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			Remember your Just-In-Cases. Beware Tall Buildings. Watch Your Six

			Raised by her mother and Maeve on Slanbeg, an island off the west coast of Ireland, Orpen has a childhood of love and stories by the fireside. But the stories grow darker, and the training begins. Ireland has been devoured by a ravening menace known as the skrake, and though Slanbeg is safe for now, the women must always be ready to run, or to fight.
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			Chapter One

			My toenail has blackened and I’ve to pull to get it off. You’d feel it, so you would; it’s painful enough. I douse my foot in water and I leave the nail by the side of the road and on we go.

			This road, this hungry road, eating us up.

			We’ve been walking already for a long time, the three of us together.

			Where are the trees and stone walls? Where the abandoned cottages and burnt-out bridge, where the waterfall and the hidden skiff? Where the signposts to lead us back home? I mark them, scraping old metal with jagged rocks, an ‘X’ that’d mean something only to Maeve and me, one line a little longer than the other for direction. I go over it, making sure I’ll remember, while the muscles along my neck and in the small of my back swell and creak with pain. I keep watching all around me.

			The blisters I got on my hands from rowing to and from the island fill with fluid, burst, fill again.

			When we rest I take leaves of mint from the herb pouch. Mam’s herb pouch. My eyes are tired from the glare of the sun. My feet are sore from the too-hot road.

			Around us the landscape changes constantly. The road shifts beneath me, twists and slopes, and every time I look up the world presents me with something new and I feel fresh, too. Despite myself, despite everything. The world ended a long time ago but it is still beautiful.

			We are moving.

			Looking at her lying slumped in the barrow makes my chest feel like it’s collapsing in on itself. She is so small – scrawny is the word. She never used be small. I look away, and twenty paces later I’m at it again, watching the closed-up face with the sweaty sheen.

			We move. We rest again. The dog beside us, the nails on his paws clacking against the road. I can feel the hesitation off him. He’s asking me do I know what I’m doing and don’t I want to go home.

			I do, I tell him. But I can’t.

			Maeve’s lined skin is being burnt by the sun underneath its greyness. I take off my hat and put it on her lightly so most of her face is in shadow. I can pretend that she’s asleep. I stop again and rearrange her so that she’s facing forwards, facing into whatever’s coming at us. She’d feel better that way. I feel better. Maeve wasn’t one for looking too often at me anyway unless for a fight.

			I’ve a new pain then, the sun pounding down on one spot at the top of my forehead.

			We move. My fear so big, so palpable, that it could be an animal walking beside us. I try to make friends with it.

			We pause to drink. I shadow-box to show that maybe we’re on the road now but I can keep to my training. I nearly feel that I’ve still some control over what’s happening to us, with my fists in the air. I stare at my map, guessing how far we’ve come from the beach, from home. My eyes and ears are strained long past comfort, waiting to catch the first sign of a skrake bearing down on us.

			We get going and we keep going.

			I keep an eye on her.

			Our road joins a bigger road and that joins a bigger road again, a straight road, and we see more houses and the villages begin to clump together. The road curves upwards and the land thickens into hills. The trees are getting bolder and greener, the landscape transforming every few clicks into shapes and colours I’ve never seen before. I leave Maeve in the barrow to walk off the road, my back giving out as I straighten, and pull some sticky pine needles to make the tea. It’s cooler in the woods, the air smells more the way it does on Slanbeg. Cleaner. I rub the needles in my hands and breathe in deep, letting my eyes stay closed a moment.

			Vitamin C, Maeve says in my ear, so clearly that I start, take in a sharp breath. I go quickly back to the road.

			Her body is prone in the barrow, her lips closed into a disapproving line.

			Every now and then there’ll be a tree growing right up in the middle of the road and I have to unpack the barrow and carry everything round. Food, blankets, the chickens squawking. I try not to breathe when I lift Maeve. I try not to feel her bones.

			Progress is slow, slower even than I thought it would be. Danger lies down to watch me and pant in the shade of a stone wall standing all on its own. He waits till I’ve slogged past him and then he gets up and shakes himself and lollops along again.

			It’s viciously hot till the sun starts to sink, then suddenly it’s cold. The clouds come down on us, obstinate and dour.

			When the storm comes it lights up the darkening sky with violent intensity. I stop and lift my head to watch, my hands in the small of my back to stretch it out. It feels dangerous, pausing, but I linger and even let my stinging eyes close, and when it starts raining I take the hand-wraps off and hold my palms up and offer them to the deluge.

			We’re moving east, striking out opposite to home, but sometimes the road takes us north or south or even west again for a while. I don’t know are we going along the path we should at all.

