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Day 1


Easting: 398146 Northing: 433524





Fuck, it’s so hot. 

She wriggles the backpack’s straps away from the sore patches on her shoulders, shifts its weight hip to hip, sweat pooling in the hollow of her back. Up ahead, the turbine stretches skyward, a skeletal giant, limbs rotating lazily. 

She should’ve known the pack was too heavy for this distance, this heat – should’ve hitched a ride with one of the estate staff – but she’d wanted to arrive at the site on foot. Alone. Approaching by the access track in the climate-controlled bubble of a slick new 4x4 had seemed wrong. She’d wanted to take the old route. The one scored into her bones, imprinted in her blood. She’d wanted to feel the moortop wind in her hair, to tread familiar paths, feel familiar earth beneath her boots, like a hefted sheep. And she’s nothing if not determined. Her father’s Yorkshire burr conjures from deep memory: You’re bloody-minded as a cull yow, Lass.

It’s not as if she can get lost here. She recognises the horizon’s silhouette, the ridgeline of each distant fell, the deep, shadowy cut of the valleys, the murmur of traffic from the road over the tops. She’d forgotten though, how hard going this terrain can be. How easily the tussocked moor grass turns ankles, how footholds that appear solid are anything but, how the only sure footing is the stepping stone roots of desiccated heather, which should be flowering now, but is mostly parched and stunted, a few lavender blooms struggling from baked peat. 

She feels the dull stirrings of a migraine behind her right eye. Her meds are stashed at the bottom of the pack. A stupid oversight. There’s no way to reach them without excavating carefully organised strata of clean underwear and dried food, Petri dishes and field equipment. Then re-packing it all and hoisting the damn thing back onto her shoulders. She pulls her t-shirt away from her sweat-slicked chest, gropes for the water bottle that’s been banging arrhythmically against a loose carabiner on the pack and takes a long draw. 

God, that’s better.

She checks the GPS again. Yes, that’s the one: Turbine 34. 

She’d know anyway, without navigation. She’d know this place by the contour of the land. The scent. Even with the heat and drought, she can still detect the rich peaty soil deep beneath her feet, the savour of rusty becks and silica-glittering gritstone, the cotton grass and animal scat. Something’s missing though – the full-body gunshot shock of grouse bursting from cover, like catapulted umbrellas. There aren’t many left these days. Just some stubborn old timers who’ve outlived the guns.

Away to her left, the access track is a great scar across the moor – a broad scrape of rubble and sand, as if God has gouged it with a fingernail. She’s seen drone footage, of course, the winding tracks leading to each turbine forming a bird’s-eye Kandinsky. What the film couldn’t reveal was the smaller debris, the left-behind detritus of construction: chips of aggregate and hardcore; fragments of plastic and steel; the great humps of displaced, upturned peat, rock and sand hunkered by each turbine, gradually reclaimed by moss and lichen, remoulding the landscape like ancient burial mounds. Nor the changes beneath ground – the dried-up dykes and grips, the deep fissures and clefts in the peat’s surface, and the massive steel and concrete foundations squatting beneath the bog like backfilled bunkers.

No – up close, the moor is not how she remembers it. Something essential has changed. 

As a child she’d filled countless scrapbooks with skylark sightings, mapped the tracks of fox and deer, collected and pressed wildflowers. She’d waited patiently each spring for the curlews’ return – their first tremulous calls making her heart burst. And through the long hours, she’d never, ever felt alone.

Now, it’s eerily quiet. No walkers. No birdsong. No small, panicked creatures scurrying away from her clumsy tread. Between the tussocks, the peat is as desiccated as an overbaked cake. Her boots stay dry. Mind you, that’s not surprising, the summer they’ve had.

Hottest on record, they’re predicting. Hotter even than 2032, the current drought lasting over three months. Reservoirs are dry, crops have failed, water companies enforcing cuts, the first deaths by heatstroke and dehydration. 

