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THE SALAMANDER

			Magister Lovelock, famous clairvoyant, reputed the wisest man in Dorset, reeks of lavender water and the rut. It seems he did not bathe after copulating but simply applied cheap deodorant. The stench of the tup, the way his eyes rove across my chest, revolt me. I almost kill him then and there to be done with it.

			I discipline myself to wait until the reading is over; I am curious about the outcome and it does no harm to let him live a little longer, a cadaver in the final throes of life. Besides, I have travelled too far to waste the journey.

			Consulting a clairvoyant is a novelty for me. I expect a chintz cliché of a house, awash with doilies and crystal ornaments and magical accoutrements; instead, his consulting room is a library, somewhat austere. The cards are at rest, waiting, patient, at the precise centre of a large, mahogany table that smells of furniture polish and time. On either side of the table is a chair. One, more ornate and magisterial, is likely his preferred seat. I take it, amused by his discomfiture, by his acquiescence. He squints, the sun in his eyes, his face uplit by the glare of the sun reflecting off the polished wood.

			We make small talk about the weather and the economy and other trivia. He does not ask any question you might describe as leading, the kind designed to elicit information that he can play back to me as part of his reading. One of the few direct questions he asks is whether I have sat for the cards before. He gives no sign of recognising me as not human which is, I cannot help but think, something of a failing on his part.

			He says he will employ a method of reading the cards that Arthur Waite called ‘Celtic,’ using eleven cards. That alerts me. Waite was a prolix bore even by the standards of nineteenth century writers on the occult, a man whose principal gift to the world was to commission Pamela Colman-Smith to illustrate a tarot deck that is, in its own right, a thing of great beauty.

			Waite dismissed Smith as ‘a draughtswoman’ while taking credit for the cards. In reality, Smith was a friend of Bram Stoker and W B Yeats and stage designer for Ellen Terry who called her Pixie. She made illustrations for Stoker and Yeats and exhibited in New York. In short, she was a woman of recognised talent. Even now, oafs like Waite and Aleister Crowley are remembered while the brilliant women of fin de siècle occultism are all but forgotten. Thus history is partial, memory misleads and narrative fails.

			What do I want to get out of the reading, Lovelock asks. What do I want to know?

			I cannot tell him the whole truth, that I want to know the outcome of the Gaia Cascade, to know whether our worldwide cull of humans will be a success. Wary that he will detect an outright lie, I say I am about to undertake a project in environmental engineering and am concerned about its chances of success.

			He accepts that, and makes a show of thoroughly shuffling the deck, saying, ‘The first card will be the Significator, the card that represents you. This will be a Queen or a Page, depending on your age, if I might make so bold …’

			‘You may not. It is more interesting if the card is random, don’t you think?’

			He barely falters, his hands shifting the cards with practised ease. He cuts the deck three times and lays it face down.

			‘As you wish.’

			He cuts the pack again and turns up the Eight of Swords.

			

			A woman in red, blindfolded, bound, hemmed in by long swords. The ground is blood red with scattered pools of water. The sky is plain tan, a desert dust storm. A castle on a hill reminds me of the Italian castello where the Elders meet, where the Gaia Cascade was agreed. The woman is bound by danger, tradition and history, not free to move, unable to see what is really going on, needing clarity and freedom to find her own destiny and set her own story.

			I tell Lovelock none of that and barely hear his comments on the card’s meaning, something about conflict and sickness.

			He turns up the next card, saying, ‘This covers her,’ and lays the Seven of Swords across the first card. ‘This is the principal influence on your query; it represents a plan that may fail.’

			The card shimmers and comes alive; inked lines and colours dance, confront me, demand my attention.

			A young man takes five swords away, as many as he can carry. Two remain point down in the ground in front of tented pavilions. Shadowed figures flicker at a campfire: guards, or perhaps a storyteller spinning yarns. The same tan sky. Who is the young man? Hints of crusades and Islam, but the swords aren’t scimitars.

			‘This crosses her,’ the Magister says, placing the Page of Wands across the others. ‘This card represents the obstacles you face. I find its significance obscure, but perhaps it will become clearer. On its face it shows a messenger, someone making a proclamation, but whether of good or bad news I cannot say.’

			Another arid background. Green shoots on the wand signify new life in a wasteland, a new beginning in inhospitable circumstances. What is the obstacle? Salamanders scamper off the page’s coat and through my curiosity.

			‘This crowns her.’ The Hierophant. ‘This represents the best you can achieve with your problem in the circumstances. This card was the Pope in the old decks and signified spiritual authority, but it might also mean taking one’s place at the head of an established hierarchy, business success perhaps. The subject of the card is male so I favour the latter, more abstract interpretation. Another reading is that the card represents dependence upon the approval of authority, though that is harder to envisage with the card in this position.’

			Father: I am dependent on his approval. An old thought crystallises as a truth barely acknowledged. Spiritual authority is not a category or quality we recognise as a rule, except for the occasional mystic, or Aunt Xi who saw the monk attain enlightenment. The Dawn Stories imply that we have not always set our face against the spiritual, though I do not share that insight with others; we find our own truths in the stories, or select the truths to create our own stories, finding them afresh every time we tell them.

			‘This is beneath her,’ Lovelock says, laying down the Five of Pentacles. ‘This is the foundation of the situation you query.’

			A cripple and a pauper trudge through a blizzard. The pentacles form a stained-glass window behind them. They are on the outside and thus excluded, perhaps expelled. The pauper – female? – wears a leopard skin. A bell hangs around the cripple’s neck like a pet cat’s collar or a leper’s bell, worn by one whom society already deems dead. The cripple wears sandals; the pauper is barefoot.

			Outcast and excluded: have I internalised this? Is this my self-image? Who is cast out? By whom? From where? Is it me, estranged by my introversion, by my fondness for questions and drawing inferences, by my dangerous flirtations with metaphor?

			Ah, that is the trap, isn’t it? Reading things into the pictures on the cards, believing them to mean something more than they possibly can.

			The Tower.

			Lovelock says, ‘This is behind her. This is the recent influence on your query: calamity, distress and misery, although some see it is symbolic of a changing of the guard.’

			A toppled crown; two figures thrown down to earth. Revolution, reset, a new order of things, but there is nothing of the sort in my life.

			My formulation of the Gaia Cascade and its execution should institute a new order of things on the grandest scale, but that is ahead, not behind. I am scrambling for meaning again: all the pretty little Rorschaches all in a row.

			‘This is before her,’ Lovelock intones, snapping the Devil into its place.

			Well now, that is something.

			Two naked humans are chained to a pedestal upon which Bahomet squats, his right hand raised in the Vulcan salute.

			Live long and prosper is clearly not what was intended. I giggle, I cannot help myself. Lovelock frowns at my levity.

			The natural implication is that we are about to do some evil to humans, which is true enough in its way, but the humans are drawn horned so there is moral ambiguity at work. The male’s hand is next to a flaming brand in the Devil’s left hand: global heating, perhaps? No, that is to objectify an assumption again. The female’s hand lingers by a bowl of fruit, forbidden fruit from the trees in the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve ate from the tree of knowledge of good and evil but were cast out and a flaming sword was set to guard the way to the tree of life. The story has interesting echoes of how my ancestors created humans, of the four rivers flowing out of Eden, of our withholding knowledge from our creations of their true past. It is we who eat from the tree of life. A salamander scurries across this card too.

			‘This card shows the influences at work in the near future,’ Lovelock says, a hint of testiness souring his monotone. ‘Waite suggested the card signifies both predestined violence and the pains and joys of succumbing to temptation.’ His eyes stray across my body again. I contemplate the pains and joys of snapping his plump neck.

			‘This seventh card indicates your attitude or response to what is to come.’ He places Temperance below and to the right of the Devil.

			An angel with a third eye pours liquid between two chalices. One foot is on land, the other in water. A rabbit or hare is next to the angel: the natural kingdom, perhaps? Gaia? A path leads to mountains where the sun rises or sets. Irises are also next to the angel and angels are messengers of the gods.

			What is going on with the chalices? Diluting or co-mixing wine and water? What is being mixed?

			‘Temperance suggests that your approach will be economy and persistence, your management style, perhaps? More symbolically, or esoterically if you will, the path to the mountains is sometimes said to represent enlightenment and new consciousness. The water is the subconscious, the land consciousness. So if the card is to be understood beyond the mundane, your response will be growth and new consciousness. Perhaps the eighth card will assist. This is your house, your environment and all that is at work there.’

			He draws the Knight of Wands. 

			‘Departure, absence, flight: a change of residence?’

			He makes it sound more negative than positive, but that is not what the card says to me. My eyes lock onto the green shoots on the wand, the same green shoots as on the Page of Wands, but much more assertive in their manifestation. The knight has a martial forcefulness but also chivalry and honour. Salamanders scuttle across his surcoat, just as on the other cards. What might they mean? The knight rides a red percheron through a desert, arid, without humans, past pyramids, harking back to an ancient kingdom in our mythology. A card of change, but hopeful change.

			‘Your hopes and fears are expressed in the tenth card.’ Lovelock turns it over.

			Death. Unlucky XIII.

			‘Another card of change and transformation, but with a costly loss associated, perhaps a physical death of someone close to you, perhaps something more symbolic.’

			Death comes on a white horse, not the red charger of the knight; kings, a bishop, nobles die at his feet, diseased as if with plague. The sun rises between white towers in the background, as though the death of the old presages the birth of the new. Trite but comforting.

			Change for the better, then, but better for whom?

