statements on the news, to a short documentary about the creation of the cemetery itself. The children didn’t seem particularly interested, but as Araminta said, you can’t tell kiddies anything.

On the other side of the centre, a pair of doors opened onto a long straight path that ran between an avenue of trees. Whoever had designed this place had wanted to increase the sense of anticipation – it was a five-minute drive from the main road to the car park, and a good ten minutes from the centre to the cemetery itself, screened off behind a wall of conifers.

Finally, though, I found myself standing at the edge of a huge expanse of concrete, the size of a football stadium. It was so large, I was told, that it was visible from space, although I had also been told that there were satellites which could read a car number plate from orbit.

Set into the concrete was a grid pattern of rose-coloured marble squares, with wide paths between them. I stepped onto the nearest path and looked down at the first square I came to. Carved into its surface were the words ELAINE KATHERINE HARVEY. SWINDON and a pair of dates, one for her birth and one for her death. The birth dates on all the stones were different, but the dates of death were all within a range of about eight months. I looked out across the colossal gravestone. Each of the marble squares marked the final resting place of the cremated remains of one of the flu’s victims. Almost two hundred thousand of them, neatly interred and obsessively-documented, the biggest mass grave in the country, although it was small compared to the one outside Eindhoven. More than fifty million dead in Europe alone.

There was an index in the visitor centre which you could use to look up which row and column in this great chequerboard hid your nearest and dearest, but I didn’t need it because the place was almost deserted, and I could easily see him, some distance away, leaning on his crutches, head bowed.

He heard my footsteps on the concrete path as I approached and looked up. He tried a smile, but he looked terrible. He’d grown old and sick while I was away; the treatment he was having had cost him his hair and his eyebrows and he seemed twisted in a constant and invisible pain.

“I haven’t been here in years,” he said, and his voice at least sounded strong. “There never seemed any point.”

I looked down at the stones at his feet. Frost and sun and wind were chipping away at the edges and blurring the incised words, but it was still easy to read KENNETH JAMES RUSSELL and JANIS WILSON RUSSELL. Their dates of death had been just days apart. His mother had been the elder by two years.

“No one has real names anymore,” I said.

“I remember a point,” he said, looking at the little memorials, “I think it was the October or perhaps the December, when we actually thought the world was going to end. The Low Countries were a charnel house, there was civil war in the United States, no one seemed to have the first idea about how to stop the flu, none of the remedies the governments had been stockpiling against something like that worked.” He looked out across the cemetery. “End of days. Things became very... millennial.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. There seemed nothing else to say, and even that was inadequate.

He looked at me and smiled. “Not your fault, old chap. It’s good to see you. You look well.”

“I’m doing all right,” I said.

“The Service would appreciate your appearing before them in person, you know,” he told me.

“They’ll have to make do,” I said. “I’m done.”

“Well,” he said, “you’re not really, are you.”

“Are they here?” I asked.

“Of course they’re not,” he said. “As you well know.” He looked about him. “Adele’s dead,” he said. “Professor Bevan. Suicide, officially.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I liked her.”

He nodded. “Yes, so did I. Sometimes I think she was the only sane person in this whole mess.”

“Was it?” I asked. “A mess?”

“They made fools of us,” he said. “They’ve been running the Service for... oh, at least seven years now. There’s no way to know how many more of them are in positions of authority, or how long they’ve been there. Adele went to see the Director-General to complain about something quite different, and she must have told her and Adele couldn’t take it. Her life’s work, just pointless really. Or perhaps they killed her to shut her up. They didn’t need to waste the effort with me, of course. They just left me in the rain. Doesn’t matter now, I suppose.” He turned with obvious difficulty and started to walk back towards the line of conifers beyond the edge of the cemetery. “They say the Campus discovered a cure for cancer,” he said. “Do you think that’s true?”

“I have no idea,” I told him. “We discovered a lot of things. Not all of them beneficial.”

He smiled and seemed to lose his footing for a moment. One of his crutches came down hard on the path and his smile turned into a grimace. I stepped forward to help him, but he shook his head and waved me away. “I’ll be all right,” he said. “I just need a moment. I get very tired.” He leaned on the crutches and looked about him. “They say no birds sing here, but I can hear them. Can you?”

