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    For Liam,


I promised your parents that I would dedicate my next book to their unborn child and then you were born.
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Chapter 1: Worth Keeping
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Jeff didn’t expect to find much. The rusted carcass of a tractor, or wood from a broken-down fence, maybe. But the green had caught his eye, a scattering of grass and clover at first, then a rolling field, a double-crested hill rising from its centre. Worth a look, at least.

According to the plastic speedometer affixed to his handlebars, he was going about 10 km/hr. Not bad for rough terrain. The air smelled fresh and clean as he cut through; tall stalks of alfalfa and grass brushed past his knees. He pushed the pedals faster, keeping an eye out for abandoned farm equipment or wild animals. For other Grafters, most of all.

It had been days since the last patch: an abandoned truck, the tires missing, most of the engine stripped. Luckily, Grafters didn’t always know what was worth keeping. He’d got some wires out of the dash, and the cigarette lighter from under the gaping hole where the tape deck used to be. He’d found a flat of water bottles in a hideaway panel under the floor mat, and a case of rations wedged behind the back seat, including a covered pan of popcorn kernels, campfire-ready.

Jeff approached the foot of the double hill and clamped the brakes shut in his travel-sore hands. Hopping down from his bike seat, he set the kickstand and unclipped his helmet, leaving the straps to hang down on either side of his face. He scratched at his thick dark beard. Before anything else, he checked the hitch connecting the covered trailer to his bike. Secure as he could hope for.

Reaching for the water bottle at his waist, Jeff surveyed the green. The field must’ve spread from a smaller patch; he pictured it creeping outwards into the wasteland. A couple of metres to his left was an old fence post, rusted barbed wire flaring from either side. Empty cans with serrated tops and a cracked shovelhead littered the ground around it. 

Jeff squinted at the clear grey sky. Using the broken shovelhead, he cleared a shallow pit in a bare patch of soil. He took an axe from his bike trailer and felled the fence post, cutting through the weathered wood in two hits. The barbed wire crumpled as he threw the whole post into the pit. He gathered some loose clumps of grass, light yellow and dead, from the field. 

Flint to knife blade. Ear to the ground. Using his lungs as bellows, pushing air through his cheeks. A catching glow, creeping up the dry stalks to find footing in the wood. Spurts of flame. 

Stars started to show. Sitting with his back to the double hill, Jeff held the wire handle suspending the covered aluminium pan over the low burn. It slowly started to expand and snap with sound, a tapping from the inside, kernels getting kinetic. He shook the pan, let it rest another moment over the embers and then set it next to him in the dirt. He took a sip from his water bottle. The silver ring on his pinky reflected the dying firelight.

When the pan was cool enough, he peeled back the billow of silver foil. The first piece of popcorn was salt and crunch with a warm heart. Not burnt, he was happy to note. Jeff took another kernel from the pan. He chewed it slowly as he scanned the darkened landscape and looked up at the stars.

A light breeze disturbed the field, waving dim shadows and rustling alfalfa stalks against each other. Jeff covered the remaining half of the popcorn. There were cracks of fire left in the pit, pulsing dimly in the black. He placed the leftovers, the axe, and the shovelhead in the back of the bike trailer; he returned to his place by the campfire with a sleeping bag and a flashlight.

Something stopped him as he settled in. Something going against the flow of the breeze, rippling the alfalfa at the wrong moment. He quickly pinpointed the source: a figure coming towards him, making no effort to quiet their steps. Pointing his flashlight at the figure, Jeff toggled the thick plastic button.

“Jesus,” the stranger said, lifting a hand to shield his face from the sudden light.

Jeff was already on his feet, guarding his bike with his body.

“I saw your fire.” The stranger lowered his hand. “It’s been ages since anyone’s come this way.”

“You live around here?”

“Just around the corner.” A note of humour tinged the stranger’s voice.

Jeff kept the circle of light on the stranger’s face. “Don’t believe you.” Jeff thought about rushing the stranger but didn’t want the unpleasant surprise of a knife in the stomach or a bullet in the eye. So, he waited.

The stranger held out a hand, offering something. “I thought you might be hungry.” He dipped out of the beam, lowering it to the ground. Whistling, he walked off into the field. An old song, something Jeff recognized from the radio, years ago.

Jeff followed him with the flashlight, as far as it would go. He flicked the light down to where the stranger had placed the something. It looked like a small cardboard box.