			The Gaia Cascade means the death of billions. I do not fear my own death from that, but … No: that is not true. I fear failure and the consequences should Father fly into one of his rages. I am not his first child, but I am the first to survive beyond childhood since his beloved Aphrêm and Ys were ended by the Gifted human Alyson.

			‘The final card represents what will come, the end result of all that the previous cards represent and portend. It both tells me how to interpret the previous cards and is itself interpreted in their light.’ He pauses for dramatic effect, as if delivering the result of a reality TV show which, in a way, I suppose he is.

			The Six of Swords.

			

			The subject of the card is no longer bound or sightless or imprisoned. We see no faces. Two individuals, a woman and child maybe, are ferried to a far shore, possibly an island, taking the swords with them. The cloaked woman is a chrysalis setting out over the sea, into the unknown, where the promise of transformation waits.

			Lovelock relaxes. A wasp buzzes against old glass in an upper window pane. I wait in silence, wrapped in my own thoughts, composing narratives and subplots he cannot imagine, finding symbolism that he cannot know: the castello, the plagues, the wasteland we are poised to create.

			‘There’s a lot going on here, Ms Eliot,’ he says at last, the false name I use slipping easily from his lips.

			‘Please, call me Tess.’

			‘Er, yes. Thank you.’

			I catch a whiff of pheromone; his heart beats a little faster. Idiot.

			‘The journey is plain enough from the captivity of the Eight of Swords to the release of the Six of Swords, but the cards are full of symbols of rebirth and new beginnings. The figure of the salamander is a constant, the symbol of the alchemist’s prima materia, the first step in making the philosopher’s stone, spiritual blood, the heart of the sun, the chaos before Creation. A key to immortality. And the cards are shot through with images of revolution, of the destruction of authority, of changes in a hierarchy, of paradigm shifts and ultimately a new beginning.’ He points to the Six of Swords as he says the last.

			‘There is more going on here, Ms Elio … Tess than your project in environmental engineering. Purely in those terms, I foresee that you will achieve your aims albeit that there are challenges to be overcome, some,’ he points to the Page of Wands, ‘unexpected. However, I feel that there is a deeper, perhaps more esoteric meaning here relating to your personal growth. You might want to reflect on that in private, but the message is plain: change is coming.’

			I gaze at the cards laid out before me and follow the shifting illustrations as if watching a masque through multiple windows, catching glimpses of the players, their calls and responses. There is meaning there; it lurks in the shadows but I cannot see more than its outline.

			Something about the last card, the Six of Swords, and the figures in the boat resonates. If one represents me, who is that on the other side of me? It looks like a child, but who? Something to meditate upon while travelling back to Edinburgh, while waiting for the first of Father’s plagues to take hold.

			‘There is something else,’ Lovelock says, his voice hesitant. He affects diffidence but I hear eagerness behind his words. ‘I don’t wish to sound like a pier-end fortune teller, but several of these cards have associations with sexuality. I do not suggest anything so clichéd as a tall, dark handsome man entering your life, but …’

			No, I think, you suggest someone closer to home, a lascivious clairvoyant, perhaps. His wandering eyes take liberties with my clothes, his manicured fingers are restless.

			‘Warm in here all of a sudden, do you think?’ I say, loosening the top buttons on my blouse, leaning forward, looking into his eyes. His nostrils flare; his eyes widen. I beckon him and, fool of a human that he is, he leans across the table.

			I am more merciful than he deserves: I reach out with both hands and break his neck, cleanly separating the second and third cervical vertebrae.

			He never saw it coming.

			
UP THE WHITE ROAD

			1

			They were the good times, before Swan Oëstermann, Bobbing Jenny, Inki Pinki, Bawbag, Pig-Fucker McCafferty and all the rest of them. They were the days before I’d heard of the tithe, before Xinyi was lost then found then lost again, before Margaret and Eleanor. The times before the massacre, before I killed the ancient vampire Ephraim.

			When I was little, Mam would point to a bright light threading across the night sky from West to East. She said men and women once lived in it. She never knew if they got home safely, or if they’d stayed there, trapped in their earthlit coffin, watching each other die.

			Sometimes Mam told us about her mam and dad and her brothers and sisters, about her life Before.

			People lived in the cities then, and flew across the oceans and talked to each other all around the world with little boxes they carried in their pockets. Mam kept her little box in a drawer with all the things she treasured: her mam’s jewellery, her dad’s comb with strands of his hair woven between its teeth, her sister’s necklace. She took the box out of the drawer once to show me, but the front was smashed and it didn’t work.

			Her pride and joy was an old necklace in the form of a snake. The gold chain was made to look like scales, the pendant was a snake head in gold and enamel with a giant blue stone set into it. The mouth was open; sharp, curved fangs glinted, sharp enough to catch unwary fingers.

			Mam said her family came from a place called Syria to escape a war, and she’d been taught how to cook by her Mam. Daddy’s family used to have a restaurant selling food from India. We couldn’t get the things they needed to cook how they’d been taught, but we always had good food.

			Mam told us happy stories on days she was sad. We asked for them again and again, while Daddy rolled his eyes and said, ‘Nothing good comes of living in the past.’ He could never be persuaded to tell us his stories and I learned not to ask, even in the weeks when the sun was too hot to go out for long, or when the rain sluiced from the sky and ran down the hill to flood the main square of the commune.

			Our house was old, all the buildings around it were, but ours was the only one around us that was habitable. Daddy had done that. Once a roof collapses and lets the rain in, a building rots away from the inside, like Daddy said his daddy did after the Plague ended. It hadn’t taken long.

			Daddy did most of the hard work before I was born, and a huge part of that was working out drainage and the water run-off channels for the weeks when it never seemed to stop raining and everything got waterlogged. That’s why so much of our crop was grown under cover.

			We kept goats fenced away from the main crops. They provided meat, milk and cheese. We grew much more than we could ever need to feed ourselves, and traded the excess at the commune market, though both Mam and Daddy always fed anyone they saw hungry. No matter how much was traded or given away, there was always a surplus. Every three months Daddy packed it up and took it away on a wagon but wouldn’t say where it went.

			I learnt the ways of tending and caring for the wagon horses and other animals almost from when I could walk; I always had a knack for it. Looking after the goats and kids was my job for a while, until the day I refused to kill them for food.

			‘They’re not pets, Yana,’ Daddy said, but I couldn’t do it.

			After the massacre, I found out it was much easier to kill people, and vampires.
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			Books from before the Plague were written in code and I didn’t have the key. I couldn’t always tell those meant to be ‘true’ from fiction and fantasy: they assumed things I didn’t know and couldn’t guess, things their original readers wouldn’t need to be told or have explained. It wasn’t just the names of people or the music they listened to or the things we didn’t have any more, there were assumptions about how the world works, about how people live with each other, about their shared history, about government and authority. I didn’t know what they were talking about.

			There weren’t many old people left around to explain, so many died in the Plague or in the chaos afterwards. Daddy said a lot of people couldn’t live with the pain of seeing everyone they loved die and they just gave up. Lots of people survived the Plague but had other diseases and died from them. The ones who lived weren’t the ones that could help the sick. Daddy said we needed doctors and dentists and engineers and builders, but we got bankers and civil servants and business consultants. He said they were worse than useless at getting anything done unless a committee was needed, and that would only make matters worse.

			Every year, the cracks in the ancient roads and pavements widened more, especially after the storms. Trees planted themselves wherever they could sneak a seed and stretch their roots, beech, silver birch and rowan, and holly that snagged my clothes and scratched my hands and legs. I knew all the birds on the branches, finches and tits, blackbirds and thrushes, sparrows, starlings, magpies, jackdaws and ravens. Further up the hill I’d see goldcrests, jays and woodpeckers; overhead were buzzards and kestrels, while sparrowhawks flitted through branches. Tawny owls hunted at night. I saw eagle owls sometimes too, and welcomed them: they ate the stray cats.

			Daddy said that in the days after the Plague, when the radio worked, there were messages calling for people to go south and try to start again. Almost everyone did, or at least everyone near where we were. They had cars that worked. Those who stayed started the commune. Daddy said he thought there might be people in the big city west of us, Glasgow it was called on the map, and maybe some up north, but Edinburgh had emptied. He said over and over that we were never to go to Edinburgh. I did as he said and never went to Edinburgh until after the massacre, when I had no choice, and found out he had lied.

			There were never more than about two hundred people in the commune as I grew up, maybe not even that many. Towards the end there were a lot of children born but almost all of them died when they were very young, either from the bleeding sickness or because we had no medicines. When the bleeding sickness came to a household all we could do was leave food and water at their door and wait to see who lived and who died. Mostly they died and we burned the house with their bodies still inside. We lived in the acrid smoke of unspoken grief.

			Our doctor was Chris, who wasn’t really a doctor but had been a nurse so he knew more than the rest of us. There was Faker Jin too: he claimed to have healing hands but everyone said that was just an excuse to touch women’s privates. Jin sometimes said hello if we met and said it in a way that made me think he particularly wanted to know me, to develop an acquaintance. I thought he was just creepy, but then I saw that half of his face drooped slightly, a lazy left eye and a slack cheek and lips below. ‘A stroke, poor man,’ said Mam. I went to his home with her once to take some food when he was poorly. I was surprised to find he’d made a lovely garden there, ornamental, not for food except for the fruit trees surrounding a pond and waterfall he somehow kept running.

			I often looked through scavenged binoculars towards Edinburgh from the side of the hill we lived on. I couldn’t see much through the tree cover except the old castle and church spires. Sometimes lights flickered and moved there even though Daddy said it was empty. There were rumours in the commune of barricades on the old roads to the city, of untarnished barbed wire near Murrayfield Loch, but the rumours were old, recycled like our worn and patched clothes, and I believed Daddy even though the binoculars showed me something else.

