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CHAPTER ONE

When the Stranger rode into town, everybody took notice.

’Course, we all pretended not to. There were no hard stares, no obvious scrutiny. Just everyday life as we knew it. Traders and merchants brushing the dust from their shop windows along the Main Street; the old men by the well in the square mopping their foreheads in the high afternoon heat. Children running ragged around the edges of things while their thick-hipped mothers looked on, too exhausted by laundry and cleaning to scold. But when someone passed through the great iron gates standing strong in our protection, the whole town watched.

There was a routine to it, for all it’d happened less and less of late. First the calls from the young men in the Gatehouse, that small, black brick building always locked up tight, tacked on to the imposing bluestone walls at the front of the town. Only the men were allowed in there, hauling on the mechanicals to open the gates from the inside. Then a crack of light appearing between them as they slowly cranked open, pulled and pushed to speed things along, a widening gap allowing the rest of us the briefest glimpse of a red-earthed outside. A vista stretching forever, if quickly hidden from view. Only then would a traveller or newcomer or delivery be allowed inside the walls of our town.

It was an event when the gates opened. Especially this time, as it’d been so long. These recent months, Granger had been warning that things on the outside were growing ever worse, so we didn’t want the gates open any longer than necessary. Suspicion was climbing steep. Curiosity with it too, I suppose. Granger and the Council always told us we were self-sufficient and didn’t need constant contact with a frightening outside, full of contagion, deformity and chaos.

Which might’ve been true enough—who was I to question the town leaders?—yet nobody could tell me it weren’t equally true we needed the deliveries of grain and supplies every couple of months. Even the smaller sole traders who rode in to do their business with the town leaders brought coin to spend at the tinsmith’s or the barber’s or in the Hotel. Or sometimes round back of the Hotel, on Pepper and her girls, not that nobody talked much of that. We needed them coming in, these visitors, anybody could see it who took the time to notice. I did. I noticed. But Granger always did tell me I was too curious for a girl.

Not everybody liked to see things in our town. Darkwater, named for the dark, brackish water we pulled up from our wells, was a sure place for blindness, when it chose.

This day, the Stranger rode on in and made everyone look.

I watched from above. Staring out the dusty glass up on the third floor of the big building atop of the Hill Road, the highest point. I could see much of the town from here, the front part of it, at least. The looming bluestone entry with the gates set into it. The wide, curving Main Street running like a crooked spine through the town, crossing with the Hill Road in the middle. The crossroad was often said to be the centre of Darkwater, though it wasn’t, not exact like. Not if you paced it out. It was just that most of the important buildings and stores and homes were there, clustered towards the gates, while the backblocks had the near-empty storage sheds and the overturned ground that marked our failed vegetable gardens. The old abandoned Piggery too, and the Stables at the far end of the Main Street, where few would go. Behind them, the fenced-in Stable Yard that was quietly avoided by everyone. Most of our animals had died some while back, ’cept for a couple of old goats who’d go soon enough and the chickens which roamed everywhere.

My hand pressed against the window frame as I looked out, its flaky white paint a contrast to the pearly pink of my nails, the polish beginning to chip. I’d need to redo that before it drew notice. For now, though, I rested my forehead against the cool glass, my breath fogging it up so I had to keep shifting for a clearer view. My eyes tracked the Stranger riding in on a horse, which meant not only had the rider passed the viral screening, drops of their blood taken and mixed with special chemicals to check they were clear, the animal must’ve as well.

The horse’s huge clomping hooves struck regular and slow against the hard-packed ground. The Stranger held the reins loose in one hand and wore a wide-brimmed hat tilted low, body swamped by a long travel coat. There was a gun, a long one with a worn hilt, strapped across the horse’s flank. Its visibility alone suggested ammunition, something always in short supply, and an ability to use it. The shadows of rider and horse stretched long before them, a steady walk over the dusty ground.

I held my breath so as not to fog the glass further and moved to the next pane for a better view.

‘Chelsea. Come away.’

The order from behind me was gruff and disinterested. By now I’d learned to judge the nuances of his voice and knew there was no real anger in it, so I stayed where I was.

‘It’s a rider,’ I said. ‘A stranger.’

‘So?’

‘So the last supply run was months ago and they outright said they wasn’t coming back, not till they was paid up, and it’s been a right long time since we saw anyone else come in,’ I said, staring down at the street. ‘Going on a year now, by my reckoning. This ain’t a delivery. I wonder why he’s here?’

‘It’s no business of yours. Stay away. Strangers are dangerous.’

‘Then why do we let them in?’

He grunted dismissively. He was working, his mind on other things. He didn’t want to talk about trade and politics and economics, not with a girl like me who couldn’t be expected to understand. Not that he’d ever tried me; despite my youth and my gender, I didn’t consider myself a fool.

’Cept politics wasn’t what I was here for.

‘I said come away.’ This time there was a real gruffness and I knew better than to refuse. ‘Here, girl. Now.’

I repressed a sigh and pushed a playful smile to the corners of my mouth before turning, my eyelids lowered and eyes peeking coyly through. I moved with care, consideration in each step. I had perfected a smooth glide which hinted at sensuality without being overtly sexual, sweet but suggestive, and I carried myself in such a way always. Granger liked innocent, liked young. Not awful young, not baby-child young. Only youthful. I was sixteen and figured I had another three or four years before he grew tired of me. The last girl was twenty-three when he moved her out. She was a farmer’s wife now, so I’d been told.

He was behind his desk, a long wooden thing with carvings around the edges and scratches across the top, and he looked as gruff as he sounded. He had a full beard peppered with grey and an old black-turning-green tattoo beneath the hair on one forearm, a flying eagle-bird with a rifle clutched in its talons and the word Airborne scrolled underneath. Old books sat in front of him, pulled from the shelves at his back. I wasn’t supposed to be interested in them; they were for the likes of Granger, whose business it was leading and thinking and making decisions for all of us. But I’d had some learning in our little Schoolroom, before Mamma got sick and I had to stop, so I could make out a few words. We’d had no books to practise on, but I knew the basics. Well, some of them.

Granger did have books, shelves of them, was maybe the only one in Darkwater who did. Sometimes, when he didn’t need me and I was forbidden to go into town, I’d take them down and sit in the soft armchair in his study and sound out the bigger, less familiar words in my head. He’d found me doing it more than once. I said I liked to look at the letters and wonder what amazing things the books said, the wondrous messages they might impart to those wiser than me who could still properly read. And then I’d turn the pages and make up stories, cos if I could make him laugh that’d keep him in a good mood.

One time, when I’d been with him long enough to get cheeky, I told him it was a book about a town with only women and they all looked after themselves. He snatched the book off me, then gave a short laugh on reading its title. He said it was called Accounting for Dummies and that women would die without men. To me, the book’s title suggested even more wild and fanciful tales.

I moved to him now with my sensuous glide, holding my smile on the right side of innocent. He’d been meeting with the merchants today, the ones who came to grumble, which always left him in a tense mood. That could spell trouble, so I slid to my knees beside his chair in the way I knew he liked and smiled up at him.

‘You’re a devil,’ he said, cos he knew my ways.

‘All women are devils, aren’t we? Isn’t that what you always say?’

‘Huh. Too damn right.’

He picked me up and kissed me rough—he was twice my size and many times my strength—and I took my chance, sneaking a glance at the papers on his desk. They looked like the pages of Accounting for Dummies, lists of figures and numbers, with many crossings out and scribbled changes, all made with a rough lead tearing into the paper. Lines of stress more easily read than the actual numbers and words themselves.
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It was falling dusk before I could slip away. There was a Council meeting with the elders, the old men who ran Darkwater, and they were gathering in the Council Chambers at the back of Granger’s house.

Only Granger, and me with him this last year, lived in the house proper, so it echoed around us. Half the rooms were closed up cos they never got used. A couple of women from the town sometimes came in to clean and cook for him; not that there was much to clean, and since the deliveries stopped the cooking had been pretty slim pickings. I tidied after myself and after Granger too, cos there weren’t much else to do, though he stopped me when he caught me at it. His girl didn’t do work like cleaning; Granger’s girl had importance in this town. That’s what he said. It’s what everyone said in Darkwater. But I learned young there’s a difference between what’s said and what’s actual in this town.

The house might’ve been big, but the Council Chambers behind were truly massive: a large stone hall with cold walls rising three storeys up, inside of which ran balconies going nowhere. It was connected to the house by a corridor off the kitchen, so you had to go through Granger’s place to get to it. I wasn’t allowed down there. It was the place where ruling was done, not something supposed to concern young girls like me.

’Cept I knew how to make the most of opportunities afforded. I’d stole inside the Chambers more than once when someone didn’t lock up properly, cos for all the sturdy iron locks they put on the thick door, half the time they still forgot to turn the key. It wasn’t exciting, only dull and chilly, with old armchairs down the end and a cabinet with liquor. And at the very back, Granger’s Strongroom.

I never got in there. Nobody ’cept Granger ever went inside and if sometimes the men forgot to lock the door leading to the Council Chambers, he never once forgot to lock that. That’s where he kept the really important stuff, like ammunition for the weapons. Not that there’s many guns in town. Christian who ran the Hotel had a shotgun behind the bar and some of the other men had rifles; they used them for hunting sometimes, shooting outside the gates, but never returned with much. They said there weren’t many wild animals left, though maybe they were just bad shots and didn’t like admitting it.

The Strongroom was where Granger stored the viral screens. Needles for the drops of blood and the chemicals to test it for contagions. That’s how Granger kept everyone safe from the sickness outside. This was his town. He founded it. Twenty-three or -four years ago, in the aftermath of the virals, he led a straggling bunch of survivors escaping the fighting and chaos, and found this place. Abandoned and empty, but with the gates standing open and water enough for all.

Granger figured out the way to close the gates to protect everyone. Then he found the way to screen anyone wanting entry, making sure they was clear of virals. Those screens in his Strongroom were our protection. Them and Granger.

I dawdled in the kitchen after he went down to the Chambers, pretending to eat, cos he liked me to eat; he always said I was too skinny, not rounded like a real woman should be. I waited to hear him lock the door, lingering more minutes than needed, to be careful. Late afternoon light filtered through the sheer curtains and the first traces of evening gloom dimmed the silvered surfaces. It wasn’t uncommon for me to hang about the kitchen pretending a want of food until the quiet seemed safe.

The old men of the Council would be busy half the night and afterwards they’d probably get drunk. I wouldn’t see Granger again till morning. He’d be grumpy and hungover when I did, but I’d worry about that when the time came and it wasn’t like he talked to me much anyway, even in a good mood. Sometimes it was like he didn’t know what to say to me, but I wasn’t here for the conversation, I guess.

A Council meeting meant I had opportunity. There was a stranger in town, someone from the outside, the likes of which we hadn’t seen in an awful long time. Maybe I was too curious for a girl, but if I weren’t curious, how else was I ever to know anything?

I tiptoed through to the front of the house, grabbed my coat off the hook and slipped through the door.