Could be a trick. Could be explosive, or poisoned, be full of broken glass.

But it didn’t smell right. It was warm, with something like Christmas in it.

Crouching down, Jeff lifted the flaps of the shallow cardboard box. Stark in the harsh beam of his flashlight sat a sliced loaf of homemade gingerbread.
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Chapter 2: Light Bringer
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Rhonda stepped onto the sun-warmed stair and let the weighted metal door swing shut behind her. Her hand settled on the back of a stone lion that sat attentive on the bannister. She took in the familiar landscape: a short concrete pathway joined the bottom step to a segment of cracked asphalt cutting through the overgrown front lawn. The segment abruptly ended where the wasteland began, the flat tan sea that surrounded the school she called home.

She headed down the pathway, her flip flops slapping against the concrete. Turning onto the lawn, she glanced back; the brick facade of the school building was starting to develop a lattice of shadows in the evening light.

Rhonda found Milo relaxing on a square of mown grass a ways into the otherwise unkempt lawn. The yellow solar generator sat next to him.

“How’s the battery?” she asked.

“As good as it’s gonna get, day’s almost over.” Milo unplugged the charger from the generator, handing it to her. A light on the grey battery inside blinked green and then faded as the charger lost power. “Should last you a few hours.”

“Thanks, I’ll need it.”

“What you working on?”

“Some documentary footage.” Rhonda pocketed the charger and battery. “I’ll show you when I’m done, as usual.”

“Less butter on the popcorn this time.” Milo had a quiet smile, no teeth; the corners of his mouth pushed up his cheeks, emphasising the wrinkles.

“You got it.” Rhonda reached for the generator.

“I’ll take care of that,” Milo said as he settled back onto the short grass.

“You sure?”

“You saying I can’t handle it?”

Rhonda laughed, once. “Not at all, old man.”

“‘Night, Rhonda.”

“‘Night.”

She headed back to the school, and climbed the three concrete steps, resting a hand on the stone lion’s face as she passed. Stooping so that the lanyard around her neck would have enough slack, she fit her key into the handle, unlocked the door, and went in.

The front door banged shut, sending echoes into the tiled hallway. A row of lockers gaped open on either side; she passed between them and turned right, stopping to unlock the red door with a thin rectangle of meshed glass. 

Inside, heavy blinds hung in grey swaths over three tall windows behind the counter. A small picture window up near the ceiling was the only light-bringer. It used to have a blind over it as well, but she’d pulled it down early on to use as a bed mat. 

Rhonda set the charged battery on the counter, which was bare otherwise. The washed shirt she’d laid across the chair that morning was crisp around the edges. Everything was as it should be.

You couldn’t be too careful, though. Grafters were getting bolder. Travellers crossed the wasteland in groups now, some with protection—guns were rare, but still around. She thought back to the trade caravan that had come through a week before: the man with the shotgun on the back of the wagon, glaring at the stub of road, glaring at them. Even Milo, usually at ease with the traders who came through, kept away from him. In the end, they’d gotten butter for a couple of minor repairs to the traders’ wagon, and the man with the shotgun had remained aloof. Of course, none of the traders knew about the stockpile of filming equipment Rhonda had hidden in the wall.

She leaned down under the small window, taking time to settle to her knees. Her stomach was beginning to thicken again. She and Milo were in what they called “the good times”: the garden out back was heavy with vegetables and caravans stopped by once a month or so, bringing full cans and jars and day-old eggs. Rhonda had always been on what her mother called “the fatter side.” Too much sitting in front of that damned computer, she’d say, Needs an active man. Someone to go to the gym with. Her mom had been no magazine model either, but Rhonda figured that was the kind of thing older women liked to say to young people. Live through them, somehow.

Rhonda pushed down the memory and ran her hand over the rippled texture of the wall. The bottom half was lined with thin wooden slats, maybe to dampen sound, or to give a rustic ‘70s flair to the room. Rhonda found the tab of clear packing tape and pulled gently. A section of the wall hinged outward to reveal a small cache. It had been her idea to hide her equipment here and Milo had built it. He had a cache of his own in the janitor closet, though Rhonda was polite enough not to ask where it was. 

