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				ABOUT G X TODD

				G X Todd is a thirty-four-year-old librarian from the West Midlands. Since completing a history degree at Birmingham University, she has worked for public libraries for more than a decade and currently holds an HGV licence because she drives a 35ft-long library van around the borough.

				Defender is her first novel and the first in the four-part series featuring Pilgrim and Lacey.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PRAISE

				‘Compelling, suspenseful and altogether extraordinary’ Lee Child

				‘So accomplished that it’s difficult to believe it’s a first novel, Defender is already worthy to take its place alongside The Stand in the canon. An absolute gem of a book’ John Connolly

				‘A chilling vision of a world gone feral, yet strangely triumphant. You can taste the dust and blood and sweat; the fear on every page. Readers should approach with caution, those voices will burrow into your head and heart’ Karen Maitland

				‘It’s not often you read a debut this assured, this confident. Defender is simply majestic’ Adam Christopher

				‘Defender is insane, intelligent, beautifully plotted, intensely absorbing and will enfold you in a vice-like grip from the first page until the last sentence’ Lizlovesbooks.com

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ABOUT THE BOOK

				‘On the cusp of sleep, have we not all heard a voice call out our name?’

				A GIRL WITH A GUN.
THE MAN TOLD TO PROTECT HER.
OR DIE TRYING.

				In a world where long drinks are in short supply, a stranger listens to the voice in his head telling him to buy a lemonade from the girl sitting on a dusty road.

				The moment locks them together.

				Here and now it’s dangerous to listen to your inner voice. Those who do, keep it quiet.

				These voices have purpose.

				And when Pilgrim meets Lacey, there is a reason. He just doesn’t know it yet.

				Defender pulls you on a wild ride to a place where the voices in your head will save or slaughter you.

				#HearTheVoices

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For my parents,
Veronica and Gerry.

				(Pops, I miss you every single day, without fail.)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				‘Man hungers to get back the lost voices.’

				Julian Jaynes (Harvard Crimson, 12 May 1977),
author of The Origin of Consciousness in the 
Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind

			

		

	
		
			
				

				LETTER #24

				July 4th, Monday

				Dear Stranger,

				You and I will never meet. This letter is our only connection – from my thoughts scribbled on a page, to your eyes and your mind. That is a meeting of sorts, one we must be grateful for.

				I suspect this letter will find you in despair, or lonely, or lost. That is how we live now. We have all become strangers to each other and, worse still: enemies. The human spirit that once tethered us together has now divided us as surely as any ocean ever could. But let us forget all that for now. For now, I want to tell you a story.

				Once upon a time, there was a girl called Ruby, and she was a normal girl in every way. She lived in a normal house with her normal family, and spent her normal weekends working in a care home looking after normal old folk. But there was one person in Ruby’s life who wasn’t normal, and his name was Mike.

				Mike lived at the care home. He and Ruby played chess, and took walks together, and good-naturedly argued over who could spin a better yarn – Grisham or King. Mike reminded Ruby of her little brother (which went some way to explaining why she loved Mike so much). But the abnormal thing about Mike wasn’t that he thought Grisham was the superior storyteller, it was that he spoke to a voice in his head called Jonah, and had done for over sixty years.

				Mike told Ruby that soon countless other voices would come, destructive voices, and many people would die, but that she shouldn’t be afraid because it was the first step to a better, brighter world. And so, on his death bed, Mike gifted Jonah to her, and Jonah became Ruby’s new friend. And along with Ruby’s brother they explored this newly broken land, and wept and laughed and bled together, and eventually found an Inn by the sea to call their home where they lived happily ever after.

				Now, the moral to all this, Dear Stranger, is simple: that wisdom can sometimes be mistaken for craziness, and that strangers can often be friends in disguise.

				Please try to remember on the hard days and cold nights to come that all the deaths weren’t for nothing. It’s going to take a while, because all change takes time, but it will get better, I promise.

				Your friend,

				Ruby

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Ma, I’m addressing this diary entry to you because you’re not coming back. You’re dead and I need to see those words in writing.

				Words aren’t difficult for me. Al and I have been writing notes to each other since we were little. We drove you crazy with all the scribbling and giggling, but words were a lifesaver for both of us. I think they always will be. But words have power, and I must treat them with care – especially words I’ve kept secret for so long.

				A staggering amount of people are dead. This isn’t a secret. They were killed by their own hands and others (still not a secret). The fact it took almost three weeks before the killing died down also isn’t a secret, although it was a shock to many.

				So here’s the first real secret: None of this came as a shock to me. I was warned. You remember Mike, Ma? One of the old guys I looked after at the home? Liked cherry tobacco and distracting me from chess with raunchy tales from his travelling days. The staff told me Mike had dementia, but Mike didn’t have dementia. He was the sanest man I ever met. He told me what would happen if the voices came. I believed every word he said.

				As I write this, I keep looking up and catching glimpses of Mrs Jefferson. She’s lying on her front lawn, her skirt around her hips, her hair in curlers. The shovel Mr Jefferson hit her with is lying next to her. I can’t see Mr Jefferson, but I heard a gunshot not long after I watched him kill his wife, so I’m pretty sure he’s dead, too. The same as everyone else on our street. I wish you would come back, Ma. I miss you so much.

				I have to go now. Al is back. I love you.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PART ONE

				The Man Who Was Pilgrim

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 1

				At the beginning, Pilgrim missed a great many things, things that were by their very nature impossible not to miss once they were gone. Imagining a hunk of cooked cow, for example, could torture a person. It was easy to visualise a medium-rare steak, feel it melting as soon as it hit the tongue, molars sinking through the meaty plumpness and an explosion of juice gushing out. It was enough to make his stomach cramp up like a fist and sit there just under his ribs in a solid, unignorable ball of want.

				Then the next week he would miss something else. Mashed potatoes, perhaps, or fried okra. There was a period of a month or more, near the beginning, when he would have travelled non-stop for a thousand miles if only at the end of the journey waited a thick, cold, strawberry milkshake. The inanity of a craving couldn’t prevent it from rubbing on him like clothes on an open sore.

				Quite often there was an absence of such culinary cravings, but those times were worse, for the ghosts of loved ones and more deep-seated longings would creep around him instead. Those he’d kept tightly bottled up for fear that if opened they would froth and volcano forth never to be contained again.

				And so he’d waited for a time when such longings were past him, when they became as beaten down and untrodden as the roads he travelled. He knew the passing years would eventually have his memories overgrown with the clutching vines of day-to-day concerns, and that the haunting ghosts of time past would be buried in the old dead world where he’d once belonged. The wait for their interment had been long and exhausting, but each day added another layer of dirt to their graves until finally a huge mound had piled up and rendered them invisible, even to his sharp eyes.

				Now he lived only for the day, and longed for nothing.

				Time and movement had aided his forgetting, but when the bustle of travel failed to occupy his thoughts, there were plenty of other things to keep him distracted.

				A bottle of beer. Capped. Untouched. The label peeling at one corner, the writing faded. The glass was brown, and brown glass was good: over time it allowed less light to infiltrate and molecularly alter the contents. Pilgrim checked the expiry date. It was out by seven years.

				He glanced around the dusty bar. It was a watchful, alert glance, one expecting to see nobody and nothing but made up of a diligence born of necessity. One day, when the undertaking of such a searching glance was forgotten, a hidden shadow would be waiting, bent on taking away what wasn’t theirs, willing to maim or kill for it. Of course, today wasn’t that day – there was no one in the room, only the multifarious projections of his own reflection shot into long, disjointed shards in the cracked bar mirror running along the back wall.

				He took his beer and a stool outside. He gazed up at the sky, noting the absence of clouds and the crisp, clear blueness that stretched from one horizon to the other as if it had been steam-rollered out, flawless and smooth. The summer sky had already marked the day to be a beautiful one, but to him the sky didn’t denote beauty, the brown glass bottle of beer in his hand did. It was a lost token of a world gone to ruin.