			I look to Maeve and ask her again which way. She has nothing to say to me.

			I think about food; I think about Mam’s old way of saying it: The hunger is on me. That’s it. I’ve lost condition, and the dog was skinny enough starting out. The chickens are subdued in their makeshift crate. Around me the sky crackles and combusts.

			I do nothing but walk, and we get nowhere. Sometimes we pass road signs that are still legible: Doolin, Lisdoonvarna. I tick them off the tattered map. I’m not watching out around me enough, I know that without Maeve telling me, and so after every fifty steps I take one careful look in all four directions. It’s good to stretch out my neck, to take in the landscape, a balm for my eyes still. Then I’m back watching the top of her head and I begin the count again.

			I make lists as I push, of all the things I’m afraid of. Going back to the island. Never going back. Skrake. People, especially men.

			While we walk, and then when I can walk no more, I try to get my brain to linger over home. In case I haven’t another chance at it, I try to think of Mam. Her smell, like warm herbs. She used to sing. I hum to myself, trying to remember a tune. The noise that comes out of me sounds nothing like her songs and I should be keeping quiet. I don’t want to be adding to the noise my feet are making on the road, the roll of the barrow’s wheel, the racket of me pushing and pulling through trees and over debris. Skrake are attracted to noise. Noise and fire and movement. Their vision is good and their smell is exceptional, and they’re afraid of nothing. And they’ve a taste for us, so they do.

			I wonder instead what Mam’d be at now, if she were me. She wouldn’t have stayed on the island either. Mam would be proud of me.

			Wouldn’t she, Maeve?

			My throat is dry and all I want is to stop and drink and then collapse and lie still for a long time, days and nights. We press on. Danger lags so far behind, his lithe black and white coat a dark smudge against the horizon. I wonder if he’ll bother catch up at all.

			It is the first day of our walk.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter Two

			I had a childhood and it was happy, and the fact that my mother and Maeve were able to do that for me while the country was ate around us says probably everything anyone needs to know about them.

			The sun rises on Slanbeg and us with it. I hear the soft noises of the hens, the rooster making a racket no matter what the hour. Stretching in the bed while Mam cooks eggs downstairs. The smells and the sounds and the feeling of warmth even in the winter while the panes of glass had frost the whole way across and the ice storms went on for days.

			Farming in the heat. We wear hats with brims against the sun. Mine is too big and keeps falling down over my ears. The lazy sound of a bumblebee and over that, singing. The sun warm on my shoulders, the smell of wholesome things growing, of grass and peas and ripening tomatoes. Maeve passes me with her bucket full of weeds and puts her rough hand on the back of my neck for a moment and I feel like my chest could heave full open, spilling red happiness on the hot thirsty earth.

			One happy memory is a million when you’re growing up, one summer afternoon a decade of them. How many days spent by the sea, making dams and collecting shells and seaweed. Lying on a rug in the warmth with an arm thrown over my eyes against the sun, smelling the salt on my skin and digging my toes into the sand. Straying over to watch the creatures in rock pools, only to look up with a question and see Mam and Maeve talking quietly together, stopping to kiss, fingers touching.

			Or later, watching them spar, showing me the holds and pressure points and the right curve in a hit. Sitting in the wild grass watching, the chickens bawking and eyeing me to see if I’ll find a slug for them.

			The water nearly warm in the big plastic basin she put before the fire. Winter again, the rain raging against the windows, and I nearly feel sorry for it being so cold and lonely and wanting to get in. There’s a towel warming for me on a rack before the hearth and I know when I get out of the dirty water in a minute she’ll wrap it around me, from ears to feet. She’ll tell me I’ll be as snug as a bug.

			Making up stories for me once I’m in my night-clothes and we’ve finished stretches. Maeve says not to be filling that child’s head with rubbish, the half-laugh that used be in her, the light the both of them gave out.

			The point being in any case that I had a home and I was loved and that was really fucking obvious even if everything else was a mystery.
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			Chapter Three

			Stay clear of tall buildings. Maeve’s advice. There is no way round that I can see, not unless we go back, unless I unload and load up the barrow all those times again to get over the trees and gaps and cracks. Going back never seems the right thing to me.

			I shade my eyes against the sun and look on ahead of us at the town, trying to see might anything fall down on top of us.

			‘Is it the right way?’ I ask Maeve, and I ask it out loud, my voice a tremble, in case she can hear me. I’m nearly afraid she’ll answer, and then when she doesn’t I feel a swell of pure rage.

			We’ll go through. If these were going to fall they’d have fallen already, they would. And I want to look, anyway; I want to see a bit of the lives that were led in the towns here in Ireland.