CHAPTER TWO

The warmth of the afternoon hit me, a dry and dusty air, but I shrugged on the coat anyway. All I had on otherwise was one of the slips of dresses Granger liked so much, revealing, clingy and thin. This one was pale yellow and hung from my shoulders by lacy straps I’d shortened cos it was made for someone far bustier than me. All the dresses he gave me were like it, other girls’ clothing left behind. Luckily, Mamma had been a seamstress and taught me to sew, so I knew how to fix them up, even if Granger didn’t like me sewing; along with the cooking and cleaning, it was another thing his girl didn’t do. I had to sneak in needles and thread just so the clothes he gave me would fit decent.

From the front porch I could see along the Hill Road, winding downwards till it crossed with the Main Street, then keeping on a while before fading into the low ground where we tried to grow vegetables. Those vegetable patches were practically dust these days and the fields the farmers tilled outside the gates hadn’t yielded a proper harvest in two seasons at least. My da used to say we had decent-size land, with dozens of hectares inside our walls plus the fields outside them, but it was a hard ground that gave us a struggle to grow anything. Even the flowerbeds around Granger’s house were wilting, and his was the grandest of any house in town, no matter the paint was flaking now and some of the boards starting to loosen. It was the same on a lot of houses. The men would bang them back up with hammers, sometimes pulling down the empty storage sheds from the backblocks for new wood to replace what was rotting. ’Cept the nails must’ve been getting rusty as well, cos the boards always came loose again.

I started down the road, passing the homes of Darkwater’s most important people. Like Old Josey, Granger’s oldest friend and the one who spoke for him when he wasn’t about. And Jackson, who hung off Josey’s side near constant, and the other elders on the Council. Then Doc Matthews’ place and Sheriff Jones’s as well, though the Sheriff mostly kept to his office at the crossroad. He liked to make a show of working, though he didn’t really do much ’cept break up the occasional fight when the young men got rowdy. After them was the trim and tidy home of Miss Kenzie, the schoolteacher, who was more upright than anybody.

Across the far side was Preacher Sampson’s hall, which everyone filed into on Sabbath days. The preacher stood at its corner as I went by, in his shirtsleeves and the flouncy hat he wore to keep the sun off his bald head, his preacher collar grubby and grey. When we were kids we asked why he always wore it, and he scowled and said it meant he was a preacher and we’d know that if we listened. Which made no sense and so we stopped listening. Nobody bothered with the preacher’s words.

He was talking to somebody around the side of his hall and when I passed I saw it was Mr Brummel, who ran the General Store. They were arguing about something and it seemed worrisome, but Brummel grumbled about everything these days. I guess when your store shelves were getting empty there was lots to complain about. I must’ve crunched gravel underfoot, cos they jerked around and saw me looking. The preacher glowered, narrowed eyes in his narrowed face, so I turned quick and tracked down the rough path behind the Apothecary’s shop.

I avoided the main crossroad. I might be able to go wherever cos no-one would stop Granger’s girl for fear of upsetting Granger, but I’d be a fool to flaunt my wanderings just anywhere. I was supposed to keep myself nice, which might include a sedate walk through town during daylight hours, but didn’t include scrambling around the backblocks out of boredom as dusk was settling in. So I went behind the buildings on the high side, almost to the empty Schoolroom where boys under fourteen attended lessons several days a week. Some of the girls too, if their parents insisted hard enough. There was a good few dozen or more school kids running about town these days, different from when I was young. Back then, there’d been only seven of us, out of a town with near three hundred adults. Darkwater’s small enough to be familiar with most everyone’s faces, but not always to be on close terms or even remember every single name, and yet my friends and me, us first kids, we were known to all.

Out beyond the Main Street and the Schoolroom, the town got quieter. I picked my way between empty storage sheds and over ground pitted from rain and poor drainage. Sunlight strained to reach among the haphazard sprawl of thrown-together roughshod buildings that these days got barely used. A bit further on and there weren’t any structures at all, cos they’d been pulled down for materials or collapsed already, but here it was full up with shade between walls from the sun getting low.

I knew my way around. Back when Mamma got really sick, she and I had come to live in one of the shacks out here, as far from everyone else as we could get.

‘Chelsea!’

The call came from the back of an old grain store. I turned, clutching my coat about me.

There. Three loiterers kicking at the ground, bored.

My grin bloomed. ‘Tan!’

I hurried over and Tania elbowed aside the other two with her—tall, broad Mitchell and the scrawnier Davy—to greet me. Tania always could attract the boys. Maybe it was all that blonde hair cascading everywhere. Or maybe it was her figure, round in the right places. I’d always been kind of jealous of Tania’s effortless beauty and yet also kind of not. Sometimes it was good not to be the first one noticed, especially by the boys.

Tania hugged me close. ‘It’s been an age since we saw you.’ She stepped back and Mitchell’s arm wound about her waist. That was new. Last I’d seen, it was Davy who had her.

‘Looking nice, Chelsea.’ Davy leered at me, eyeing the gaps in the front of my coat.

I made a face at him. ‘Lay off, Davy.’ He was no trouble. He couldn’t touch me and he knew it. I don’t reckon he even really wanted to; he was only saying it cos he thought he should.

‘How’s it going up the big end of town?’ Mitchell asked.

They were dirty, the three of them, their faces grubby and clothes stiff and thin with wear. Even Tania’s beautiful hair was unwashed.

‘What d’you mean, how’s it going? It’s going great, right, Chels?’ Tania said. ‘Chelsea’s got feather beds and sparkling jewels and all the food she wants.’

I screwed up my nose. ‘Well, there’s a bed. Don’t know if it’s feather. How do you tell? No jewels. Not even sure why I’d want them.’ Though even as I said it I thought of the wooden box on the dresser filled with bits and bobs of coloured glass Granger brought me when he was feeling benevolent. ‘Yes to the food. Not anything fancy, obviously. Still, enough.’

‘Nice not to go hungry,’ Mitchell said without rancour.

My friends didn’t begrudge me getting in with Granger. None of them had two parents still living, and they were farmers’ kids when the fields had failed, tanners’ kids when there was no more animal hide to tan. Or in Davy’s case, living rough cos his dad kicked him out and he never would tell us why. They thought I was lucky. When Granger first noticed me, I’d considered myself lucky too. The best Tania could hope for was maybe a shopkeeper who didn’t use his fists, though more likely she’d end up with a scrounger who couldn’t afford to keep her, like Davy or Mitchell.

‘Yeah,’ I said, vague, and pulled my coat tighter. ‘How is everyone? Do you have news of the others?’ I shifted my feet. ‘Uh. Of Suse?’

Tania’s flinch said more than the frown on Mitchell’s face. These last couple of years, Mitchell had started throwing around what weight he thought he had and it sat awkward on him. When we were small, Mitch had been the kindest, most gentle of us. These days he kept trying to be someone he weren’t, some big, tough man seeing to his duty or something.

Still, of all my friends, he was the tallest and the strongest, which made him something of a leader among us. Only I’d been living with Granger for almost a year and he ran the whole town. Mitchell couldn’t compare to that.

‘You leave Suse be, Chelsea,’ he said, a friendly warning. Still a warning. ‘She ain’t allowed out for good reason. Keeps the town safe.’

I shrugged like it was nothing. ‘Only asking if she’s doing okay. I can ask after a friend, can’t I?’

‘It ain’t our business,’ Mitchell said, firm. ‘We been told to keep away, so we keep away.’

At his shoulder, Davy stood with arms crossed and chin tilted, trying to look disapproving, cos Davy always did take his cues from Mitchell. I wanted to say it wasn’t fair, that Suse didn’t deserve to be kept away from everyone. I missed her so bad it ached in my chest. But I couldn’t say that without causing trouble for her, so I toed at the rough ground with my dainty sandals and let the silence grow thick between us.

Tania put a hand on my arm, warm fingers sticky on my skin.

‘You staying out for a bit, Chels? The boys gotta check the site for the new well. I was gonna go see. You wanna come?’

‘Is there a new well to be dug?’ I straightened. ‘Didn’t they dig one not forty days back? They said it’d replace the other two what dried up.’

‘Nah, they pitched that one wrong from the start. The water tasted funny too,’ Mitchell said with a shrug. ‘This one will fix it.’

He sounded so confident. Yet that weren’t the only well with funny-tasting water and how would a new well fix anything if the other had been got so wrong? But I didn’t know about wells. The elders said where and the boys dug them and they’d always been plentiful. Darkwater was our name, it was who we were. It must be okay.

The news still sat uncomfortable in my head.

‘Come on, Chelsea. You can hang for a bit, can’t you?’ Tania asked.

‘Maybe,’ I said, to keep Tania happy, cos I understood why she was so needful. I hadn’t hung out much with my friends since Mamma first got sick and Tania didn’t have any other girls about.

I looked to Mitchell and Davy. They were the ones who might know something of what was happening and tell me some of it. ‘You guys seen the Stranger yet?’

They exchanged sideways glances.

‘The Stranger went to the Hotel,’ Mitchell said. ‘We couldn’t get near.’

‘They know we got nothing to pay with,’ Davy said. ‘Anyway, strangers is dangerous. You shouldn’t go near, Chelsea. Granger wouldn’t like it.’

I waved away Davy’s concern, but my friends kept at their awkward shuffling.

‘What?’ I asked. ‘What is it?’

Tania opened her mouth as if to speak, but Mitchell elbowed her in the side. Her eyes were large and she shook her head, while Mitchell tried to puff himself up into someone important.

‘Be good and go back home, Chelsea,’ he said. ‘There’s stories about the Stranger. They’re saying stuff. You don’t want to get near.’

‘You don’t own me, Mitchell,’ I said, cos I could. Cos it was Granger who did and Mitchell couldn’t compete with that. ‘What are they saying? Who’s saying it? Tell me!’

‘There’s rumours the Stranger might’ve been here before,’ Davy piped up softly. ‘In Darkwater. From the past. You know, from before.’ His voice was hushed, full up with half-heard secrets. ‘The old-timers—Old Josey, Jackson—they were talking out front of Brummel’s and they weren’t happy. There was arguing about whether it was or wasn’t.’

‘Was or wasn’t what?’

Davy glanced at Mitchell, who answered with a grim twist of his mouth. ‘Whether it was or wasn’t her.’

‘Huh?’

‘Her, Chelsea. The traveller, the Stranger … it’s a woman.’





CHAPTER THREE

My friends and me, we didn’t know much about the time before. The world as it had been those years before we were born. What we knew was what the old-timers told us, their stories of big cities and towering buildings, of shiny cars, glinting aeroplanes in the sky, and I knew those stories were real cos I’d seen them in Granger’s books.

Water which was safe and clean. Plentiful food in a fertile earth. Wonders, fantasies. History. People. So many people. In the stories and pictures they filled up space and spread out everywhere, all those different faces and bodies and lives lived. The world had once been a crowded place, noisy and alive. Not like what we knew now, our town quiet behind its gates, holding together against an outside full up with sickness and chaos.

