

[image: frn_fig_001.jpg]




By the Feet of Men



By the Feet of Men

Grant Price



[image: frn_fig_002.jpg]


Winchester, UK

Washington, USA





[image: frn_fig_003.jpg]


First published by Cosmic Egg Books, 2019


Cosmic Egg Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., 3 East St., Alresford,


Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK


office@jhpbooks.com


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Grant Price 2018


ISBN: 978 1 78904 145 3


978 1 78904 146 0 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2018943945


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Grant Price as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies


UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


US: Printed and bound by Thomson-Shore, 7300 West Joy Road, Dexter, MI 48130



We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.





For Christopher and Amanda.






Acknowledgements



My thanks to Liam Price, Fraser Patterson, Emma Hall, Ciarán Fleck, Ania Wachnik, Ashley Godfrey, Elsa Monsch, Hamed Karimi, Jennifer Hackney, Toby Russell and, above all, Chiara Tormen.





“Only those who still have hope can benefit from tears.”

Nathanael West, The Day of the Locust







Part I – On the Edge
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It was the perfect time and place for an ambush.

A pitted gravel track unravelled amid sickly trees and undergrowth that devoured anything not strong enough to withstand it. The ghost of tyre treads in mud suggested the route had not been abandoned altogether, though the imprints had long since dried and hardened. The remains of a plastic bag clung to a branch that bent towards the road. Other than the cicadas that buzzed softly, all wildlife was either dead or elsewhere. Clouds obscured the stars overhead and the air was thick and warm and wet.

A mechanical whine interrupted the stillness and a vehicle rounded a bend in the track. Large enough to scrape the bark from the boughs, its six oversized wheels ate the gravel at a steady rate, kicking up dust that clung to the windows of a boxlike cab. Behind the cab sat a cargo bed with a ribbed metal frame over which a dull tarpaulin skin had been stretched and sutured to the tailgate to shield the cargo from view. Every surface of the vehicle was scratched and chipped and dented. Daubed in crooked white brush strokes on the driver side door was a name: Warspite.

Two male faces hung like orbs inside the cab. The driver gripped the steering wheel and scanned the few metres lit by the headlights as the vehicle bit forward. In the passenger’s seat, his companion studied a map spread out on the dashboard, a sinewy arm resting lightly against the window frame.

The driver’s lean fingers pressed against foam pads taped to the wheel. The darkness had been slow to arrive, but now it was suffocating him. He switched off the barely functioning A/C unit, rolled down his window and listened hard. Hot air buffeted his cheeks. Cicadas sang to one another in the brushwood. There was nothing else out there. His cap, faded by a lifetime’s exposure to sunlight and sweat, made his temples itch, but he kept it on out of superstition. He took a sip of water from the bota bag above his head before breaking the silence.

‘Ghazi?’

‘A marker should be coming up on your right soon.’ The voice of his co-driver was muted, unhurried. Liquid eyes followed the lines on the map. ‘After that it’s just another three kilometres to Verne.’

‘We should’ve made it before sundown.’

‘We’ll be fine.’

‘Not if they cause trouble.’

‘It’s a new settlement. They’ll want to keep things above board.’

The man at the wheel grunted. ‘Two things people are good at: selling themselves a lie and making stupid decisions for quick gain.’

His point made, the driver wiped the sweat from his palms and settled back in his seat. Some Runners thrived on driving at night, but he wasn’t one of them. The risk of attack wasn’t much greater, but now he had to keep the rig in low gear. The track was too pocked with holes to be able to put his foot down and trust his instincts like he would if it was daylight. And moving at a crawl was an invitation for slingers to throw their hooks onto the cargo bed and board them from the rear. All they had to do after that was lean out and slash the back tyres and the pantech would be a sitting duck. The crew was always expendable.

The hood trembled as the potholes tested the suspension springs. The heat from outside was rapidly replacing the recycled air in the cab, but the driver made no move to roll the window up. He wanted to hear the demons if they cried out in the night.

‘Where’s the marker?’

‘Just relax. There’s nothing to worry about.’

‘Sure. Jinx us, too.’

‘You’re winding yourself up.’ Ghazi rubbed at the white strip, of hair running from his brow to the nape of his neck. Then he pointed. ‘It’s there.’

The carcass of what was once a two-seater car lay in rigor mortis by the tree line. Every part worth salvaging had been stripped long ago. Warspite edged by without stopping. Shortly afterward the gravel ended and the truck turned onto a rock-hard path that sent shockwaves through the driver’s arms. No rain in the area for months. It was clear why Verne needed water rations. He put his foot down and the whine under the hood increased. He wanted to cover the last stretch and be done with it. The optimism he’d felt when they’d set out had died at some point in the afternoon, along with one of their precious batteries. Two hot, dull days kicking their heels in a filthy nowhere town before taking the first contract that came their way, and then the old rig had lost power just a few hours down the road. The battery, an old lithium-ion roadster model, had drained its charge, so they’d had to switch it out for the reserve. Now he checked the meter. Down to thirty percent. They wouldn’t get far if the delivery in Verne fell apart.

‘Still set on the cargo?’ he asked, one eye on the road, another on the sullen trees.

‘Yes. That water’s ours. The hemp we can trade.’

‘Good.’ He hesitated. ‘What about the battery?’

‘I’ll take a look at it first thing tomorrow. Today was warm. It may just’ve overheated.’

‘Verne’s too small to have a repairs and spares yard.’

‘We’ll be okay.’

The driver’s eyes itched. His arms were cramped and his neck was stiff. As much as he loved the Old Lady, he couldn’t wait to get out. Up in the cab he could feel every bump in the road, and a full day of it was more than enough. He tried to ignore his reflection in the windscreen. Heavy brow, dirty tanned skin, cobweb veins creeping in at the corners of eyes with mismatched pupils. Above all, he was gaunt. Neither he nor Ghazi had been eating well of late. But they were holding on. He pushed his cap back and rubbed at the stubble underneath. Sweat dripped from his temples. The eternal heat was its own brand of torture, but there were ways to mitigate it. Keeping his head shaved was one. In the long summer months, they regularly came across pantechs and other vehicles that had gone end over end, the driver in pieces against the windshield or thrown out face-first onto the road. People like that always had hair tickling their ears.