			When I was seven or eight, around the time we all went out at night to stare at the light in the sky that Daddy called a comet, we had meetings at our house. It was in our house because of Mam and Daddy’s cooking and home-made wine. I didn’t understand the grown-up talk, but I did get that they were serious discussions about the future, about whether people would sooner or later come together once there were more of us like before the Plague. Some of them thought we were just keeping things going until everything got ‘normal’ again.

			Swan Oëstermann put an end to that.

			We sometimes had visitors from west and south, but not often and none had come for a long time. The Gyle Loch grew bigger every year; the south was turning to marsh and bogs and the marsh and bogs were turning into lakes. Daddy said it didn’t used to be like that but rain and blocked drains and beavers meant the water didn’t go away once it flooded, even in the hottest summers. We knew better than to wade or swim in it, you never knew when it would change from shallow to deep. Mam said one of her friends had fallen into a collapsed drain hidden by the surface water and her body was never found.

			Daddy told us that a lot of Glasgow was underwater because of its river. He didn’t say who told him or when or where. It wasn’t from his radio: it wound up like a clockwork toy but all we heard was hissing and crackling no matter how long we listened. He said once that it let him hear voices in the air, but the voices had stopped. Eventually he stopped winding it.

			Mam was thirteen and Daddy fifteen when the Plague happened. They met scavenging. Survivors hadn’t learned how to provide for themselves and tried to use what was left from before. There were fresh bodies in houses then, often whole families with babies in their cots. Sometimes animals found the bodies first, dogs and cats of course, but foxes and badgers too, then birds. The bodies are rotted and gone now, but we still found bones.

			Sometimes the bones moved or looked at me, unhappy that I was rooting around in their living room or bedroom. Sometimes I caught glimpses of their life before, laughing, cooking, arguing. I knew they were dead but the glimpses felt real.
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			Daddy taught us to shoot because of wild dogs. No other animals were a threat, he said, except maybe wild pigs, but they’re intelligent and learned not to come too close. Dogs are unpredictable and dangerous in packs, he said. Each of the new outhouses that Daddy, Tahmid and Adnan built across our farm had a hidden place where guns and ammunition were kept. They were handguns, but enough to frighten a pack or bring down the lead dog if necessary.

			Once, when I was very small and the sky was low and the air thick, we heard deep-throated grunting in the night and Daddy said it was a big cat, a lion or a tiger. He told us that someone had let all the animals out of the zoo to fend for themselves during the Plague.

			There were lots of dogs.

			I didn’t tell anyone that I heard the dogs in the night. Not just distant howls: some nights they were right there in the room with me, whimpering, snarling, manoeuvring for pack advantage. When my periods started, I knew when the bitches came into season every six months. I felt the mating heat of the dominant pair, felt her submit to him and the hot splash of new life inside when he mounted her. Later, I dreamt of new-born puppies nuzzling my teats and woke up sore, leaking milk.

			They sensed me, too, and turned heads as one to find me. The dominant pair were curious but resentful. I was passive in their midst, making no pretence to dominance, denying I was a threat to their order while their every instinct told them that I was.

			Daddy kept several rifles under the floorboards in the house. He trained us to use them, shooting at targets from varying distances, learning how the wind could move a bullet in flight, how a bullet would drop over long distances. Tahmid and Adnan were too tense when they shot, too keen to make a good impression. I had the knack of relaxing, slowing my breath, easing the trigger between heartbeats. Kneeling, standing, sitting or prone (my favourite), I was much better than them and couldn’t tell if they were proud of me or embarrassed or jealous; probably it was all three. The key to the rifle store was in a secret place which we all knew was the inside pocket of a jacket hanging in Daddy’s wardrobe.

			Guns were almost the first thing Daddy scavenged as a boy; I don’t think anyone else in the commune bothered with them. He got them from old army bases or dead soldiers he found, serious weaponry, always with plenty of ammunition. I grew to love shooting and could hit targets from a kilometre away, learning to judge how ammunition responded to the wind and gravity, feeling the comfort of the adjustable rest of the stock of my favourite rifle against my cheek.

			Daddy rescued a lot of things from army bases and other places, things that helped them survive the early years, he said. A lot of his stock was used up, like tablets for purifying water and things that used batteries. I remember when I was little and the last torch flickered out and Daddy buried it in a ceremony. But not everything was used up, and one of the less-damaged houses near us had a room full of finds that he’d wrapped up and stored: waterproof clothes, tents and tarpaulins with poles, more cord than we knew what to do with, and odds and ends for surviving in the wild.

			‘I don’t know why you keep that old junk, Anik,’ Mam would say. Neither did I then, but I do now.

			Sometimes Daddy and I went for walks onto the hill and camped rough overnight. He taught me how to set up camps and shelters and light fires and how to leave in the morning leaving no trace behind. When I was a bit older I did this alone, cosy and warm even on cold nights, looking at the stars, unconcerned by the sounds of animals in the night.

			‘Shelter, water, fire, food,’ Daddy said. ‘They’re what you need. Never forget.’

			I never have.
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			Our house was outside the commune boundary. It was nice to be near the others but some of them had funny ideas. Some of the old church people said the Plague was God’s judgement on a sinful society and we were called to repentance and a life of virtue. Most of us thought that was a lot of crap but tolerated it for the sake of getting along because that’s what communes do, Daddy said.

			The commune grew from survivors who decided to stay together in the remains of houses and shops clustered around the old road that came west from the city centre. They wanted to reclaim their lives, they said. They barricaded the main road at either end and blocked the many side streets. The two gates into the commune were on the north side, where we lived, and on the south past the old church and graveyard that bordered the bog land. The bricks and broken glass of ruined houses sank further into the bog every year, their wood and plaster long gone. The gates were supposed to be guarded but no-one took that seriously.

			Mam said her family in Syria had been Christian but of a different kind to the church here; Daddy said his family was Muslim but he didn’t believe in Islam. We had the Bible and the Qur’an on a bookshelf but weren’t made to read them or instructed to believe anything. I don’t think Tahmid or Adnan ever even opened them.

			Mam had Tahmid, my big brother, when she was seventeen. I was born when she was twenty-five. Adnan was in the middle. Mam had another baby before me, Amara, but she was born dead and was buried on the hill. I talked to Amara in quiet moments when I needed someone to confide in.

			My brothers and I were close, but sometimes it was like I was their pet. They were fun and played with me when I was little. They both worked hard when they got older, planting and tending, or reclaiming old stone, wood and slate. They grew quickly, with fresh faces from being outdoors, and broad shoulders from heavy work.

			Tahmid was ridiculously proud when he first sprouted hair on his face and tried so hard to grow a beard. We didn’t have much privacy, despite all the space we had, and I knew he and Adnan sprouted hair everywhere. It was a surprise when it happened to me and Mam and I had to have a talk. I’d already worked it all out from the goats, but even so it seemed a surprising way of going about things.

			Some other couples had large families, but Mam had no more after me. When I asked her why she tapped her nose and said she’d tell me when I needed to know and not a moment before.

			She never did.

			Daddy had some of his mam’s things he kept in an old case in our attic. She used to wear a long scarf around her head and neck called hijab. When I was little I pinned her caps over my short hair and tried all of her hijabs on. I loved all their deep blues and rich greens in various cloths, but my favourite was off-white silk, patterned with black flowers. Mam and Daddy didn’t stop me, they thought it was a dressing up phase I’d grow out of. I’d look at old photographs of Daddy’s mam and wonder what the hijab meant for her, whether she wore it because it was expected of her or whether it had meaning. I just liked how they looked on me and, anyway, there was no one in the family to teach me any of the religious stuff even if I’d been interested. Daddy made it clear that he wanted nothing to do with anything like that. ‘This is a new world,’ he would say. ‘That shit didn’t save anyone before and it sure as shit won’t help us now.’

			The church started a school when I was ten. All of us kids were sent, all fifteen of us, even though almost no one bothered with the church services. Only five of us were girls. The other kids called me Yana the Farmer.

			Lessons were heavy on scripture. I was keen on reading and drawing and was good with numbers but fidgeted during the Bible stories and asked why we couldn’t read the Qur’an instead. I didn’t actually want to read the Qur’an but I didn’t want to read the Bible either, at least not the way they read it. And I didn’t like being told to sit down and be quiet like a good girl: I couldn’t see what sitting down and being quiet had to do with being good, or with being a girl.

			One afternoon, Joan Somerville, the teacher, asked what I’d done the night before and I said I’d been on the hill talking to the green-eyed woman who lives up there. Joan said that was ridiculous because no one lived on the hill and demanded that I tell the truth. I said I was telling the truth. She called me a nasty little liar and a troublemaker, so I picked up my things and walked out. I never went back.

			The minister, Kate Jenkinson, and two of her elders came up to our house to say I was insolent and a disgrace and if I continued in the same attitude they would see to it that I was publicly punished as a God-fearing child should be. Mam told them to fuck off. It was the only time I ever heard Mam swear.

			That night I dreamed I was with the dogs; I wanted to curl up in their shared heat, but they snarled in the den, feeling my anger and resentment. The gibbous moon was bright that night and they were ready to hunt. I was with them when they found a warren, excited by the squeals of the rabbits, hot blood dribbling from my mouth and down my throat, tearing at flesh and sinew, splintering bone.

			Mam and Daddy didn’t force the issue of school with me and provided education as best they could with scavenged books, though they did warn me about speaking to any strangers I met on the hill. The way they said it suggested they didn’t believe me either.