But sometimes that outside world came in to us. Travellers bringing stories of before-time places where the virals had held strong for the longest time, traders speaking of the old City with its mutants and deformity.

Strangers riding into town.

We used to get deliveries in regular and traders weren’t anything so strange, not when I was five or six or seven. They never lingered and all were screened before they were allowed in to conduct their exchanges and business. Back then we had grain from our fields and vegetables from our gardens that we could trade with, things which grew in our hard ground cos we soaked it thorough with water, and it took a lot, but it worked. We had a thriving town. For a while.

Trading men never did stick around long, though. We weren’t a welcoming community, embracing our suspicions, not strangers. Inside our walls we were safe. Granger had made us so. He’d turned Darkwater into a real place when the virals raged outside and chaos reigned everywhere else, a fighting for survival. Everyone in this town owed him their lives.

I must’ve been ten, or maybe eleven, when I got up courage enough to actually talk to a traveller. The man rode a dark beast, clip-clop, clip-clop, and was as thin as his horse, all ribs and bony jaw. He had a sack full of things to sell, charms and trinkets he claimed would bring luck, and a cure-all in a small bottle he promised would ward off contagion. The traveller looked worn, dressed in a snarl and a threadbare green coat, but he wasn’t so interesting to me, really. I wanted to see his animal. I wanted to see what he was selling and what it might cure.

My mother was still alive then, if in a bad way. Her cough had blood in it some nights, which was no good sign. Even worse was that someone heard her coughing as they’d passed our quiet home, the one Da, Mamma and me shared near the Main Street. That got the rumours started: illness, sickness, contagion. A viral? Da got on to it fast, explaining to the elders it weren’t nothing like that, but the gossip took hold anyway. Mamma and me were made to shift to the isolated room out on the backblocks, away from everyone. Including Da.

I was down in the Main Street picking up supplies from the General Store when the rickety man rode in on his rickety horse. Mr Brummel had tried to shoo me out with accusations of sickness, only Da had already paid, so he had to let me take them. There were things on his shelves in those days, Brummel could afford to be picky and choosy when he was selling; not like now, when he had nothing and nobody else did neither. I was outside clutching my things from the store, new linens to replace Mamma’s soiled sheets, a little brandy to help her pain, when I stopped to watch the man set up his splintered wooden box there in the crossroad, stepping onto it in the high noon heat.

He wiped his face with a dirty kerchief from around his neck and cleared his throat, thumping at his chest as if to dislodge something. Then he held out a small bottle of green liquid and announced in a voice surprisingly loud that it could cure all manner of ills. He had the answer; he promised everything. Luck, success. Health. His bottle could stave off contagions, for look at him, wasn’t he the very proof of it?

I watched from a distance, keeping back while the threadbare crowd of older men moved in to listen. Sweat trickled between my shoulder blades from the sun beating down as the man told us how he travelled from community to community, those pockets of survivors clinging together. He’d even gone near the ruins of the City, a good four or more days’ ride from here. He’d skirted its edges and look, he was still healthy! He breathed free and lived. All due to his little green bottle. He was the living, breathing embodiment of the effectiveness of his own wares, for who else might go near that city full of mutation and deformity and illness, and survive so well?

Later, I ran to Suse on the top floor of the Hotel and I sat with my head in her lap and cried. She played with my hair and told me in that soft, gentle voice of hers that I shouldn’t listen to foolish stories full of empty promises. The man traded in spreading rumour and cursed a city that he never actually went near, so what would he know, she said? The world out there was big and it couldn’t be all terrible. There had to be hope in it as well.

Maybe she was right, only our town wasn’t big. And out on the street that afternoon I wanted to believe: in the success of this man’s promised cures, that he really had travelled places and survived, even if he hadn’t entered the ruined old-time City itself, which had been the centre of the contagions and seen the worst of it, from where the destruction had spread.

After his talk, I deposited the supplies in the little shack with Mamma, checking on her quickly and then running to find the man’s animal before he left again. Lingering at the entrance of the under-used Stables and watching as the thin man who promised too much kitted up his equally thin horse.

‘Have you really seen the City?’

The man glanced up when I spoke and grumbled something unintelligible before running the worn leather straps around the horse’s middle.

‘Is it true some people still try to live there?’ I asked, as if I hadn’t read the obvious dismissal.

He had liver-spotted skin and bony hands which wrestled with the girth of the saddle, trying to pull it tight enough beneath the horse’s ribs, only the saddle was too roomy and the horse too thin. The man no longer smiled, not like he had when up on his box making promises. I was the only one here and he was bereft of any profitable audience. He’d not done well in his sales that afternoon.

‘What d’you want, kid?’ the man asked.

He fiddled with the bridle. The horse was huge and I’d never got so close to one before. It seemed so high and it snorted and snuffled. When it sneezed, I jumped back with a squeal.

‘Get away, you’ll spook the nag,’ the man ordered, and I did as I was told, cos that’s all I knew how to do.

‘I’m sorry.’

I hesitated, wanting to ask about his cure-all and if it could do more than just stop contagions. Could it help other illnesses too? Only I wasn’t sure how to broach that. I didn’t want to let on about being close to sickness, not to a stranger who might say anything to anybody.

‘In the City, do they use your cure?’ I asked instead.

‘Nah. I won’t go to that place. Got close a couple of times, but not beyond the outskirts. That’s as far as I go, me.’

‘Why not?’

The man snorted, like his horse. ‘You heard the stories, right? Even in this godforsaken place you must know the stories. There’s deformities in the City. Mutants.’ He straightened. ‘The City’s where the bacterials first hit. The virals. You know? Millions died, but not all. Some of ’em survived. Only they survived fucked up. And some of the fucked-up, they gone on to have fucked-up babes since. A whole load of fucked-up, that’s what’s in the City. So I heard, anyway.’

He got on his horse.

‘Fuck that shit,’ the man said, with a shake of his head. ‘I ain’t going into the City. I want to keep healthy, you know? Not catching what those fucking deformed have got.’

He reached inside his vest to the green bottle he’d waved around when up on his box in the Main Street. Promises of health and fitness, of illnesses cured. He swigged, wincing at the taste, before shoving it home with hands covered in skin mottled red and black, the same red starting to creep up his neck. A shake in his hands as he reached for the reins and milky eyes I only really saw when he walked the horse past me into the sunlight again.

This man did not have his health, and whatever he had in that green bottle, it wasn’t helping him.

I let him pass and then I ran to Suse, to tell her about the horse I almost patted. And to cry, cos if the man’s promised cure-all was not curing him of whatever was eating away at his insides, then nothing could help my mother. Nothing could help me.

Not even strangers riding into town.
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There was no way my friends would go near the Hotel. The boys were chased away from it too often as it was, cos farmers’ kids never did have no money to pay with. Not that anyone really did these days. With no more deliveries and no more travellers, it was just the same dollars going around the same hands and none of it meant anything that I could see. But the adults about me, they clung to such exchanges, like the routine of them was some kind of comfort.

If Mitchell and Davy wouldn’t go near, Tania never would either. Not on her own, cos girls didn’t do that.

Well, other girls didn’t.

But I was Granger’s girl. And there was a privilege in that, of a kind. At least, nobody would get confrontational without knowing Granger’s thoughts on the matter and that gave me some leeway to turn things to my favour. If I were careful. I’d become pretty good at walking that line these last twelve months or so.

I clambered over the lumpy ground towards the Main Street, taking the long way to avoid crossing the Stable Yard. Nobody in Darkwater went near there, not even me. Which were a shame, cos I’d like to have seen the Stranger’s horse. It’d been a long time since I’d got close to one.

Instead I took the walkway beside Sheriff Jones’s office, leading down between his solid clay-brick cell block on one side and the patched-up wall of the barber’s on the other. The single cell had the tiniest barred window and mortar crumbling around the edges. Hardly anyone was ever inside. Sometimes one of the men would get drunk and disorderly and the Sheriff would pull him in to sleep it off overnight, but they was always let go of a morning. Any real problems of disorder were dealt with by Granger, not the Sheriff. They were swiftly seen to, then not spoken of again.

I jumped up onto the Barber Shop porch that flanked the Main Street. The Sheriff’s light was on and I didn’t want to attract his attention, but the barber always closed up early to get to the Hotel. He got drunk there most nights. It was a surprise any man ever let him shave them with the way the barber’s hands were said to shake until he got a drink into him. Maybe that’s why so many men in Darkwater wore beards.

Dusk was deepening into night and the lanterns were already lit in the crossroad, one on each corner attached to the high poles. People were still about, though, lingering in the Main Street, so maybe I wasn’t the only one who was curious. It was mostly men at this time and the occasional respectable woman with a companion.

I sat at the dimmest end of the porch and looked over to the crossroad. On the other side was Brummel’s General Store with its increasingly empty shelves and, on the third corner, the Apothecary, who barely had anything these days and mostly prescribed cheap brandy regardless.

And there was the Hotel, bigger than all, making up the square.

It dominated the Main Street, a long building with a hanging hotel sign above its verandah and back-lit windows spilling yellow light onto the street. Swinging double-doors offered a way in and noise emanated back through them, voices, glasses clinking, shuffling people. I could hear it from where I sat across the way. Up above the barroom were two more floors of tidy windows that were rooms for hire. Sometimes there’d be a local or two staying over, a man whose wife got sick of him coming home drunk and so barred the door, or someone who’d paid for one of Pepper’s girls and didn’t want to rush it. Not that Pepper’s girls were really girls, they were all in their thirties or forties, but the men always called them that, while respectable women wouldn’t speak of them at all. They worked out back of the Hotel. The rare visitors we got in Darkwater stayed there too, those who didn’t keep solely to their business before rushing off fast.

Such as strangers riding into town with no clear purpose.

I looked to the last window at the very end. It was dark, closed. Curtains drawn. Christian, the hotelier, lived on that top floor and that little window right at the end belonged to his daughter. Suse.

My Suse.

I couldn’t help the fall in my chest on finding her window dark. Suse was gentle and soft and we used to speak for hours, sitting on her bed holding hands, or walking along the Main Street arms linked together, or kicking our legs on the edge of the Hotel verandah. Talking of everything there could be. She smelled of cinnamon or sometimes vanilla and most often of rose. Scents in little bottles left by her mother, who’d died when Suse was a babe and which were all she had left of her. Suse was always beautiful. She was also sick.

Not virals sick, not contagion sick. Just sometimes she’d get tired and her strength wasn’t great, with pain in her legs and arms so she couldn’t move around a lot. It was only ever sometimes, though; other times she was fine. She needed rest and quiet during the bad times, that was all. But this town would be suspicious, and when they got riled up on such matters, things got vicious. If I tried to see Suse, she’d be facing real danger. People would say she wasn’t staying away from others when sick and everyone would get afraid. Granger would be fetched to deal with it. It wouldn’t be safe then, not for me, and especially not for her.

Did Suse know there was a stranger in her father’s hotel? Did she know that the Stranger was a woman? Or had the world beyond her room become as inexplicable and distant to Suse as the world beyond the gates seemed to the rest of us?

