


[image: image]





Also by Daniel Shand

Fallow

Crocodile




Copyright

Published by Corsair

ISBN: 978-1-4721-5663-1

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2022, Daniel Shand

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Corsair

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Also by Daniel Shand

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Acknowledgements




For Gill and Helen




ONE

It was the junior’s first birthday. That day, he became one year old. Nobody at work recognised the date, but the junior knew, and back in the home they shared, so did his senior. To the junior, ‘one’ seemed like a nice round number. If anyone asked how long he’d been going, he could now say, ‘About a year.’ He smiled to himself as he went about his working day, then left at clocking-out time. A whole year in the world with no issues and no complaints. It felt good, to be one.

The air smelled hot and dusty; another scorcher in an endless line of scorchers. Guys sold sliced fruit and canned soft drinks from barrels full of ice. Trams slid by on gleaming rails. The street was full of bodies, full of other juniors and seniors crammed onto the pavement. He recognised a few folk from his shift, but he didn’t go with them. Today, he had plans. Moving through the crowds on the Dalkeith Road, going against the grain, he requested help from his system. It asked him: What do you need? He replied: I want a lift. He stood on the kerb for a moment, feeling his system access the field around him. A few moments later, a speeding bike crested the hill.

The courier’s shirt was dark with sweat. ‘Buchanan?’ he asked.

‘That’s right.’

The junior climbed up for a backie and the courier set off, weaving into traffic and coasting beside a passing tram. There were others going by bike too, most of them heading in the junior’s direction: towards the north of the capital. He stood firm on the stunt pegs, holding the courier’s shoulders, watching Edinburgh as it went by. On corners, he leaned into the curve. He eased back when the courier braked.

‘Busy day?’ the junior asked.

‘You wouldn’t believe it,’ the courier replied, shaking his head.

His system informed him of the time: 18:30. He needed to reach the pub by quarter to, because his senior expected him by then. Alastair, his senior, needed him, so he couldn’t be late. The evening in question had been in their shared calendar for a few days now: drinks with Caitlin, his senior’s girlfriend. That morning they conversed quietly with each other over breakfast, after she left for work. What might she want? Why all the secrecy? Alastair told the junior Caitlin probably wanted to get married. They were at that stage in their relationship.

On North Bridge, the traffic looked likely to block itself. A tram sat in the middle of a busy intersection, preventing movement, and the courier was forced to bump up onto the pavement. People there stepped aside. The junior hissed through his teeth but didn’t complain; they were now running late. His system told him: 18:38, and the pavements and roads across the bridges were rammed.

‘Is a diversion alright?’ asked the courier through heavy breaths.

‘Just get me there,’ he answered. ‘Five minutes.’

He closed his eyes as the courier veered sharply to the right, swooping round a Step-Stone van to head downhill towards the parliament building.

‘Come on,’ he whispered. ‘Hurry up.’

He wasn’t sure if he felt quite as optimistic as his senior did. As far as he could tell, Caitlin was not happy, and certainly didn’t appear to be in a proposing frame of mind. As long as he’d known her – one year already – she’d been off. Partly, the junior was to blame, but mostly the fault lay with Alastair.

Time pressed on. The courier brought them past Holyrood and up into Leith. He stood for the sharp incline, rocking the bike from side to side, but it seemed likely they’d be late. The junior tried not to get pissed off; the guy was doing his best. He started to feel a little queasy, a by-product of letting his senior down. The area where a stomach ought to be felt empty and unsettled. His head hurt. The desire to do right by your senior got baked into every part of you, and when things went wrong, you paid a physical price.

He started to say something to the courier, but before he could speak, they rounded the hill and were flying.

‘Hold tight,’ said the courier.

‘I am,’ he replied.

They were going faster than the vehicles, than the trams, speeding downhill, warmth rushing across the junior’s face. In among the air, he could sense the field too, its power and data flowing through his body like water through a sieve.

He stood outside the pub, close to its window, and watched his senior sitting alone at a table, his legs jittering where they rested against the stool. He took tiny gulps from his glass. The junior knew how his body would be feeling, because it was his own, in a way. The junior had the same hands, the same chest, the same face. He knew how their shared throat tightened up from nerves, how their guts went cold under stress. The junior was one, Alastair was thirty-one. At first, they’d been identical, but a year of different lives had caused their looks to diverge. Now, his senior seemed pale. He wore dark rings around his eyes, as well as an untidy beard. His hair was sheared short, because who would see it?