She’d followed the clickbait, tapping a screen over lunch at the off-campus Pret, far enough from the labs to avoid curious student eyes. Warnings about Atlantic hurricanes and brewing storms with portentous biblical names like Malachi and Ariel. The impending threat of devastating floods and wind damage. Communities destroyed. Lives lost. It’s the same every year now. The cycle of drought and deluge. The heat will break, and the rain will come. 

But it has to be now. This dry spell means she can camp out. She needs to be here through the dark hours, observing, listening, searching, when she knows no one else will be. That’s what she wants more than anything – to be left alone to carry out the task she’s been given. The task she’s given herself.

    
  It's been three years since they switched on the final turbine, seven since construction began. 

There’d been significant progress on sustainable energy for a decade or more, but when the government had pushed hard for net zero and removed the constraints, the overseas conglomerates had seized their moment. They’d sent surveyors and slick salesmen with Saville Row suits and London accents to persuade every struggling farmer that wind and solar would save them. Let the cattle graze beneath windmills. Turn over arable land to panels. Imports are cheaper anyway, and the supermarkets care most about price.

But this – this project had been different. This one had made headlines. 

She’d made environmental impact assessments of green energy projects her speciality, has been in the game since long before such things entered public discourse, knows intimately how the smallest shift in land use creates a cascade, sometimes predictable, sometimes not. She prides herself on her sensitive, well-balanced conclusions, her clear-eyed approach, her ability to avoid taking sides. It was inevitable she’d come here. She’d known as she watched the local campaigners glue themselves to the first towers and slip past security to spoil fresh concrete foundations, the old hippies lying down in front of the diggers. They knew, like she did, that there was more at stake here than the spoiling of a beloved landscape. This was not about aesthetics. Disturbing the protected peatland would have unforeseen consequences that couldn’t be planned for, couldn’t be mitigated. And that those losses could never be mended. She also knew that their fight was futile, that there were larger forces at play, and that no one could stop what had begun hundreds of years before in these valleys. 

She’d followed the court cases, read about the heavy-handed security and protestors’ prison sentences, the lives ruined. And she’d waited, patiently, knowing the job would be hers, knowing they’d need someone before they knew it themselves. An expert to measure and record and evaluate. Someone dispassionate and disconnected from the rumour and scandal. Someone neutral to determine whether the valley’s devastating floods were a direct result of the wind farm’s construction, or would they have happened anyway? 

She can already guess the answer. Can read it in the grim local faces she saw as she walked through town, past boarded-up shops and shuttered pubs, a few disappointed tourists eating pasties in the square, the abandoned terraces near the river, now mouldering, the old civic buildings ring-marked with tidelines, riddled with black mould and hazard signs, and the medieval packhorse bridge that had crumbled into the river after 500 years of service. No funds to restore it. 

She’d trekked up to the rain-battered graveyard to find family headstones – aunts, uncles, cousins. Fading half-remembered names. But not her own parents. They’d sold up and moved away, of course, not long after she’d gone. Buried now, under gentler, chalky soil. 

She finds the one she wants beside an ostentatious headstone in black marble. Next door, Cousin Jim rests beneath local stone. Name. Dates. No fuss. He’d have wanted it that way. Nearby, fake yellow roses and bright plastic pens litter the grave of the famous dead poet. There used to be a real rose here, she recalls. A surprising joyful burst of colour on the grey mizzled hilltop. Gone now, like the rest of them.

    
  She clicks the water bottle back into place, steadies herself. It's the noise that’s the worst thing. The electrical hum, like a motorway or a high-flying jet. A mechanical, human noise, at odds with the landscape. Cloud shadows chase across distant hills, streaks of ochre and auburn, veridian green and russet brown, a lone glowing patch of violet catching the sun. The pale bones of other turbines like this one. She listens for the telltale burble of running water, but the dykes are dry, the old drainage ditches stagnant. She’ll have to walk to find a fresh spring.