“Goddammit,” she swore under her breath, remembering that her battery was still on the counter. The high window was grey velvet, the daylight fading. She crawled to the other side of the room, grabbed the battery and headed back to the open space in the wall. A quick glance to the blank window assured her that no one was watching. It wouldn’t take much for someone to piece together that she had a hiding spot and where it was. She tucked the battery into her camera bag and replaced the wall panel, a little reluctantly. She wanted to start on her documentary right away, but there wasn’t enough light left to film by.

She did her rounds of the room. Checking the deadbolt and handle lock on the door, making sure each of the windows behind the blinds was still in one piece. She folded the dry shirt and placed it in one of the drawers under the counter. She took off her pants and draped them over the chair back and then kicked her flip flops underneath the seat. 

Laying on the old blind, she readjusted the bag of soundproofing foam under her head. She reached for the crocheted blanket she’d gotten in exchange for a computer keyboard. The nights were getting cooler. Soon she'd be sleeping in her fitted wool jacket, waking up to the sight of her breath hovering overhead.

Silence curled around her. It was full night now, the chair across the room nothing more than a dim blob. The picture window framed a couple of pinhole stars. Rhonda took deep breaths, trying to keep her mind on what she would film tomorrow and not on the sound of broken glass that threatened to fill the room at any moment.

Nothing protected her here. Windows were weak. The Grafters would have guns. It would take them a moment to find her, not expecting anyone to be inside. They would threaten her. She wouldn’t tell them anything. They would tear through her drawers, wrench open the closet. They would go over the walls with flashlights. One would stand guard over her, the muzzle of a shotgun pressing down on her chest. The gleam of the packing tape would give it away. They would tear open her cache, rip her guts out.

Go to sleep, she commanded herself—her heartbeat pounded in her ears, her mouth was dry—

Milo’s just down the hall, she tried next, he’ll hear the breaking glass and rush in with the axe—but the Grafters would kill him too.

Once she was asleep, nothing could touch her—but there was a wall between her and the dreamworld and there was no door. Rhonda lay on her mat, paralyzed with fear.

She forced her thoughts away from images of blood and breaking windows and thought instead of her first boyfriend, Matthew J. He had clever eyes and gentle hands. She imagined him as he would be now: taller than her, his glossy black hair brushing his shoulders. Still in love with her.

“Kiss me,” she said, slipping his hand down the front of her jeans.

He stayed for a while, and then was gone. She lay alone under the blanket, eyes closed, her legs open. Then in reverse—legs sliding closed, eyes flickering open. 

Stars caught in the high window like fireflies. The chair a rounded tombstone.

It was silent without him. It was dark. There were windows. There were guns.

Help, her mind whispered as she fell asleep. Help... help... help...
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Chapter 3: Vehicle of Choice
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The open sleeping bag slid from Jeff’s shoulders as he shook himself fully awake. He’d spent the night sitting with his back to the hill, watching the field. 

Should’ve moved on, he thought to himself for the hundredth time, even though the stranger hadn’t returned. The box of gingerbread sat next to him, the cardboard flaps closed to keep in the smell.

Jeff rolled his aching shoulders and got to his feet. Stumbling a little as he made the short trip to the bike trailer, he picked up the leftover popcorn, threw his empty water bottle into the back and dug a full one out from under his axe. Dropping breakfast on his sleeping bag as he passed, he went a little into the alfalfa and relieved himself. 

The sun, sitting halfway up on the horizon, resembled a burning red contact lens. Around Jeff it was a cool grey. He settled next to the ash-filled fire pit, still smoking from the night before. Pulling the sleeping bag around his midsection, he peeled the silver cover off the rest of the popcorn. The crunch was still there, but it was stale, the butter flavour congealed in the crevices. He chewed his way through as much as he could. 

The box next to him—one of those fold up take-out containers, somewhere between pink and purple—reminded him of the bakery down the street, when the city was still there. A place he’d buy croissants on the way to class. A place he’d meet dates for coffee.  

The memory strong on his tongue, Jeff used his pinky to flip open one of the thin cardboard flaps. The bread was clearly homemade, rough slices shaped more like amoebas than uniform squares. He lifted the box in one hand, used the other to waft the smell towards him as if in chemistry class. You never wanted to smell a chemical straight on, he remembered. Could burn. Fumes could kill. But he couldn’t smell anything besides hunger and sugar warmed over.

“I’m afraid I’m not much of a baker.”

The stranger’s voice shot through him. The edge of the box crumpled in Jeff’s grip. 

This is it, he thought. Should’ve moved on.