			I was happy to read alone; I had to, Mam and Daddy were barely educated themselves. The only person I missed was Xinyi. Xinyi lived on the opposite side of the commune from us near where the ground got boggy. There’d been a park there once but it was overgrown and quick to flood. Beyond, the ground fell away and empty houses marched south through deep water in tumbled-down ranks. Xinyi wasn’t allowed to come up to our house any more and I couldn’t go to hers. I saw her occasionally at the market; she touched my hand at our stall and smiled when no one was looking.

			Her parents said it was dangerous for her to come up onto the hill alone to see me, but Xinyi whispered that her parents thought I was a bad influence. I was angry about that: it was only one kiss and Xinyi suggested it first, though I’d been longing for her to ask, too frightened to ask myself.

			I thought of her a lot: her long black hair and tiny waist, her lively eyes, her scent of fresh spring flowers. I wrote her name over and over and over in my diary and tried to draw her, surrounding a rough likeness of her face with hearts and flowers. I wish I still had that diary. I wish I still had her like she was then.

			When everyone else was asleep at night I’d imagine Xinyi was in my bed. I slipped my hand into the heat of my knickers and thought of her kiss and pretended my fingers were hers until tension started in my feet and ankles and slowly built and crept up my legs and I stumbled over the edge, tumbling and turning into ecstatic sleep. Twice I dreamed she was the dominant dog, mounting me, her breath hot on my neck as I submitted.

			In a way, it was because of Xinyi’s family that I met the green-eyed woman on the hill in the first place. Before the trouble at school, long, long before the kiss, Xinyi and I were always sleeping over at each other’s houses. She liked to come to ours and play with the animals and look at old photos and dress up. The first time I was at her home I was surprised when they all did a kind of exercise on their patio, like a slow-motion dance. I asked if they could show me what they were doing and from then on I joined in whenever I was there. Her mam, Wing Sze, told me about tai chi and its philosophy.

			Tai chi, she said, is about the mind as well as the body. As the body moves from stillness, through movement, and back to stillness, the mind should be alert but at peace. She talked about balance and harmony and posture and breathing. While she talked it was like I understood it, even though I didn’t really understand it at all. I’m not sure that I understand it now, but that’s because I know more and the more you know the less you understand.

			Wing Sze said tai chi was a form of fighting. Daddy taught us to fight but his way was all fists, feet and teeth. Daddy’s philosophy was to fight as hard and dirty as possible then run away. Xinyi’s dad practised another kind of fighting but I didn’t learn it or ask what it was called, I just watched him and tried to copy his moves without knowing what I was doing. I practised at home at first but Tahmid and Adnan laughed at me, so I found a quiet glade on the hill to go to. I was self-conscious, even though I was alone except for birds and rabbits and squirrels.

			Or so I thought.

			Mam and Daddy said the woods on the hill were much bigger than when the Plague came. Trees in the gardens and all the new trees that had grown had joined with the old wild trees. The ruins of the houses that used to be there were part of the woodland now. You could tell where the types of trees changed and where the houses had been, but you had to go into the woods to see that and most people didn’t. I was never frightened and knew the woods better than anyone. There were lots of deer but they ran away if they heard me.

			I practised whenever I could, even in the rain. That just meant I repeated the movements that I knew. My moves were all wrong, but one day something else happened: I didn’t just make moves, my body joined with the shifts of the air around me and with the sound of the breeze in the leaves and the call of the birds. There was no boundary between me and the damp air; my skin was no longer a barrier between me and the world. I was movement and the movements were me. I was one with the wind, at rest even though I was moving. When I opened my eyes the green-eyed woman was there, sitting on a low branch. She wore a brown robe and yellow ochre apron; her eyes were deep emerald.

			‘Oh! Who are you?’ I said, embarrassed.

			‘A neighbour.’

			‘I know our neighbours and I haven’t seen you before.’

			‘But I know you. You’re Yana. I want you to see me.’

			Which was an odd thing to say.

			‘Why do you want me to see you?’

			‘Because in the becoming you need help and don’t know where to get it. I am here.

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘What you do makes you different. People who are different often get into trouble because other people only accept certain kinds of difference. In the time that is, when the Cascade is yet to become, what you do might be a step towards Enlightenment and a good thing, or something dangerous and evil.’

			‘What’s the Cascade?’

			‘The Plagues.’

			‘Plague, there was only one.’

			

			‘Three.’

			Which was plainly ridiculous.

			‘Why might someone think I’m dangerous?’

			‘Because people are frightened of differences they can’t see or understand. If your difference questions what they think or believe, they are threatened.’

			‘But why would they be threatened by me doing tai chi on a hill?’

			‘Because only some kinds of difference are acceptable. The greatest threats come in disguise: the greatest warrior is not the one who looks most dangerous.’

			‘I’m not a warrior! I’m just a girl.’

			‘That feeling of oneness with the air is a step towards becoming a warrior, amongst other things, if you want it.’

			‘How do you know what I felt?’

			‘Because I feel the same thing; it’s why I want you to see me. Keep practising. Remember how it feels to know the world as you did, then keep doing it.’

			The green-eyed woman slipped off her branch and into the shadows, vanishing without a sound. I went straight home. I didn’t tell anyone in case they thought I was stupid. I didn’t even know her name, but I thought hard about what she said and kept practising. Sometimes I had the feeling again, but only when I didn’t try to make it happen and the more I tried not to think about making it happen the more I thought about it, and so I ended up frustrated and angry. The lady on the hill wasn’t concerned. She said it would happen soon enough. She said some people in another country used to do tai chi to music and I should listen for the music in the wind and stars. I thought that was silly, but she smiled and said, ‘Just you wait.’

			2

			Most people in the commune had a vegetable patch of sorts, but they all depended on us for quality and variety of diet because their food was often ruined by the weather and ours was mostly grown under cover or in better-drained soil. We provided most of the food for the commune and so we never wanted for anything. Mam and Daddy never abused that, but it was true all the same.

			Things were different after Mam told Kate Jenkinson to fuck off. I got sideways looks or muttered comments from some older people there. They were happy to eat our vegetables and meat, though, especially when we threaded the meat on skewers and grilled it fresh on a fire. Mam always wanted to serve things with some kind of bread, but Daddy never managed to grow enough grain because of the weather. Any grain or flour we found when we were scavenging was always spoiled. Mam made a hot sauce with our tomatoes and chillies and that always went fast too, swapped for yarn or a couple of days’ labour around the farm. Mam made a point of never trading with Kate, saying Kate had nothing we would ever want or need.

			Mam and Daddy always got on with Harshil Shah, a tailor and another talented cook (the most sensible of the lot of them, according to Daddy) and Chung Yin, Xinyi’s dad.

			An old shopping area and car park made a sort of central square. The old concrete and stone were taken away to make the barricades. The square was where the market would be on good days, but the rain and floods got more frequent and stalls were, more often than not, set up along an old street a little higher up the hill. In summer we had tarpaulins and shelters against the sun when gales weren’t blowing. We couldn’t do anything about the heat or the insects.

			We had eggs and plenty of peas and beans and nuts, and Mam made cheese from the goats’ milk. We had meat too but I didn’t eat much of it, only what I needed to when the weather left us short of anything else, which wasn’t often. In my head I always thanked the animal that it came from and had my own little ritual to pay respect; the animals might not be pets but that didn’t mean I should take them for granted.

			[image: ]

			We were the only family that scavenged; I don’t know why the others stopped. I usually went with Tahmid while Adnan and Daddy stayed and worked.

			Mam didn’t like to scavenge any more. Once, when I was little and out with her, she’d pointed out where her friends had lived before the Plague, where they’d gone to school, the shops they’d bought things from. We went home with empty rucksacks because she cried and couldn’t carry on when she remembered life Before. She hated it when we found houses full of toys.

			My favourite trips were when we found intact photograph albums. Most of them were very old. Mam said photographs had been ‘digital’ and ‘in the cloud’ before the Plague, whatever that meant, and they vanished forever when the last computers broke down. I have no idea why the old-times people thought ‘digital’ was better when it couldn’t survive like books and photograph albums did.

			I liked photographs of people best. Sometimes, someone in a picture would look straight through the camera and right into my eyes and we connected. I wanted to ask them what they’d hoped for in life, whether they’d found it, what they would have done if they’d known how their world would end. When I was at school I once asked Kate Jenkinson why so many of the people of the old times were White; the old folk at the church were the only White people in the commune. She didn’t like the question but wouldn’t say why.

			My other favourite finds were maps and atlases. I was fascinated by where we were and where we came from. I’d recite out loud place names I found joyously exotic: Samarkand, Ankara, Saskatchewan. I pointed to Syria and India and asked Mam and Daddy about them, but they knew no more than I did.

			

			Unfortunately, most books we found had turned to pulp. They burned quite well once they dried out.

			Summers were sometimes too hot and too dry, but rain was never far away the rest of the year. Our winters were very wet: too wet, Daddy said. We didn’t often get the snow and ice I read about in old books. When it isn’t summer, dark clouds hang heavy in the sky or scud overhead on fresh winds.

			Tahmid and I wore waterproofs and drab clothes for scavenging, keeping to shadows where we could. We had handguns holstered outside our coats, ‘Just in case,’ Daddy said; ‘Better safe than sorry,’ according to Mam. We never met anyone else. On really cold days in winter we wore balaclavas, but most times we had scarves around our heads and necks to keep midges and bugs away, despite the damp warmth. I saw myself in a mirror one day: my headscarf looked like a hijab and I tumbled end-over-end through a line of women stretching through history. A feeling of belonging stirred, of family.