Warspite swatted more branches aside. Keeping a hand on the wheel, he fished around inside a pouch on his belt until his fingers closed around a small piece of root. As he chewed it, a stream of ice water trickled through the centre of his skull and his nerves died, replaced by an artificial calm that would see him through the next few minutes. He offered a piece to Ghazi.

‘Not now.’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘Lights beyond those trees. Electric.’

He eased off on the accelerator and the whine lessened. Ahead, two lamps hung from wooden stakes on either side of the trail and a sign announced their arrival in Verne. They squeezed through and pulled up inside the perimeter. The driver removed the key that activated the pantech’s system and looped it around his neck, then reached under the seat for the pedal lock and secured it before flicking the kill switches for the battery. He jumped out of the cab as a tallish man wearing a handlebar moustache and a bush hat strolled towards them. The barrel of an ancient rifle peeked over his shoulder. Lurking in the gloom behind him was a cluster of lean-tos, tents and shacks.

‘You Cassady?’

‘That’s right.’ He took off his cap and stared the man down.

‘How-do. Name’s Quentin. Welcome to Verne. We was beginning to think you was lost, or worse. But our spotter tagged you out on the track and morsed it in. We got him sitting up in a tree a couple hundred metres down the road.’ The man stood with the confidence of a ruler in his kingdom. A thickness around his waist indicated that he ate well.

‘Lonely job.’

‘We all gotta do it from time to time. How about that cargo? Got everything we asked for?’

‘It’s all there.’

‘Great. Cost us enough. Two boys. Just for a little rope and water.’

Cassady’s eyes lit up at the hint of a contract. ‘Water’s scarce. You want us to take your boys to Souk?’

‘Naw. We ain’t got nothing to give you in return. We’ll take ‘em on a quad. It’ll be hell for ‘em, but that ain’t my problem. Things are ugly enough around here as it is.’

‘How bad is it?’

‘We ain’t having any luck. River bed’s drier than the gap between a crone’s legs. Hasn’t rained since we last sent for a Runner, and we been rationing like you wouldn’t know how. We dug a well and got it going, but it’s an ornery son of a bitch. Ain’t bringing up anything but black. Wouldn’t even be fit to grease your axles with. Plus the stills are only capturing enough to wet our lips. But we’ll turn it around soon enough.’ Laughter leaked from the back of his throat and he eyed the truck that sat dormant on the track. ‘Say, what’re you driving there anyway?’

‘A 939. Six by six, five tons,’ said Ghazi, coming around from the passenger’s side and shaking hands with Quentin. As a mechanic, he never shied away from reeling off the Old Lady’s measurements. ‘Just over seven metres in length. Around three high if you don’t count the top lights. Armoured cab. Beam axle on leaf springs. EV conversion with manual gearbox. Brushless DC motor.’

‘She ain’t pure electric?’

‘No. She’s at least twice as old as any of us. We had to mod her after the gas ran out.’

‘Ever think about trading her? We could use a machine like that. Our quads don’t carry nearly a thing.’

‘Not a chance.’

‘How fast can you get her?’

‘She can edge a hundred on tarmac.’

Cassady offered a thin smile. ‘Unlike whatever it was we just drove in on.’

‘That was my doing,’ said Quentin. ‘I had some of the young-uns tear up the track with pickaxes. We was getting too many unwanted visitors in the night. Red carpet all laid out for them. And we ain’t exactly got the hardware to drive off more than a few at a time.’ He dipped his shoulder to show the rifle.

‘Makes it harder for us, too, you know.’ The beginning of a breeze touched the back of Cassady’s neck. This was the good time, the few hours before the world woke once more and fire rained down from above. The cicadas continued to make their music.

‘Sure, but you can handle it. A few holes ain’t gonna stop you.’

‘True.’

‘You boys decided what you want to do with your percentage?’ The settler eyed them with an eagerness that betrayed his hand.

‘We’re keeping the water. What will you give us for the hemp?’

‘How much is there?’

‘Our cut works out at a box.’

Quentin made just enough of a show of calculating a fair trade in his head. ‘I can’t offer you any food. We’re all of us going to bed on empty stomachs at the moment.’ His gaze flickered to Warspite. One of the plates along the side of the cargo bed was black and buckled. ‘Looks like you boys’ve been playing in the wrong neighbourhood. What’d you say to a couple of sheets of metal? Nice and strong. I was gonna use them on my own foxhole, but it can wait.’

Cassady listened to his partner drag his foot across the dirt, which meant he was on board with the offer. ‘Deal.’

‘Sure you don’t wanna hand over your water? Give you boys a good return for it. Couple of new tyres, for example?’

‘Ours have some life in them yet,’ said Ghazi.

‘Plus any items of clothing you want. You name it. We got ourselves a good guy in camp. Makes some durable stuff.’

Cassady spat out the root pulp. ‘No.’

‘Well. You can’t blame a man for trying. You boys make yourselves welcome in the camp. Verne ain’t exactly Prestige, but it’s got diversions enough. Either of you want a boy? A girl?’

‘Not today.’

‘Let me know if you do. Got a few decent ones with us. And tell me if you have any trouble.’

Cassady narrowed his eyes. ‘Why would there be trouble?’

Quentin grinned. ‘Runners find trouble. How long you gonna stay?’

‘Until tomorrow morning. Soon as we’re recharged and ready to go.’

‘You need us to hook you up?’

He was quick to shake his head. ‘We’ll use our turbine.’ He didn’t want to be in the man’s pocket for anything.

‘Well, we’re pleased to have you, long as you want. Without the water we’d be in trouble. I’ll get a few of my boys to unload it now.’ He turned and whistled. Malnourished faces appeared in the dark. They were young, no older than sixteen, and their eyes were blank. They waited for orders.

‘Do as these men say. Take everything to the store. If even one cask goes missing, I’ll lay a beating on you so hard, the noise you make’ll scare the maneaters away. You hear me?’

Quentin pinched the brim of his hat and wandered back down the main thoroughfare of the camp. After the boys had finished unloading the cargo, Ghazi climbed into the back and gave the faulty battery the once-over. Cassady ran his hands over the tyre treads. They weren’t bald yet.