“Yes,” I said.

“You were gone fifteen years.”

That had been a shock. To me, only seven years or so had passed in the Community. I didn’t know whether anyone understood how this could be so, but trying to speak to them would mean making contact with the Service again, so I was just going to have to live in ignorance. It was hardly a new sensation. “It was complicated.”

“I know.” He reached over and patted my arm. “I know.” He sighed. “Do you know where Professor Mundt is?”

“No. And if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”

He chuckled. “No, of course not.” He seemed to gather some strength. “Would you like a cup of tea? They have a rather nice café.”

“I’d love one,” I said.

 


 


IT TOOK US about forty minutes to walk back to the visitor centre. In the café, the school children were eating packed lunches, goodnaturedly boisterous. We found a corner table and I went to buy tea and some biscuits. When I returned, he had taken off his jacket and rolled up one of his shirt sleeves and was pasting what looked like a large plaster on the inside of his forearm.

“Chemotherapy,” he explained as I put the tray down on the table and sat down opposite him. “Absorbs through the skin. I’m not sure how much good it’s doing, to be honest. I’m told it’ll give me an extra six months, but what’s the point?”

“You mustn’t think like that,” I said.

“No,” he said. “No, I suppose not.” He buttoned his cuff and struggled back into his jacket. “Would you pour?”

I picked up the little teapot and poured tea into the cups, added milk for him. The café couldn’t provide lemon, so I had mine black. Then we just sat looking at each other.

“Well,” he said finally, “if this is to be your only debriefing I suppose one ought to make the best of the opportunity.”

“I wish you all the luck in the world with that,” I said.

“They showed me the letter you sent in lieu of a debriefing,” he said, and he shook his head. “Very cheeky. It was heavily redacted, of course.”

“We made the virus,” I said. “The flu virus. Rafe Delahunty was making improvements to it.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Ah. Yes, that will have been one of the redacted parts. And now I’m party to a Secret easily large enough to get us both killed. Thank you for that.”

“You wanted a debriefing.”

He chuckled. “One should always be wary of getting what one wishes for.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I’ve never got anything I wished for.”

He smiled. “Can we trust them?”

“The Community?” I thought about it. “If Michael hadn’t intervened, Ruston and his colleagues would have been killed, a conservative faction would have used the deaths as a pretext to take over the Committee, and you and I would be having this conversation in the middle of a flu epidemic that would have made the last one look like a bit of a sniffle. Rafe’s flu epidemic.”

He made a rude noise and said, “Hm, Delahunty. We really should have kept an eye on that one.”

“Just because Ruston’s still in charge, it doesn’t mean you can trust them, though.”

He was silent for a while. “I wanted to apologise to you,” he said finally. “We didn’t treat you particularly well.”

“You did save my life,” I reminded him. “Twice.”

He snorted. “Twice. All you had to do was wait another year or so and you could have walked out.”

“It’s still not that easy. They’re controlling the people who visit; according to the news there’s only one train a day from Paddington to Stanhurst.”

He shook his head. “That will change.” He looked at my face for a long time, as if committing it to memory. “What’s it like? Over there?”

“The pictures have been on the news.”

“It’s not the same.”

I thought of Eleanor and Michael, and the shop on Poe Street, and Władysław, and the countryside around Hemingsley-under-the-Hill. “Some of it’s lovely,” I told him. “Whatever else they were, the Whitton-Whytes were artists. But apart from technologies, it’s not that different from here. People are still people.”

“What do they want?”

“Is this an official question? Because I answered it in my letter. They want what you want. Security. They want to run things.”

He shook his head. “Just curiosity. I saw President Ruston’s speech in Strasbourg on the news this morning, while I was getting ready to go out. ‘A new age for Europe and the Community.’ ‘Brothers and sisters finally reunited.’” He shook his head again.

“How are the Americans taking it?”

He shrugged. “I really don’t know much more than you see on the news. They’ve resisted the urge to launch a massive preemptive nuclear strike, which is a heartening start. It’s still early days; nobody knows how this is all going to work out.”