			We go on straight so and the buildings get bigger the way the trees did before till we’re surrounded by them. We go slow and we go quiet, I’m awake now and looking around and my stomach is in my throat. Glass crunches beneath us. I see shadows and reflections.

			I see a dark shape out of the corner of my eye and a half-turn, a breath, is all I manage before it is on top of me. The barrow goes sprawling and the back of my head is smacked into the road. One hand comes up reflexively towards my belt but the other is pinned behind my back as I fall.

			I can do nothing at all. I can’t think or breathe or blink or move. I’ve no answer for this thing on me.

			Move!

			Maeve. It’s the edge in her voice in my head that gets me going.

			I try to push myself up and can’t, but get a breath in at least. The smell of rotten meat hits me and I hear, nearly feel, teeth clacking together, trying to snatch a mouthful off out of me. I throw an elbow up and thrust. It’s flimsy and I go again, harder. The weight on me shifts a little. I smash, my elbow bruising, and again, and then both hands are free, and the weight lifts enough to let me get up as far as my knees. Danger is barking hoarsely. It’s everywhere, snapping its teeth furiously, and it’s the most I can do to push the head away with both hands. The teeth are just a whisker off my ear. I can feel the skin and hair shift beneath my palms, its flesh coming away from rotting sinew and muscle and bone. Its dead breath is overwhelming. I fall backwards and the skrake doesn’t break for a second before it comes at me again fast, so fast, but I get a foot under it and pitch hard upwards as I land (Sacrifice throw, Maeve says. Good), and with a desperate thrust I get it most of the way over my head.

			I get up to my feet and get back to put more space between us and I crouch low and ready. I’ve an anger on me now that I have my breath, now that I’m not so panicked. I feel it all the way up from my toes. My fingers go to my belt and I let fly.

			My hands are shaking with the fright but the knife gets into the skrake’s chest and I feel like I’m going to win: I feel like I’m getting something back, I’m clawing something away from the dread I’ve in me. I can see it gather itself together for another attack, and without looking for it my second knife is in my hand. I back up a few steps more as it reaches for me, aim for the skull and I throw. The knife glances off.

			Danger has the skrake’s lower leg in his mouth. I think I shout while I pick another knife, toss, catch and throw again, aiming again for the head, and I’m wondering stupidly if I can even pierce a skull from this distance, and all my life bloody training and really I have no idea, I know nothing. The head moves to the left as Danger pulls harder on its leg and the knife glances off again.

			I take a breath through my nose. I try to calm down. I reposition myself with one knee beneath me on the ground and one knee forwards. The skrake is going to shake off Danger or he’ll get hurt, and I move my hand to my knife-belt again, bring it up, let fly. This one catches it full force in the throat but the skrake doesn’t stop and I get my hands out nearly as it lands on me: I roll sideways, get to my feet and crouch low, trying to gather myself before it comes at me again.

			Syrupy black blood is oozing from its injuries but the skrake keeps coming. It grabs my hair and an arm, whatever is in reach, and pulls me apart while its teeth go for my head. I arch my back, try to get a knee between us, and loose a hand so I can get hold of the knife still lodged in its neck. I pull it out and the skrake gives a deep gurgling noise: blood throbs out much faster now, drenching my clothes. I stick the knife in again and feel it weakening at last. I don’t stop. The knife meets soft flesh and gritty flesh and bone, and when I pull it out the blood spurts on to me and it’s all I can do to keep my face out of the flow. I worry about the sores on my hands.

			I push it off me, feeling the shakiness, the weakness in my arms. I don’t let myself lie there even for an instant. I move.

			I’m on my feet, in a guard position, watching.

			I breathe, in and out.

			Blood – dark, viscous, clinging – is everywhere. I do my best to wipe it from my face. Out of the corner of my eye I see the skrake incredibly – predictably – making to get up. Ruined eyes roll in decayed sockets and its proboscis, pink smeared with black, throbs in the dark cave of its mouth.

			The fear is gone and I feel revulsion and then anger. I use it: I rush at the skrake, low and fast. I gather its legs and keep pushing till it’s on its back and I land on it hard as I can, pinning with my knees. I reach for my ankle-knife and go for the eyes and the mouth.

			It seems like a long time again till the skrake goes still but in the end it gives way.

			It’s small, I can see now.

			It was just a child, half the size of a full-grown one. Half the strength. I try not to look too hard, but at the same time I don’t take my eyes off it. The body isn’t far gone. There’s jeans, tied with a belt that somehow still hangs on to that skinny waist. It has a jumper, shoes on it still. One lace tied and the other trailing and filthy.