The junior went inside, unwilling to let him stew any longer.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said.

Alastair looked up from his glass. ‘There you are,’ he said. ‘She’s not here yet.’

‘No,’ said the junior. ‘I know. You needing a drink?’

‘I’m okay,’ said Alastair. He looked at his glass again, then reconsidered. ‘Aye, please.’

As the junior walked towards the bank of lockers, he submitted an order via his system: a pint of Guinness and one Junior Meal. He felt the cost debited from Alastair’s account and his system replied with a PIN for one of the lockers. On the other side, he could hear staff arranging their order, then the lamp above his locker flashed green.

‘There you go,’ he said.

‘Cheers.’ Alastair’s first drink was already gone. ‘How was work?’

‘Fine,’ said the junior. ‘Normal. Loads of long routes, but fine.’

The junior knew his senior did little with his days, so didn’t bother to return the question. Only so much you could say about scrolling on your mobile, pulling up streams, killing time. And plus today he’d have been anxious about this meetup with Caitlin.

The junior took the stool beside his senior and picked the Junior Meal off the tray. The guilt from his lateness was gone, replaced by a serious hunger. After undoing a few buttons, he slipped a hand inside the collar of his shirt, drawing the fabric back to reveal his shoulder. He felt around the peak of the collarbone, which he then compressed. A small compartment opened up along the upper reach of his shoulder, a darkly shining reservoir leading down to his inner parts.

Alastair watched the procedure. ‘What do you think she wants?’ he asked.

The junior shook his head. ‘Could be anything.’ He took the sachet in his hand and squeezed it gently, so the jellyish liquid inside rose to the opening, viscous and pale brown. He tipped it up, letting the Junior Meal slide into his reservoir. The stuff tickled a little as it glugged down, but soon a pleasing fullness entered him.

‘I said, didn’t I? I think she’s going to pop the question.’ Alastair closed his eyes. ‘I think this is it.’

‘Maybe,’ the junior nodded. ‘But that’s good, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not good,’ snapped Alastair. ‘It’s a total hassle.’

‘You’ve been together a long time,’ said the junior, doing his buttons back up. ‘What? Eight years?’

‘I know we have, but still.’

They were quiet for a moment. ‘Well I don’t care what you say. I’m excited.’

‘Good for you. You’re not the one getting asked.’

‘Aye,’ said the junior. ‘Whatever you say.’

Ten minutes later, Caitlin arrived. She had her work coat on, standing near the entrance, looking deep into her mobile so you could see its light spread across her neat features. She was tall, with excellent posture, and wore her dyed-white hair just off the shoulder. For a moment, she rocked on her heels, then glanced up, saw them, and came over.

The junior couldn’t help it. He carried residual feelings for her, almost like those for an ex – half bitter, half fond. He remembered what it felt like for Alastair to fall in love with her. All those long afternoons in the pub she worked in, doing things to make her smile, needing to believe she thought about him when he wasn’t there. Barely eating, barely sleeping, all his skin desperate to press her skin. Those memories were his too.

‘Hiya,’ she said as she neared the table. ‘Sorry I’m late. Another nightmare. Can I get you anything?’

Alastair said no, tipping his glass. The junior shook his head. One sachet of Meal was enough, just as the advertisements claimed.

‘Fine.’ Her eyes scanned the room. ‘Give me a second.’

‘Did you notice,’ said Alastair, once she was out of earshot, ‘how nervous she was?’

The junior watched Caitlin cross the pub floor with confidence, her face back in the mobile. ‘Hm,’ he said.

‘Listen, just play it cool, would you? Don’t go sticking your beak in. I need to get my head together.’

The junior played with the empty sachet before him. ‘No worries.’ Across the room, he could see Caitlin waiting in front of the lockers. She would be buying red wine, like always.

Back when you still got visible staff in these places, Caitlin used to do bar work. Alastair met her as a punter. A refugee from Fife, the ruined peninsula, he received small monthly stipends, deposits he quickly transformed into pints in Caitlin’s pub, located on a corner near his damp bedsit. Unlike some, she carried no bigotry against those who required assistance after fleeing their destroyed homelands. The junior remembered watching Caitlin move around behind the beer taps as though he’d been there himself.