				He was in the middle of nowhere, western Texas. The signpost at the town’s limits had claimed a population of 539, but Pilgrim doubted more than the 39 remained, and none of them had organised a welcome party. Which was how Pilgrim liked it. It was safest to stay out of each other’s way. Parts of the town had suffered fire damage, the gutted, blackened skeletons of homes standing like rotting teeth between the untouched buildings. The burnt husks had still been smoking and giving off a dull heat when he’d passed by, and even now an acrid smell reached his nostrils whenever the wind picked up.

				Carrying the stool to the middle of the empty street, he placed it on the centre line of the road. He sat down and rolled the bottle between his hands. It felt hard as granite and smooth as soapstone. It was warm, which didn’t bode well for the contents, but he could live with that – it was his favourite brand. Licking at his dry lips, he twisted the cap off. White suds foamed into view. They reminded him of bath bubbles, but the waft of malt and hops was the furthest thing from soap-scented. He groaned quietly and lifted the neck of the bottle to his nose and breathed in deep. Warm, yeasty beer: it had never smelled so good.

				He licked his lips again, placed the bottle to them and paused as a shadow flicked past the corner of his eye. Only a small flicker, off to his left, maybe just a cloud passing over the sun, or a splinter of sunlight dancing over a broken windowpane, but still, it was a distraction. All he wanted was to drink his beer in peace.

				Pilgrim sighed through his nose, took the bottle away from his lips and stared at the window of the convenience store until the shifting shadow inside retreated and went away. He stared a while longer to make sure it didn’t reappear and, keeping one beady eye on the storefront, tilted his head back again, letting the liquid lap against his pursed lips, beer moistening the dry skin. Teasing himself. Then he let it roll inside – a welcome wave of amber nectar flooding his mouth. His throat locked mid-peristalsis, automatically wanting to swallow, and he almost choked on the beer before he could spit it out.

				Clearing his throat, he filled his mouth with another long pull and swilled it around his teeth and gums like mouthwash. He spat that out on to the ground, too, until soon there was a small river of beer snaking its way back towards the bar, heading for the gutter.

				He took a long time swilling that beer and spitting it out, wanting to ingrain the malty taste of it into his fading and tattered memories. It was going to have to last him a while.

				He would have liked to swallow the frothy beer down, feel it bubble deep within his warming guts, but the danger of drinking something so far past its prime wasn’t worth the risk.

				I knew you wouldn’t chance drinking it, Voice said from that dark place at the back of Pilgrim’s head.

				Pilgrim closed his eyes. Not because his peace had been broken, but because any sense of peace he ever hoped to achieve would be only an illusion, for Voice was always with him and always would be. He was demon and angel and conscience all wrapped up in one, and there was no escaping him.

				Hefting his pack higher on one shoulder, Pilgrim turned right and headed for the alley where he had hidden his bike. He tried to ignore the black cat padding along behind him.

				It’s still following us.

				He tried his best to ignore Voice, too. Voice hadn’t been speaking to him all morning, having taken umbrage at something Pilgrim had said. Or hadn’t said. Pilgrim didn’t know which and didn’t much care. The silent treatment suited him just fine. In fact, he wished Voice would employ the tactic more often.

				It’ll be wanting food next. Mark my words.

				They had picked up the tail not long after entering town. Pilgrim concluded the cat had once been domesticated or at the very least had recently been in the company of other people. It was far too friendly for its own good. Most animals had learned that humans weren’t to be trusted any more, and knew to keep well out of reach or else chance getting served up as shish kebab. This cat didn’t understand the dangers, and had followed him in and out of stores, padding close on his heels, darting away only when Pilgrim stepped into the back courtyard of the bar. He had seen a kicked-over dog bowl by the rear door and a shoddily built kennel in the yard’s far corner and figured the scent of its owner still hung around. The cat recognised its old enemy, if not its newer one.

				By the time Pilgrim had sat down on the stool in the middle of the road and finished his beer, he had forgotten all about the cat. So when it jumped up on the hood of a car he had snatched his gun out, his finger already squeezing around the trigger before identifying the small black animal as his earlier stalker.

				He had directed a cuss word or two at the cat, but it didn’t stop it sauntering towards him, unheeding of the gun’s barrel tracking its head. For a moment, Pilgrim had considered pulling the trigger anyway, even went so far as to cock the hammer.

				The cat gave a low, plaintive meow. It stared up at him with wide yellow lamps for eyes. They appeared lit from the inside, luminous and unblinking.

				It meowed again.

				Exhaling quietly until his lungs felt strangely deflated, Pilgrim had carefully lowered the hammer back into place and holstered the gun.

				‘You wouldn’t look so endearing with a hole in your head.’

				The sound of his voice was all the welcome the cat needed. It slunk forward to wind itself around his legs, purring as if a little motor hummed inside its small body.

				You’re gonna be stuck with the mangy shitball now, Voice said.

				‘Can always choose to shoot it later,’ Pilgrim replied, leaning down to scratch the cat behind one ear.

				The cat had paused to lap at the beer staining the blacktop, its tongue flashing out pink and quick. It gave a delicate sneeze and shook its head and left the rest to dry in the sun. Pilgrim didn’t blame the animal one bit; the beer had already left a bitter coating on his tongue.

				Sometimes things were best left forgotten.

				A smile touched one corner of his mouth when he saw the motorcycle tucked in behind an old, rusted dumpster. The bike was scratched and dented and cracked in places, but she ran sweet and had lasted more than eight months so far. That was three months longer than any other bike he had appropriated. He wheeled her out, one hand swiping a line of dust off the faded gas tank. He slung a leg over the fraying seat, the engine rumbling to life with one crisp twist of the key and a single depression of the starter button.

				Shucking his pack on to both shoulders, he righted the weight of the bag until it was comfortable. It felt heavier than it had in weeks. He had dug up more supplies than he’d expected to here, but there was nothing else of any use. The decayed bodies hiding in back rooms and garages and basements, most marked with self-inflicted wounds, offered little companionship.

				Besides, you’ve got me for company, Voice said.

				‘I thought you weren’t talking to me.’

				I wasn’t. But I got tired of waiting for you to apologise.

				‘Apologise for what?’

				 Exactly! You don’t even know what you did. I’d have been waiting for ever.

				Pilgrim stopped listening. Maybe he should consider lying low here for a while, conserve his gas, before the need to restock forced him to move on.

				You’ll get itchy feet, Voice said. You know it, and I know it. And who knows where the next meal or cache of gas will come from if you stay here too long?

				As much as Pilgrim didn’t want to admit it, Voice had a point. Besides, Pilgrim preferred to keep moving. He’d rather have the open sky as his roof and the horizons as his borders than the walls of a town stacked up all around. Easier to see what lay ahead that way.

				The locals won’t take kindly to us staying, either. The cat is the only one who’d welcome us.

				Pilgrim’s eyes automatically found the cat. It stalked back and forth next to the bike, searching for a safe way up.

				Bring it along, Voice said. Could serve as a good appetiser at some point. Or a bartering tool.

				Pilgrim grunted.

				Might as well name it while you’re at it.

				‘Maybe I will,’ Pilgrim said.

				He leaned over and gripped the cat by the scruff of the neck, lifting it high and settling it on the tank in front of him. Its hind quarters slid back until they rested in the V of his thighs, up against the crotch of his jeans.

				‘If there’s even a hint of claws going anywhere near my balls, you’re getting a one-way ticket off this bike.’

				Pilgrim gave the throttle some gas, watching for the cat’s reactions to the throaty growl of the engine. The animal gave a quick, sharp yowl but settled down almost straight away.

				Grunting quietly, Pilgrim lifted the glacier sunglasses from where they hung around his neck. Like always, the world became a whole lot more tolerable at a lower brightness level. Next, he lifted the dusty neckerchief tied loosely at the nape of his neck and tugged it up over his nose. He took a moment simply to sit with his eyes closed, absorbing the heat of the day like a lizard, allowing himself to be warmed from the outside in. He breathed deep through the cotton at his mouth, the bike vibrating soothingly through his bones. After a slow count of fifteen – because fifteen had always been a good number – he heeled the side-stand up, knocked the bike into gear and aimed its nose towards the sun.