The stranger sat down across from him. Flashing an immaculate set of teeth, he reached over and took one of the slices from Jeff’s frozen hands. Jeff watched the gingerbread as the stranger took a bite.

“I thought about leaving you alone,” he said after swallowing, “but you were positively agonising over it, you know that? I couldn’t even see your face, and I could tell.”

Jeff stared at the stranger for a moment. Then he crammed a piece of bread into his mouth.

The stranger laughed. “That’s more like it!”

They finished off the gingerbread together. Jeff sat back, studying the stranger. He was thin, not gaunt, with pale skin, hazel eyes, and honey brown hair shaved along one side. His clothes were old, but neat and form-fit. He wasn’t a Grafter. He was too relaxed, too soft. 

“So, I’m Caden. Nice to meet you.” The stranger held out a hand. 

Jeff shook it, feeling the lightness against his own rough palm. “Jeff.”

Caden grinned. “I see you’re an engineer. Or are pinky rings a fad among Grafters these days?”

“Mechanical engineer.”

“And a bike is your vehicle of choice?”

“Haven’t found anything better. Bikes don’t need gas. They’re easier to fix. Lightweight, easier to hide.”

“Smart.” Caden paused, flicking his eyes up past Jeff.

Jeff turned to follow his glance, expecting to see a far-off caravan or a lone Grafter stalking towards them—but the domes behind him were clean, short grass gleaming in the morning sun.

Caden folded up the empty cardboard box. “I assume you’re good at fixing things.”

“Depends. What are we talking?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe it can’t be fixed.”

Jeff stood up and brushed the crumbs from his beard and his shirt. “You gave me a meal. Only fair I try to help you out. Let’s take a look.”

“I appreciate it.” Caden placed a light hand on his arm. “Follow me.”
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Chapter 4: Carrot
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Milo tipped the bucket, draining his shaving water around the roots of the tomatoes. Thankfully, plants didn’t mind hair, and soap was okay by them too. It was dark out, and quiet, the spicy fragrance of tomato leaves filling his head. An herbal smell, sharp around the edges. He could almost taste a BLT, with a generous layer of mayonnaise. A few years ago, the thought would have depressed him. Mayo, cheese, bacon, even bread, they were impossible. Sucked up with the rest of the world into oblivion. 

But now, traders were starting to carry things like homemade butter sealed in jars and the occasional hunk of dry bread. People out there were making things, helping each other make them. Someone had to have an oven to cook things in, after all, and someone else had to have a cow or goat to get milk from. Someone had to find or make flour. Someone had to know the recipe. So, maybe mayo wasn’t so far off. They’d made it before, they could make it again.

Milo straightened slowly, taking a moment to listen. Nothing strange in the silence. No rabbits scratching at the high wooden fence that kept them and other garden thieves at bay. He felt for the button on the side of his wristwatch; the silver face glowed green, the hands at 4:11 a.m., the second hand ticking steadily along. The battery in his watch had lasted much longer than expected, but it was only a matter of time.

He stepped over the pumpkin patch and reached the rain barrel, dipping the bucket through the disc of water inside it, his fingers curling at the sudden chill waiting underneath. He emptied one bucket’s worth over the garden and went back for another. The lettuce and carrots would need some extra tonight. He was hoping for a harvest the next afternoon, to thin them out, make room for the growing generation coming in. For now, he uprooted a small carrot and secured it in one of his bulky vest pockets for later.

The burning in his side started up again, cutting deep. Milo rested his back against the brick wall of the school, pressing on the pain with his palm. He found a couple of stars. Casting curious glances over the top of the fence like friendly neighbours. Hello, Cassiopeia. Evening, Orion. Nods all around.

The pain passed. “Indigestion,” he hoped aloud. He filled another bucket and carried it out of the garden, securing the gate behind him.

He didn’t bother with his flashlight. Out here, it could attract the wrong kind of attention. Besides, he knew the lawn, the school building on his right looming black with the eggshell gleam of the moon caught in its windows. He always marvelled at how bright the moon was. Stripped of competition, it held court on the front lawn, that ghostly lady in the sky. Myths hung haloed around her, and every star dimmed a little in comparison. 

Milo made his way up the concrete stairs, one arm curled around the bucket, the other steady on the stone bannister. He paused. A dull hum rumbled in the distance. Milo set the bucket on the top step. The humming grew louder, grinding in his ears. 