Her wine glass landed on the table as she huffed into the stool across from Alastair. Her mac weighed down her shoulders.

‘Bad day, then?’ Alastair asked.

‘The worst,’ Caitlin replied, glancing quickly at the junior, offering him a small portion of distaste.

Another painful shift down at Arts Systems, according to Caitlin. This guy in her office, this Otis character, had been acting up again. When Otis started, they spent a lot of time laughing about his weirdness, his fashion-consciousness, his constant girlfriends, but now it appeared to be wearing on Caitlin. She said, ‘And the work itself is endless, just endless. I think I’m finished one thing, suddenly I’ve got something else on my desk.’

‘That sounds terrible,’ said Alastair.

‘Aye,’ agreed the junior. ‘Really bad.’

She met the junior’s gaze for a second time. She squinted a little. ‘How would you know?’ she asked.

‘Well … I don’t. It just sounds bad.’

She necked a quarter of her glass.

It also turned out there’d been this gallery visit, where they needed to investigate the reflective qualities of the glass used for framing purposes. Dealers were asking for a certain brand, more reflective than normal, because some in Arts Systems suggested viewer engagement increased when the public got a good, healthy eyeful of themselves alongside their artwork. Caitlin didn’t like it. Everything else was fair game, but this felt like a step too far.

‘But I’m blethering,’ she sighed. ‘Sorry. How are you? What did you do today?’

The junior sensed his senior tense up at the question. He didn’t like to reveal to Caitlin how he wasted his days at home while the junior went to work. ‘Oh, this and that,’ he said. ‘A few pies in the oven.’

Caitlin nodded. ‘Right.’

They each stared into their glasses, their eyes cast downwards, and the junior felt such an awkwardness to be there. He looked across the bar, yearning for something interesting to focus on, but nothing came to him. ‘Step-Stone was a pain in the arse today too,’ he announced. Neither his senior nor Caitlin responded. ‘Joe Pegg’s been getting on at me again. Well, you know what he’s like, Al.’

Unlike Alastair, Joe Pegg worked alongside his own junior; something that was still pretty rare. At first, it was unheard of, but then Charline Mossmoon was on one of the interview streams and she said how she didn’t laze around while her junior worked. Instead, she doubled her output. You started seeing all these think pieces on the content feeds for and against Mossmoon’s proposition. Some wrote it was an example of good practice – Why not be more productive? Look at Kim Larson, the World’s Father himself. Was it not Larson’s manic early period that helped him perfect the technology that led to junior production in the first place? – whereas others argued that Mossmoon’s story was nothing more than boasting, and bad-faith boasting at that. What about quality of life? What was the point in the whole junioring enterprise if it didn’t provide humanity with the promised levels of free time? The argument blistered across the field in the hours after the interview ran, some calling Mossmoon a moron and others, those with juniors, wondering if she might be talking sense.

But anyway, Joe Pegg was one of those who had taken on Mossmoon’s wisdom and both junior and senior clocked in to Step-Stone daily. A decent boss, Joe Pegg, with one fatal flaw: you felt sorry for him. His stats on the field were low in prestige and health, but decently high on determination, which was enough to pull him up to middling rank. They rode a tandem bike to the office, Pegg and his junior, both stuffed into race-grade leotards. Watching them pedal up the road was enough to remind you that it was sensible to apply for your junior as close to thirty as possible.

That morning, Pegg gave the junior a hard time about his own stats – Alastair’s stats, really – saying he needed to hit their numbers more regularly. ‘I suppose he’s looking out for us,’ the junior added, ‘but man, he’s a moan.’

Caitlin watched him, then shook her head. She said, ‘I’ve been having these chats with Elaine, actually.’

Alastair jumped on this, clearly keen to move past the tension that existed between his girlfriend and junior. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘That’s good. She likes you, doesn’t she?’

Caitlin nodded. ‘She’s a good boss. But she’s pestering me just now … There’s a job going.’

‘Oh right?’

‘Yeah. It’s a pretty big deal, actually, and she wants me to take it.’ The relaying of this information seemed to unlock something in Caitlin; her expression softened somewhat and she sighed.

‘That’s great news,’ said Alastair. ‘So what’s the deal now? Do you have to apply, or is it a done thing?’