She sets off again, picking her way across uneven ground. Fifty metres from the turbine platform she misjudges a step and her ankle twists beneath her. Time expands. She knows she’s going to fall before it happens, attempts to pitch toward a springy patch of heather, unbalanced by the weight on her back, and topples with a thud, breath knocked out of her. 

Fuck. Not a good start. 

She checks herself. No livid pain. No cracking sounds. She steadies her breath, lets her body readjust. Lies there sucking the air back into her lungs. This close to the earth, the damp, dense scent of the ancient peat reaches her. As regular as a heartbeat, the shadow of the turbine’s rotating blades falls across her. A momentary dimming of sunlight. A lamp switching off and on.

She’s fine, she decides. Bruised, undoubtably – she bruises so easily these days – but no lasting damage. She unclips the buckles at chest and hip, slides her shoulders from the pack’s tethers and levers herself onto her knees, then, slowly, to her feet. Her ankle complains. A sharp stab behind her left kneecap – old news. She hoists the pack upright. Detects no telltale tinkle of shattered glass or cracked plastic. Thank God. She cares more about the fragile equipment than she does her old bones. 

Not far to go, but she daren’t drag it – not after that jolt. So, she lifts, legs quivering, and shoulders the damn thing once more.

    
  The turbine platform is a flat stretch of rough, rubbled ground. At one end, the access track marks the way out. How much aggregate, steel and hardcore had it taken to create this incongruous plateau? She knows the answer, of course, but can’t bring the numbers to mind. The fall has made her thick-headed, or maybe she’s dehydrated. Her skull thumps dully.

At least the flat ground is a reliable place to set up base camp. She chooses a spot at the far edge from the turbine and lowers the pack, the relief making her weightless. She should’ve known better than to bring the old red tent with its heavy frame and weighty groundsheet, but she’d felt impulsive; surely she can allow herself some nostalgia. More water first, but not too much, not until she’s located the nearest source. 

Now she’s close, the noise takes on a different timbre, a complexity of sounds: the bass rumble of a generator, the grinding of gears, the occasional mechanical squeal, like the echo of a distant factory. The turning blades make a rhythmic whoosh, like passing cars, or waves against a pebbled beach. 

She walks over and stands beneath the turbine’s blades. From inside the huge tower comes a flurry of clicks. Above, the nacelle with its nubbed nose and the dizzying sight of the blades, already dirtied by weather and pollution, pale grey against the blue, blue sky. She’s reminded of a white cedar tree she once saw in the ghost forests of New Jersey – a huge, once-impressive thing, now leafless and haunting, a phantom of its former self, destroyed by the salt incursion of rising sea levels.

She circles the turbine. The transformer – a garden hut sized box of riveted metal – sits close by. Scrawled across one wall, the pink ghost of painted over graffiti: 

PLANET NOT PROFIT 

OFFSHORE NOT ONSHORE 

FUCK OFF WUTHERING SHITES! 

And of course, the obligatory cock and balls.

She’s stood, like this, beneath countless turbines, but she’s never prepared for the disorientation, the way it seems that the blades will somehow reach down and slice through her. The shudder of discomfort and compulsion to move away. The eerie, lonely music they make. She turns and leans back against the turbine’s steel tower, feels a juddering vibration from within. The metal is hot in the sun, stark and industrial. She shuts her eyes, concentrates on the sun’s heat on her cheeks. Up here, at least there’s a breeze, as if the humid air is stirred by the turbine’s turning. She can smell something acrid – grease, perhaps, or oil – and the tang of hot metal, but beneath that, a scent more pungent and pervading. She recognises it and smiles to herself. An ancient, familiar perfume that even this extent of human interference can’t erase. Dark and earthy, damp and musky. Reminiscent of badger sets and fox dens, of moss and mire and mushroom, of cold starlit nights and smouldering peat fires. Of old things, long-buried and long-forgotten.   