			We had a map coloured with all the areas we’d scavenged before. It was nearly all marked up to the west and northwest for about three miles out from our house. A lot of it was coloured blue where the lakes and bogs were, covering old roads that weren’t passable except maybe in very dry summers when you wouldn’t want to be out scavenging anyway. East would take us towards the City, past the old zoo and we never went east – we all learned that with our mother’s milk, and sang about it in games. I can still sing them all.

			The wind, the wind, the wind blows high,

			Edinburgh is where you’ll die.

			The wind, the wind, the wind blows high,

			Edinburgh is where you’ll die.

			Be you handsome, be you pretty,

			You’ll drop dead in Edinburgh City.

			Be you handsome, be you pretty,

			

			You’ll drop dead in Edinburgh City.

			Now’s the time to mask your face, mask your face, mask your face,

			Now’s the time to mask your face, ee-eye-oh.

			Now’s the time to wash your hands, wash your hands, wash your hands,

			Now’s the time to wash your hands, ee-eye-oh.

			Now’s the cough that says goodbye, says goodbye, says goodbye,

			Now’s the cough that says goodbye, ee-eye-oh.

			Sweetheart, sweetheart, are you dead?

			Yes sir, in our wedding bed.

			Our wedding bed I’m glad you found,

			My bones are mould’ring underground.

			‘Nonsense,’ Daddy would say, but we never went east. Ever.

			We left early, walking down the hill to an old route that snaked into wild country overgrown with rhododendron and laurel, swaddled in ivy. It was hard going until the space opened out. The old map said it was a golf course, whatever that meant. It was partly submerged now, with tall grasses and many young trees: beech and rowan, cherries and freesia. We picked a meandering path across it, heading south west, shifting between shadowed clumps, skirting ponds that changed from week to week. The habit of caution had been drilled into us.

			Pockets of mist clung shivering to the ground, muting ambiguous noises of morning. Silver-birches loomed, spectral. Three sleek kestrels quartered different patches of open ground; Willie-whip-the-wind they used to be called. Once or twice I smelled the pungent scent of fox.

			Always I had a sense of pervasive menace. My fingers felt for the handgun at my hip, my eyes flickered around, trying to pinpoint the threat. There was nothing to see, but the feeling would not leave.

			The sun was low, the morning air night-chilled. We were glad of the waterproofs as we pushed through dew-soaked tall grasses, our boots claggy. Sweat dribbled down my neck, pooling in the hollow of my back. It made me jump with cold every time my pack pressed against it.

			We passed the remains of long-ago burned out houses, crossed a bridge over what was once a railway line. The ruins ahead were all ticked off on the map from previous forays. Pigeons and gulls occupied the remains. Trees grew tall from old gardens or through fallen roofs, roosts for a vast flock of starlings. I’d seen the starlings before, dancing in the evening air before they settled, scattering at the swoop of a falcon. They wheeled and turned as one, iridescent in the last red light of the day. I found a word for it: a murmuration. But that morning they just huddled under sheltering leaves, chirping as we passed.

			‘Why are we going this way?’ I said.

			‘Priti said she’d heard there were some untouched houses up here, just before you get to the river.’

			‘Priti? When did you speak to her?’

			Priti Sharma’s family made and repaired a lot of the commune’s clothing. She was somehow lithe and voluptuous at the same time, auburn haired, eyes the colour of the sherry-casked whisky Daddy prized so much. Her bright smile drew boys like moths, scorching the wings and hearts of those who fluttered too close.

			‘Oh, just around the market.’

			‘How would she know about untouched houses? The Sharmas haven’t scavenged in yonks.’

			‘She said her dad said so.’

			‘You talk to her a lot then?’

			‘I wouldn’t say that. Have you got the map there? We should check where we are.’

			‘You’re changing the subject. How long have you been seeing her? Does anyone else know? Have you kissed her yet? You’ve been out here with her, haven’t you? Do Mam and Daddy know?’

			‘Just show me the map.’ But his face flushed and I was triumphant.

			The sense of menace dropped away as the ruins slipped by. We looked for properties not already ransacked by people or time. Most hid behind dense thickets of bushes and trees concealing corroded cars with sharp, rusted edges. In the scorching heat of one midsummer, fires flared up from nothing and whole neighbourhoods were gone, the blazes punctuated by petrol explosions; that year the fires burned for days and days, blown by hot breezes towards the city until the rains came back.

			Where windows had been left open or glass was broken, buildings were colonised. Once leaves and pigeon poo turned to rich soil, stray seeds sprouted. One row of houses turned into a long stand of eucalyptus and mimosa before they all burned down. Seeds rooted in wet beds and carpets and whole rooms and bodies left in them turned to flowers.

			There were no signs that anyone had cut paths to these houses before, but even in untouched houses it was unusual to find anything really good. The most highly prized finds were things we couldn’t make any more. We took all medicines still in their packets back for Chris to look at. They were almost always long past their useful life, but not always, and anything was better than nothing.

			Once we’d hacked through trees and bushes, getting into buildings was usually through an unlocked door, not that there was anyone around to complain if we broke a window. Bodies had rotted and bloomed a long time ago but sometimes there were bones, eye sockets laced with spiders’ webs making black pupils of trapped flies. They watched us creep around, watched us test the floor so as not to fall through old boards turned to mush. I pointed crossed fingers at them to make them stop. Tahmid laughed, but it worked.

			Our haul wasn’t bad that day: lots of candles, some good stainless-steel kitchen knives, packets of loose tea in sealed packaging, a pretty elephant carved from hardwood that would polish up for a birthday present for Mam. I found several pairs of glasses neatly folded on mantelpieces and bedside tables. I always took them to the market for anyone who might want them. Tahmid was braver than me and took them off the bony skulls of people who hadn’t had time to remove them before they died.

			‘Hey!’ shouted Tahmid from upstairs, ‘toilet paper! And stuff for your hair.’ Toilet paper in its plastic wrapping was a fantastic find, even if we didn’t have a toilet like Mam said there used to be and dry composted instead.

			Tahmid displayed his trophies like one of the old photographs of hunters with dead animals at their feet.

			I made my way up the stairs, looking out for ratty ends of carpet that might trip me up. Everything was covered in years of dust, matted together by damp and mould and webs. I didn’t touch the bed. I made that mistake once before and found a decomposed couple melded with the mattress; hordes of fat, wriggling things had swarmed out onto the floor.

			Sweetheart, sweetheart, are you dead?

			Yes sir, in our wedding bed.

			The trick was to open and go through drawers and cupboards quickly. Bedside cabinets didn’t yield much, just keys and useless jewellery. Old clothes in chests of drawers were mildewed but I found a couple of bras still sealed in their wrapping, too big for me. I held them up.

			‘Do you think these would fit Priti?’

			‘I—’ 

			‘Take them, what could be more a more romantic gift?’

			‘It’s not like that, we’re just friends.

			‘Ha! You won’t want these either then.’ I held up some boxes of condoms, the packets dry inside a plastic bag.

			

			‘Yana! How do you know what they are, anyway?’

			‘I’m not stupid you know. I read about them. They go over the end of your—’

			‘Yes, thank you. I know how they work. They’re probably too old, even if I had a use for them, which I don’t.’

			I put the bras and condoms down on a cleanish surface. Tahmid thought I didn’t see when he slipped them into his pack. Another triumph.

			We searched all ten houses in the row: more candles, more toiletries, some intact books that looked interesting and in one house a miracle: a closed box containing paper and notebooks with pens and ink.

			When our rucksacks were as full as we could manage, we marked the location on our map and started for home.

			My wariness returned, the certainty that something tracked us. It started just after we’d crossed the stream, benign now but a raging torrent in the winter rains. It was more than just the sense of danger I’d felt that morning, it was in the quality of the silence, the ripple of the tall grass, the half-heard whimpers and moans from no particular direction, a ravenous expectancy.

			‘Stop. Can you hear it?’

			‘No, nothing unusual. Why?’

			I felt silly, unsure, but the feeling wouldn’t go away.

			‘Something’s not right.’

			We pressed on into the grassland of the old golf course. I started at every shadow, every ruffle of wings in the watching trees.

			‘Tahmid: something’s wrong.’

			‘Let go of that gun and keep going: we’ll soon be—’

			The dog leapt at Tahmid’s chest at horrifying speed, teeth bared, intent on knocking him down and ripping out his throat. Tahmid managed to twist out of the way, but went down with a cry as his ankle turned under itself.

			The dog snarled and we recognised each other. Time contracted, snarls and growls on all sides, close, closer. Dark heads. Erect ears. Hungry eyes.

			I’d often wondered what I might do if this happened, if I would panic and submit, if I would die as prey. I was still wondering as I unholstered the gun and took the safety off.

			It came easily in that strange, slow motion. I planted my feet and controlled my breathing; I connected to the air currents, willed my racing heart to slow down. From stillness I moved, raised my arm in a flowing movement, adjusted my balance, pulled the trigger as the mastiff pounced again.

			I blew its ugly head apart and settled back into stillness, ignoring the distressed snarls around us.

			‘Stay calm,’ I said to Tahmid, eyeing the gathering pack.

			I picked out the dominant bitch and put two bullets through her throat, then threw both hot carcasses at the pack, though where I got the strength I’ll never know.

			They downed tails and slunk away, yowling. I put one more shot over their heads.

			‘Aye, run, but I know you. I gave you milk when you were born. You’re mine now, remember that. Mind you come when I call.’

			I helped Tahmid up.