				There wasn’t much to see any more. Pilgrim kept his eyes on the road and on the horizon, on the abandoned cars and on the places where ambushers could be lurking, and on the blacktop ahead for sharp items designed to puncture tyres. He had a set number of things to be alert to (for example, signs for supermarkets or gas stations, pharmacies and hospitals, libraries even), but other than those few places, and the wariness of being jacked for his belongings and maybe even his life (and now the cat, he supposed), he generally felt no interest or curiosity in much of anything.

				Until he spotted the girl.

				She was a distance off yet but immediately she was a splash of colour that drew his eye. And even so, the sighting invoked only a mere flash of curiosity, a reading which barely registered.

				The teenager was sitting on a folding chair at a roadside stand, a handmade sign painted with the words ‘Fresh Lemonade for Sale. Drink Up or Pucker Up’ propped up next to her. It had been beautifully painted with green vines winding through the script and plump yellow lemons adorning each corner.

				Curiosity killed the cat, Voice said in the back of his head. And satisfaction won’t ever bring it back.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 2

				The sun shone bright and strong outside the netted windows. Inside, the farmhouse was dark and shaded and silent. Lacey sat in her grammy’s armchair, legs tucked up, a heavy knitted blanket wrapped around her shoulders. The chair was an old wingback, fraying and threadbare, each of its wooden legs scarred pale from the countless times Grammy had knocked them with her walking stick. The winged sides where she had rested her head held no material at all, the pale yellow padding showing through.

				Lacey hummed a little under her breath as she turned a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles over in her hands. She used a corner of the blanket to polish the lenses and lifted them to her eyes. She squinted around the dusty room and peered hard at the blurry pictures on the walls.

				‘God, Grammy. You were blind as a bat.’

				She lowered the glasses and the pictures came into focus. Family photographs of Lacey and her big sister, mostly. One where they were sitting on the floor of Karey’s bedroom, Grammy’s antique vinyl records scattered around them, a six-year-old Lacey beaming up at the camera while carefully holding a black record cupped between her palms by its edges, exactly how Karey had shown her. Karey wasn’t looking at the camera. She gazed at Lacey with a worried expression, as if counting the seconds until her baby sister dropped her prized recording of Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Her worries had been unwarranted; Lacey hadn’t dropped it. In fact, she hadn’t dropped it for another five whole days. It had hit the floor edge first, snapping clean in two.

				All the tears and apologies in the world hadn’t saved Lacey from her big sister’s wrath (and Karey knew exactly what punishment would cause the most heartache). For two solid weeks, Karey hadn’t spoken to her. Not a single word. It was the thing Lacey hated most. Silence. Those two weeks had felt like an eternity.

				In the cold, silent sitting room, Lacey sighed and slipped her grammy’s glasses back on, transforming the family pictures into a myopic blur. Sometimes, looking at those familiar faces made the house feel emptier, the silence weighing a thousand times heavier.

				A creak from the hallway made her stomach tighten. She knew it came from under the stairs. It always came from under the stairs. She squeezed her eyes shut and whispered, ‘There’s nothing there, Lace. Just ignore it. The house makes stupid noises all the time.’

				The creaking came again, but she wouldn’t give it the satisfaction of looking. She wouldn’t. The farmhouse was old: it creaked, it moaned, it ticked sometimes as though a spider army was marching to war under the floorboards. It was just her ears playing tricks.

				The creak came a third time and, before she could change her mind, Lacey threw aside the blanket as she jumped up, snatched the glasses off her face and dashed to the cupboard. She yanked it open, but the small space inside was empty. Painfully so. It mocked her with its emptiness because she was the one who’d cleared it out in the first place.

				She slammed the door shut and leaned her forehead against the wood.

				‘I have to leave this place before I go crazy.’

				She breathed deeply for a time and went back to humming – ‘She’s Leaving Home’, her fifth-favourite Beatles tune – making it to the second verse before she could straighten away from the cupboard and return to the sitting room. She picked up the blanket she’d tossed aside and neatly folded it into halves, then quarters, then laid it on the seat of the armchair. Her boots were already on, but she double-checked they were securely fastened. On her way to the front door, she stopped by the hallway table to pick up the cold metal flask she’d left there. She didn’t look at the small cupboard under the stairs.

				Leaving the house, she made sure the front door was closed behind her, rattling the handle for good measure, then started the long trudge out to the road.

				The idea for a lemonade stand had been a stroke of genius.

				What would a weary traveller want more than anything? Lacey had asked herself, gazing out of the kitchen window, past the plants her grammy had cultivated (the cucumbers weren’t ripening like they were supposed to – Lacey killed everything she touched, no matter how hard she tried; Grammy had delighted in calling her Leper Hands) to the perfectly rectangular heap of overturned earth behind them. The lantana she’d transplanted to the spot had survived nicely, despite her leper hands (she’d studied her grammy’s gardening magazines in detail before even attempting the replanting), and after ten weeks she was both happy and relieved to see the grave blooming with red, orange and yellow flowers. Beside the grave, two potted plants housed stunted little lemon trees.

				When life gives you lemons, squirt lemon juice in the booger’s eye! Grammy often cackled after bestowing such pearls of wisdom. She also showed Lacey how to make lemonade. She knew lots of handy tips like that.

				From the two lemon trees, Lacey had plucked the last ten lemons. In the basement, she found a fold-up table, a chair, an old siding from a crate and a bunch of old paint cans. She’d brought everything upstairs and sat for an hour in the backyard, painting. Then she traipsed out to the road with all her things and plopped down to begin her wait.

				After five days, she almost threw everything back down the basement stairs.

				After seven, she left everything at the roadside, not caring if it was still there in the morning.

				After ten days of waiting, she was worried and resigned in equal measure, but trudged out every morning and afternoon anyway because, as Grams said, giving up was worse than not starting at all.

				What else did Lacey have to do, anyway? It wasn’t like she was missing an invite to her best friend’s birthday party. Courtney Gillon had no doubt celebrated all the birthdays she ever would. The last one Lacey had attended, eight years ago, was probably the best party Courtney could ever have hoped for. There’d been a woman dressed up as Elsa from Frozen and a full-size Iron Man complete with gloved hands that lit up. Lacey could barely remember what her best friend looked like, but she could recall to mind the blue beading on Elsa’s dress and Iron Man’s red gauntlets as perfectly as if they’d been standing in front of her only yesterday. Memories were funny like that.

				She didn’t really feel sad about Courtney Gillon any more. Back then, birthday parties, and Elsa and Anna, and Iron Man had been important things in Lacey’s life, but they all seemed stupid to her now. In the last seven years she had learned what was important: food, fresh water, health, family. And so she continued to man her lemonade stand, and she continued to wait.

				Fifteen days and counting. Yesterday, Lacey had used the last of their sun lotion. Already her hair had bleached two shades lighter from sitting in the sun for so long.

				So far she had seen only one other person; an old coot on a pushbike. He had been in a bad way – his skin red and shiny with raging sunburn, the deep wrinkles of his faced lined with grime. He hadn’t even glanced at her when he rode stiffly by, not even when she called out to him and jogged at his side for three dozen yards, trying to ask where he was going, where he’d come from, what’s happening, man. She’d even offered a drink of lemonade on the house, but he hadn’t heard her, wasn’t even aware she was there, the next push of his foot on the pedal the only thing he lived for. She had stopped jogging and stood, panting, hands on her hips, watching him pedal away.

				In the past, her approaching strangers would have resulted in a swift, severe rebuke from her grandmother, probably followed by a run-through of the kinds of scenarios that could result from such foolishness, none of which was a bedtime story. Sure, there had been that one time Grammy ran off a scrawny man who’d hunkered in the front yard, muttering to himself, and refused to move unless they fed him. Lacey had wanted to give him something – in those days there’d still been plenty – but Grams had vetoed her. It’d be like feeding a stray cat, she’d said. Once they took you for a soft touch, you’ll never get rid.

				The muttering man went hungry.

				Another time, a group came by, two men and two women. They threw things and smashed the front window. Grammy had fired the rifle to encourage them to leave, but when they’d started yelling, ‘Shit!’ and ‘Fuck!’ and even the c-word at them, Grams fired a second and a third time. Lacey was sure she’d shot one of the fellas in the shoulder, but Grams insisted she’d only winged him. They’d left soon after, the smaller, unwounded man dropping his pants and squatting, leaving a gift for them in the dirt.