I said, “They did consider an invasion. Back in the 1970s. I saw the file. They decided it would have been a catastrophe.”

He chuckled. “Gods, yes. Millions of them suddenly erupting into Cold War Europe. The world would still be glowing at night.” He folded his hands in his lap and fell silent, looking at his teacup.

I said, “Listen, I made the mistake of thinking they were a bunch of dull bureaucrats living in some kind of fantasy England, and they’re not. They’re very dangerous. They killed everyone in the Campus to stop the flu spreading across the border. The people who are running things over there now are a bit more progressive than before, but they’re still dangerous. They want security and they think they can only get that by running everything.”

“So why this...?”

I said, “The opportunity is there. The Community could never have negotiated with the old European Union, not to their satisfaction. Now, the EU barely exists, the United States have withdrawn from NATO. The Community has to sign treaties with lots of countries and national entities, and that’s going to be a chore, but it will always be negotiating from a position of unity. It’s an ideal time, for them.”

He looked at me. “Is it a bad thing? Necessarily?”

I thought about it. “I don’t know.” I thought I should have that phrase printed on a little flag, I was using it so often.

“I’m sure the powers that be have thought very carefully about as many scenarios as they can imagine. All you and I can say is that the world is a very different place to the world we lived in four months ago. So far we’ve come through it without bloodshed and serious social disorder. We can only hope that continues. It’s not as if we’ve been invaded by Martians; the Community, for all its origins, is still just another country.”

“You don’t believe a single word of that.”

“Don’t I? No. No, perhaps I don’t. But it’s not fashionable at the moment to say otherwise. Not out loud, anyway.”

“They think differently,” I said. “They look like you, and they speak like you, mostly, but they are not like you. They might as well be Martians.”

He smiled. “I was talking to one of my former colleagues a month or so ago – she came to visit me in hospital. She said she couldn’t see what all the fuss was about. ‘They’re just English people, after all,’ she said.”

“Your colleague sounds remarkably stupid.”

“The Community is very attractive to a certain type of English person. I know Tory politicians who are delighted that there’s a version of Europe where we conquered the Continent.”

“They are not English.”

“No, I know. But to the media – parts of it, anyway – that’s how they look. Imagine a world where there are no French people.” He chuckled again. “As far as some of our news organisations are concerned, the Community is the Promised Land.”

“Don’t fall for all that brothers-and-sisters-reunited stuff,” I told him. “Your people are at the negotiating table with them because they can put a nuclear weapon on the back of a lorry and drive it across the border anywhere in Europe. There’s no way to defend against it. And they still have the flu virus.”

“Yes,” he said. “Yes, one does get that impression, rather.” He looked around the café. Some of the children were getting restless, chasing each other between the tables to the chagrin of their teachers. “What’s happening now, that might end well, it might not. We live in miraculous times. The inhabitants of a parallel universe walk among us, there’s a whole new Europe to explore.”

“They killed everyone I knew,” I told him.

He looked sadly at me, and there was another silence. We sat watching the children. Beyond the big picture windows of the café, the late afternoon sun came out from behind the clouds. From here, all you could see was trees and parkland. It all looked very peaceful and very pretty, until you remembered what was underneath.

“Not all the former members of the Committee were arrested,” I told him “Some of the people who are attending dinner parties in Brussels and Strasbourg and London right now were party to two acts of genocide. One against my people and one against yours, however accidental it was.”

“It’s out of our hands,” he said. “You and I, people like us, we’re blank spaces. We don’t really exist until someone colours us in. Here be monsters.” He folded his hands in his lap again and his head nodded forward until his chin almost touched his chest. I thought he had fallen asleep, but he said, “What will you do now?”

“I thought I’d travel. Perhaps see the United States. Australia.”

He raised his head, with some effort. “The Service won’t let you, you know.”

“The Service has to find me first.”

“You’ll not find it easy to get out of the country.”

“Maybe I’ll get the Coureurs to help.”

He chuckled, a genuine happy chuckle. “Bless them.” He sat up straight in his chair. “Would you help me back to the car? There’s a good chap.” He hadn’t touched his tea, or his biscuits.