Thinking quickly, he jogged down the front walkway and veered to the left. He tucked himself into the outhouse, a displaced bathroom cubicle that he and Rhonda had carried out of the school and set up on the lawn. The humming was almost on top of him now. He flipped the door open and strolled along the asphalt in the direction of the school, pretending not to notice the motorcycle that was slowing down next to him.

“Hey!” the Grafter yelled. He flicked on his headlight, drowning out the moonlight, bringing the school to stark attention. “Old man!”

Milo started as if surprised and stopped walking. “Hello?” he said in a feeble voice. He turned slowly to face the man on the bike.

“Yeah you!” The Grafter jumped down and strode towards him. “Don’t move.”

Milo nodded absently. 

The Grafter studied him for a moment. “You live here?”

“Yes, yes. I live here.”

“Anyone else?”

Milo slowly shook his head. “It’s so lonely... So lonely.” He added a wavering sigh, for effect.

Narrowing his eyes, the Grafter looked up at the truncated school building. “I bet you have quite the stash in there.”

“Just enough for an old man like me. Not much left.” Milo cast his eyes down. “If it wasn’t for the last trade caravan, I—”

“Trade caravan?”

“Yes. They came through a couple days ago. All kinds of food, supplies. They had clothes, and eggs.”

The Grafter grabbed Milo’s throat. “Are you lying to me?”

“No,” he croaked out, “look, look.” Milo pointed to his pocket. The Grafter snapped it open, rifled through it more roughly than necessary.

The Grafter let Milo go, staring at the carrot in his hand. “Damn.”

Milo rubbed his neck and let out a small cough. “I... I repaired one of their wheels. With the one rusted wrench I have left, but... it worked well enough... They gave me a carrot and a jar of butter as thanks. The butter was delicious. The carrot... I was saving the carrot.”

“Which way did they go?” The Grafter was fixated on the carrot, as if he was afraid it would bite him if he looked away.

Keeping a hand over his throat, Milo pointed weakly to his left, over the Grafter’s motorcycle, back into the wasteland.

“You’d better not be lying to me.” 

“Could... could I have my carrot back... please... it’s all I have—”

The Grafter lunged at Milo, who flinched, his hands raising to ward off the attack.

Laughing, the Grafter shoved Milo to the ground. He was still laughing as he started up his motorcycle and turned off his headlight. Milo stayed frozen, the asphalt cool against his cheek, until the roaring of the Grafter’s engine faded entirely away. 

Milo straightened up, thankful for the night silence around him. He steadied his breathing and let go of the heightened awareness that came along with the use of his ability. There was no further need to convince anyone of anything. The Grafter was gone.

He thought of the Grafter’s amazement at the carrot and laughed. “Poor sap.” He felt a small twinge of guilt. The caravan had a gun. If he caught up, the Grafter on the motorcycle wouldn’t get far unless he was willing to trade fair. “Up to him,” Milo reminded himself. For now, at least, he and Rhonda were safe.

Picking the bucket off the top step, Milo took a moment to appreciate the night air. The moon inclined towards the horizon and a slight grey diffused up from the east. He still had a few things to do before heading to bed. He unlocked the front door, tucked his key ring into the breast pocket of his vest, and went inside.
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Chapter 5: Inside


[image: ]




“No need to worry about that.”

Jeff looked up from his bike, his grip tightening around the handlebars. “I’m not leaving it here.”

“You’ll be able to keep an eye on it, it’s not far.”

Jeff reset the kickstand. “Just around the corner?”

Caden’s smile grew. He waved and walked around the back of the double hill. 

Jeff followed, trying to ignore his twisting insides screaming at him to run back for his bike. Everything he owned was in the trailer. Without it, he’d be stuck with no supplies and no way to cross the wasteland. It would take him days to walk to the nearest settlement.

“Man, you’re wound tight. Relax. It’s just up here.”

“Up...?” 

Caden scaled one of the hills. Once he reached the crest, he did a brief look around. Scanning for Grafters, Jeff assumed. Caden crouched, opening a hatch of turf, and jumped down inside of the hill.

“Incredible,” Jeff breathed, hurrying to follow Caden. He lived inside? How’d he hollow out a hideout like that? Why have a top entry instead of a door? He’d have had to put up supports to prevent collapse. And there would have to be ventilation of some kind. It seemed impossible. What could Caden have in there? What did he want help fixing?
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