‘It is her. Is it her?’

I jolted, clutching at the rotted wood beneath my thighs. The voice was close, so I pulled deeper into the gloom, excuses ready on my lips. Only the words weren’t aimed at me. They weren’t even meant for my ears.

Two women paused in the street, arms linked, both much older than me: late thirties, maybe even in their forties. Mrs Suffolks stood closest. She had babies at home and a husband who rarely showed up cos of it. The other was taller and straight-backed. Miss Kenzie, her mouth pursed in a tight line like she’d tasted something sour.

I grimaced. Of all people, why’d it have to be Miss Kenzie? The schoolteacher was uptight and moral and harder on us girls than even the men could be. She’d been harder on me than any.

I held still, knowing how sharp-eyed Miss Kenzie was; she’d never missed a thing we’d tried on in her Schoolroom. If she saw me, she’d send me running and Granger would hear about it for sure.

‘It is her,’ Mrs Suffolks said in an over-loud hush, like she felt she should be whispering only had no idea how. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘Can’t be,’ Miss Kenzie said. ‘She’s dead.’

‘They left her bleeding, I heard. That night, I heard they left her bleeding. She was … She was meant to be dead.’ Mrs Suffolks sounded far less certain than my old teacher.

‘She is dead.’

‘Lydia, I was in the General Store when that rider went by not two hours ago. I saw her face with my own eyes. The scar. Did you see the scar upon her?’

Even Miss Kenzie hesitated at that. ‘They say her screams that night were loud enough to wake the devil.’

‘They say she was the devil.’ Mrs Suffolks spoke lower than usual on that. ‘And what I saw from the Store today as that rider rode on past weren’t nothing to contradict it.’

I inched forward to hear more. A stirring in my stomach, cos this town ran on rumour and I’d heard things before, but never spoken so aloud in the Main Street. I didn’t believe in devils. Granger called women devils all the time. While the preacher who held sway on Sabbath days was forever speaking of devils too, cos he’d say anything to please Granger. Devils in our blood causing sickness. Devils we needed to cast out. The sick and the doubtful. They all needed casting out, according to the preacher when he was trying to garner Granger’s favour.

I might not believe in devils, but there was something worrisome in the air this night.

A clatter of steps startled the two women. The Sheriff’s door opened and the Sheriff himself, a broad man who lacked the courage of his size and did whatever Granger wanted him to, appeared with a couple of his sidekicks, serious men with stern eyes.

He didn’t see me in the shadows of the Barber Shop porch as he stepped down into the street, though he gave the two women a tip of his hat and a stern look.

‘Ladies. Out late, aren’t you?’

Miss Kenzie pulled herself straighter, if such were even possible. She held her chin high. ‘Sheriff Jones. We are on our way home and it is barely evening.’ Her tone was congenial, even friendly for her.

‘It is after dark, Lydia,’ the Sheriff said, with firm correction. ‘Early or not, I would feel more comfortable if you had a proper escort when out at such a time. Especially on a night like this. I don’t like to think of you at risk.’

‘It is a bad night,’ Mrs Suffolks said, nodding fast. ‘Sheriff, you must surely know something of what’s happening. Is it really her, the one they say—’

Miss Kenzie’s hand came down firmly on her friend’s shoulder and Mrs Suffolks shut up at the clasp of it.

‘We appreciate your concern, Sheriff,’ Miss Kenzie said. Her lips tilted up, trying to smile, which was more than she ever did in the Schoolroom. ‘We were indeed remarking this is not a night to be out. Perhaps you could accompany us, Sheriff? You would keep a lady safe, I’m sure.’

My hand flew to my mouth to stifle surprise and maybe even laughter. Was Miss Kenzie trying to flirt with Sheriff Jones? She couldn’t. She would never. No way.

Sheriff Jones didn’t seem to notice. He was scanning the street, eyes returning to the Hotel, always on the lookout for disorder he needed to fix. He took his job seriously and was a good man underneath, one who tried hard, but he wouldn’t no more go against Granger than anyone else in Darkwater. It meant he rarely had much to do other than walk around town looking grim.

‘’Tis a devil’s night,’ Mrs Suffolks burst out again. ‘Ain’t that right, Sheriff? Preacher Sampson would say it. The devil come riding into our town and it ain’t safe and that be so, Stan Jones, don’t you say it?’

Miss Kenzie stepped in front of her friend, placing herself between Mrs Suffolks and Sheriff Jones.

‘Will you escort us, Sheriff?’

But Sheriff Jones was turning away. ‘I’ll get one of my men to see you ladies home safe,’ he said, gesturing to one of those who’d followed him out of his office. ‘I gotta see to keeping the peace on these streets. Goodnight, ladies.’

He walked on. The women watched him go, then turned away from the man assigned to their safety much as the Sheriff had turned away from them.

Miss Kenzie clucked her tongue. ‘Devil’s night? Really, Bethany. Must you?’

Mrs Suffolks shook her head. ‘The dead raised is the devil’s work. Preacher Sampson, he says—’

‘Sampson’s a buffoon. Come on, will you?’

The women moved off, talking in low, terse voices, while the man hovered uselessly several paces behind.

I waited until they were out of sight, watching the Sheriff conferring with the second man, who pointed down towards the gates. The man peeled off in that direction, while Sheriff Jones clomped up the front steps of the Hotel and pushed through its swinging doors, heading into the low murmur of voices inside.

Women didn’t go into the Hotel. Not decent women, not alone. Miss Kenzie would never have set foot in there unaccompanied and would turn in horror from any girl who might.

Yet the Stranger was in the Hotel, the Stranger who was a woman, and nobody had stopped her going in.

I stepped down from the porch and headed across the way.





CHAPTER FOUR

Miss Kenzie was the most respectable woman in town. Even Granger spoke well of her, saying she was the model of what a good woman should be: refined, feminine, appropriate, mannered. She didn’t put herself forward and she appreciated men who could protect her. That’s what he said.

Me, I liked the way she weren’t married, yet nobody ever said she needed a man around. She had her own home with nobody telling her what to do, if only cos she did what they thought well of in the first place. She wasn’t the only woman in town who had her own ways, though. Just as nobody interfered with Miss Kenzie’s choices, neither did they with Pepper. Only with Pepper it was for entirely different reasons.

Whether from instinct or habit, I avoided the front doors to the Hotel and went around the back way. Down the side to the alley behind the building, the one the kitchen door opens onto, with the chicken coop up the far end and uneven ground that can trip the unwary and where the rubbish is collected. It’s a murky place after sundown, the only illumination falling from the back storeroom windows and the kitchen door when it’s open, which it usually is cos the kitchen is always overheated.

I hurried along in my open sandals and heavy coat. Until a hand reached out, long painted nails gripping my wrist and tugging me back.

‘Not right now, sweetie. Room’s in use.’

A woman stepped out of the gloom, lips painted a bursting red, cheeks smudged even redder, and heavy black around her eyes. Her skirts were long, longer than mine even, and her whole outfit was so tight you could almost feel every curve on her body just by looking at her. My dress might be more low-cut, but hers left nothing to imagine.

I pulled my coat tighter around me. ‘Pepper.’

She shifted into the light, finely plucked eyebrows raised. Maybe she saw my unwitting withdrawal or heard a wariness I didn’t mean. Maybe she just remembered the last time we shared words, for I’d said some things back then I’d regretted this whole year since. I’d got to know Pepper after my parents were gone and I was scrubbing pans in the Hotel’s kitchen for my keep. She was not at all like Mamma used to say, warning me to stay away from women like her, cos no girl wanted to end up like Pepper.

Yet Pepper was kind and funny. There was a joy to her, laughter, and compassion too. She didn’t care what people said. Which didn’t make it any better that I’d said such things to her.

Pepper raised a hand and gestured towards the shadowy alley. ‘Give it five, Chelsea, love. Young bucks never do last long.’

I peered into the gloom and sure enough there was a humping shape halfway down, two people gasping against the wall, masculine grunts loudest.

My shoulders slumped. ‘Oh.’

So much for my sneaking into the Hotel without drawing notice. The young men who took time with Pepper’s girls got angry if you interrupted them, even those too cheap to pay for a room and who should know better.

I sighed, cos what was I to do now? I couldn’t quite look Pepper in the eye, though I was conscious of her wry expression, the one she always wore when she didn’t want anyone knowing what she were thinking or feeling. Pepper was good at pretending.

‘Why are you coming around this way, sweetie? This ain’t your door. You don’t want to spoil your reputation by association with us working girls now, do you?’

I flinched, cos I’d said as much to her a year ago myself. But I’d been hurting and afraid, so would it help to say I was sorry for it?

I toed at the uneven ground. ‘How are you, Pepper?’ Words too formal and stilted, though I didn’t know how to make them not so.

Heavily painted eyes considered me even as I was unable to hold her gaze. There were so many things I wanted to ask her. If she still made her own lipsticks and her own brown hair dye too, cos she couldn’t stand greys in her hair. If she still preferred her dressing-gown during the day and only dressed proper as evening approached. If she still told ribald jokes and liked a whiskey in the kitchen when business was slow, laughing with her girls, who weren’t really girls but women. How she was, I mean really was, beyond polite query.

The regret stuck in my throat and I swallowed those words along with the apology that should’ve been the first thing off my lips, cos I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I said sorry and she didn’t accept it.

‘I am fine, Chelsea, love,’ she said in that droll tone she was so good at. ‘How are you?’

‘Yeah, good. I’m good. Everything’s good.’

She smiled. ‘I am glad to hear it.’

The unspoken sat in the thick between us, so I was grateful when the kitchen door banged open halfway down the alley, swinging hard and light hitting the path.

A young man stuck his head out. ‘Come on, Cy, hurry it up,’ called a voice I knew too well. ‘The game’s ready to go.’

Cy’s heaving, humping voice floated back down the alley. ‘Yeah, Rass … uh … yeah.’

I froze. I was standing at the corner and Rass probably wouldn’t see me, not in the dark, but I knew him too well. And he knew me.

Pepper moved with calm knowing to stand between me and the rest of the alley, blocking any view of me from the kitchen door. My limbs let go of their tension. Once I’d thought the heavy paints on her face were beautiful, but I’d developed a subtleness in the seductive arts this last year. Granger insisted I wasn’t to redden my cheeks and he favoured pinks on my lips and I was never to use so much black around the eyes. His girl wasn’t to look like some cheap harlot, he said. Granger did say a lot of things like that.

‘Chelsea, love, what are you even doing here?’ Pepper asked quietly. ‘Seriously now. You can’t come slumming it back round this way. You know what he’d say.’

I nodded to the ground. I knew all right and it wouldn’t be pretty.

‘Have you seen the Stranger?’ I asked, words almost too soft. ‘Only my friend Mitchell said she’s a woman and we ain’t had traders for near a year and …’ I hesitated, still toeing the ground with my sandal. ‘I wanted to see her. To see what she’s like.’