 


 


THE SUN HAD gone in again and it was getting chilly. A breeze blew across the car park. He huddled up within his overcoat, handed one of his crutches to me, and took my arm, and I helped support his weight as we walked to his car.

“Adele once told me that the problem with people like us is that we only ever see parts of the story,” he said. “Or we see it from odd angles and perspectives. We very rarely see the whole picture. There’s a story – I don’t know whether it’s true or not – that during the Second World War Polish women used to collect old used cleaning rags from the German armoured regiments that had occupied their country. The rags were then sent off for analysis by the Polish resistance and the viscosity of the oil on them was tested. You see, you need different viscosities of oil for different weather conditions. The theory was that a sudden change would signal preparations for a German invasion of Russia. Could we just pause for a moment, please?”

We stopped and he leaned his weight on me while he got his breath.

“We’re like those old Polish women,” he went on. “Collecting rags, never knowing what the results of the analysis are.”

“You don’t have to apologise,” I told him. “You really don’t. You didn’t force me to go.”

“It all seems...” He looked around the car park and sighed heavily. “So pointless. Who’s your friend?”

He was looking at my car. I didn’t bother to ask how he knew it was mine. A figure was standing beside it, leaning on the roof, smoking. I said, “You have a minder, so do I.” I’d seen the large well-dressed gentleman sitting in the driver’s seat of the shiny black SUV as I’d walked towards the visitor centre. For people who were supposed to be trained in covert matters, they were surprisingly visible.

He looked at me,

I said, “It’s not you I don’t trust.”

He smiled sadly. “No. I suppose not.” He thought for a moment. “You know, you never told us what your real name is.”

That was true, and there seemed no harm in it now, so I told him.

“Thank you,” he said, genuinely pleased. “Thank you. Shall we carry on?”

We walked the rest of the way to the SUV. The driver was already out of the car and holding one of the rear doors open. He helped his passenger inside, then went back behind the wheel, started the engine, and drove off.

I stood watching them go for a minute or so, then I sighed and walked back to my car.

“They don’t know where Mundt is,” I said.

“They don’t or he doesn’t?” asked Rudi.

“He wouldn’t have asked me if they hadn’t told him to. They don’t know.”

Rudi finished his small cigar and ground the end out under his toe. “Personally, I hope Herr Professor Mundt just keeps on running.”

“It’s not safe. He knows how to open and close the border crossings. That’s why they wanted to kill him and take his research.”

He sighed. “I know.” He took his cane from where it was leaning against the side of the car and limped around to me. “There’s every chance in the world that they want you to find him for them,” he told me. “I know how they think. You find him, they find you, game over.”

“I told you to stay in the car,” I said. “That driver will have taken a photograph of you.”

“It doesn’t matter. Let them know we’re together. We’ll be in Scotland by tomorrow morning. After that, it’s a big Continent.” To his credit, he hadn’t tried to argue me out of this meeting. I had presented it to him this morning and he had simply factored it into his plans. He struck me as very self-contained, used to his life making sudden right-angled turns, as if he genuinely couldn’t be surprised any longer, but there was a hunger about him, a need for intelligence, and I had no idea what that was about. It wasn’t like a nation’s need for intelligence; it was more deeply personal. “Did he say anything about Molson?” Rudi was very interested in Andrew Molson.

I shook my head. “Someone told Bevan to expect me,” I said. “That’s why they moved so quickly when I claimed asylum; they were waiting. Somebody told them I was coming.”

“Molson.”

“I don’t see how. I didn’t know I was coming.” I shrugged. Waves ‘don’t know’ flag.

He said, “I’m working on a project. I was wondering whether you’d like to join in.”

“What kind of project?”

“I’m not sure what you’d call it. Research. Tying up loose ends. Trying to find the secret of the universe.”

That made me smile. “I wish you luck with that.” In my experience, the universe didn’t have any secret. It had a poor sense of humour, but that was no secret, if you thought about it.