Ghazi poked his head out. ‘It looks fried. I’ll try to charge it, but don’t hold out much hope.’

Cassady closed his eyes for a moment and quelled the spark of anger that wanted to take hold. ‘How?’

‘Can’t tell. Pushed her too hard in the heat, maybe. Or it might just have been its time. Old model. Anyway, looks like we’re running on a single until we find a proper town.’

‘Wind’s picking up, so at least we can charge the other one. We may need to leave at short notice.’

‘You don’t trust him.’

‘That man is too accustomed to giving orders and being obeyed for his hospitality to benefit us.’

While Cassady worked a splinter from between his teeth, Ghazi took the wind turbine from its storage tube and set it up on the roof. He pulled the blades into position and fed the lead through an opening at the top of the hood into the cab and then into the battery. The vanes began to chase one another and the yellow LED winked on.

‘When it’s charged I’ll try the other,’ Ghazi said, closing the cab door and locking it. ‘I’m going to see if I can find a book.’

Cassady smiled. When he wasn’t behind the wheel or repairing the rig, his co-driver spent his time reading anything he could get his hands on. He was one of the few who still bothered. Books couldn’t be eaten or traded or used as weapons. They were only good for burning. In the early years of the Change, the survivors had thrown them onto fires to make it through the still cold winters. As a younger man, Ghazi had gone into the dead cities in search of untouched libraries and bookstores. Cassady had put a stop to it when they’d joined forces. It wasn’t worth the risk.

‘Not hungry?’ he asked.

‘I’ll eat when I’m done. I guess it won’t take long.’

‘Then I’ll take a look around the camp, too.’

Ghazi nodded at the rig. ‘Okay leaving her on her own?’

‘She’s all locked up. Meet back in ten.’

Ghazi ghosted between the shacks and disappeared. Cassady sighed and stretched his arms. He was beat, but the thought of the faulty battery wouldn’t allow him to relax. He couldn’t remember when they’d come by it. His memory was getting worse with each summer that passed. There had been a time when he’d only needed to hear a name once for it to stay lodged in his head. Now he was already struggling to recall the name of the head honcho of this pitiful camp.

A cough that started deep in his chest had him doubled over with his arms wrapped around his stomach. His lungs were on fire. After a minute of agony it stopped. He took a drink of water from his canteen and leaned against the hood of the rig. The road was getting to him. A few days in a larger settlement would be no bad thing. All he wanted was a river to wash away the lice, a warm meal that tasted of something other than grease and Cosinex, and a night of uninterrupted sleep.

He struck out along the main path that cut through Verne. The camp was quiet. Places like this always were once night fell. Only a fool advertised their position when they could no longer see well enough to protect themselves. Dwellings fanned out on either side: corrugated iron shacks, wooden huts, vehicle bodies, canvas bivouacs designed to be taken down in a hurry. Squat solar stills that were little more than a black tray with a plastic cone and a spout at the top had been set up wherever there was a free space to distil the water they had managed to collect. The air was heavy with sweat and incinerated plastic and illness. Few lights burned inside the shelters. As he walked past the doorways, he caught snatches of conversation. The water shortage was on their minds. Verne was vulnerable. He didn’t hold out much hope for it. Setting up a new camp always came with a cargo full of risk. A lack of food and water, disease, infighting, flash floods, dust storms, the baking sun. They were a prime target for nomadics too. Virtually no defences to deal with, and Quentin hadn’t even put sentries on the gate. One guard watching the road from a tree house didn’t cut it. A few men with rifles and bows could take this place. The settlers would be cut down where they stood and the dwellings would be razed. Cassady shivered. As soon as morning broke, they were getting out.

At the end of the trail was an old windowless substation that had been turned into a bunker. Behind it, pylon legs jutted out of the ground, rising to a height overlooking the station’s flat roof. A lamp hung from one of the legs and a limp flag from the other. Two generators thrummed next to the squat building and thick cables disappeared through a small hole in its side. Loopholes had been hacked into the brick and a sandbag fortification, vacant now, had been set up on the roof. Next to the entrance was a crude metal barricade that could be dragged in front of the opening in the event of an attack. One of the boys who had helped to take the cargo from Warspite stood by the door, leaning against a crude pike with a look of boredom on his face. When he spotted Cassady approaching he straightened up and stared at him with cold interest. The Runner stopped and plugged a new stick of root in his mouth. The stench of Verne’s latrine pits drifted over from their location in the forest. He spat a long stream of saliva into the dust. It wouldn’t take a minute to walk over and take a look inside the bunker, but that would mean dealing with Quentin again. The man might not be so easy to shake a second time. The boy’s hands wrung the body of the pike like it was a wet rag. Cassady winked at him, turned away and started back to his rig.

As he neared the end of the thoroughfare once more, he spotted movement near Warspite. It was too furtive and unsure to be Ghazi. Keeping low and on the balls of his feet, Cassady left the track and squeezed between a tent and a lean-to. The trees whispered with the wind, damping the sound of his boots hitting the ground. He peered into the shadows and recognised the rig’s bulky form and the blades spinning on the roof. And there, by the hood, the silhouette of a man. He ducked back behind the tent, blood pounding in his temples. Either the man was friendly or he was not, but he would have to find out either way. Another peek. Some kind of tool glinted in the man’s hand. As Cassady watched, the man bent over, wedged it into one of Warspite’s headlight sockets and yanked the cover off. A cold fury made rational thought impossible. Cassady fished the wad of root out his mouth and dropped it on the floor. From his belt he took a switchblade knife and snapped it open. If the thief damaged or stole the light, it could be weeks before they found a replacement. But if he made too much noise trying to take the bastard out, the whole settlement could come down on them, which meant they probably wouldn’t make it out alive. He focused on the back of the man’s neck, knife held in a tight grip, and covered the dead ground at a jog.

The thief spun around, eyes dilated with surprise. He had a scavenger’s face, thin and hollow and lacking a conscience. He swung at Cassady with the sharp-edged tool and bared an incomplete set of brown teeth. Cassady stepped back, keeping his body loose and his eyes on the tool. The thief darted forward and swung once more, slicing the air as Cassady rocked on his heels. Before the thief could bring his arm around again and regain his balance, Cassady stepped forward and led with his elbow. The thief’s head snapped upward. He grabbed the wrist holding the tool, plunged the knife into a bloated stomach and pulled hard. The blood ran hot and slick over the hands of both men. Cassady yanked the blade out, held the thief by the hair and plunged the knife several times into his neck.