			‘Come on you, you have to be fit for when Priti comes to comfort her big brave man.’

			He leant against me as we made our way home. Daddy and Adnan had heard the shots and met us at the foot of the hill.

			‘Not a word,’ said Tahmid.

			‘About what?’

			‘You know fine well.’

			That night, when my shaking stopped, I thought about death, what it feels like, if there is anything after it, any me to feel anything at all. The dogs whelped and whined in sullen confusion in their den, mourning the dead leaders they’d just eaten, ears cocked and flicked, snouts in the air, whiskers alert. Their heads turned as one towards where I lay.

			‘Remember,’ I said, and knew they would.

			I asked the woman on the hill about death. She just said it’s complicated – she always spoke in the present, never the past. There was a clacking rattle in the high branches, and a family of magpies burst through the space above us. She thought that was funny; mischief danced behind her bright eyes.

			I asked her name.

			‘What would you like to call me?’

			‘When I was little I talked to my sister who was born dead—’

			‘She talks back?’

			‘Of course not, silly, I told you she’s dead. Anyway, her name was Amara. I’d like to give you that name because of how I can talk to you.’

			‘That is a true gift; I hope I’m worthy of it.’

			In my next tai chi session with Xinyi’s family I was the air and the air was me. There was music in the wind. Lights moved between the stars, satellites Mam called them. Once upon a time, she said, men walked on the moon.

			‘Concentrate, Yana,’ said Wing Sze. ‘You must stay focused if you are to learn the forms.’ Something inside me protested: I might not be following her instruction, but I was connecting to something outside myself.

			I had a nightmare that night. I was in a dark place, lying down, unable to get up. It smelled of wet earth and dead animals. There was a hole high above, a single shaft of dim light pouring through it. Handmade dolls fell through the hole, floating gently towards me like feathers in a henhouse, piling up on the floor, button eyes casting rainbow splinters into the darkness. Women’s voices wept, crying in sadness.

			I woke not knowing where I was. I lay there for a long time, too scared to go back to sleep. I heard the distant wild dogs snarling at the Moon where men once walked. My pack, I thought, and was comforted.
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			Early fruit trees were in bud, apples, plums and gages, and ancient untamed pear trees. We’d reclaimed more land, and spent the morning marking it out, clearing rubbish and overgrown weeds. It was hard work. Adnan led the effort. Tahmid was home with Priti, five months pregnant with their first child. They had renovated a house of their own and I went round there whenever I could. They were always touching each other’s arms and smiling or laughing. No one was surprised when they said they wanted to live together or when they said their baby was due.

			Like Tahmid, Priti was seven years older than me and, at twenty-three, young enough to be like a big sister, which she accepted with good grace. Her parents were dead, her mam some years before, her dad just after she partnered with Tahmid. She had a talent for making a home out of a run-down building and a good eye for colour and how to use space to give a feeling of openness even in small rooms. She let me feel the baby growing inside her sometimes. She said it always kicked more when she sang so she sang a lot of old songs she’d learned from her mam who’d learned them from her mam before her, songs with odd scales and intervals, full of serpentine beauty. She had a deep singing voice, a woman’s voice, with an undertow of herbs and soil and breath. I never got enough of her singing, and I thought of it sometimes in the grove until the sound of her voice merged with the music of the wind and trees and stars.

			I can hear her now; the memory sustains me.

			We didn’t get home until late evening, tired, but laughing and joking.

			I went downstairs for breakfast the next morning and found Mam washing her left hand in a bucket of water.

			She’d already been up for ages, hand-planting chitted potatoes in well-manured containers. She wrapped a clean handkerchief around her hand as I came in; spots of fresh blood soaked through the cloth.

			Daddy came into the kitchen at the same time from the back door.

			‘What have you done to your hand?’

			‘Only a scratch, Anik, it’ll be fine.’

			‘You’re bleeding.’

			‘Really, I’m fine; just an argument with a cat. Get along and I’ll see you later.’

			Those were the last coherent words she said to us. I didn’t want to go out. I saw death on the periphery of my vision, the dark uncertainty gathering about her. I saw it and said nothing, did nothing.

			Later, we wrapped her in blankets. She said she was freezing, but her forehead sizzled like a hot frying pan. She ached all over, said it was painful to move, fell in and out of sleep. Her breathing was fast. Furious red streaks climbed her arms from her swollen, puffy hand. She couldn’t get out of bed to use the toilet; the smell was rank.

			‘Liliane is in severe septic shock,’ Chris said. ‘If I had antibiotics I might be able to do something. Without them she’s in the hands of providence. What happened?’

			‘She was washing blood off her hands before we went out this morning; said she’d had an argument with a cat.’

			‘She’d been planting potatoes,’ I said.

			‘Is there manure in the soil?’

			‘Well yes: potatoes, you know?’

			‘I can try to keep her temperature down and we can keep her hydrated, but it’s all down to Liliane now.’

			We sat round her bed. She became more and more disorientated but settled and smiled when Priti sang for her.

			She died at four in the morning. Daddy never let go of her good hand.

			Harshil was the first we told. It hurt to see sympathy in his eyes, to accept his clasp on my shoulder. After him it was just repetition and offers of hospitality, offers of help. I only wanted to go home, back to where Mam wasn’t.

			We told Xinyi’s family last as they were furthest away. Wing Sze and Chung Yin couldn’t have been nicer; they gave us some of their precious store of Long Jin tea, eked out over the years and nearly finished. They didn’t even mind when Xinyi gave me a hug.

			Harshil came round later with food for us all but someone else was in our bodies, using our mouths, crying our tears.

			Daddy gave me Mam’s snake necklace. I hid it in my secret place in the house where it wouldn’t be lost.

			We didn’t know what to do with Mam’s body. We’d never thought about it, she was too young to die after surviving so much. We washed her and lay her in a clean bed with fresh clothes on. We made a huge pot of soup because friends would come and pay respects.

			Kate Jenkinson offered to hold a funeral service; she was genuine but Mam wouldn’t have wanted it.

			I told Daddy I needed to spend some time alone. I went onto the hill to my grove.

			I had no fluency, no peace. I was lost but couldn’t lose myself. I was full of Mam, full of emptiness. I’d have given anything for her to be telling me off for something or other right then and there.

			Amara came. She didn’t say anything. My mouth asked the question before my brain knew I had the thought:

			‘If we buried Mam here, would you keep her safe?’

			‘Of course.’

			Maybe people thought it strange that we buried her in the grove, I don’t know. Daddy liked the idea so that was that. Nearly everyone came. Tahmid and Adnan dug a hole deep enough to keep out even the most determined animals, and Mam was buried wrapped in a white sheet surrounded by fresh flowers. I took the things she’d kept special from her mam and dad and put them in with her, then stood to one side as Daddy and her boys – Mam always called them that, even when they were grown – filled in the hole.

			I wanted to say some words but didn’t have any and felt bad. Amara watched the whole thing from her branch. I thought I was the only one who could see her; afterwards, I found out I was wrong about that.

			I went home expecting Mam to be there, to smell her cooking, to hear her call welcome and tell me to tidy my room. But I’d never again see her, smell her scent, hear her laugh; I’d never feel the touch of her hand on my arm again.

			‘Get along and I’ll see you later,’ she’d said and I had, but she didn’t.

			The new puppies tried to nuzzle me in dreams, to lick my pain away. The adults were wary, except one, an ambitious young bitch. We saw a need in each other, for each other, and an understanding was reached.
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			It was strange to try tai chi so close to Mam’s body in the days afterward, but also comforting in a funny sort of way. I’d like to say I felt her watching me, but I didn’t. In my heart I knew that all that had been her was gone from the world, leaving only her scent on her clothes, her spices and preserves, her knitting and sewing, our memories. Our family, built around her presence, huddled for comfort around her absence.

			It was hard to go back to the market without her, to face the awkwardness of people who didn’t know what to say because their lives carried on as normal while mine had stopped. I had to endure her absence every single day, over and over again.

			Kate and her two elders, Mark Stanley and David Galbraith, the ones Mam told to fuck off, flocked together, their piety on display. I watched them parade round the square, the way they huddled with neighbours and cast glances at me, talking about us, talking about Mam. Joan Somerville joined them.

			‘Never you mind, lass,’ said Faker Jin. ‘They’s none of them got what you’ve got.’ He shambled away with a couple of apples before I could ask him what he meant.

			I wanted not to care but I did. I hated Mam for being so selfish as to die and leave me to cope with it and for not being there to talk to and hug when I got home.

			And I hated Kate Jenkinson, and told Daddy so.

			‘No: you mustn’t hate her.’

			‘But she’s so mean, right up her own bum.’

			‘It’s just her way. You don’t know what it was like when the Plague came. It was like when Liliane died, but it happened to everyone we knew and loved all at the same time. You didn’t want to go to sleep or go to the shop because next thing someone else had gone, or maybe you’d go yourself without saying goodbye. It was like that for Kate too.’

			‘But you didn’t get mean.’

			‘We all compromised to stay alive. I don’t like Kate either, but hate is for children and you’re nearly an adult.’

			‘I’m nearly seventeen; I am an adult.’

			‘Adult in training.’

			‘Hey.’ Xinyi put her arms around me and pulled me as close as she could. She let me go before anyone could comment, but Kate saw us from the other side of the square.

			‘Thank you.’

			‘They can’t complain if I hug you when you’re sad. Can I come and put flowers where your mum is sometime?’

			We had complete privacy on the hill when we kissed again that evening and other evenings after that. Xinyi’s parents followed her once and, by luck or good fortune, they found us practising tai chi in a patch of sunlight.