Pepper’s expression tightened. ‘The Stranger ain’t safe. You stay away from that one. There’s talk.’

‘What talk?’

She raised long fingers to her cheek. It took her a moment to answer.

‘That she’s been here before,’ she said, voice dropping lower. ‘When the gates were still open. I was younger than you are now, so I don’t know what went on. Only that there was some kind of argument and the old men … well.’

‘Well what, Pep? Tell me.’

‘Chelsea, it ain’t nice, what they say.’ She shook her head. ‘You know what men can do to women they feel have stepped beyond their place. They say it was done to that one. That they took their whips to her and more. And you need to take care, because it’s said that once, way back, she was maybe even Granger’s girl.’

Now I truly stared without looking away. I was Granger’s girl. No, I wasn’t the first and I wasn’t silly enough to imagine I’d be the last, yet hearing that made it somehow … personal.

Voices down the alley cut off any chance of further discussion.

‘Cy! Hurry it, for fuck’s sake!’

Rass stomped out of the kitchen and onto the steps, hands on his hips and black hair falling about his stubbled face. He was twenty-something and tall, lanky, though broad enough, with the shoulders of a farmhand. One who could wield a whip and heft a weight.

I stepped back, hovering at the corner and mostly hidden behind it. Rass and his boys hung around Granger’s taking odd jobs, currying favour. When muscle was needed, they provided it. Rass would give me an earful if he saw me.

Cy’s grunting intensified, until after a moment more he moved into the pool of light from the kitchen, putting his cock away and buttoning up his pants.

‘Goddamn it, Rass,’ Cy complained. ‘You shouldna rush a man at such things.’

‘We got shit to do, idiot. Ain’t no time for you to get your end wet,’ Rass said. ‘The Stranger. That woman. She’s in here now. So git inside.’

Cy’s head shot up. ‘Shit. Is it really her, Rass? The one Old Josey and Jackson were talking of?’ He hesitated on the step. ‘She’s meant to be dead, Rass. They say she’s meant to be dead.’

‘That ain’t our business. We got work to do. Move it.’

The men disappeared inside.

Marigold, one of Pepper’s girls, came up the alley and smiled at Pepper, handing over a few crumpled notes which her boss deftly slipped inside her corsetry.

I opened my mouth to say hello, ’cept when Marigold saw me her expression soured and she walked away without a word.

I looked at my silver sandals.

‘It was good to see you again, Chelsea, love,’ Pepper said. ‘But only one kind of woman goes in the Hotel round the back. Don’t come by this way anymore. It ain’t good for you.’

I scuffed at the ground, afraid if I said anything I’d only make a mess of it all over again. Pepper had made herself clear. I wasn’t wanted round the back no more.

I turned to go.

‘Chelsea, love …’

‘What?’

‘I meant it when I said it was good to see you.’ She paused, but I didn’t turn back around. ‘Take care, sweet girl.’
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I first met Pepper when she found me hiding in the Hotel’s storeroom after I had no family left and nowhere to live and nobody wanted to go near me, cos I was the girl who’d nursed her mother to the grave. Mamma had been dead going on a year or more by then and I weren’t sick, so it’s not like it was anything catching. Only nobody cared about that. The people of Darkwater clung to their terror even when it didn’t make sense no more.

It was only a handful of months after Mamma had gone that I lost Da too. I was only fourteen and still feeling the gossip that’d left her to die lonely, smarting from the way this town would talk. I stood out by the bluestone with the iron gates towering a force before us and a sizeable crowd shuffling and muttering in overheated discomfort. They kept well back, watching at a distance. While I stood alone in the street, worrying at my bottom lip so hard it was red-raw and I tasted blood.

That was the day they forced my da out the gates.

The sun hammered without mercy and I sweated beneath it, trying not to cry. Da had a cough. He always did that time of year, it weren’t nothing bad or contagious. Just something in the air. Only after Mamma, that’s all it took for people to get scared and start pointing their fingers.

Fear does things to people’s heads, Da always said. Fear makes people stop behaving like people and instead start acting like animals.

Nobody dared come near me as they hauled open the gates and forced Da to them at gunpoint. No provisions given him, no food, no water. No shelter. Forced out and everyone knew what that meant. There ain’t no surviving on your own beyond the gates.

‘Please don’t go. Please,’ I cried out. ‘Da, don’t leave me, please!’

He tried to come to me, but men stood between us, some with weapons. Donnie, Max; Granger’s friends with guns. And young men with threatening fists. Rass was one and others too, a half-dozen of them with broad shoulders and thick muscles, obeying the orders of their elders. One or two looked at me with troubled eyes, maybe even sympathy. They still wouldn’t disobey. They created a barrier Da couldn’t breach and neither could I.

Da coughed into his hand. The young men took a fast step backwards.

‘See!’ a man snarled from a good thirty feet away. ‘I told you he was sick! Like his wife! Like his animals!’

The man who spoke was called Teppson. I knew him and I didn’t like him one bit. He’d been a farmer till the fields started failing and after that he was made responsible for carting out all the refuse and rubbish and dunny pots, the waste of the town which needed to be buried in the pits outside. It was hot, smelly work and he hated my da, cos Da worked with the animals and it was better work than Teppson got.

But it weren’t only Teppson who was pointing fingers. Nods and agreements came from the townsfolk gathered around him. Murmurs and mutters that something had to be done. It seemed obvious to them where the sickness lived and it was all around Da.

And me, standing alone and crying.

Da tried to call to me. The young men cut him off, pushing him towards the gates, cracked open and waiting. He twisted among them, looking for someone specific.

‘Granger!’ He sounded desperate and that made me cry harder. ‘Granger, please. My girl needs me. Help us, please. You know I ain’t that kind of sick.’

Granger stood at the side, a calm authority in the shade of the wall, watching on while the town saw to this business. When my da called to him, he stepped forward, flanked by Old Josey and Jackson, shrewd and stern.

‘Darkwater is my responsibility. I’ve a duty to keep this town safe,’ Granger said, in a voice all could hear. ‘The people have asked me to see to this. It isn’t a decision taken lightly, Seward.’

When Da tried to go to him, maybe to argue, maybe to negotiate, the young men puffed out their chests and blocked his way. At least until he coughed again, then they shied away once more.

It was just a damn cough.

I glared at them. ‘He’s not sick! Not like that!’

‘The animals died!’ Teppson said. ‘If it can infect animal to human, he can infect us too! His wife’s already in the ground!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Tepp—’ Da tried, but he had to cough again, and these were arguments already lost. The town had been whispering for too long. The animals were dead: a terrifying prospect. No more cows’ milk. No new calves to slaughter for meat. No more future for them … and the lack of any future for the townsfolk the most terrifying thing of all.

Da looked around at these people who’d condemn him cos it eased their terror to have someone to blame.

‘Granger, please,’ he said. ‘Don’t let my girl go unprotected.’

Granger looked at me with inspecting eyes. Was it the first time he saw me? Like, really saw me, enough to take notice? Me with my tearstained face, wringing my hands for the impossibility of keeping them still. What must he have seen in me, so distraught that day?

‘If I let what is outside fester inside, contagion, chaos, I’m not doing the job the people of Darkwater entrust me with,’ Granger said. ‘How can I protect this town if I let the outside come in?’

‘My girl, Granger …’

‘It is your girl I worry for most,’ Granger said, ‘with her mother so lately in the ground and you refusing to do what’s best for the whole of us. If the chaos starts within our walls, it’d only be natural to wonder if your girl was at the centre of it. Do you understand?’

My father looked queasy. His face contorted and he shook, holding a hand to his head, as if no, he didn’t understand. Or maybe it was only me who couldn’t understand, cos the next thing I knew, my father nodded.

‘Yes,’ he said. His voice was hoarse. Maybe from the cough.

‘Good. Because if you do what is best for Darkwater, you can be sure your girl will be looked after.’ Granger’s voice sounded so calm, with no anger or emotion. ‘I know how to look after this town and all its people. Help me do that, Seward. Help me keep the peace and your girl need not worry about a thing.’

My fingers clutched at my skirt, long and thick to my ankles, if patched time and again. My mother had sewn my skirt and my blouse too, buttoned up to my neck, and she was dead now, and if Da also—

‘I’ll go,’ my father said. ‘If that’s what it takes. Don’t let her suffer, Granger. She ain’t done nothing wrong.’

‘No!’ I cried. Only nobody was listening.

Granger gave a nod, as if a deal was done. He spoke to Old Josey, murmuring words none could hear, before taking a canteen of water and walking across to my father. He handed over the canteen and my father took it in trembling hands.

‘A day’s hard ride south-west and you come to the nearest outpost with water reserves,’ Granger told Da in a low tone. ‘Might take you three or four to walk it, by my reckoning. Conserve this and you might make it.’

My father gaped wordlessly at the canteen. It were such a small supply to send with someone into the outside. Three or four days walking under unremitting sun with only the tiny canteen and vague directions to go by.

Then Da turned to the gates. He paused for a fraction of a second before going through, but he didn’t look back. Not even at me.

I watched the gates being pushed closed, young men spaced across them to move the heavy iron. Wiping my eyes until I stared only at cold metal. The town elders moved away from the clanging of them, walking past me as they returned up the Main Street. I didn’t dare look up at these old men who’d just condemned me along with my father.

Granger walked among them. Towering broad and powerful, he paused by me, taking in my face, my shape. I could feel his eyes upon me like a firm touch, though I couldn’t meet his gaze and couldn’t speak, not even to beg him. I willed him instead to see my need as I fixed my eyes on his boots. Don’t send me out, don’t leave me to die too. Don’t let me be friendless in this place.

‘Don’t be afraid, girl,’ he said and I stiffened, for ’course I was afraid. ‘You won’t go unprotected. Let no-one say our town doesn’t look after its own. We care for our women and children here.’

I swallowed any response about my mother, left to die alone, and my father, who’d been dutiful and hardworking and was still banished out those gates. The townsfolk letting it happen, cos they were afraid. Granger might lead the town, but it was everyone standing behind him who made it happen.

I wasn’t idiot enough to voice such things. Maybe cos I was afraid too.

‘Well?’ Granger prompted, terse and gruff, and I flinched. I hadn’t learned to judge his tones back then.

‘Thank you,’ I said, finally figuring out what was expected of me.

‘Good girl,’ he said, then hesitated. Didn’t he know what to say either? He was the most powerful man in town, so why didn’t he know?

‘Chelsea,’ he said at last and rested a hand on my head with a paternal pat. ‘Good girls have no need to worry.’

His companions walked on. His hand slipped to my shoulder before he joined them, fingers lingering warm and heavy. Stretching. Giving me a squeeze, almost a caress. Slipping slightly beneath the neckline of my blouse before sliding even further downwards, rubbing skin against skin not far above my breast.

I stood rooted to the spot, staring at the dusty hard-packed ground beneath my rotting boots. His hand upon me. Me not daring to move. The town watching.

That’s how I first met Granger.

Five months later I was in his bed, his home and under his protection. For what else could I have done? They’d taken everything else away from me. I might be young and I might be a girl, but I’m not stupid.