It was over. The scavenger dropped to the floor, bubbles forming at the corners of his mouth, dust puffing against his cheeks. Cassady picked up the tool and cracked it across the back of the man’s skull to make sure. He turned the body over, wiped the blade clean on his tunic and then rifled through the pockets, which were empty except for a fire steel. Light footsteps sounded behind him and he spun around, the handle of the knife feeling inadequate in his bloodied palm.

Ghazi glanced at the body and holstered his pistol. ‘Dead?’

He nodded. ‘Where were you?’

‘Watching from over there. You were too quick. You spooked him.’

‘I didn’t ask for a review.’

‘Let’s get rid of the body before anybody else decides to visit.’

They lifted it by the arms and legs and carried it into the forest. It didn’t weigh much more than a child.

‘Do we cover him?’ asked Ghazi.

‘No. We’re out of here once the battery’s charged.’

‘First light, then. I’ll check the maps.’

‘Good. I’ll give the Old Lady a once-over.’

Cassady rubbed his eyes and cursed the thief. As soon as dawn diluted the sky, they would be bouncing over the excuse for a road once more. There would be no sheets of metal to patch up the rig and no sleep for either of them. He climbed into the cab and took a blitz pill from the bottle under the seat. The miserable camp crowded the windshield. A few metres away, a body lay in the trees. He suppressed the urge to retch. Then he got to work.
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The road played hell with the suspension and the tree branches flogged the Old Lady like she was a sinner. Behind the wheel, Ghazi did his best to keep the truck on an even keel, but it was tough work. They had to put as much distance between them and Verne as possible. Just in case. There had been a couple of shouts when they’d rolled out of the camp, but none of Quentin’s men had taken a shot and they’d made it through the gate and back along the gravel trail without being pursued. Then, as soon as the chance arose, Ghazi had guided Warspite onto a track that bent north. There were more settlements up that way.

Cassady hunkered down in the passenger seat, hands gripping one of the maps as he searched for a likely destination. Ghazi kept his eyes on the trees. He had a few suggestions on where to go, but for the moment he stayed quiet. The ration boxes rattled in the back. The run to Verne had left them with enough water to last a week, but beyond that they were struggling. Breakfast had been hardtack biscuits and dried rabbit meat. The pangs in their stomach kept them alert, but they weren’t much good for anything else.

The map fluttered and fell onto the Runner’s lap. ‘That thieving parasite,’ he said. ‘I can barely keep my eyes open.’

‘After we’re off this track, you can sleep.’

‘We need a plan first.’

‘You want to go to Souk?’

‘There’s nothing there.’

‘Okay. On a day’s juice, we can get to the Eisernstadt, Catun or Brunna. In two, we could make it as far as the Complex.’

‘And do what there? Watch the machines tear up the earth? Schlep rubble for a meal a day? Forget it. We’re not that desperate.’

‘So tell me your idea.’

‘I was thinking about what that settler said last night. He mentioned Prestige. Why don’t we head there?’

Ghazi wrestled down a gear and considered the proposal. Prestige was as pre-Change as they came: a stable economy, supplies, jobs, a freshwater source and a swollen population of refugees. It was well-defended and a good place to land a contract to run supplies to the north, south, east or west. Or at least it had been until a recent coup had stained the dusty streets and favela hovels with blood.

‘What about the uprising?’

‘It’s over now. They’ve had the executions. All back to normal.’

‘That’s what Faustine and the others would like us to think.’

‘It’s less than 90 kilometres due north from here and we can take the Watched Road for most of it.’ It was obvious Cassady had already made up his mind.

‘I’m not exactly keen on driving into a warzone, Cass.’

‘We won’t be. Look, we need food. You want to go someplace else, I’m open to it.’

They fell silent. The whine of the transmission raced in front of the truck, encouraging them to follow. With the sky now grey enough to see the road, Ghazi switched the headlights off.

‘Okay,’ he said against his better judgement. ‘But I want to hear a report first.’

‘You’ll place your faith in that?’

‘Please don’t start.’

‘I’m not starting anything.’ Cassady checked the map. ‘Track should finish soon. Mud for a K or two. Then we’re back on asphalt. We’ll stop there and catch your report.’

Ghazi patted the steering wheel, his apprehension appeased. Despite the danger, it was likely no worse than any other plan. And driving on a paved surface was something to savour. Pre-Change blacktops were becoming rarer all the time. They usually had to make do with broken, weathered roads, old farm tracks and post-Change routes that had sprung up out of necessity. Much of the infrastructure built before the temperatures and oceans rose had been reclaimed by nature or torn up for use by gangs and settlements. He and Cassady sometimes encountered highways that had toppled over, legs broken and cracked and useless. Other routes had been buried by rocks or mudslides, never to be used again. Of the passable roads that still existed, many were regularly blocked by desperate individuals waiting to liberate a vehicle of its occupants and gun it north to where the water supplies were more plentiful.

Despite the early hour, the day’s heat pressed against the windows, but the A/C sat quiet. They couldn’t afford the juice to switch it on, not with only one battery working. It would be hell to drive come the afternoon. While he guided Warspite over the mud, Cassady opened the armoured box under the dash, took out a ledger and skimmed through the pages. Scrawled on the pages in jagged handwriting were the broadcast frequencies of the listening stations.

As promised, the mud gave way to a tarmac road that whip-cracked between the trees. Warspite’s tyres dug in and the vibrations receded. Ghazi sipped lukewarm water from the bota bag hanging above his head and kept an eye on the surroundings as the world beyond the windshield heated up. Plastic debris in the road was chewed up under the treads.

Cassady snapped the ledger shut. ‘Closest station will report in fifty-seven minutes. Call sign Poor Yorick.’

‘When was it last verified?’

‘As if it matters. Around three months ago.’

‘Better get some sleep in the meantime. I’ll wake you in forty.’