				They weren’t the norm, the cursing people or the muttering man. When other folk had approached, a waving rifle had been enough to have them retreating pretty quick and without any trouble. On the whole, Lacey didn’t think two altercations merited so much suspicion. Still, whenever traffic appeared, her grammy’s habit of snatching up their rifle and hurrying to take position at the door, where she could spy out the side window, was a long-standing practice in their house. And when Grammy wasn’t there, Lacey was expected to do it in her stead. There wasn’t a whole lot of charity left in the world, Grams told her, and she’d do well not to forget it.

				Sun hot and high in the sky, her shadow casting a second slanted Lacey on the ground next to her, she gazed unseeingly at the tabletop and nibbled on her nails, worries crowding her thoughts. She hummed tunelessly to herself, her third-favourite Beatles song, ‘Blackbird’. She was finding it hard to keep her mind off the last two tomatoes in her pocket. Her echoing chasm of a stomach was insisting she eat them, but her brain told her to abstain for just a little longer.

				The silence broke. Lacey dropped her hand and sat up, a prairie dog on point. All her concerns about food and sun lotion fled when she heard that sweet engine note in the distance.

				The motorcycle wobbled in the heat haze, difficult to make out at first, but it sharpened and solidified the closer it came. She watched it anxiously, all set to fake a faint if the rider didn’t slow down, but the drop in engine tone told her it was losing speed, moving down the gears, readying to pull over. She sat back and tried to appear nonchalant.

				Lacey knew her grandmother would not have been happy about this plan, but Lacey didn’t see as she had any choice. Not if she wanted to keep hold of her sanity. Not if she ever wanted to see her sister again. There was only so much hunger and silence a girl could take.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 3

				Pilgrim had already made a cursory scan of the area and could find no place for any thieves to be lying in wait. Indeed, the girl had set up the stand on a deserted stretch of highway with nothing but an old farmhouse a half-mile or so up the ways.

				Mmm, lemons, Voice commented. You like lemons.

				Pilgrim rolled to a stop next to the stand, within arm’s reach of the plastic cups lined on the fold-away tabletop, and cut the engine. Each time Pilgrim’s eyes wandered from the hand-painted sign, they returned a few seconds later. Something about the yellow of the lemons stirred a memory, something deeply buried beneath all that protective dirt. He didn’t dig for it, though. There was little point in disturbing the graves.

				A long beat of silence went by while the girl looked him and his bike over. He returned the favour, using the cover of his sunglasses to study her; she was clean, which was the first surprise, and she appeared healthy. Her eyes were bright and clear and held little of the wary suspicion he’d grown accustomed to. He would put her in her mid-teens, but it was hard to tell with her sitting down – height was a good indicator of such things.

				Sixteen, that’s my bet, Voice said.

				Pilgrim didn’t enter into bets, especially not with disembodied voices.

				‘Nice cat,’ the girl finally said, finished with her inspection.

				‘Nice lemonade stand.’

				A ghost of a smile was there and then gone. ‘You want a glass? Squeezed the lemons myself.’

				‘That would depend.’

				‘Depend on what?’

				‘On whether you’ll take a drink with me.’

				She was quiet again while she stared back at him. It was a searching stare, as if she were trying to gather some hidden meaning from his request.

				‘You want me to have a drink with you? That’s it?’ Her tone clearly conveyed her distrust.

				He gave a nod. ‘That’s all. Scout’s honour.’

				This time when she smiled it hung around for a while longer. ‘You don’t look like no Boy Scout I ever saw.’

				He doubted she had ever seen a Boy Scout in actuality, but didn’t argue the fact. He became aware of how windswept his hair must look but made no attempt to neaten it. ‘Appearances can be deceiving,’ he said.

				He wasn’t especially thirsty; there was still a canteen full of fresh water and another two bottles stowed away in the bike’s left-side pannier. It was the quenching of his curiosity that was of more interest to him today.

				‘You seen anyone pass by here?’ he asked. ‘Any groups of people?’ He’d sighted a large travelling troop, five or more vehicles in convoy, only a few days ago. A distance away, they had made a strange sight, their dust cloud eating up the road around them. Nomadic groups of that size were unusual. The speed and direction of this one had appeared purposeful to Pilgrim, though, and he’d wondered briefly where it was heading.

				The girl was already reaching for the big silver Thermos and pouring out two cupfuls, one piece of lemon dropping into each. ‘No, sir. I’ve been looking out for folk, too. All I’ve seen are a fella on a bicycle and now you. Why? You looking for someone?’

				‘No,’ he said. ‘No one in particular.’

				She set the flask aside and lifted both cups, offering one to him, having to lean far over the table to reach. The reflections from the lemon slice dappled a dancing yellow over her fingers, her skin seeming to absorb the colour until her fingertips glowed with it. The golden light dissipated slowly, fading until the glow winked out altogether, her fingers returning to normal as he took the lemonade from her. He hid his surprise when his hand closed around the cup.

				Another surprise? You’ll have to be careful not to overexcite yourself and have a coronary, Voice said.

				Pilgrim paid him no mind. He was wondering how the girl had chilled the lemonade, especially since useable gas was scarce and only a generator could power a refrigerator for any length of time. Electricity hadn’t run through these lines for years, the grids shutting down in a matter of weeks in some lucky places, only days in others, their systems sabotaged from the inside by angry, scared, self-destructive workers with whispering devils in their ears. For so long, humans had been resigned to the probability of nuclear bombs dropping, or wars breaking out, or the fickle tantrums of Mother Nature putting them back in their place, but nothing had prepared them for an internal attack. No defences had been built against the dangers hiding within. So, in fear they had scattered, running away from each other but unable to hide from themselves. Paranoia and survival became the new laws of the land.

				And I became your trusted compadre, Voice said, somewhat smugly.

				Pilgrim hmphed, unconvinced. Less ‘trusted’ and more ‘burdened with’, he’d say.

				That’s unfair, Voice complained. I could be a whole lot worse, you know.

				The girl held her plastic cup aloft in a cheery salute, oblivious to Pilgrim’s internal meanderings. ‘Chin chin,’ she said.

				He lifted his own cup while pulling down his neckerchief.

				She chugged hers down, the yellow glow from the lemon dappling over her slim throat as it moved with her quick swallows. Pilgrim watched closely until half of it was gone before taking a mouthful of his own. It was tangy, verging on being sour, but a perfect measure of sweetness balanced it out so that, when he swallowed, his mouth was already watering for more. He drank the entire cup in three long pulls and gasped slightly when he was done, his tongue licking at a drop he had missed which was winding its way down the side of the cup.

				The girl was watching him with a self-satisfied smile. ‘It’s good, huh?’

				He narrowed his eyes at her, even though she couldn’t see it from behind his sunglasses. ‘It was OK,’ he allowed.

				She laughed at that, the sound high and tinkling and natural. It pulled him up short, its effect surprising him. It had been a long time since he had heard laughter.

				Strike three! Voice crowed.

				‘Now,’ the girl continued, ‘on to the payment part.’

				The payment part. Of course.

				Pilgrim remained silent.

				She reached towards the sign and tapped her finger against where it said ‘Sale’.

				‘Nothing’s for free, my man,’ she said.

				‘Right. So what do I owe you?’

				‘A ride.’

				His stomach tightened and a sinking sensation lowered his brow into a frown. ‘No,’ he said.

				His dark look and blunt refusal didn’t faze her.

				‘You should have asked my price before you drank my wares. You didn’t, you drank, and now you have to pay up.’

				‘A glass of lemonade isn’t equal trade for gas.’

				‘Maybe it isn’t. But such times call for inflated pricings.’

				He didn’t answer.

				The girl frowned. ‘Look, you can either be a decent fella and pay your side of the deal, like an honourable trader, or I can sit here till another traveller passes on by and hope to get a ride from them. Who’s to say if the next traveller is honourable, though? Or isn’t set on kidnapping a girl such as myself? Even set on having their way with me.’

				The way she said ‘way’ left no doubt in his mind what kind of ‘way’ she meant. A sixteen-year-old who didn’t use the words ‘rape’ or ‘fuck’ and believed that some kind of honour system still existed. Such old-fashioned beliefs and ways of speaking. He squinted up the road to the farmhouse. How long had she been holed up here?