			‘Your commitment is admirable, Yana, but your tai chi is not. You are performing the moves but not feeling them, and your breathing is not right; I have told you this before. No, don’t bristle: the fault is ours. We have been remiss. You must stop tai chi and we will begin again where my old sifu began, with qigong.’

			‘Simplicity, patience, compassion,’ Wing Sze would say, ‘your greatest treasures.’ I can hear her voice now. ‘Root yourself: plant your feet; feel how each part of your body is connected to the rest; feel the flow.’ I tried, but theory and practice didn’t connect and I always felt like I was about to topple over. ‘Knees bent, weight low,’ she said. ‘What is rooted cannot be pulled up.’

			They didn’t try to keep us apart any more, even when Kate Jenkinson muttered to anyone who’d listen about sin and filthiness. Instead they gave me detailed instruction: qigong is not something you do, they said, it permeates everything you are: it promotes health and wellbeing. In time, they said, I would feel the movements, feel the qi energy in my body, not just practise the forms. Daddy didn’t say anything either when he came in early one day and found us in my bed, even though we were only writing love poems for each other and giggling at some books I’d found full of pictures of naked people.

			Wing Sze said qigong is metaphor as well as movement; life emerges from nothing and returns to nothing again and again. She said that the balance of my body and thoughts embody the balance of all living things. Yin and yang, she called it. She said that when we moved on from qigong to start tai chi again I should think about tai chi as a way to fight, of using my movements to protect my centreline, my face, heart and groin. She said I must focus my awareness a couple of thumb breadths below and behind my belly button and let all of my movement come from there.

			It didn’t sound any more sensible to me than some of the stuff I’d read in the Bible and Qur’an, but I didn’t see any reason to be rude and did my best to do as she instructed. In private, I did my old movements, always in search of connection and the wind on my skin and the music of the stars, looking within for a way to understand without.
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			Our water reserves were low after another baking summer. Daddy kept his concerns to himself but I knew him too well to miss the signs that he was worried, his unusually irritable distraction, his constant running his fingers through his hair and sighing.

			I was up on the hill talking to Amara when Xinyi came up behind me and slipped her arm round me, nuzzling my neck, her scent relaxing and stimulating at the same time. My arm went round her waist as she leant into me. When she was there, I wanted only to kiss her, all the time.

			‘Who were you talking to?’

			‘Mam. It helps sometimes.’

			I didn’t like lying, keeping secrets, but it was for Amara to show herself if she wished. She liked Xinyi, though, she told me so.

			‘She’s good for you; you’re good for each other.’

			‘Kate Jenkinson doesn’t agree.’

			‘There are always some who want to control other people’s hearts; she is not the first and will not be the last.’

			‘Is there someone in your heart, Amara?’

			‘Many are in my heart.’

			Later, when Xinyi and I dressed and plucked grass from my rough tousled crop and her glossy waist length hair, I decided I didn’t need many in my heart, only one, and she was kissing me again.

			I was lost in the smell of Xinyi and the sound of birdsong when we heard the noise from the old road on the western flank of the hill. We scampered up to a vantage point behind trees and bushes and looked down, unobserved. A train of wagons and mules and people stretched along the road, men and women at the front hacking their way through new growth, the road that led to the commune’s north gate. A man on a white horse rode at the back.

			‘Who is that?’

			

			‘Death,’ said Amara.

			We ran to tell Daddy but the house was empty. We went to see Priti who said Daddy, Tahmid and Adnan had gone to the commune. Daddy left instructions that I should go home and wait until they got back.

			Xinyi and I were making tea when a giant of a man with matted hair who smelled like five-day-dead fish came through the back door.

			‘Fuck me: a raghead and a chink. Tasty too.’

			A woman strolled in behind him with an automatic rifle.

			‘On the floor girlies. Now.’

			4

			The horses and mules are as threadbare as the people. Raggedy people, men, women and children, filthy, stinking of squalor and stale urine. Our hands are tied. Rifles point at our backs. The barricade is part-dismantled.

			Children, boys and girls, laugh, cheer, skip, prod; sing,

			Not last night but the night before,

			Cock-robin poking through your door.

			Out comes a bairnie on your bed, bed, bed,

			Here comes Maggie and you’re dead, dead, dead!

			A boy, barely into his teens, waves his thing.

			‘Ever seen one of these?’

			‘Never so small.’

			Fish-smell, behind me, roars, laughing. The woman too.

			‘A fucking sharp tongue on her; never you worry lass, you’ll taste a big one soon enough,’ she says.

			‘Reckon Swan’ll want her himself, she’s his type.’

			‘Who’s Swan?’ 

			‘Soon enough, raghead, soon enough.’

			I talk to my dogs, Up ears, up nose; protect the pups.

			

			Everyone’s in the square; I see Harshil, Dr Chris, Faker Jin, the Sharmas, but not Daddy. Where’s Daddy? Wing Sze and Chung Yin are there and Xinyi tries to run to them. No chance: she’s hauled back like a puppy on a rope.

			‘Fucking behave.’

			‘But—’ A crack to the back of her head. She’s bleeding. Her eyes don’t look right.

			A crowd and a wagon are on the south side of the square where the big puddles are when it rains. Mam said there used to be a big food store there; memories of Mam blend like wet dyes on damp cloth. Why are there guns everywhere?

			The white horse is tethered to the wagon.

			Strangers watch, chat, laugh, spit, scratch. Bodies slump against a low wall, I can’t tell whose. Fresh blood trickles in the gutter.

			Drizzle comes on and I don’t have my coat. Strangers go in and out of the old store, carrying our clothes and food, their faces unreadable. A shove in my back.

			‘In you go.’

			Another shove. I catch my foot on an old kerb stone and go sprawling.

			‘Fuck’s sake girly, stop fucking around.’

			Xinyi is crying behind me.

			All is hustle and bustle. A man has set up a desk in the corner. He’s talking to Kate Jenkinson. What is she up to? He looks up as we come in.

			‘Bawbag, Jenny; what you got there?’

			‘Gimmers, boss. Prime.’

			‘Icing on the cake. Bring them here.’

			‘Yana!’

			Adnan, bloodied, his face swollen. A short, stocky man punches Adnan’s face opening a long split over his cheek bone. Adnan’s head slams back. He slides down the wall, an unconscious smear.

			‘Oh! Was that really necessary Mr. Oëstermann?’

			‘Their souls are your business, Reverend, the rest is ours. Is he still alive, Inki?’

			The short, stocky man leans to check.

			‘Just about.’

			‘Good; don’t kill him yet. Now,’ turning to Xinyi and me. ‘Let’s have a look at you. Does this one have a name, Rev. Jenkinson?’

			‘Yana.’

			‘Fucking peculiar these raghead names, eh? I’m amazed you stuck it out all this time.’

			My chin is gripped in strong fingers, my head pulled up, down, left right. His hand gropes down my front.

			‘Oh I say, nice little titties for a—’

			Breath; centre. I am iron wrapped in silk.

			He’s on the ground writhing, gasping, vomiting, his hands between his legs.

			Run through the confusion. Pain in the back of my head. Sprawl, roll, run. Grip on my shoulder. Twist. Teeth, claws, snarl. No go. I’m held tight by a woman’s hand, strong. Jenny, he called her.

			Smell her, know her, remember her.

			‘Vicious little bastard aren’t you? He had that coming, but you’re going nowhere. Make no mistake, he’ll make you pay for that. Your body, his choice.’

			Relax, ready to scrape my heel down her shin and stamp on her foot.

			‘Not going to happen girly. Stop before I hurt you.’

			Shit, shit, shit. What’s happening to Xinyi? Where’s Daddy? Knots at my wrists are tightened. Swan talks between gasps, wiping vomit off his chin with a dirty cuff.

			‘Reverend, that boy who called to her, who is he?’

			‘Her brother, but—’

			He unholsters a pistol and shoots Adnan in the face.

			Twice.

			‘Let that be a fucking lesson. Keep her secure. Put the Chinky bint with the others, and somebody tidy up that mess. Reverend, I’ll need that list I asked for; it won’t write itself.’

			Out of the den, through the grass, shadows. Catch the scents, hear the sounds. Hunt.

			I’m thrown onto the back of a cart, trussed up. A dozen teenagers, male and female, who’ve already heard what I did to Oëstermann, tell me in gleeful detail exactly what he will do to me. Xinyi, Priti and three other young women are locked in a guarded building. Xinyi doesn’t look right, like that blow on the back of her head had dislodged something. All the adults are herded into a corner of the square at gunpoint except Kate Jenkinson. The last I see of Kate she is wiping splashes of Adnan’s brain off the wall, spewing, crying.

			People from the convoy search every property around the square, bring out anything they think useful: food, boots and winter clothes for the most part. It doesn’t take them long.

			Daddy and Tahmid stand with the others. Some weep and shake, others sit calmly. The dog pack circles the commune, slips unseen into shadows and corners. They want me to tell them what to do but I can’t decide. If they show themselves too soon they’ll be shot down.

			Oëstermann strides to the middle of the square.

			‘Pig-Fucker!’ A fat man in leather boots and a camouflage jacket looks up. ‘Take charge of the food, what can be stored and carried. Divide it equally. Everyone else can help themselves to anything that fits and takes their fancy. Bawbag, Jenny: you’ve got the gimmers.’

			‘One of them’s well up the spout Swan,’ says Jenny. She must mean Priti, the only pregnant woman in the commune.

			‘Still counts towards tithe. How many?’

			‘Five plus the raghead.’

			Swan smiles, satisfied.

			‘Inki!’