Cassady pulled his cap over his eyes and within a couple of minutes his chin was resting against his chest. Ghazi stretched his neck muscles. An hour was a long time to wait. If it was bad news or Poor Yorick had switched frequencies in the past three months, the distance they’d travelled in the meantime would be for nothing. But that was the gamble. The stations had their schedules and the Runners had to obey them. Other than sharing information at the settlements, it was the only way they could find out about road conditions. Cassady didn’t trust them one bit, but Ghazi had gleaned enough useful intelligence from the reports to be convinced of their worth.

The early morning sun poured death onto the asphalt. Ghazi frowned. Few of the trees on either side showed any green. If there was a spark, the forest would burn until there was nothing left. He’d driven through a forest fire once. No other choice. Flames had set the tarp alight and the smoke had come close to taking him. Almost unconsciously, he pushed the pedal down and Warspite leapt to the challenge. The rumble of the tyres against the ground undercut the whirring engine. He wiped the sweat from his eyes and reached for the sun goggles. The strap bit hard into the back of his head, but they were all he had.

There was a flash of movement as something crossed the road in front and disappeared into the brush. Ghazi tensed, but kept Warspite steady. He was about to rouse Cassady when a dog jumped out from the trees and nearly fell under the wheels. It raced after the truck. Ghazi watched it through the side mirror. A bloodhound, eyes red, foam dripping from the corners of its mouth, fur caked in dust. He was acutely aware of the wheel in his hands. A jog to the left was all it would take to put it out of its misery. He studied the reflection in the mirror. Then he dipped the pedal again. The dog stopped running and stood in the road, watching the vehicle as it picked up speed and disappeared.

He woke Cassady just before the report was due and pulled over. The drowsy Runner unlocked the storage box above their heads and took out the telescopic antenna. Outside, he uncovered the jack mounted near the hood and screwed the antenna home, then climbed back into the cab and yanked the door shut. He wiped his brow.

‘The days aren’t getting any cooler.’

He checked the ledger once more and read out the code. Ghazi dialled it in and turned up the volume. A sound like rain hammering against iron sheeting filled the cab. ‘Here we go,’ he murmured.

A low whistle cut through the rain and a few bars of a tune rang out, cold electronic splinters that got under Ghazi’s skin and pulled his muscles taut. As a synthesised voice reeled off a series of letters in blocks of four, Cassady dotted boxes in the ledger. The voice repeated the message three times and was followed by the tune and the interval signal. White noise flooded the cab again.

‘Got it?’

‘Yes.’

Ghazi switched off the radio and waited for his partner to decipher the message. Without the solution in the ledger, the letter blocks were meaningless. Each station used a substitution cipher, and each one had its own ciphertext alphabet. Runners received the solutions from the merchants, who traded them with the stations for whatever the stations needed. Nobody knew who ran them or if they were even part of the same network. But it gave the operators a purpose, and that was all anybody wanted in the world.

Once the antenna was back in its box, Ghazi manoeuvred Warspite back onto the road and eased through the gears until they were cruising.

Cassady grunted. ‘It says there’s no flooding in the area.’

‘With this drought I’m not surprised.’

‘Route 25 is out of action. Rock fall.’

‘I heard the same news back at that last town we were in. Anything about the Watched Road?’

‘No. But there’s a group causing trouble. Hang on.’ Cassady unfolded the map and laid it against the dash. ‘Near Prestige. Remnants of the uprising, I guess.’

Ghazi’s jaw tightened involuntarily. Cassady caught it.

‘Near, I said. Not in the actual camp. If we go in via the Watched Road, we won’t have to deal with them.’

‘Anything else?’

‘That was it. Glad you pulled over?’

He ignored the jibe. ‘Let’s make it to Prestige before sundown.’

‘You want me to take over?’

‘Get some more rest. You’re the negotiator.’

Cassady settled back in his seat. For the first time in days, the creases on his forehead disappeared.

‘Follow this route until you reach the marker,’ he said softly. ‘Old power plant with a chimney stack. Take a left and then a right at the next crossroad. Keep going until you hit the Watched Road. Wake me then.’

‘Understood.’

Cassady covered his face with his cap again. Ghazi took another sip of soupy water and rolled his neck from side to side until something clicked. An ancient urge for a cigarette stirred within him, but he quashed it. No chance of that. Nobody bothered to grow tobacco plants anymore.
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Cassady knew the hand was reaching out for him before he opened his eyes. He grabbed it.

‘I’m awake.’

He pushed his cap off his face. A paved road twisted through the washed-out brush. His throat was tighter than an engine nut. A mouthful of chlorinated water loosened it a little.

‘Any trouble?’

‘Overturned four-wheeler half an hour back. Already stripped. No bodies, but signs of a struggle. At least a couple of occupants, I would reckon.’

‘Enough meat for a week or more, then.’

As usual, Ghazi said a prayer in Farsi under his breath. Cassady yawned. For a long time the mechanic’s need to say a few words had annoyed him, but the man’s respect for the dead had succeeded in making him a little less desensitised as well.

‘The toll is coming up.’ Ghazi swept the steering wheel left to avoid a hole. ‘What do we give the Agis?’

‘One of the water carboys should be enough.’

‘I heard they’re starting to ask for more. And not just in the north.’

‘We’ll see soon enough.’

Cassady poked his head into the back and counted the precious water vessels. Asking for more. They’d be lucky. In a previous lifetime, he’d wanted to join the Agis, a loose association of men and women who controlled the Watched Road. The road itself was an old highway that started at the lagoons in the north, just beyond the ruins of Hanover, and twisted south for four hundred kilometres. The only way to get on or off was through the gates guarded by the Agis. Ramshackle watch posts sat at remote intervals, each manned by a few devotees who kept the highway safe to drive on. From time to time a band of nomadics would become desperate or brash enough to block the road, and the Agis would have to take it back. He’d changed his mind about joining them after he found out the devotees almost never left their posts. They were married to the highway and the system they’d created and so they simply waited, contending with the heat and the flies and the monotony and the sudden violence, until death came for them.

Warspite sang as it took the contours. The asphalt shimmered. A film of sweat covered the scalps of the Runners.

‘Pull up here. Let me drive a while, would you?’

‘You sure? I’ve got it.’

‘I’ve slept all I can.’