Caitlin nodded. ‘It’s a done thing. If I want it, it’s mine.’

‘And what does it involve?’

‘Well, it’ll be a secondment. This other agency needs someone from Arts Systems to consult on PR.’

‘That’s amazing,’ chipped in the junior. He couldn’t help it.

Caitlin paused. ‘Is it?’

‘It sounds like more responsibility, more excitement … I don’t know?’

‘Well,’ said Caitlin. ‘What if I tell you the project’s based out at Uist? What if I tell you the secondment involves setting yourself up there for, like, three years? Does that sound good?’

A silence fell on the table. After a moment, Alastair said, ‘Wait. What?’

‘It’s true,’ said Caitlin.

‘I don’t know what you’re saying here,’ said Alastair.

The junior felt confusion radiate from his senior. Perhaps his own mind was a little sharper, because he thought he could see where the conversation was headed.

‘It’s a good offer,’ said Caitlin. ‘Elaine wants me for it, and I want to take it.’

‘I’m sorry if this comes across as mean or whatever, but I’m not happy about this.’ Alastair shook his head. ‘I’m not happy one bit. Three years? Uist?’

‘The Scolpaig spaceport,’ said Caitlin. ‘I still have to confirm it for definite, but I think I’m going to.’

‘But what about me?’ asked Alastair. He put his hand out on the table. ‘What about us?’

‘Al,’ she sighed. ‘We’re done.’

‘Done?’

‘We’ve been done for a while now. We both know it, don’t we?’

‘I didn’t know it!’ exclaimed Alastair. He looked briefly to the junior, who kept his eyes firmly on Caitlin. ‘Why am I always the last to know?’

Caitlin frowned. ‘Al, I’m tired of being a third wheel. I’m tired of him, hanging around the flat like a ghoul. The ghost at the feast. You know how I feel about juniors.’ Now she met his eye. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not prejudiced, you know that, but it’s not for everyone.’

The junior shook his head. The less he said, the better. She didn’t like the junior, it had to be admitted. They’d carried on a long conversation, Alastair and Caitlin, through his late twenties, about whether he’d go in for junioring. Caitlin was a few years older and could have signed up whenever she wanted, but hadn’t. Wouldn’t. Was turned off by the entire process of copying oneself and living beside the result.

‘But I asked you,’ said Alastair. ‘We spoke about it, for months it felt like. I always told you that once I turned thirty, I wanted to go for it. I said I’d be silly not to, with the scheme Pegg worked out for us, didn’t I?’

‘You knew you would do it from the start, but you made me talk about it for long enough that it was like we’d agreed. I realised whatever got said, he was coming.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘It’s true, Al. You know it is. And the thing is, if it worked out like you said, then fine. Fair enough. If you got your precious junior and suddenly you were happy and successful and making the most of your life, then fine. But that’s not what happened, is it?’

The junior sensed his senior bristle at this. He didn’t take criticism lightly. They were trying to work on it, for the benefit of his stats.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Come on. Things have changed since he came. Things have got better. I’ve got all this free time, I’ve been making plans. My stats went up, you can’t deny that.’

‘I don’t—’ Caitlin began, before pausing to lower her voice. ‘I don’t care about your stats. I’ve never cared about them. When we met, what sort of stats did you have then?’

‘I had fuck-all stats,’ he replied.

‘Exactly,’ said Caitlin. ‘And—’

‘But it’s only been a year. That’s not long enough. All I need is to get them a little higher, then who knows what’ll happen. If you get high on prestige, you might end up with a stream of your own.’

Caitlin sighed. She shook her head. ‘All you do is sit at home. You sit on your arse and sit on the field. You’re barely living, Al.’

Another silence, the truth and pain of that last comment poisoning the air between them all. The junior sniffed, then jerked into motion. He said, ‘I should head back to the flat. This isn’t anything to do with me.’

‘I asked you both to come,’ said Caitlin. ‘You need to hear this too. You’re part of him.’

He became aware of his senior slowly nodding. His face was nearly resting on his chest, but still he managed to bob his head.

‘I thought you were going to ask,’ he said, quietly. ‘I was nervous, because I thought you were going to ask me.’

‘Ask you what?’

‘I thought … I thought you wanted to get married.’

‘Oh,’ said Caitlin. ‘Oh, Alastair.’