I know how to survive. Whatever that takes.





CHAPTER FIVE

I crept up the side steps of the Hotel’s verandah, the ones furthest from its swinging front doors, and tried to peer through the windows. I could just make out the shapes of people inside. Uncertain impressions through the huge panes of glass scrubbed over with soap stains and cloudy for it.

The Stranger was in there somewhere and what if the stories about her were true? What if she really had been Granger’s girl once and they’d taken their whips to her and more besides, till she was left bleeding and dead on the ground?

What if all that … and now she was back?

I could make out little through the windows. If I wanted to see anything for real, I’d have to go inside. Yet if I went in, I’d be making one hell of an entrance. Everyone would see. Being Granger’s girl might give me a bit of power, but that would be really pushing things.

Warmth and sound seeped out from behind the swinging doors. The Hotel was brimming with activity, conversation, laughter, calls and noise. Even the pianoforte sounded for a brief span, thankfully stopping halfway through the badly played tune. I took a tentative step towards the doors, only they swung outwards as I did and I jerked backwards to hide in the shadows by the steps as two men trod out.

The Sheriff. He looked unhappy. He had one of his flunkeys with him and they muttered between themselves before the younger man headed off down the Main Street. The Sheriff walked back to his office.

I swallowed tightly at almost being seen. If I couldn’t handle that out here, how could I face walking inside?

‘They say.’

The words came out of nowhere. I twisted, trying to make out the speaker, peering into the night at the bottom of the steps below from where the voice had come. There. A shape, hunched and old. Long straggly hair more grey than not. Female.

Mother Jane.

I swallowed, my mouth tacky, not knowing if it were relief or trepidation inside me. Seemed like everyone was out this night. What was Mother Jane doing in the centre of town?

‘Did you speak, good mother?’ I asked, using my most respectful tone, if keeping it hushed.

‘They say.’ Mother Jane cocked her head up at me. ‘They say a lot of things, girl. Right now they’d say you are where you should not be.’

I wanted to say, And so are you, but that would be rude. Mother Jane was old. Not as old as the men, but older than any other woman in town. She was also mad. An old woman who spoke in riddles and told unbelievable stories, when she bothered to speak at all. She was rarely seen in the Main Street. She kept to her rooms way out beneath one of the falling-over lookout towers that no-one used anymore cos they were too dangerous even for the bravest men to go up.

If the Main Street, with its proper buildings, was where the power was concentrated, the extremities of our town housed the least of us. Mother Jane lived further out than any.

Sometimes, though, we would visit Mother Jane, me and the other girls of the town. It might not be talked of much, but if you were a woman in Darkwater, then there were just some things you went to Mother Jane for. She was a healer, someone who could help when you didn’t want to face the town’s doctor, who’d report everything back to Granger and the old men.

‘It’s okay, Mother Jane. I … I’m allowed.’

She huffed her disbelief. I wasn’t sure how to ask why she was out here. Maybe for the same reason as me. Maybe she wanted to see the travelling woman too.

‘You’ve got a curiosity they’d say is unbecoming of a girl. They’d say they have ways of belting it out of you and they’d say such would be justified.’

I gave her an awkward half-shrug to acknowledge that truth.

‘I just want to see her,’ I said, ‘the Stranger,’ and this time she inclined her head to my truth. ‘To see if she’s all they say she is.’

‘Huh. What they say,’ she said and began shuffling away.

She’d almost disappeared into the night when she looked back. ‘They say she cursed them as they raped her, as they whipped her.’

My every limb tensed. Mother Jane’s voice cut through the darkness with a sharp edge.

‘What?’ I managed.

‘They say she screamed for help so loud the whole town heard. But everyone was afraid. They cowered in their beds and hid behind closed doors. All of them too afeared to stand up and say, “No, this ain’t right. This must stop.”’ The old woman’s voice was low, intense. ‘So she cursed ’em. With her own spilled blood, she cursed this town what could hear her screaming and did nothing. They say she damned this town to hell.’

Cold settled in my stomach. Mother Jane was always full of dark stories that never made no sense. I’d heard similar from her before. Only now, with a stranger in our town to give her ramblings a tangibility, this story began to feel too real.

‘Be careful, girl, to mind what they say.’

The old woman didn’t look back again as she walked away. I watched her go with my heart racing. Mother Jane always spoke rubbish. Children taunted her. Adults ignored her. Old, mad, a woman we still went to for advice when we couldn’t trust a man.

I didn’t believe in devils and curses. And if no man would stop me, no devil would either.

I wiped my palms, sticky and sweating, against my coat and walked up to those swinging doors. A breath for courage, then I pushed through them and stepped inside.
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Light flared, yellow and heated, after the darkness. I stood blinking against it, buffeted by the thick warmth so my coat weighed heavy. No way was I taking it off, though, not with only that slinky dress beneath.

The bar smelled of kerosene, beer and men; so much leather and sweat. I was surrounded by older, adult bodies, mostly males, just a handful of females with comely faces expertly made up sitting beside their men and smiling, clinging, flirting. An elegant dance of the demure and the wanton, survival skills learned early and honed over years. Every table in the barroom was full and some people leaned against the pianoforte or lingered by the wide staircase at the back, clutches of low chatter amid air thick with tobacco smoke.

It was busier than ever in here. And everyone’s combined attention was focused on one point.

There. At the far end of the bar. Up on a stool and still in travelling coat and hat, sitting over a glass, back to the rest of the room. Impossible to tell from where I hovered if it were a woman or a man.

The Stranger.

A whack against my shoulder pushed me sideways. ‘Get outta here, girl. Get home.’

I righted myself, mouth opening with prepared excuses, justifications.

But on seeing who I was, the young man pulled back. ‘Uh, okay,’ he said and moved away from me, thinking the better of it. He couldn’t know if I’d been told to come here by Granger, or was meeting the man himself, or was running some official errand. Being Granger’s girl meant I didn’t have to answer to nobody else. Which might’ve got me in here, but I still had to shove my hands in my pockets to hide their trembling.

Ignoring the looks of disapproval and disquiet, I weaved between tables and chairs and bodies, staying to the edges as best I could. Finally I reached the bar where it curved around at a sharp angle. I sat at the join, so I could see along the bar’s full length.

The Stranger sat at the other end. I glanced over, trying to decide if the profile suggested femininity. It was difficult to see a face beneath the wide brim of the hat, and the coat was thick and bulky. Impossible to discern the body shape beneath.

‘Chelsea? What the hell are you doing here?’

I looked up into the frowning gaze of Christian, the hotelier, standing behind the bar. Lines around his eyes suggested caution and the terse set to his mouth gave him a sombre countenance, but I knew Christian to be kind. He had to know there was no way Granger would approve of me being here tonight, but he wouldn’t give me away. I hoped.

I tried a half-grin. There was no acceptable answer I could give and we both knew it, so I didn’t offer one.

He rolled his eyes and reached under the counter, pulling out a jug of juice and pouring me a glass. Juice was rare in Darkwater. It’d been so long since we last got deliveries, we didn’t have any juice at Granger’s big house anymore, not even the powdered kind. But Christian was good at conserving supplies and rationing them out to make them last. And I guess most of his customers didn’t come in here for juice.

Christian’s ale supplies had to be getting tight too, though. When I was working in the kitchen, I used to see him and Brummel from the store converse in low, serious voices out of earshot of all others. I think they worked out between themselves how to manage the dwindling supplies of the town, them and the other shopkeepers. There was a muttering growing among the merchants these last couple of months and it echoed that of the farmers, who’d been suffering for longer. Granger clamped down on it and told them he had it sorted, but the mutters didn’t entirely go away.

I looked at the glass as Christian poured it. ‘I got no money.’ ‘Just behave.’ He pushed the juice across to me. ‘Or I’ll be dragging you back to Granger myself, you hear?’

‘Thanks, Christian.’

I sipped, wincing at the tart sharpness on my tongue, and looked along the bar again. The Stranger sat before a tall glass half-full of amber liquid I was damn sure wasn’t juice. Definitely a woman. Had to be, the shape of that face, the hint of body beneath the bulky overcoat. Even if drinking ale alone at a bar was something a woman never did.

Christian wiped a non-existent spill near where I sat. Keeping an eye on me.

‘Suse?’ I asked in a soft voice when he came close. It was the most I dared say out here where anyone could hear.

The skin around his eyes tightened, though he gave something of a nod. ‘Sleeping.’ His shoulders dropped a fraction. ‘Had a couple of good days.’

My fingers loosened their hold on the glass. Suse had been in a bad way last I’d heard, and no matter how closely Christian guarded her, or what deals I made to keep her safe, it was only a matter of time before the townsfolk got panicky about illness in their midst. They knew it wasn’t no contagion or viral, but that wouldn’t stop their fear if they got worked up.

Granger didn’t like me going near Suse and it’d be her who suffered if I tried, so I didn’t try. It was one thing to risk my own wellbeing coming in here to see the Stranger, but I wasn’t going to bring harm to Suse, not ever.

‘Maybe on a good day she might come down sometime …’ I ventured.

Christian’s expression hardened. ‘She stays upstairs. It’s one of Granger’s conditions. Remember?’

I looked fixedly at my pearly pink nails, worrying at the chip in the polish with the thumb of my other hand. I hadn’t had time to fix it before slipping out tonight and Granger would notice. He always did see the small things. I should’ve stayed home and fixed it. I should go back there now. I should do a lot of things, but if I did I’d never know what was really going on.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered to my hands.

He exhaled exasperation. ‘Don’t start with that. What other choice was there?’

What choice was there ever? I raised my eyes again to the woman at the other end of the bar, swathed in road dust and travelling coat. We had hot days round this way, but freezing cold nights, so the coat would be needed when travelling, I bet. She had a relaxed posture, finishing her drink and gesturing to Christian for another. Sun-beaten skin on her hands as she pushed coin across the bar top and took her refilled glass in return. A voice muttered what might’ve been thanks, too far away for me to make out properly.

She ignored the room. Not that they ignored her. Nobody watched so openly as I, yet everyone was looking through sideways glances and lowered eyelids. She didn’t seem to notice. Or care, if she did.

What kind of woman could do that? Not care who noticed her, not give a short damn what was being said behind her back?

‘Hey, lady.’

A familiar flash of black hair and broad shoulders approached the woman from her other side. Rass. Granger’s muscle, the Council’s standover man. He’d not do anything without an agenda. Rass played to Granger’s game and worked hard for it; he knew how to survive in this town. We were a bit the same like that.

The woman swallowed a mouthful of ale before glancing over her shoulder. ‘Yes?’

Her voice was neutral, short. Rass’s shoulders stiffened.

‘It ain’t common to see a woman drinking on her own,’ he said.

She went back to her drink. ‘Really.’

Rass hesitated. Her indifference seemed to throw him. His mates, Cy and a couple of other young men, sat around the table at his back, watching with predatory anticipation. Grubby playing cards were spread across the table’s scratched surface, collections of small-denomination coins before each place. A fifth chair sat empty, a position open in the game.