The truck rolled to a halt and Cassady slid into the driver’s seat. He felt rested, though his stomach was growling. As they bore down on the Watched Road, his movements were mechanical, yet fluid, as though the wheel, the stick and the pedals were extensions of his own body. He’d been driving since he was a child, and the Old Lady was his life. Now, before the monotony kicked in, he was able to relish the vibrations passing through his arms and the fact that he was in complete control of five tons of metal and rubber. Sometimes at night, after surviving another day, he would sit in the cab listening to the rig cool down and slow his breathing until his body and the machine became one.

The gate blocking the way to the Watched Road consisted of stacked metal containers and a portcullis strung between them. On either side, foliage and hills of rubble prevented any vehicles from simply driving around the gate. A couple of rusting motorcycles sat nearby. The Agis standing in front of the gate wore a black keffiyeh and a pair of goggles and hugged a riot shotgun against her chest. Another, hair braided in tight rows, trained a rifle on them from a sandbag fortification on top of the gate. Her eyes didn’t leave the two men behind the windscreen.

Cassady switched off the engine and opened the door, keeping his movements as relaxed as possible. The air was thick and unmoving and the music of the mosquitoes faded in and out. He held out his hands, palms forward, in greeting.

‘Trade?’ asked the Agis. Her voice was muffled.

‘Water. Five litres.’

Barely a pause followed. ‘Unload. Leave it there.’ She pointed at a barred metal door in one of the containers.

Once they had the water, two more figures appeared on the container roof and heaved on hemp ropes wrapped around a winch. The portcullis rose. The Agis with the shotgun stood to one side and waved the vehicle through. Cassady stabbed the horn as they cleared the gate and rolled onto the asphalt. Compared to the previous night, it was more like floating than driving.

Ghazi loosened the laces on his boots and leaned back against the headrest. ‘Rather taciturn today.’

‘Better than the ones who keep you standing there for twenty minutes while they talk at you. Lonely bastards.’

‘How’s the juice?’

‘Halfway gone. We should make it fine.’

Ghazi took out a knife and a piece of basswood he’d half-carved into an elephant, an animal he’d once seen a picture of in a book. Cassady didn’t understand why he’d been so enraptured by it. It was just another reminder that they lived in a deader world. The creatures were gone, and the last few humans clinging onto existence would join them soon enough.

Warspite devoured the highway, and he raised a hand in greeting each time they passed one of the watchtowers. A fly landed on his cheek and he waved it away, but it kept coming back for more until finally he swatted it. The things feasted on human sweat and mucous and were more than capable of turning the days into a living nightmare. He wished he could gas them all.

Before the turnoff to Prestige, they bore down on an orange muscle car hugging the shoulder of the road. Supplies in jerry cans were lashed to the roof and a small motorbike, its wheels barely clearing the floor, was mounted to the rear fender. The car’s battery poked through a hole cut in the hood. Music drifted from an open window.

‘I don’t believe it,’ shouted Cassady. ‘What’s that crazy bastard doing this far north?’ he shouted, and stabbed the horn three times.

‘Trouble at the plantation, maybe,’ muttered Ghazi.

Cassady wound the window down and shouted over the music and the keening engines. ‘What’s the story, Wyler?’

A massive bearded man, mostly naked except for a pair of tiger shorts and red sunglasses, leaned out of the window. He lifted the glasses and screwed up his eyes.

‘Cassady, the high priest of the wheel! And Ghazi, my man from Afghanistan. What’s happening?’

The two vehicles pulled over. Wyler couldn’t stop laughing as he embraced them. His teeth, all present and intact, were as white as bleached bones.

‘Ain’t that something, meeting you two out here? Tell a brother the news.’

‘Not much to tell,’ said Cassady. ‘We were run out of a twobit camp last night and now we’re hustling to Prestige for some chow.’

‘What happened to the farm, Wyler?’ asked Ghazi. The huge man’s smile became a grimace. He tugged at his beard.

‘Bad luck, man. Some evil sons of bitches paid us a visit one night. Nothing left for me there now. Figured I’d head north, see if there’s any action.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Ghazi.

‘I ain’t dwelling on it now.’

Cassady let it drop. ‘How about coming with us to Prestige? Food and a place to sleep. It’s the next exit.’

‘Sure, brother. Sure. Be good to spend a night among friends. I’ll follow you, okay? Don’t leave me in the dust. The old heap ain’t cut out for speed.’

‘Yeah, right. I’ll take it steady.’

Warspite rejoined the road. The muscle car, all sleek lines and raw power, followed close behind.

The exit from the Watched Road was marked by two rusting containers and a sedan sitting lengthways in the road. After a brief exchange with the guard and another few litres of precious water, the Agis shifted their car. The asphalt ended a couple hundred metres from the gate, and Warspite shuddered as it moved across the beaten earth. Cassady’s gaze kept flitting to the mirror and the muscle car close behind them. He tried to recall the last time they’d taken the rig as far south as Wyler’s plantation. The wild man’s farm had been self-sustainable with enough food all year round, even in the burning months when the land offered little more than dust and misery, and he’d always made Cassady and Ghazi welcome. Now he was on the road just like them, driving naked through the dirt and the heat and the emptiness to find a reason to keep going and survive another day.

Prestige appeared without warning. One moment the ground was hard and barren; the next they were hemmed in by a favela. Plastic turned the road a greyish-white. On either side were single-storey shelters thrown together with tarpaulin, timber, plastic, netting, corrugated iron, nylon and anything else people could lay their hands on. Although it looked like chaos, Cassady’s practised eyes identified the markers and signposts hammered into the ground and the narrow channels running between the structures. These homes belonged to the latecomers and refugees who had fled something, somewhere, and who now clung to the city as though it was a lifeboat in a boiling sea. The stench of faeces, sweat and fat clogged the air. Skinny children picked through mountains of refuse, hoping to find a scrap of food or something useful to trade. Haunted and hungry faces appeared in dark openings as the two-vehicle convoy drove by. A few had the look of a survivor. Their skin was leather, their eyes stone, and they were driven solely by a desire to outlast the others around them. Ghazi unbuttoned the flap of his holster and rested his hand on the butt of his pistol. Both men kept an eye out for slingers and climbers. Most of the people in the favela were sick. Some lay outside on the ground, too weak to search for food anymore.