			I lie still again until my breathing is more normal and then I get up and I tie the lace.

			Maeve lies in the barrow, just the same, dustier maybe from being inside the buildings. I nearly thought something would stir her and she’d be up.

			We go on, quick and quiet, just like I’ve been trained, and soon we’re through the town and back out on to the lonely roads and I push hard.

			I want to put distance between us and the corpse before the light starts to go. I’d half thought, I’m only after realising now, that maybe I’d get all the way east without seeing any skrake at all.

			I think again about turning round and going back and doing the thing I’m supposed to do instead of striking out this way. My mind does the same sums and comes to the same conclusions, though, and on I keep.

			You’d nearly expect skrake to be outlined in red or something the way I was told about them. With pictures Maeve had drawn, badly, targets for knife-practice, with long descriptions, repeated till I knew them by heart. They’d been half mythic, half nonsense. But they’re just grey and ordinary, kind of, part of the background, human-shaped and unobvious. Till they’re going for your throat.

			When the afternoon’s storm comes, I put the tarp lightly over the barrow and we keep walking. I turn my face up to the sky and wipe it with a cleanish bit of my shirt. Danger walks almost on top of my heels with his tail between his legs.

			I move so fast now my feet nearly trip over themselves. My fingers grip the handles of the barrow till they cramp and I have to shake them loose, but I hardly get them unclamped before I pick it up again and get us on our way.

			I am spooked is what I am. My eyes rove around the countryside, looking for movement. I cannot stop thinking about the way the skrake felt beneath my fingers. So dead. Twice killed.

			‘Maeve. MAEVE.’ I say it over the weather. She says nothing back.

			‘I am spooked,’ I say to her then, but quietly. I want to own up to it.

			How often are skrake alone?

			I push the barrow as if we are being chased. I imagine I see them everywhere, in bits of plastic blowing in the winds and when bushes sway and when we turn a corner in the road. Danger skitters along, tail still low, stopping to look back at me and the road, then me again. Come on, he is saying. Quick.

			We stop eventually, right by the road. I’m so dead on my feet that suddenly to go even a little further seems impossible. The shelter must once have been a shop. There’s a massive metal roof outside covering rusty, cowering machines. One side of the building is smashed clear away like a giant fist took a swipe at it.

			I’d stay clear of tall buildings but it’s stop here or stay out of the rain so I take the risk of it. There’s broken glass everywhere inside and pushed-over shelving units. There’s papers and I gather them up, and dust and more glass. On the papers, and on some of the bottles I see now is that same drawing you see everywhere with the cup and the snake.

			I get Maeve out of the barrow and on to the blankets I’ve laid out for her and listen hard in the perfect quiet. I pour some water into her mouth, just a trickle. I can’t be sure that any goes down her throat.

			In the near-dark, I walk around the shop, touching things, trying to read. Danger walks nearly on top of me, wanting to be close, and I’m glad of him though he should stay and watch for Maeve. The shelves are long empty, matted with dust, broken. I can see the trail of fingers, fingers that were here long before mine, trailing the dust that had already gathered on these empty shelves, finding nothing. A print, perfect nearly, on top of a counter. I put my own sore hand in it and try to imagine another life. I can see footprints, too, in the fading light, very old ones with shoes and then two newer sets, bare, and then mine and Danger’s.

			When I open the chicken crate they show no interest in leaving, only blink slowly at me. I look at Maeve, her crumpled form wrapped in the damp tarp on the ground. I don’t kill one, in the end, only because I can’t bear one more dead thing around me.
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			Chapter Four

			If you’d go inside them other houses on Slanbeg and I always did, I was always looking for something, you’d see into lives from long ago.

			These are wrecked on the inside as well as the outside. Mam let me at it OK but Maeve didn’t like me going in, she said we’d learned all we could already from ghosts, and I wasn’t to go digging around in lives not belonging to me. Mam and Maeve had been in the houses as well, though, I could see their prints, and that took the shine off Maeve’s argument.

			They’ve got away with a lot, these houses. They’ve their four walls standing and the roofs, too, for the most part. I’d get in where I could and there was somewhere that was easy on all of them, I’d know it by heart. So I’d slip through the window that was broken or never had any glass or even sometimes just plain through the front door.

			Everything is covered in dust and dirt, but you can nearly see, you can guess at the lives that went on in them walls. All the presses with electrical things inside them that haven’t moved, and the chairs that were last sat on by live people in families. So many things still neat after all this age. Upstairs are the beds, same as ours, and books and papers I’d pilfer, and the other stuff now that seems only sadder the more I look at it or think on it. The empty beds. The little socks, no bigger than my palm. Your heart would break for them, so it would.