				And how does she know that we don’t want our way with her? Voice asked.

				The cat, which had been in some kind of vibration-induced stupor through most of the exchange, roused itself and gave a languorous stretch. It hopped from the bike on to the tabletop and began sniffing at the empty cup Pilgrim had placed there.

				The girl absently reached out to the cat, her fingers stroking between and around its ears. The animal delighted in the attention, tilting its head and rubbing its face into her hand.

				‘C’mon, Boy Scout,’ she said quietly, looking him dead in the eye. ‘I just need a ride to Vicksburg. It’s in the direction you’re heading anyhow. Then I’ll be out of your hair, I swear.’

				He glanced away from her again and stared into the distance, his thoughts turning over.

				Even if that convoy didn’t come this way, Voice said, doesn’t mean there aren’t others roaming about. She’ll get herself hurt hanging around out here, asking strangers for rides. But if you want to drive off and leave her here, that’s fine by me. The cat disembarked, too. Could be me and thee again: two hombres on the open road. Catch us some quality time togeth—

				‘To Vicksburg, and no further,’ Pilgrim said, cutting Voice off, keeping his eyes on the road’s faded yellow centre line winding its way to the horizon. He made a point of not asking why she wanted to get to Vicksburg. It was none of his business.

				‘No further,’ she agreed.

				He didn’t have to look at the girl to know she was smiling. He could hear it in her voice plain as day.

				‘And bring the lemonade with you,’ Pilgrim added.

				The girl had slipped neatly and easily on to the pillion seat behind him, despite the rucksack on his back. She wouldn’t reach the top of his chest if they stood side by side. He wondered how she had managed to survive so long by herself.

				She directed him to the farmhouse and asked him to make a quick stop so she could pick up her stuff. He pointed the bike off road and headed directly for the house. He admitted he wanted to scare the girl a little, deliberately going too fast for the uneven terrain, maybe scare her out of coming with him, but on every bump and accelerated slide he heard an exhilarated giggle from behind him.

				He eyed the farmhouse as he approached, checking for twitching curtains or shadows passing behind windows, but there were no signs of life. The large picture window at the front had been boarded up and slats were missing from the roof. The siding was bleached a pale, sickly grey, its paint peeling away like flaking skin. It had seen some hard living, this house. A decaying, sepulchral vibe emanated from it. He kept his guard up regardless.

				Jamming the brakes on, he skidded to a halt in front of the porch steps and waited for the girl to climb off. He met her smiling eyes and felt something akin to a rock being dropped into the deep well of his gut.

				‘You’re going to be trouble,’ he said. ‘I can tell.’

				She grinned wider. ‘Don’t be so negative. I’ll be right back, OK? Don’t go nowhere.’ And with that she disappeared inside, leaving the front door wide open.

				She’s going to be more than trouble. She’ll probably get us killed. Voice sounded resigned at the thought.

				‘That’s even more negative than what I said,’ Pilgrim said.

				It’s my job to be extra negative. You’re too dull-witted to consider such things.

				‘She’ll only be with us a couple days. She’ll be long gone before we even know her name. Besides, it was you who talked me into it.’

				What can I say? My good senses deserted me for a moment.

				Pilgrim spent five minutes stroking the cat before impatience got the better of him. He nudged the cat aside with his boot and took the porch steps in two strides. He halted just inside the door, his eyes darting around, probing every nook and crevice and cranny.

				The place was tomb silent but very bright. Sunlight streamed in through all the front-facing windows, the musty net curtains doing little to dampen its power. A fine covering of dust lay over everything: the banister, which led up the staircase in front of him to the first floor, the floral-patterned carpeting, the side table, where an old-fashioned rotary-dial telephone sat, with a walking stick propped up against it. He took another step, his boots sounding heavy and hollow on the thinly carpeted wood flooring. Through an arched doorway to the left was a comfortable-looking parlour with plump sofas and an old flagstone fireplace, and to the right, through a second archway, an unused dining room. The large fake-flower arrangement, which formed the centrepiece of the eight-seater dining table, was faded and grey. Of the girl, there was no sign.

				He wanted the kitchen, so he headed right and cut through the dining room. He removed his shades, the light no longer stabbing daggers into his eyeballs, and left them dangling from their cord. His hand came to rest on the grip of the 9mm semi-automatic holstered at his hip.

				He pushed the flat of his palm against the swinging door and pushed through into a bright and airy kitchen. This room was spotless; not a pinch of dust in sight. The centre island was covered with an assortment of bowls, jars, spoons and a scored and well-used chopping board. There were a few lemons left over from the girl’s earlier preparations. But still no girl.

				He caught a flash of movement out past the window and spied her in the backyard. She was kneeling down next to some sort of rock formation.

				She’d better not be praying. Gods and religion are tricksy things these days.

				‘Hush,’ Pilgrim said, distracted, moving closer to the window to watch.

				A loud clatter had him half ducking and spinning, his hand snatching out his handgun. The cat was licking at the sugar that had spilled on the table, an upended jar rolling next to its back paw. It seemed oblivious to the fact it had a gun pointed at its head for the second time in one day.

				I think it wants to get shot.

				‘It’s going to get it, too.’ He holstered the gun and turned back to the window. The girl was on her way towards him, a dripping aluminium container clutched in her arms. She passed between a child’s swing set and a long mound of earth with a blanket of flowers sprouting from its top.

				He met her at the back door.

				‘What’s in the box?’ he asked.

				She flashed him a suspicious look. ‘What’s it to you?’

				‘Well, if you want to take it with you, it’s going to have to fit on the bike. And because it’s my bike, I get final say what it carries.’

				She frowned at him, and he had to fight an amused stirring at the stubborn tilt to her jaw. She let out a sigh and said, ‘Meat.’

				‘Meat?’

				‘That’s what I said. Meat. You deaf?’

				 ‘No, not deaf. Just surprised. Where did you get meat from out here?’

				She smirked. ‘Same place all meat comes from – an animal.’

				She traipsed past him and dropped the container on to the centre island. The cat gave a surprised yowl and streaked off the tabletop and out of the kitchen.

				The girl went to the larder and disappeared, coming back out with a roll of greaseproof paper and a reel of string. She talked while she went about transferring the meat from box to paper.

				‘Grammy kept chickens. A couple goats, too. Though goats aren’t too good to eat – they’re kind of tough and stringy. Their milk lasted some before they dried up and turned into glorified lawnmowers. They sure did keep the yard nice and trimmed, though, I’ll give them that.’

				He was impressed with how quick and efficiently she wrapped the meat packages up. She’d obviously had practice.

				‘Once I done decided to leave this place’ – she ran the string lengthways over one side of the package, flipping it over to repeat on the other side, doing a neat little twist then flipping a final time to make a tidy crossed-stringed parcel – ‘there was little reason to leave the chucks out here by themselves. The things would only starve – they’re sure not the brightest eggs in the box. They’d stopped laying, too. So I killed and cleaned ’em up so I could take ’em with me. Left them down in the well to keep cool until I got me a ride.’

				‘A well,’ he said, an ahhhh of realisation yawning in his head. ‘Explains how you chilled the lemonade in the first place.’

				One mystery solved, Voice said.

				‘Yup. Grammy showed me the trick. Our genny was always conking out during storms when the electricity cut off.’

				Pilgrim noticed she used the past tense when speaking about her grammy. Next to the sink, on the counter, he spied a single glass and an empty bowl. He also remembered the dust-covered walking stick propped up against the telephone table in the entrance hall. It appeared Grammy was no longer in residence. There was sure to be a long, sad story behind that observation, but he didn’t ask. Everyone’s story was long and sad.

				The girl wiped her hands on her faded jeans, all the meat now safely wrapped in greaseproof paper. She had made four compact packages.

				‘You think you can just about fit these on to your bike, Mr Boy Scout?’

				He gave her a patient look, deliberately leaving the silence too long. ‘I think we can manage.’

				She seemed to hesitate a moment and then came over to him. When she slipped her hand into her front pocket he slid his hand to his gun, but all she pulled out was a small red ball. She offered it to him.

				He eyed it warily.