‘Worse than death,’ said Ghazi. Cassady didn’t reply. It was true. The ones on the ground would be set upon and cut up for meat once they became too weak to fend off attackers. There was a rule against cannibalism in Prestige, but it didn’t apply in the slums. He looked on with detachment. He’d been lucky not to end up in a place like this. Ghazi had grown up in one with the rest of his family, and he didn’t speak about it.

The favela gradually gave way to pre-Change concrete and brick buildings that had been built to last for two hundred years. Some bore the marks of the recent failed uprising. Colossal water cones sat on the roofs, condensate dripping from the plastic inner walls. Banners hung from some of the buildings, each bearing a name, drawing or dictum. Cassady’s gaze lingered on one displaying a vivisected man. Two guards armed with axes stood outside the structure. The fighting was over, but Prestige was still on edge.

People moved with purpose. These were the scavengers, mechanics, doctors, drivers, explorers, soldiers, farmers, opportunists, murderers and the lucky ones who were never short of something to trade. Cassady spotted a few pantechs clustered outside the only bar in the settlement. His stomach throbbed. He wanted a drink, but they had to sort out business first. He guided Warspite to a spot by a four-storey building, its heavy doors drawn shut and windows mostly covered with sheets of metal. This one had no banner hanging from its walls. More pantechs were lined up here, along with a few quads and buggies and even an exo-suit. The two Runners hopped out and locked the truck. The muscle car idled in the road, music still blaring from inside. When Wyler leaned out of the window, his twisted grey beard fell almost to the floor.

‘Any place to get a drink or some herb?’

‘Over there,’ said Ghazi, pointing at the bar.

Wyler lifted his sunglasses and looked at the low, dark structure. ‘Family place, is it?’

‘Just be careful,’ said Cassady. ‘Don’t go talking yourself into trouble.’

‘Don’t worry about me, babe. I didn’t drive all the way up here to start fighting. Not unless somebody picks one.’ He laughed.

‘That’s exactly what I mean.’

‘See you over there.’ The muscle car wheezed as it pulled away.

The Runners turned to face the sealed building. It had a few more holes in it than they remembered.

‘We’d better hope she’s still in business,’ said Ghazi in a low voice. ‘Or we could be here for a while.’

‘If she’s half as smart as I think she is, she would’ve seen the trouble coming before anyone else. In fact, she probably twisted it to her advantage.’

‘Let’s see.’

Cassady rapped on one of the rusted doors and a slot at eye height opened a few moments later. He passed a card through the gap and it closed again.

‘Must’ve been bad for Wyler to leave his farm,’ Ghazi said, pinching the flesh near his shoulder.

‘I don’t know what he thinks he’ll find up here.’

‘Same as what all refugees hope for.’

Metal ground against metal and they stepped away from the door. A concrete pillar of a man appeared in the gap. Livid tattoos scarred his skin and an eye patch dug into the meat below the socket.

‘Cassady.’

‘What happened to the eye, Sergei?’

‘Carelessness. Faustine will see you both.’ He handed the card back. They followed the giant inside, and a guard yanked the door closed behind them. Sergei led them up flights of rusting stairs to a drab third level where flies dive-bombed every surface. Two more guards flanked an opening into a harshly lit room. The Runners paused before the door.

‘Waiting for an invitation?’ called a voice from within. ‘Mon dieu. Come through.’

‘Go on,’ said Sergei. He limped back down the stairs.

A woman dressed in a grey hemp smock and khakis waited by a window frame fitted with wooden planks instead of glass. Pencil stubs protruded from a tight black bun at the back of her head. She was thin, but wiry, and moved with the cold grace of a killer.

‘Hello, Faustine,’ said Cassady.

She gripped the pair of them in a strong forearm handshake. ‘As always, it is good to see you both.’ The way Faustine spoke made it sound as though she’d filed down the words until no ugly corners remained. They curled around peoples’ ears and held on tight. Most of the time, all she had to do was talk until she got what she wanted. Runners called her the Siren.

‘How’s business?’ asked Cassady.

‘Good. Where have you been hiding the past few months? Tell me this. You missed some inviting jobs.’ She flashed a set of pointed teeth. ‘But no matter.’

Cassady appraised her without staring. She looked more drained than ever. Deep lines were etched into her forehead and around the mouth. Nevertheless, she radiated control. She strode over to a table covered with ledgers and beckoned for them to follow.

‘Looks like you rode out the storm well enough,’ said Ghazi. ‘Oui. But it was a close run thing for a while. Sergei suffered worst. You saw his eye? Of course you did. He saved my life. I owe him. I told him I would give him anything he desired, but he simply said he wants to keep doing what he is doing. That is loyalty.’

‘Or he knows a good thing when he’s got it,’ replied Ghazi mildly. Faustine shot him a glance.

‘Perhaps. Still. All quiet now. The leaders have been executed. We’re back to normal.’

‘That’s why we’re here,’ said Cassady.

‘Busy day for good Runners. Brandt was here earlier.’

Ghazi smiled. ‘How’s he doing?’

‘Working hard like an ox. People left their bunkers just to look at his pantech. Très formidable.’

‘Where did you send him?’

‘North. Where are you arriving from?’

‘Verne,’ said Cassady.

‘With Quentin? That abruti is something short of a full tank. Did he try anything on with you?’

‘We didn’t exactly hang around. What’s the deal?’

‘Twenty wives, too many children to name. He believes he can scratch out a city in the middle of a basin and become its emperor. He can get quite violent if he doesn’t have his way. We’ve had some trouble with him in the past.’

‘The man who would be king,’ said Ghazi.

‘Pardon?’

‘Just something I read.’

‘Never a good idea. What are you looking for now? Long haul or short trip?’

‘Either,’ said Cassady before Ghazi could speak.

‘Let me see what I have.’

The Siren took a grimy notepad from her pocket and leafed through it. ‘That has been resolved,’ she muttered. ‘This one was cancelled today. Ah, here. I have a red run. Four deuces northeast to Syntovia. They’re desperate for Gro-crop, food supplies are almost gone. Heavy flooding around the camp. Could get a touch difficult.’

‘We don’t need that right now,’ Ghazi interjected. ‘One of our batteries blew on the way to Verne.’