			The stocky man who’d opened Adnan’s cheek comes to attention.

			‘Boss!’

			‘Do what you want with the women, but no survivors, got it?’

			‘There’s kids, Swan.’

			‘Boys?’

			Inki nods.

			‘Don’t waste ammunition.’

			‘There’ll be trouble comes from this.’

			‘You let me worry about that.’

			The boys’ throats are cut to save bullets; the men are machine-gunned. Daddy and Tahmid, at the front, die straight away. Harshil, Dr Chris and Chung Yin fall. Faker Jin too. The women are dragged away, their clothes already ripped half off. Joan Somerville kicks and scratches and fights, for all the good it does her.

			Now!

			The pack attack as one, eager for human flesh and blood, knocking their targets down, going for exposed throats, biting, clawing.

			Screams. A ragged, ‘The fuck?’

			Bawbag and Jenny run to help. I pull against my ropes but they’re too well knotted. Oëstermann jumps into the store, his face torn by a dog’s teeth. Cowardice? No, he comes out with a rifle. His blood smears the stock of the gun as he picks off my pack one by one.

			To ground!

			Obedience. They find cover, vanish. Someone grabs my wrists. Kate Jenkinson hacks and slices the knots with a knife.

			‘Run, Yana. Don’t look back. Save yourself.

			‘But Daddy, Tahmid—’

			‘Gone. In a better place. There’s nothing you can do for them. Xinyi and Priti are alive, Janice, Aileen and Aysha too. Go. Now.’

			‘Hey! None of that!’

			The bullet tears Kate’s head apart before I even hear the shot. I know I’m next but it doesn’t happen. A mastiff leaps at Swan’s face, another tears at his crotch. I taste Oëstermann’s blood in my parched mouth, gnaw his soft flesh. I feel the dogs die as bullets rip through them but I’m already away, beyond the gate, following paths through the wood they’ll never find.

			The pack leaves as quietly as it came, Swan’s screams loud in their sensitive ears. Their noses and tongues mark his scent in my memory: he will die for this and I will be the one who kills him.

			I run beyond our house, the first place they’ll look, and double back to a storehouse partially hidden behind beech saplings. I retrieve the handgun stashed there, check it’s loaded, slip three spare clips into my pocket, and slide the brick that hides the other weapons and ammunition back into place. I understand in a rush that Daddy must have planned for something like this all along, that he’d trained me for it.

			Automatic gun fire rattles from the commune. I want to run back down but slip into the woods. I wait beneath ground-covering bushes and shrubs.

			Drizzle turns to light rain. Wagon wheels rumble in the distance, punctuated by the reluctant clopping of unhappy horses and mules climbing the incline of the old road. I want to know where they are going, if Xinyi and Priti and the others are with them, but that means breaking cover which I don’t want to do. The pack understands and insinuates itself through the trees, tracking the convoy.

			Adnan, Tahmid, Daddy: gone.

			Why did Kate help me? Why me? There were others she could have saved; she might even have saved herself. But she chose me. Was it because of what happened to Adnan? Or because she’d seen me get the better of Oëstermann?

			A hint of movement by the outhouse. Bawbag and Jenny come from different directions, taking their time, communicating by hand signal, flanking the outhouse where I might have been. They have automatic rifles ready. Jenny kicks in the door and jumps inside, emerging a moment or two later with a potato.

			‘Just spuds. I told you: the little bitch is long gone. Smarter than she looks that one.’

			Bawbag lowers his gun and relaxes. I can smell him from twenty metres. The hackles of the distant pack rise as they fix him as a target. The fine hairs on the nape of my neck stiffen. I taste blood again.

			‘You coming?’

			‘Slash and a smoke; I’ll catch up on the road.’

			Jenny waves and makes her way back the way she came, angling west. Bawbag reaches into his pocket and pulls out a pipe. He stuffs it with something, sticks it in his mouth and lights up. Smoke comes out of his mouth and down his nose. He looks ridiculous. After five minutes he saunters over to the bush in front of me, unfastens his pants, takes out his thing and lets out a long stream.

			I put a single bullet between his closed eyes.

			‘Wrong. My choice.’

			I take his rifle, check the breech, and claim his shoulder bag of ammunition and hunting knife. Jenny must have heard the shot and will come back to investigate. She’ll come from the west or north west. I traverse east and find a vantage point. I lie prone behind a fallen branch and watch Bawbag’s body along the barrel of his own gun. The automatic isn’t as good as Daddy’s rifles, but it will do.

			Jenny is careful but not careful enough. One shot and her body slumps over Bawbag’s. I put another bullet into her where she lies. She doesn’t move for five minutes. I think about making sure she’s dead and collecting her ammunition too, but sling the gun over my shoulder and trudge down the hill to the burning commune, circling to approach through the southern bogs.

			Like I said, easier than killing goats.

			5

			

			Bodies lay in the street, in the square, inside burning buildings. The smell was awful, like a summer barbecue. The machine gun fire I’d heard was them killing the women. Blood congealed in the dust, ran in the gutters, spattered walls and doors. Crows and gulls were already taking their pick of the choicest remains, not bothering to fly away at my approach. I wrapped my hijab around my face, covering my nose.

			Daddy and Tahmid died quickly, that was the only blessing. Blank eyes stared from surprised faces, their bodies riddled. I closed their eyes and took their rings – Daddy’s for me, Tahmid’s for Priti when I found her.

			Dead mothers held tight to dead infants, bundled up against walls that were once white but now pock-marked and bloody. Shell casings glinted on the wet ground like candles in the late-afternoon light. Arms and legs of more toddlers poked out from beneath more women. I prodded and poked for signs of life, but there were none.

			I knew everyone there; everything they were, everything they might have been. Every descendant they would ever have had been scrubbed from a future that would never be. I couldn’t just leave them there but couldn’t possibly bury them all.

			There were no bodies from Oëstermann’s convoy and no dead dogs.

			I slung Bawbag’s gun over my shoulder, kept my hand close to the pistol.

			Kate’s body was behind a low wall. I knelt beside her, lifting the hem of her flimsy cardigan over her ruined head.

			‘Thank you. I have no idea why you saved me, but thank you. I hope your god welcomes you home.’

			Flames took stronger hold in burning buildings, the heat suddenly more intense. The crackle and collapse of walls and roofs was loud, so loud that I almost didn’t hear the child.

			I looked at the pile of corpses I’d already searched but the cry was from twenty metres along the street where he sat in a doorway. He looked about six and wasn’t one of the commune children. I thought he’d been hurt in the skirmish with the dogs, but the dark red mark covering half his face was natural. He sat upright, rocking back and forth, the back of his head bumping rhythmically against a door jamb. He gave no sign he’d seen me. The doorway he was in was exposed if anyone was around with a rifle so I took my time. Eventually, I decided that anyone who wanted to shoot me had already had plenty of opportunity.

			‘Hey; I’m Yana. What’s your name?’

			He didn’t reply, didn’t look at me.

			‘Everyone else has gone. Did you get lost?’

			Still no answer. I sat near him, but not too near, he’d obviously crapped himself quite recently. I scanned the square looking for any other signs of life. I couldn’t stay long, the heat was almost too much and the fire was spreading fast. The smoke was getting worse, swirling rather than rising.

			‘Well, boy with no name, we need to get out of here.’

			‘Are you going to kill me now?’ he asked. He seemed resigned to the idea.

			‘Why would I do that?’

			‘You’re a raghead; you eat children.’

			‘Lucky for you I don’t eat much meat then. Are you coming? I need to get some food and stuff and then I’m going to find the people who did this and rescue my friends.’

			‘Too late. They’ve gone to Maggie.’

			Who’s she? Is she like a bogeyman?’

			He looked at me as though I was an idiot. ‘She’s the Bogeyman’s daughter. Don’t you even know that? Everyone knows that.’

			‘Well then, I’ll just have to speak to Maggie. What do I call you?’

			‘Shit Face.’

			‘I can’t call you that; who calls you that?’

			‘Everyone. Because of this.’ He pointed to the stain on his face.

			‘I think it makes you look sharp and sly, like a fox. So I’m going to call you Tod. That’s an old name for a fox. Come on, Tod.’

			‘What about him?’ He pointed to the pile of the dead. A leg moved, slowly, surreptitiously, underneath what was left of Dr Chris.

			‘Stay here. I’ll go and look.’

			The burning buildings were far too dangerous for anything other than a direct approach. I unslung the automatic.

			‘I saw your leg move. Don’t pretend.’ There was no movement. ‘Look, for all I know whoever did this will come back. You can let me help you, or you can lie there and watch me walk away before you die in the fire.’

			Nothing, then movement, a leg at first, then an arm, and an effort to come out from under the corpse on top.

			‘Yana?’ The voice was weak, as much from smoke and the weight of the body above him as anything. ‘It’s Jin.’

			He was covered in other people’s blood. His right arm hung useless with three bullet holes in it. I beckoned Tod.

			‘Can you walk?’

			‘I can shuffle. Who’s your friend?’

			‘This is Tod. He was left behind.’

			‘Is he going to eat me?’

			‘No Tod, no one is going to eat you. This is Jin.’

			‘What’s wrong with his face?’ Tod asked.

			‘He got poorly. We need to get out of here, Jin. Can you make it onto the hill?’

			‘I’ll help.’ I whirled at the unexpected voice and saw Amara.

			‘You came,’ said Jin. ‘I wondered if I’d see you again before the end.’

			So he could see Amara too. I looked at where Daddy and Tahmid sprawled, their clothes blackening in the path of the encroaching flames. Adnan’s body would already be ashes.
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