				‘If you don’t want it, I’ll eat it. I had two but I already ate mine outside.’

				A tomato. Of all things, she was offering him a tomato.

				‘I don’t like tomatoes,’ he said.

				Her head went back, an expression of confoundedness dropping over her face. ‘What? I bet it’s been years since you even saw a fresh vegetable, never mind tasted one, and you’re passing it up ’cause you don’t like tomatoes?’

				‘Correct. And it’s a fruit, not a vegetable.’

				‘A fruit. Whatever. You really don’t want it?’

				He shook his head. ‘No. But thank you.’

				‘Going once, twice . . .’ She slowly lifted the fruit to her mouth, patently expecting him to stop her. He didn’t, and she popped the entire tomato in, bypassing the time to savour it, eating it whole.

				He openly watched her while she went about the business of chewing.

				She spoke to him through her mouthful. ‘You’re not gonna tell me your name, are you?’

				He became cautious. He didn’t want to exchange names. ‘It’s two days to Vicksburg, then we’ll be parting company. No need for names or personal histories. It’s easier if we keep things simple.’

				Her head cocked to one side while she considered him. ‘You’re going to be a tough nut to crack.’

				He decided to treat her like he did the cat. Ignore her. He turned on his heel and headed for the swinging door, directing his words over his shoulder. ‘Gather up your stuff. You’ve got five minutes, then I’m pulling up stakes and heading out.’

				‘Yessir,’ she said.

				He had the feeling she saluted him, too, but he didn’t pause to look back and check.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 4

				She didn’t know what to make of him. He was brusque and his eyes were too watchful and she was pretty sure he didn’t know how to smile, but to chance waiting any longer for someone else to pass by would be stupid. And Lacey wasn’t stupid.

				Even if, by some crazy miracle, another traveller did appear – which, frankly, was unlikely, considering this man and the bald old fella on the bike were the only two people she’d seen in the past three months – how did she know their intentions would be any worse or any better? The answer was she didn’t. As it stood, her gut wasn’t sending up any alarms, and neither was any other body part, and that was all she could hope for.

				This would mark the second time she had left the farmhouse since her new life started (a life consisting of the farmhouse’s four walls, her grammy, their animals, the yards, and her daily, never-ending chores). Six years had passed since the first and only time, and that had been a run to collect supplies from the nearest town. The journey had been short and fast, and Grammy had given her the strictest of instructions to keep her eyes on her feet and don’t look up. Lacey knew better than to disobey; she was getting pretty good at gin rummy and didn’t want her punishment to be Grams refusing to play with her, especially now she was finally getting close to actually winning.

				As they had driven into town, Lacey had glimpsed the bodies, but only from the corner of her eye (she hadn’t been brave enough to sneak a look from under her bangs). She had kept her eyes glued to the footwell of their old station wagon, her heart pounding so hard she almost missed Grams telling her it was finally safe to raise her head. By then, they had pulled up outside the store.

				Stepping out into the hot day, Lacey had been struck by how quiet it was: no running traffic, no rattling wheels of shopping carts, no din of people talking or outbreak of laughter, no kids younger than her crying, miserable at being dragged around the aisles and not allowed to touch anything. No bloop-bloop-bloop of items being scanned at the checkout. Nothing but the uneven clomp of her grammy’s boots and walking stick as she came around the front of the car.

				The wind had changed at that moment, blowing Lacey’s hair back, and with it came a smell of eggs, rancid and sharp, as if the store had been built on top of a landfill, all the waste underfoot now rotting into a soupy, festering mess. The next second, the wind had changed again and the stench disappeared.

				 They had spent the next hour loading their car with food and bottled water and tools and supplies and more food. Lacey hadn’t moved more than ten feet away from her grandmother the whole time, the wall of silence a teasing presence at her back, tapping on her shoulder, wanting her to turn and look and maybe find a line of corpses pressed up against the glass windows of the store, gaping in at her. There had been people lying in the aisles, mainly the household-hardware aisles where the claw hammers and hand saws were. At one checkout an employee was slumped over the conveyor belt, her long blonde hair trapped in the mechanism. Lacey hadn’t looked too closely at any of them, and her grammy had hustled her along quick-smart whenever they came across one.

				The entire trip had lasted two hours, and by the end of it Lacey had been glad to be back home, breathing in the dry desert air, the sweet scent of her grammy’s plants welcoming her.

				She could laugh about her childish imagination now, the silly fears she’d had while she was inside that store, but she couldn’t forget how intensely she had urged the station wagon to speed up, her grammy to drive faster, wanting as much distance as possible between her and that ghost town.

				She had already packed most of what she would take, and what that came down to was surprisingly little. Everything in the farmhouse had memories attached to it, and to carry things around simply for sentimentality’s sake seemed pointless. Lacey had been taught to use everything to hand; if there was no use for it, there was no point in keeping it. Her travelling gear had been sitting ready beside her bed for the past two months.

				She carted her stuff outside, stepping around the cat, which was daintily licking itself in a warm strip of sunlight at the top of the steps.

				‘I hope this is everything,’ the tall man said, his pack open at his feet and the lid of one of his bike’s side-box thingies levered up.

				‘That’s it.’ She dumped everything beside the rest of his belongings and dusted her hands off. ‘So where have you come from? Where you heading? Have you seen many other people?’

				He raised an eyebrow at her, then bent down and started stuffing her gear into his bag. ‘Sure, lots. Most of them dead husks, though.’

				She stared at him for a moment, lost for words. She licked her lips. ‘Dead as in killed themselves?’

				‘Dead as in dead. Doesn’t much matter how it happened.’

				‘Grams said everyone went crazy.’ She watched him carefully, wanting to see his reaction. He didn’t even bother looking up at her.

				‘They lost their minds, all right,’ he said.

				‘So you have been to the bigger cities, then?’

				He nodded, pulling the elastic cord tight on his pack and fastening the top.

				‘There must be folks there, right? Communities and such?’

				‘Cities are dangerous. Only people you’ll find there are scavengers, ambushers and those who haven’t got a civilised thought left in their heads. You don’t go in unless you have to.’

				‘So where are they?’

				‘I’ve come across settlements elsewhere, but they don’t take kindly to strangers stopping by.’

				‘Why not?’

				He straightened and propped his hands on his hips. He regarded her for an uncomfortably long time with those watchful eyes. ‘Trust issues.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				He looked past her to the house, squinted up at the windows, his eyes lazily scanning its façade before coming back to rest on her. ‘You’ve been here a while.’

				It wasn’t a question. She frowned, feeling defensive, and answered him anyway. ‘Yeah. We went out some when we still had gas,’ she lied. Grammy went out; Lacey wasn’t allowed. ‘To gather supplies and stuff. But never far. Never near to the cities.’

				‘Wise choice. Look, here’s the deal. If you’re lucky enough to find somewhere you can stockpile and grow food and not be attacked for it, then it’s in a place that isn’t easily located. Kind of like here. In fact, it’s safest to stay away from other people altogether. I’ve seen men kill each other over a wrong word. I’m not kidding.’

				She believed him. Even suspected he didn’t know how to kid.

				‘Still want to leave?’ he asked.

				Her chest felt tight. She realised she hadn’t taken a full breath since she’d started the conversation. She inhaled slowly, being careful not to suck it up in a way that revealed how much his words had affected her.

				She thought back to the very last phone call she and her grammy had received – something she did most days, and especially in the last few months, since her grandmother had passed.

				The telephone was a spin-dial, loud, and it had shrilled through the house like an alarm bell.

				Grammy’s voice came from the hallway: ‘Talbot residence.’ A pause, then: ‘Sweet One, calm down, I can’t hear you.’

				Lacey’s ears perked up. Grams only called her and Karey Sweet One. Putting down her bowl of Cocoa Krispies, she left the sitting room and wandered into the hall. Grammy had been wearing a housedress, one of her favourites, the one with the pink roses printed all over it. Work boots and socks made up the rest. Back then her hair had been short, grey but for two dark wings at each temple, soft as feathers.

				‘No. She’s right here,’ Grams was saying. ‘Yes . . . Yes, of course we’re OK . . . What’s going on? I can hear the baby crying.’