Soon afterwards, she left. She wouldn’t be coming home with them that night. She had a room booked in a hotel somewhere and her suitcase was already there. They watched her go, following her purposeful stride through the door, along the street with the other pedestrians, disappearing into the swell of bodies behind the window. Outside, an old senior pushed some sort of wheelbarrow through the crowd, full of damaged electrical equipment, broken toasters, mulched blenders, ancient frayed cabling. Others were jostling past him, tripping on the barrow.

‘She won’t take it,’ the junior said. ‘She’s just upset.’

Alastair nodded. ‘I think she will.’

The junior decided to be honest. ‘Aye. Probably.’

Alastair breathed in sharply through his teeth. ‘Think of the stats, mate.’

This was all he could think of, even now? ‘What do you mean?’

‘Think of how it’ll look on the stats, getting dumped.’

They spent hours there, long after most of the clientele left. Alastair pulled up orders on his mobile – pints and shorts of whisky – and the junior went to collect them, returning the empties to the appropriate space. Those trips represented nice breaks from the mood back at the table.

He brought the next round over. Alastair accepted the drink to his hand without looking up. He said, ‘I feel sick.’

‘Do you know what day it is?’ the junior asked.

Alastair shook his head. ‘Tuesday.’

‘What date.’

His senior burped.

‘It’s my birthday.’

‘What? No, it’s not. My birthday’s June the—’

‘Not yours, mine. A year ago today I came out the plant.’

Alastair stared at the junior below wonky eyelids, then shrugged. ‘Were you expecting a card?’

His senior was unsteady on the way back. The junior put an arm round his shoulder to help, assisting him through pockets of street people, the ones hidden away during sunlit hours. Here were the gangs of vagrants, messily dressed, wearing combinations of ill-matched clothing, all of them scarred around the mouths and eyes. At one point, he had the sensation that this giant bloke was following them: a huge beefcake in a long, greenish jacket, wholly bald, and despite the size of him, able to creep. The junior kept seeing his shiny pate bob above the crowds, always in the direction they walked, but told himself he was being ridiculous.

They came to their home street. On one side was a row of sandstone tenement apartments, on the other a tiny park with swings and a roundabout where children ran around in the day, groups of motherly juniors chatting on the benches.

They went up the close, into the flat.

‘Hello?’ they said together.

No response. They moved from room to room in the darkness, opening doors softly, peering at the lack of Caitlin inside. They stood together in the bedroom, and the junior had nothing to say. This mirror of himself, the person in whose image he’d been made, sighed and watched the floor.

‘Listen, man,’ he said. ‘It’ll be alright.’

His senior opened his mouth to respond, to fire back that no, it wouldn’t, but before he could speak, a crash came from the far end of the flat.

They surged out, together, dashing along the hallway, pushing by each other at the kitchen, to emerge into the empty living room.

‘Caitlin?’ asked Alastair.

But no one was there. All they found was the coffee table upended, on its side, the little candle and the cracked cactus pot on the floorboards, a few dusty books splayed out beside them.

Unable to explain this phenomenon, they wrote off the sound, disregarded the tipped table, and took themselves to bed. The junior waited outside the bedroom door to hear his senior snore, then went to the box room to indulge in his equivalent of sleep. For a long time, for hours, nothing moved in the living room, not even the particles of dust suspended in the moon’s light. The very definition of an empty room.

Then, for a few moments, a spark appeared, up near the ceiling. A sound too. A man’s voice asking, ‘What?’

It was like the room held its breath. A few minutes passed, then the spark returned, a tiny molten spot hanging above the mirror in empty space. Next, it connected itself to another point at the base of the bookcase, a string of light hanging in the air. The voice spoke: ‘I don’t know!’

The beam existed for a count of ten, then moved itself around. It consolidated into a shape, an amorphous blob, which then formed the outline of a person. It was the figure of a man. If pushed, you would be forced to call it a ghost.

The man, the ghost, blinked. His mouth opened. He took a step forward and held out his hands, pawing through something unseen. He moaned or growled or hummed. If Caitlin or Alastair or the junior were present, they would have seen right through this spectre as it grasped at the air and created small sounds of consternation and anger.

He said, ‘It can’t be right. The controls are set all wrong.’

He took another step forward, then vanished before the other shoe could drop. Silence, again. Nothing.
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