Rudi started to walk back to his side of the car. “Let me cook dinner for you, and we’ll talk about it.”
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NOMINATED FOR THE 2015 ARTHUR C. CLARKE AND JOHN W. CAMPBELL AWARDS

  


Rudi is a cook in a Kraków restaurant, but when his boss asks Rudi to help a cousin escape from the country he’s trapped in, a new career – part spy, part people-smuggler – begins. Following multiple economic crises and a devastating flu pandemic, Europe has fractured into countless tiny nations, duchies, polities and republics. Recruited by the shadowy organisation Les Coureurs des Bois, Rudi is schooled in espionage, but when a training mission to The Line, a sovereign nation consisting of a trans-Europe railway line, goes wrong, he is arrested and beaten, and Coureur Central must attempt a rescue.

  


With so many nations to work in, and identities to assume, Rudi is kept busy travelling across Europe. But when he is sent to smuggle someone out of Berlin and finds a severed head inside a locker instead, a conspiracy begins to wind itself around him. With kidnapping, double-crosses and a map that constantly re-draws itself, Europe in Autumn is a science fiction thriller like no other.

  


‘One of the best novels I’ve read in a long time.’

Adam Roberts, The Guardian

  


‘Europe in Autumn is the work of a consummate storyteller and combines great characters, a cracking central idea, and a plot that will keep you on the edge of your seat. Excellent.’


Eric Brown
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Captain Jim Wedderburn has looks, style and courage. He’s adored by women, respected by men and feared by his enemies. He’s the man to fi nd out who has twisted London into this strange new world.

  


But in Dream London the city changes a little every night and the people change a little every day. The towers are growing taller, the parks have hidden themselves away and the streets form themselves into strange new patterns.

  


There are people sailing in from new lands down the river, new criminals emerging in the East End and a path spiraling down to another world.

  


Everyone is changing, no one is who they seem to be.

  


‘A real feat of the imagination, this is a really exceptional book, unlike anything I’ve ever read before.’

Chris Beckett

  


‘As strange and unclassifiable a novel as it’s possible to imagine, and a marvellous achievement.’

The Financial Times
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The Great Spa sits on the edge of London, a structure visible from space. The power of Britain on the world stage rests in its monopoly on “The Treatment,” a medical procedure which transforms the richest and most powerful into a state of permanent physical youth. The Great Spa is the place where the newly young immortals go to revitalise their aged souls.

  


In this most secure of facilities, a murder of one of the guests threatens to destabilise the new order, and DCI Oates of the Metropolitan police is called in to investigate. In a single day, Oates must unravel the secrets behind the Treatment and the long-ago disappearance of its creator, passing through a London riven with disorder and corruption.

  


As a night of widespread rioting takes hold of the city, he moves towards a climax which could lead to the destruction of the Great Spa, his own ruin, and the loss of everything he holds most dear.

  


‘Stourton can really write... his next move will certainly be worth watching’

Independent on Sunday on The Night Climbers 


‘An amazingly accomplished debut... the writing is elegant, the story decadent’

The Observer on The Night Climbers

  


‘Stourton is a storyteller with perfect poise’

The Spectator on The Book Lover’s Tale

  


[image: ]

  


Available from DriveThru Fiction

  


[image: SOLARIS]

www.solarisbooks.com



OEBPS/Images/acknowledgements.jpg
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





OEBPS/Images/Ad_Europe_in_Autumn.jpg





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/titles2a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/08.jpg
i





OEBPS/Images/02.jpg
rowiF iRt





OEBPS/Images/04.jpg
rdRENERGd





OEBPS/Images/06.jpg
THE HANTR.





OEBPS/Images/Ad_Dream_London.jpg





OEBPS/Images/part01.jpg
PART ONE

EXILES





OEBPS/Images/part03.jpg
PART THREE

COMMUNITY





OEBPS/Images/Ad_The_Happier_Dead.jpg





OEBPS/Images/05.jpg
WiilkdnsE





OEBPS/Images/DriveThru_Badge.png
Vaselhre 2l (0N,






OEBPS/Images/titles2b.jpg
0PE
IGHT





OEBPS/Images/03.jpg





OEBPS/Images/09.jpg
UNION





OEBPS/Images/07.jpg
ron ERGNE





OEBPS/Images/01.jpg
AFTERTHE





OEBPS/Images/part02.jpg
PART TWO

EMIGRES