				Lacey hadn’t made a sound as she came up behind Grammy, but her grandmother turned as if she’d sensed her. When Lacey saw her face, she stopped dead, fear slicing through her middle.

				‘Grams, what—?’ But her grandmother’s hand snapped up, palm outwards, and Lacey immediately shut up.

				‘What do you mean, David is—’ Grammy’s eyes widened and then narrowed into slits, lips disappearing as she pressed them into a thin line. ‘Yes, you told me the strange things Susan was saying last week, but I . . . No, I don’t have the TV on, but I can—’

				Lacey bit into the inside of her cheek, anxiously watching her grandmother. She didn’t know anything about a conversation Grams had last week about Karey’s next-door neighbour.

				‘Listen to me, my darling,’ Grammy was saying. ‘Listen now. He doesn’t sound like himself. You need to—’ She paused to listen, shook her head quickly. ‘No! Don’t do that! Take Addison up to the top floor and barricade yourself in. I don’t care what he said! Do as you’re told. Do it. Do it right now!’

				‘Let me speak to her,’ Lacey said, reaching for the receiver. ‘I need to speak to her.’ Something was happening, something that even Lacey’s nine-year-old brain understood as being Bad with a capital B. She needed to speak to her sister, but her grandmother caught hold of her hand and squeezed it so tight it made her wince in pain. Lacey’s face felt hot. Frustration pooled thickly in her chest and rose into her throat, almost choking her. Tears were close, but she swallowed them back.

				‘Karey?’ Grammy said. ‘Karey, what’s going on? Speak to me.’

				Then she heard her sister’s voice, shouting, scared, so loud Grammy’s head flinched away from the phone. ‘Don’t come here, Grams! Don’t bring Lacey here! Something’s not right. It’s not just David – there’s stuff happening out in the street. He’s saying the scariest things. Promise me, Grammy! SAY YOU PROMISE!’

				‘I promise, my darling! But I don’t know what—’

				‘Oh my God! Oh my God, David! What’s happening! What’re you—’ Her sister’s voice cut off.

				Lacey didn’t care any more – didn’t care that Grams would have serious words with her later about her ill manners – she snatched the receiver out of her hand and pressed it to her ear. It was hot against her skin.

				‘Karey! Karey, it’s Lacey! Hello? Karey?’

				Dead silence.

				She slammed the phone down, picked it up. Dialled her sister’s number from memory. Listened. Slammed it down again and dialled it a second time because her fingers were shaking so badly on her first attempt she might have misdialled.

				Grammy must have gathered by the look on her face that it wasn’t working. She had gone straight to the TV in the sitting room and flicked it on.

				Chaos. News channels filled with screams, crying, guilt-laden monologues of regret and despair and self-loathing, the rushing views of live camera feeds thrown from height and zooming incredibly fast as they plummeted to Earth; clips of frantic people running in front of speeding cars. Grammy had switched it off before Lacey could see anything else, and from then on it had remained turned off whenever Grammy was around. Even when Lacey sneaked a few minutes’ viewing time, none of what she saw made sense, most of the images just a jumble of confusion, their rambling commentaries filled with strange messages. She would hear the TV during the nights when Grams thought she was sleeping; Lacey would sit on the top of the stairs in her PJs, the shifting white-grey flashes from the TV shining out of the sitting room, the volume turned too low to hear. Soon even Grammy had stopped her secret TV-watching, as the networks shut off, one by one.

				Did she want to leave? he’d asked. Looking at the tall man staring back at her, waiting for an answer, Lacey tried to slow her breathing, make it look normal. Did she?

				‘Yes, I still want to leave,’ she heard herself say.

				‘Fine. Is there anything else you need? I want to leave sometime today.’

				‘Oh. Sure. Could you give me five minutes?’

				He nodded, and she hurried away, shakily jogging up the steps and into the shade. Winding her way back through the house, sliding one hand along the walls to steady herself, she made a beeline for the kitchen, not pausing there but going straight out of the back door and into the yard. She dropped to her knees in front of the mound of dirt and flowering lantanas where her grammy was buried and panted for breath.

				‘Maybe this is bad idea, Grams. A terrible idea. Jesus.’ She glanced over her shoulder to make sure he hadn’t followed her. ‘No, I can do this.’ She squeezed her eyes shut. ‘Don’t be a wuss, Lacey. Come on. Suck it up.’

				When she opened them she found herself staring at the grave. Her breathing had levelled out. She felt calmer, steadier. ‘I’m packed, and I’m going. I can’t stay. I’ll die here.’ It suddenly felt silly talking out loud. She glanced awkwardly across the yard, first at the dilapidated fencing that was in desperate need of weatherproofing, and then at the pitted rust creeping up the poles of her swing set. She chewed on the inside of her cheek and forced her eyes back to the dry, greying soil in front of her.

				‘I’m sorry, Grammy. I wish I didn’t have to leave you like this. I wish I could just lie down on the ground and go to sleep and when I wake up everything will be OK.’ The lantanas blurred in front of her and she glanced away again. ‘You know what the hardest part is?’ she whispered, staring fixedly at the seat of her swing, where she would sit as a kid and squeal, her grammy pushing her higher and higher, always higher than Lacey thought she’d ever dare push. ‘It’s not even leaving this place. It scares me, sure, but I’m OK with being a little scared. What bothers me most is leaving you here.’ For all her attempts to hold them back, tears spilled over and a sob caught in her chest. ‘I know you’re just a body under all that dirt, and I know you can’t even hear me, but I really don’t want to leave you here alone. It’s really hard to leave you all by yourself.’

				For the last two minutes of her allotted time, Lacey went over to her swing and sat there, nudging at the ground with her toe, rocking herself back and forth and imagining it was her grammy doing the pushing.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 5

				The girl travelled light, for which Pilgrim was grateful. He had managed to transfer most of what he usually carried in his rucksack to the bike’s side panniers, had then shoved the meat packages and a limited assortment of cans and tins into the girl’s smaller rucksack, along with a wad of clothes for her, and stuffed the whole lot into his now almost-empty pack. When he next looked up, she was striding back towards him with a rifle slung over her shoulder and a box of spare ammunition. She handled the weapon competently, comfortably even.

				The natural naivety she wore folded back a little to reveal something tougher underneath. It surprised him; she’d been sitting out on the road with nothing but a flask of lemonade, after all, but someone, at some point, had taught her how to use that gun. The old battleaxe with the walking stick she had mentioned? He glanced over at the boarded-up window again, then back to the girl. It was a miracle they had both survived this long.

				‘You any good with that?’ he asked, nodding at the rifle.

				‘Good enough.’

				He grunted and held the rucksack up to her. ‘You’ll have to carry this while we ride.’

				She scrutinised the pack, sizing it up. Unslinging the rifle, she leaned it against the side of the bike and turned her back to him. He helped her slide her arms through the straps and lowered the weight on to her shoulders. It wasn’t too heavy, but he could hear her muttering under her breath about pack mules.

				‘What’s wrong with your eyes?’ he asked when she turned back to face him. They were red and bloodshot. He hoped she wasn’t sick. That could be a problem.

				The girl wiped her nose on her sleeve and sniffed. ‘Nothing’s wrong with them. I’m fine.’

				‘Hm. Need any bathroom breaks before we go?’

				He was rewarded with an arched eyebrow. ‘I’m not three. I still have control over my bladder. I don’t need to go.’

				‘That’s good. Don’t want to be five minutes down the road and you asking me to pull over.’

				He dragged his neckerchief up over his mouth and was mildly amused to see the girl pull out a long, thin cotton scarf and wind it around the lower part of her face. It was a dark red colour and had tassels. She also produced a pair of sunglasses and popped them on. They had big lenses. She resembled a baby fly.

				He had to stifle an urge to smile when she bent down to pick the cat up and ended up stumbling forward a few steps, unaccustomed to the weight of the pack. Even from behind her sunglasses, the irritable glower she sent him was discernible.

				He swung a leg over the bike and settled down, accepting the mangy fur-ball and setting it on the gas tank. Then he spent the next couple of minutes holding the bike steady as the girl struggled to climb on behind him.

				‘Hold this,’ she said curtly, thrusting the rifle at him.