‘Only we was thinking,’ Rass said, stepping closer, ‘maybe a woman who drinks on her own might play cards too. You play cards, lady? You interested in a game, maybe?’

I strangled the cry in my throat. No! Rass and his mates were notorious cheats. They’d invite her to play only to see if any rumours were true, then fleece her for everything she had.

The Stranger lifted her head, only it wasn’t Rass her gaze landed on. It was me. Her eyes were a cold blue as she peered down the bar in my direction. She didn’t look old or young; she had a weathered countenance which told of time in the sun and an aura of confidence. It gave her a strength, a maturity.

I gaped back like an idiot. Only when she turned to Rass did I notice the long, brutal scar of white on her otherwise tanned face. The width of a finger, it started under her left eye and sliced down her cheek. It must’ve been a vicious wound to leave a mark like that. The kind of injury left by the cracking end of a bullwhip, perhaps, if the perpetrator were none too careful about where he was laying the blows.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Deal me in.’

She joined the young men around the table, shaking off her coat and throwing it over the bar where she’d been sitting, her hat following on top. Brown hair streaked with grey fell about her face, hacked unevenly above her shoulders. She wore thick canvas pants, a worn if hardy shirt, heavy boots. I’d never seen a woman in pants before.

Yet it was the weapons at her hips which had me really staring. On her right hung a handgun of well-oiled grey metal. A rare sight, for only the most privileged had those, which around here meant only Granger and one or two others with dispensation. She wore hers openly, casually. Habitually.

A bullwhip, coiled, hung on her left hip.

A tingling ran through my limbs at the sight of it.

If the boys hesitated too, they didn’t let it stop them for long. They explained the game, a five-card stud. She knew it, or at least a version, and took in the local variations, holding the cards with easy familiarity. Could she see it wouldn’t matter? That the cards were marked? Rass and his mates were known for it.

Marked cards or not, she won the first round.

I slipped off my stool to edge closer. Christian gave me a warning look, though I was careful not to get too near and had long stopped trying to hide my fascination.

Her eyes flicked up to me as I found standing room down her end of the bar, not far from her coat and hat. Then she looked around the rest of the room, before focusing back on her cards.

‘You’re a traveller?’ Rass asked, conversationally enough. As if passing time with female strangers over cards and beer was an everyday affair. ‘Where from?’

‘All over.’ Her answer seemed deliberately vague. She considered her cards before playing one. ‘The City mostly. I base there.’

Around the table there was visible stiffening. Even I pressed my lips together.

‘The City?’ Rass’s tone no longer sounded so languid. ‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘But what of the mutants? The deformed?’

‘What of them? Everybody’s got to live somewhere.’

My eyes flared wide. Even Rass didn’t seem to know what to say. From infancy we were told horrifying stories about the City, tales of those who’d survived the contagions only to be changed in monstrous ways. Changes that crossed generations, children of mothers who’d been sick born as wrong as their parents. Maybe if she’d said there weren’t any deformed or mutants left, that they’d died out or something, we might’ve believed it. But to confirm they still lived and not be bothered? To say you might even live beside them? The sick were the terror of our world and deformities a visible edge of infection. Nobody wanted to catch that kind of suffering.

In the shocked quiet that followed, she won the second round. The money they were playing for was small; the men must be letting her win early to boost her confidence before going in for the wipe-out. I’d heard Rass laugh about such tactics at Granger’s while waiting for his next job to come through. I watched it play out now with my lip caught between my teeth.

‘What’re you doing in Darkwater? We don’t see travellers much,’ said Cy, trying his hand at drawing information.

‘Gates like those, surprised you see anyone at all,’ she said.

‘Gotta protect ourselves. The gates keep us safe.’

Her lip curled. ‘From what?’

The entire table shifted uneasily. Glances were exchanged, the men confused and frowning. It was akin to asking why a new well should be dug when the old one went bad. There were just some things necessary for survival and surely that was obvious.

‘The contagions,’ Rass said. ‘The infected. We’re healthy here. We intend to remain so.’

‘By closing yourselves away and never coming out, not even two decades later?’ She threw a couple of coins into the middle of the table, upping the stakes. ‘You think you can hold off twenty-year-old virals, invisible microbes in the air, with great iron gates and thick stone walls, do you?’

‘Has done us well so far,’ Rass snapped, and played a card with a twitch of a hand. It lost him the round.

She smirked, collected the cash from the centre and waited for new cards to be dealt. ‘Gates shut out people. That’s all they do.’

‘We’re peaceful here. We got rules, order,’ Cy said. ‘Not like in your city. We protect what’s ours. The chaos remains outside.’

‘Ah, the all-consuming chaos,’ she said. ‘Yes, I’ve heard tell of that too. Makes for a good story.’

Her amusement at their questions didn’t affect her poker face, unreadable eyes trained on her cards. I was so busy mulling over her words I almost missed her throwing down more money for another round. A commonplace action, all part of the game, nothing special. Only her gaze, raising briefly to the room again then landing on me, made me pay closer attention.

The amount she’d thrown down was at least three times that of previous leading bets. Distracted, none of the men seemed to notice.

‘You never told us what you’re doing here,’ Rass said with more insistence. He sounded irritated to be losing authority in the conversation, especially to a woman.

The play moved around the table and she exchanged a card before replying, upping the bet yet again. The men followed suit, agitated focus on her, not on the money or the game.

‘I’m looking for Granger. He runs this place, don’t he?’

There was a beat of silence. My hands clutched my elbows.

Then, from Rass: ‘Yeah. Granger runs things round here. What d’you want with him?’

‘We’ve a few things to discuss. I told the men on those gates I come with offers of trade,’ she said, then gave him a grin. ‘From the speed they let me in on hearing that, you lot must need it. The extent this ale is watered down, I can see why.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with our ale,’ Rass said.

‘You’ve probably been drinking it cut so long you’ve forgotten what the real stuff tastes like,’ she said. ‘There’s other matters too. A trader disappeared around these parts a while back. Was said to be coming to this town. Know anything about him?’

Rass’s eyes flickered ever so briefly to me. ‘No.’ His voice was firm.

‘Huh. Well, it was just a hunch,’ she said. ‘Oh, and there’s the other thing, of course.’

‘What thing?’

‘Old business. Personal business.’

‘What?’

‘None of your business. That one’s between me and Granger.’ Her eyes pinned on Rass. ‘His would be that ostentatious place up on the hill, the one lording it over the whole town? That where I’m likely to find him?’

They stared back at her, unspeaking. None of them with a clue how to respond. It wasn’t like she could be a credible threat; she was only a woman. And she came offering trade, which we needed desperately, anyone with eyes could see that. Yet their instincts must’ve been to keep quiet and not give her anything, as if she were somehow a danger. It left the men awkward as the weighted stillness in the air spread throughout the room, murmurs in every conversation fading to a pause.

Into this dangerous silence, I spoke.

‘Yes, that’s where he’ll be,’ I said, in as loud and steady a voice as I could manage. ‘I’ll take you to him, if you like.’





CHAPTER SIX

Rass and his boys were known for getting their hands dirty on Granger’s orders, but it would be foolish to think them mere mindless thugs. There was a sly cleverness to Rass, an ability to judge a shifting wind with a pragmatic eye; he knew where the power lay and he cleaved to it. He had his boys to look out for, Cy and the others, they were from the backblocks of town, without parents or with broken-down families and not much left to them. You did what you had to in Darkwater to claw out a life.

I ain’t your enemy, Chels. Never forget that, Rass said to me once, furious desperation in his voice. And me, wide-eyed with what I’d seen, backing off so fast I hit the rough wood of the stable wall behind me with a thump. I’ll never forget his wretchedness when saying it.

This was a year back. I’d got used to going the back ways after Mamma died and then Da was gone too. Yet I should’ve known not to go by the Stables. I was upset and not thinking straight and somehow found myself there, stunned immobile and open-mouthed in the shadow of its rotting wall. Staring at the men in the Stable Yard seeing to their business. Which was most definitely not my business.

It was Rass who saw me and dragged me away before the others saw. There was blood on his hands, along his forearms too. He had a wildness in his eyes that might’ve been fear, if I didn’t know better.

‘You killed him,’ I said, half a sob. ‘That man. You killed him, Rass.’

The sun was heading towards the west and maybe it was the deep shade of the Stables which caused my shivering, or maybe it was the thinness of my lacy black dress with its skirt split up the thigh. It was a dainty dress, sequinned. Granger had come by Christian’s kitchen to give it to me. He said I looked real sweet in it.

Pepper had been angry with me for taking it. She said that kind of gift came with strings attached. But it was just a dress. What harm could a dress be? And what other option did I have by then, with nobody left to look out for me? Survival in this town meant playing to power and there were none more powerful than Granger.

The dress tore on the rough wood that day by the Stables and I didn’t even care. I shook, staring at Rass’s hands, the stains on them, and unable to get the image of Granger out of my head. In the Stable Yard watching. Supervising. Giving orders. While that man writhed on the ground, crying out, whips biting into his flesh.

Granger nodding. Satisfied at the work done.

‘Rass, you killed him!’

Rass’s face loomed over me. ‘Aye. And if Granger catches you here, you’ll cop the same and you know it.’ A dash of red marked his cheek, perhaps flicked from the end of his whip. ‘This ain’t a girl’s business, Chelsea. You ain’t supposed to be here.’

He reeked of sweat and dirt. Of blood.

‘You whipped him. You kept on whipping him.’ My breath wheezed in my throat. I couldn’t shake the sound of that whip lashing down. ‘He did nothing. He only rode into town not a day ago, and you—’

‘I followed orders.’ His jaw was tight, his skin pasty, his hands jittery. Rass shook as much as I did. ‘Cos if I don’t, Chels, it’s me on the other end of that whip, or one of my boys, and I won’t be having that, you hear?’

My body sagged, held up only by the wall to my back and caught by the anguish in Rass’s stare.

‘You never was a killer, Rass,’ I said. ‘You never was, not till Granger made you one.’

He raised an arm to strike me with bloodied knuckles and I flinched. The blow never landed. He cursed and pulled away.

‘Git the hell outta here before he sees you,’ he said. ‘Git outta here before this turns worse.’

It was difficult to make my legs move, but Rass was right. If Granger knew what I saw, I was dead.

I turned on my heel and ran. Behind me I heard retching, punctuated by male gasps, by the stable wall.

Rass might’ve saved me, but he had no way of saving himself.
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The barroom ticked silent. From the furthest tables to Rass’s boys with their cards, not a word was spoken in the wake of my reckless, foolhardy, absolutely serious offer: I would take her to Granger.

A harsh whisper sounded behind me. ‘Chelsea!’ It was Christian, hissing an urgent warning. ’Cept it was too late: the boys snarled anger at me and the whole bar gawped.

I looked to the Stranger. It was only her reaction I cared for. This woman who, rumour said, might once have been not so different from me. Granger’s girl once upon a time, who’d perhaps borne the wrath of men. But if so, she stood strong now and faced them without care. Without fear.