			There’s a feeling in some of the houses that you’re near the families, that they’re only outside the back and will come in again for their tea in a moment. They’re so present, these dead people, the dead kids my own age and the littler ones.

			The desperate came looking, so they did. People wanting shelter from the skrake, and then from the hunger, trying to get into the houses here, to take whatever these people had. You see it around the island – the smashed windows, remnants of small, desperate battles, the dusted bones. All gone a long time ago now, whether by hunger or sickness or the hands of each other. No skrake got this far, Mam and Maeve told me, and that is a warning as well – there’s warnings all around us on this island about monsters that aren’t skrake. If there were any of them left when I was a child, Mammy and Maeve would have made sure they were no danger to us anyway.

			On the outside ours is as wrecked as the others, or worse, and boards on the windows, but mostly so that you can’t see that behind them the glass is in one piece still.

			The inside of ours is a living house. Mam and Maeve stole and pilfered and looted, if you can do those things to the dead and undead and never born, which I’d argue you can’t, until they had ours looking the way they wanted it. Like a home. You wouldn’t know we were in a ghost-house in a ghost-estate and a ghost-country, the way I was reared in that house.

			I’d everything I needed, nearly, food and clean water and baths and beds and there were books I was allowed and others I was not. We’d comfort, rugs and blankets, and plants brought inside to save them from the winter. We’d the stories Mam would tell about heroes, making me want to be brave, stories about Gráinne the pirate queen, and the Morrígan and Brigid and Maeve, who I confused with our Maeve.

			In a painting on our wall there’s a man who might be dead or might just be sleeping, and there’s just a little bit of blue in the grey of the bleak clouds. You can see mountains, and the man might be looking at them, if he isn’t dead. My mother loved this picture. I’m named Orpen, even, after the painter.

			There’s other pictures – a naked man, and a woman asleep in an orange dress with a calm sea – but this one with mountains is the best; it’s the one that looks most likely to me. I wonder was the artist some kind of prophet that he could see the trouble we’d be getting into, making a picture like this so long ago when the world was whole. That’s what painters were, maybe.

			I looked a long time at these pictures growing up, trying to figure them out, and I did in the end. It’s a warning, not to be caught out on your own, not to get left on your own, ever, not if you can help it. It made sense to me then when I realised that this was the problem I had here on the island, this was the cold space I felt within me.

			There was evidence of it all around us, of people living together in families and groups. There’re no houses off on their own on this island, they’re together. People are meant to be together and I knew that and the painter knew that, but here we were, on our own. Especially me.

			I kept looking, I looked all around the island with a hunger on me to know more about how it was when the world was whole, I read everything. In the houses, in old papers, there was more of it, signs of people all gathered up. I went further all the time, out to places I wasn’t meant to go on my own and I ate up the pictures, of businesses and towns and cities and countries. I kept going till I first read that word ‘banshee’ and that was only the start so it was.
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			Chapter Five

			By the time the sun comes up we’re on the road.

			I heave us up bad hills and hold the barrow tight when we come down the other side. Rolling green and dazzling blue every direction, so lush, so verdant, I want to open my mouth and eat it in slices. We see: a church made of stone, its crosses fallen away but three grey walls standing, and a tree growing up through a raised platform on the eastern side; a place where the ground is flat and the grass, for no reason I can see, growing only in inches, a perfect circle; in a hollow of land a lake but out of the water spike the tallest parts of buildings, chimneys and the tops of towers and a spire. Everywhere there is life, birds and biting insects, rats near water and small animals that’ll rush out of the overgrowth ahead of our steps making my heart leap into my mouth and my hand toward my knife a half-dozen times a day.

			I let my eyes go where they want to as long as my feet are moving us forwards.

			Danger is still limping but he’s no worse than yesterday anyway. He’s not used to seeing so many cars and he stops to inspect them, sniffing carefully, weeing everywhere but on the flat, crusted wheels especially. Then he comes back to me looking for the water I’m breaking my back carrying.

			Later in the day, when the sun is a few hand-spans up into the sky, I’ve to put down the barrow and drag him away from something: a dusty pile of bones with its leash caught in a car window. I peer inside through the grimy windows at the leathered shapes. So close to each other but unable to move: surrounded by skrake, terrified, starving or dying of thirst or heat. Stinking of shit. Women, children. Men. They’d no good choices, these people; we’ve that in common.

			I’m more frightened today and more steely too. There will be more skrake and it’s just a matter of when and how, and if I can beat them. I strain my ears and I touch my knives and I keep my wits about me.
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