Cassady narrowed his eyes, but said nothing. Ghazi was right. It was too far to go without a backup.

‘Dommage. I will have to find another couple of lunatics. Okay, how about this: green run, religious camp, half a deuce from here.’ She unfolded a map and showed them the location. ‘They call themselves the Gaeans. They need explosives to make a cave so they can pray in it.’

Cassady raised his eyebrow and Faustine smirked. ‘I just send the supplies. It is not my concern what people do with them.’

‘So what are you giving them?’

‘Some sacks of ANFO and a handful of cast boosters.’

He whistled. ‘What are they paying you for that?’

‘Nearly everything they had. They brought it all in on the back of an ancient pantech and then sold it, too. Had to return to their camp on bicycles.’

‘What shape are the explosives in?’ asked Ghazi, waving away a fly that was determined to land on his eyelid.

‘Safe. Old, but in good condition. You would not be able to detonate them if you dropped your Warspite off a mountain.’

‘Cut?’ asked Cassady.

‘All the rations you need. No cargo.’

‘Deal.’

‘When’s the go-date?’

‘Tomorrow. I’ve had it on the books for a few days. Perhaps they are praying for a sandstorm to come and give me a new complexion.’

‘I thought they only dealt in forgiveness.’

‘Not in this world.’

Cassady offered a tight-lipped grin. ‘By the way, you know anybody in Prestige with a spare battery?’

Faustine laughed and revealed her needle-like teeth. ‘It is as simple as that? You must find a mechanic and hope she has the parts to fix it. Perhaps you can pick it up on your way back.’

‘Who says we’re coming back?’

‘There is nowhere else like Prestige. You know this.’ She gave a dry chuckle. ‘And before you go,’ she said, opening a small wooden box, ‘have some root.’ Cassady added a few sticks to his pouch.

‘Not for me,’ said Ghazi.

‘Then take a water ration on your way out. Pick up the cargo tomorrow morning at daybreak. Sergei will be waiting. Do you have a place to sleep?’

‘We’ll park the Old Lady nearby.’

‘Cą marche.’ They shook hands again before parting. On the ground floor, Sergei loomed next to the open door. The sun had dipped below the horizon. It would still be hot for a couple of hours.

‘Stay outta trouble,’ said Sergei as the door slammed shut.

Cassady kicked up a plume of dust. ‘The battery,’ he said simply.

‘Ease up.’ Ghazi scraped a sliver of black out from underneath a nail, studied it, and wiped it on a trouser leg. ‘The Old Lady’s in good shape. We know the terrain. We aren’t going to run into trouble.’

He pursed his lips. There was little point discussing it further. ‘Let’s go to the bar.’

‘Not a good idea. You should rest.’

‘I want to catch up with Wyler. One drink.’

Ghazi frowned. ‘It’s your health. I’ll meet you there after I see a couple of the junkers. Maybe I can scrounge a piece of metal to patch the truck.’

‘You want me to come with you?’

‘I’ve got it. Find some food if you can.’ He set off across the dusty square in the direction of a building with piles of rusting and broken parts stacked outside.

Cassady bent over until his fingers brushed the top of his boots. Something cracked in his back. It felt good. He headed for the bar. He wasn’t worried about leaving the Old Lady unattended. Invisible eyes kept watch from Faustine’s bunker and Sergei would step in if anybody was stupid enough to try to harvest the parts.

People walked by in ones and twos, silent for the most part. Nobody paid Cassady a second glance. He pressed his abdomen to stop the hunger pangs. He hadn’t eaten since the hardtacks at daybreak. Still, they would have new rations tomorrow. The deal they’d made with Faustine was a good one. No danger, no pressure. The hands that had been twisting his insides since Verne relaxed their grip.

The air in the bar was thick with body odour, dust and unrefined alcohol. Runners, traders and drunks who could pay their way collected around empty metal drums turned on their heads. One of the Runners recognised Cassady and called him over to trade news. There wasn’t much to be had: a group of fanatics was causing trouble in the south, a battle had been fought with the Agis somewhere on the Watched Road, a useful highway had been swallowed by the great lagoons in the north, and there were food shortages everywhere.

‘Same as always,’ said Cassady.

‘Not exactly. Joe’s got a story for ya.’

‘Oh yeah?’

A tall man with a face caked in grime leaned over the barrel. ‘Took the Bull Bitch to the Russian Wall.’

‘Why?’

‘Call it curiosity. We was well stocked an’ close enough.’ Joe jerked a thumb at his co-driver. ‘I said to Ryman tha’ we should take the Bull Bitch an’ go for it. Dig around, maybe find summat to salvage. Wasn’t worth it though. Closed up tighter than the Alps an’ barren as the Bowl.’

‘What did it look like?’

‘Felt it ‘fore I saw it.’ Joe’s eyes shone. ‘Blocks out the sky. Swear. Metal an’ concrete, mostly. Far as I could see in both directions. Barbed wire an’ all kinds of traps along the top. Some kinda sandbag bunker for a cannon or suchlike. Gun was gone though. Give you summat to think about if you went an’ decided you wanted to climb up there. A few signs tha’ people had tried to get in. Wrecks all along the black, too. Pantechs, four-wheelers, heavy military rigs bigger ‘un the Bitch. All blown outta existence. Years ago, like as not.’

‘See anybody around?’

‘Naw,’ said Joe. ‘None. I even worked up the courage to shout an’ pump the horn. Got me wonderin’ if there’s anybody left inside. Eerie, it was. When we got there, it was jus’ gettin’ on for dusk, but we didn’t wanna make camp. Death was hidin’ behind every rock. Won’t be goin’ back, that’s for sure.’

‘Somebody told me the border’s open if you follow the Wall south.’

‘Sure. If you wanna try your luck pokin’ around down there, go ahead. There’s a reason scavengers an’ Runners an’ the rest never come back. Radiation hits hard.’

Cassady withdrew and made his way to the bar. Wyler’s hulking form filled the far corner of the room, hands wrapped around a tin of pulque. He stared straight ahead. Nobody came close to him. Cassady swept his sweat-stained cap from his head and rapped his knuckles on the bar top. The owner, Teju, was hovering beside his tubs of pulque and fiddling with the casing of an old lamp.
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