				She ended up half pulling his shirt off by the time she had managed to clamber on.

				She patted his shoulder. ‘All set.’ Her hand reached forward for the rifle, and he passed it back to her.

				He started the engine and felt the girl wiggle around behind him as she settled herself. It felt strange to have a warm, breathing person nudging up against him and even stranger to have the insides of her jean-clad legs pressed against the outsides of his.

				Don’t be getting used to it, Voice warned.

				‘I won’t,’ he said, too low for the girl to hear.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 6

				There was no conversation – the wind was too loud in their ears for that – but when they passed the signs for town, Lacey twisted to stare over her shoulder at the exit ramp. She couldn’t help shouting, ‘Look! That’s it! The marker! This is as far as I’ve been!’

				She laughed breathlessly, a thrill of excitement making her feel weightless, fidgety, as if she were embarking on some kind of organised trip that promised wonderful sights and the adventure of a lifetime or your money back. As she continued to stare over her shoulder, the bike’s passing having kicked up a haze of dust that obscured the town’s sign, her laughter grew hazy along with it.

				She must have been gripping the man too hard, because he shrugged under her hands, an irritable roll of his shoulders. Easing her hold, she settled back down, facing forward. For just a moment, she bowed her head and lightly rested her brow against his right shoulder. Maybe if she kept looking at the back of his shirt, she wouldn’t think about the distance stretching out between her and the only life she’d ever known, the miles racking up, the link between her and her grammy growing thinner and thinner, elongating like a piece of elastic. Soon it would snap, and all ties would be severed.

				Isn’t this what you wanted? she asked herself sternly. After years of worrying and wishing, there’s finally a chance of getting to Karey. To Addison. And now you’re getting cold feet?

				No, she thought. No, this is what I want. It is.

				She lifted her head, the rush of air hitting her full in the face and whipping around her sunglasses. Her eyes teared up. The wind flipped under her scarf and the tassels smacked her in the face. She struggled to tuck it inside her shirt.

				They rode for three hours, and she drank in the sights. They passed a burnt-out café and Lacey called out, ‘Look!’ and pointed. A trickle of smoke rose up from its charred roof. ‘People!’ she yelled, straining to see any movement inside the café as they swept by.

				The sign of smoke gave her hope. Things didn’t just set themselves alight.

				They went past a disturbing display of animal bones that some sicko had arranged in a bleached, jutting pyramid, and that slither of hope shrivelled up a tiny bit. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to meet the person who’d made that.

				Then came the billboard signs, each one defaced with jittery lettering dribbled in blood-like ribbons of red paint. The first one, for self-storage containers, had ‘Your all liars!’ scrawled across it. A little further along, ‘Death is a sweet release’ was painted over an advert for fast food. Next, a smartly dressed man advertising a firm of lawyers now advertised the phrase ‘FREE YOURSELF’. And on the final billboard, smeared across a close-up of a pretty woman with a brilliant set of white teeth, was a message in dried red scribbles: ‘LISTEN – The Darkness Speaks’, and next to it a sloppily painted spiral, going round and round and round.

				The man said nothing, and Lacey felt herself grow more and more despairing with every mile that passed.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 7

				Pilgrim didn’t stop for anything the girl pointed out, and she didn’t comment when he sped past in silence.

				They passed no other oncoming traffic, although they did come across an old guy on a bicycle travelling in the same direction, pedalling arthritically yet determinedly. Pilgrim had geared down to match the old coot’s speed, glancing over to ask if he was doing OK. The guy never once acknowledged them, his bloodshot and rheumy eyes fixed on some unseen goal in the distance.

				‘That’s the fella I saw two days ago!’ the girl shouted near to Pilgrim’s ear. ‘He didn’t speak to me then, either. God, look at his head.’

				The poor man’s bald head was glowing red, blisters already forming, filled with fluid. It must have hurt like hellfire, but the old guy gave no indication of discomfort, his bony knees slowly rising and falling, rising and falling, with each rotation of the bicycle’s wheels.

				Pilgrim pulled away from the cyclist and opened up the throttle, wanting to leave the man far behind.

				The girl was quiet after that, not even directing his attention towards the handful of buzzards that were circling a crater a hundred yards out in the sparse brush. The black bodies took turns swooping low and vanishing into the pit before flapping skywards again. He didn’t want to know what was laid out down there, but it didn’t stop Voice from conjecturing on the matter.

				Probably a recent suicide grave. Or maybe a bunch of murdered folk who got found out they heard a little voice like moi. Sun sucked all the moisture from the bodies, et voilà! A stockpile of ready-made jerky for the wildlife.

				Pilgrim shut him out.

				They silently chased after their lengthening shadow as the sun looped its way to the west, lighting their backs with a dwindling fire and leaving their faces in dimness. The sky took on a deep pink tinge with streaks of deep orange, as if a war waged beyond the horizon.

				In the back of Pilgrim’s head Voice sang in a low, eerily sweet voice. Your stories are so old you just tend to keep them. Long winding road, you’ve got a secret but you won’t share it.

				There had been signs for a Route 83 motel for the last ten miles. Normally, Pilgrim might have chosen to continue riding for a while as the sun set and the gloom gathered to full darkness, but he felt a need to get off the road today. A feeling in his gut. Or a case of the cold and squirmies, as Voice sometimes called them. Either way, he took the marked exit and leaned into the curve of the exit ramp, the asphalt humming smoothly beneath the bike’s wheels, the rushing air pushing back his hair and combing through its strands with invisible fingers.

				Big, open land, you hold the weight of the air in your hand.

				Once they left the open highway, the roads became steadily worse. There were abandoned cars, hoods propped open and engines sporting gaping holes where parts had been removed. Trucks without wheels, doors flung wide and the interiors covered in dust and home to a collection of detritus. Pilgrim had to reduce his speed considerably in order to weave and navigate around the relics. The few cars which had been abandoned on grass verges had now been claimed by the verdantly smothering vines of kudzu spilling down from nearby trees. The plant had anchored itself to undercarriages and axles, crept up the cars’ fenders and latched on to doorframes, crawling through broken windows to twine throughout the cars’ innards, fusing around steering wheels, levers, pedals, until each vehicle resembled a leafy, slumbering beast.

				He didn’t brake for the traffic lights – they had been extinguished and dead for a long time – and turned on to the main street. It didn’t consist of much more than ten or twelve stores, a two-pump gas station and a small town-hall-type building. Halfway down the main strip hung the motel’s welcome sign. A twenty-foot gap in between the store fronts led to its parking lot; the main office was just off to the left as they pulled through. The parking lot opened up into a square courtyard lined with twelve rooms, each with a designated space in front for a car to park. A lone sedan, beige, nondescript, had been slotted into a bay on their left. Bashed up and unloved, it might have been parked there for years or days, it was impossible to tell.

				When he pulled to a stop and killed the engine, the girl’s first muffled words were, ‘We’re staying here?’

				He twisted to look back at her, tugging down his neckerchief. ‘Yeah. Why?’

				She slid her sunglasses on to the top of her head like a headband, pushing the loose strands of her hair back and pinning them into place. It left her forehead smooth and bare, apart from the dirt and grime that had streaked across her unprotected brow. He was reminded again of how young she was.

				She pulled her scarf down to free her mouth. ‘It’s just we can stay anyplace we want, and you’ve picked a cheap motel?’

				‘Right,’ he said, without explaining further. ‘You getting off anytime soon? I want to stretch my legs.’

				‘Oh. Sure.’

				Her dismount was as inelegant as her mount, but at least she was off the bike in a matter of seconds and didn’t keep him waiting.

				The cat leapt to the ground and skulked off, no doubt annoyed at having been kept prisoner on the gas tank for so long.

				Pilgrim stiffly climbed off the bike and stood massaging the small of his back, arching his spine until he heard it crack back into place. He crouched down to stretch out his thigh muscles before rising to his full height, his head slowly swivelling as he took in the place. He lazily rolled his shoulders, his eyes skipping over each window and door, resting for a few extra moments on the solitary car parked in front of the room marked number 8. He was done with his stretches by the time his gaze passed over the girl (who had already shucked off the pack and was grimacing and rubbing her shoulders) and came to a halt on the motel office.
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