She seemed to be everything I’d never thought possible yet suddenly hungered to be.

She raised her eyes, considering me in my coat wrapped tight around my flimsy dress. I was here alone and speaking aloud too. I could do so cos I was Granger’s girl, but next to this woman’s independent strength that no longer seemed to mean so much.

The woman leaned back in her chair. ‘And who are you?’

‘Chelsea,’ I croaked, knuckles tight around the edges of my coat.

‘Granger’s bit on the side,’ Rass said, cutting in with a glower.

‘Ah,’ the woman said, as if something suddenly made sense. ‘Yes, young and pretty. You’re his type.’

There was no derision in her words. It was simply fact. Young and pretty, just Granger’s type, and what more needed to be known about me? That explained everything and now I could be written off, cos that’s all I was and nothing else. My cheeks burned and I wished myself away.

The Stranger looked back to her cards, dismissal in her gesture. I tried not to see Rass’s triumphant sneer, him hitting out at me in the only way he could, and looked instead at their tabletop covered in cards and coins, the pot in the middle. All those glinting metal circles, rough-edged and piled up.

There were a great many coins there. The most expensive pot of the night by far.

The woman threw in another three coins.

‘Raise thirty,’ she said in a lazy drawl, as if there weren’t a thing special about a bet so damn big.

Cy hesitated, frowning at his hand, until at Rass’s pointed look he played a reluctant card, throwing in his last coins to call. The boys had a system, moves to follow; the size of her bet didn’t change their game plan. The other two men followed suit, then Rass at the end. Ganging up on the newcomer, targeting the woman. They’d cheat her out of everything she had.

‘Call,’ he said and the men showed their cards. Rass laughed as ’course his hand came out on top, three sevens beating two pair, beating a couple of fours and a broken run of black.

The woman’s eyes turned back to mine. A hint of a smile as she checked her audience, then laid down her cards.

‘Three queens over a one-eyed jack,’ she said and sat back to watch their faces fall.

Rass’s laughter stopped as he stared in mute disbelief. Impossible.

She was impossible.

‘Thanks for the game, boys,’ she said, not leaving any time for that to register before scooping the money towards her. ‘It was fun.’

She dumped the coins in a battered leather pouch which now bulged with her new riches, as the boys gaped, slow to react. Then the looks changed, became angry and accusing. This wasn’t meant to happen. Women weren’t meant to play cards at all, let alone play well. Even in a fair game, which this was far from, she shouldn’t have been able to win. Women couldn’t. Women didn’t.

This one did. They’d cheated and she still won.

She walked to the bar where she’d left her coat, the money pouch disappearing into its folds.

‘Oh, and you might want to think about getting a new deck,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Not sure if you noticed, but your cards are marked. You don’t want anyone seeing that and using it against you now, do you?’

Then, with her back to the table, she leaned against the bar and gestured to Christian like she hadn’t just dropped that on them, a provocation sure to have consequence. She didn’t see them stand in unison. She didn’t see Rass step towards her, his mates half a foot behind.

I saw, though, and warnings caught in my throat. ’Cept she lifted her head in that same moment, eyes catching mine. And she winked.

Rass grabbed her shoulder and span her bodily. He raised an arm to unleash a fierce backhand against her face and I knew how it would go, I’d seen such before. It would send her flying, perhaps knock her out, or at least put her on the floor. Then they’d drag her outside where they’d all set in and that’s when it’d get really bad.

Only as she turned, the woman raised her own fist. She slammed it into Rass’s jaw before he could strike.

My entire world stopped.

She hit him. Hard. With real force and matched skill and strength and oh, she wasn’t afraid, not of them, not of anybody.

She wasn’t afraid.

Then the world turned again and now it moved fast.

Rass’s head flung back, snot and blood streaming as his body swung with the blow. She allowed him no time to recover, following her first punch with another to his gut, and he doubled over with a soundless heave, off-balance and staggering. He clutched at his stomach and dragged winded air back into lungs that didn’t want to take it, not by the sound of his desperate rasping.

‘You’—Rass pushed out the words in hoarse, spitting rage—‘bitch.’

They came at her all at once.

I cried out, emitting some kind of squeal. My fingers ached from gripping my coat so tight.

The Stranger stood on the balls of her feet, hands clenched into fists and holding a defensive posture, ready to move. Ready for them.

Christian grabbed me by the shoulders and hauled me out of the way. I didn’t resist him, but I did grab hold of the woman’s coat and hat and got them safe to the other end of the bar, where Christian released me.

‘Go,’ he said. ‘Get outta here!’

But no way was I leaving now, and Christian had no time to chase me away; there was a fight in his bar that he had to stop before it grew into an all-out brawl.

Two of Rass’s mates held the woman and a third hit her. Her head flicked back, a thin string of blood escaping her lips. She was outnumbered four to one, and that was if it was just her against Rass and his mates. There were a dozen others in here who’d not hesitate to get involved if needed and they’d not side with the Stranger.

For a moment she seemed lost amid bigger, stronger men, those who’d destroy her without thinking, and my heart thumped so hard into my throat I could taste it. Why did she not reach for her gun? For the bullwhip at her hip?

Then she rotated, pulling free and kicking to the side, catching one of her assailants in the knee. It sent him down. Punching the man in front, one, two, packing real power. Knocking him down. Turning fluid to duck a blow coming her way, backhanding the man who’d thrown it and spinning to protect herself against them.

I knew then why she didn’t go for her weapons. She didn’t need them.

A shotgun blast boomed loud across the room. Everyone froze. Those brawling staggering back from it, the rest of us jumping to see.

Christian stood behind his bar, gun pointed high and still smoking. Once every eye was on him, he levelled the long barrels directly at the brawlers. ‘No fights in my bar.’

Two men were on the floor. Rass was halfway to standing. He sneered up at Christian, a flash of menace sitting momentarily between them, before he pulled himself upright and grinned, wolfish and bloodied. Wet red streamed from his nose. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘We’ll take it outside. Around the back, boys.’ My stomach flipped. We all knew what that meant. They’d drag her outside and hold her down in the back alley. Beat her, rape her, leave her for dead. It wouldn’t be the first time a bunch of men had got drunk and ganged up on a woman alone, with no man of her own around to protect her.

Only this stranger needed no protection from anybody.

She stood stiff in the middle of the men now staggering to find their feet. Bloodied lip and hair stuck to her forehead with sweat, breath coming in controlled exhales. She’d received her fair share of blows in this fight and still she stood strong, prepared to take them on again.

Her eyes met mine from the centre of it and she gave me a ferocious smile.

A return smile tugged at the corners of my mouth.

Christian levelled the shotgun at Rass. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It ends here. She beat you, Rass. Deal with it and get the hell out of my bar.’

Arguments bubbled on Rass’s lips, refusal to accept this abrupt end to his violence, ’cept Christian stood steady with the shotgun and the rest of the room would back the barkeep over the local thugs any day. Maybe they’d never side with a stranger or a woman, but this was Christian’s place and Rass’s boys weren’t so popular around town.

Rass wiped blood and spittle from his mouth with the back of his hand, forcing a nod to his boys to leave. He didn’t look happy, but they were on the wrong end of a shotgun, what else could they do?

Without another word, Cy and the others headed to the door. Only Rass lingered, moving slow and too close to the Stranger, on her other side, so she was between him and Christian’s gun.

I knew Rass. He depended on his reputation not merely for ego but for survival. He was the tough guy, the muscle, and right now his only claim to power was threatened. That was something he couldn’t afford to lose.

I tried to reach forward, to cry out. It was too late. A heavy bit of scrap metal glinted in Rass’s hand and he circled around, raising his fist. He had to get in the final blow, had to make sure he didn’t leave beaten, not by a stranger. Not by a woman. Even if it meant a last-minute sucker punch with a weighted fist that could be lethal and—

The woman kicked out his knee before his fist could connect with her chin and brought the back of her hand up to his face. Hard.

Rass went down. The metal clattered from his fist to the floor as he dropped.

‘Goddamn it!’ Christian jerked up the gun; the woman raised her hands for peace and stepped away from the unmoving Rass.

‘Just defending myself,’ she said, which nobody witnessing could dispute.

Christian glowered, yet even he had to give her that. He signalled to Cy and the other boys, who came running to collect their friend. Dragging him up and out with tails between their legs.

The gang disappeared out the door, which swung back on its hinges with a dreadful creak. No way would they forget and they couldn’t afford to forgive; the only power they had depended on everyone being afraid of them. But for tonight, at least, the fight was ended.

Nobody moved till the young men were gone. Then the woman stepped forward, with a look of acknowledgement to Christian.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

‘You can get out too,’ Christian said. ‘You’ve caused enough damage. If you knew what was good for you, you’d get out of town entirely.’

‘I’ve not finished what I came to do.’

His chin lifted. ‘I think you’ve done enough.’

The woman took in the room, staring eyes from gaping faces around the tables, seated at the bar, standing in the back. The anticipation of waiting townsfolk.

She gave them a forbidding smile. ‘Oh, I haven’t even started.’

Her eyes found me where I hovered stiff down the far end of the bar, her hat and coat by my hand. I gazed, breathless, wanting to say something, but I had too many questions, too much I was desperate to ask. Like, how did she know how to fight? How could she be so confident with the odds stacked against her? Her power derived from no-one but herself and she was afraid of none and how did she do that cos, oh, I wanted that too.

But as she came to stand in front of me I couldn’t untangle that jumble on my tongue and so didn’t get a single word out.

She raised an eyebrow and I fumbled to hand over her coat.

She shrugged it on, not even checking the pockets for her winnings. When I handed over her hat, she gave me a wordless nod.

‘I paid for a beer and a bed,’ she said, looking back to Christian, who still held his gun. ‘I’ll claim the second now, if that’s all right with you.’

Christian’s jaw tightened, as if he was about to refuse. If he did, what would she do? Sleep in the Stables with her horse? Eventually, he lowered the gun with a nod, suppressed anger in his every grudging movement.

Her lip curled up at his reluctance. ‘Yeah. I’m the first new coin you’ve had here for months. You’re not knocking back my business.’ She turned her back on him. ‘Let me know when that town boss of yours is prepared to meet with me. I’ll wait.’

She walked tall through the centre of the barroom, her boots hard-tapping on the floorboards, going to the grand staircase at the rear. Past the staring faces, soaking up the attention and aware of her impact.

She climbed three or four of the stairs, giving herself a height advantage, before turning to face the room.

‘Some advice for the people of this dying little town,’ she called, voice ringing loud. ‘What’s coming for you will not be stopped by walls or gates. So cower behind your locked doors, but your crops have long failed and your water is drying up and a reckoning is on its way.’

A collective breath held throughout the bar. We stared like she really was the devil and she laughed darkly.

‘And next time you hear screams in the night and the cries begging for your help grow loud, maybe don’t close your doors and pretend you hear nothing,’ she said. ‘The consequences will find you still. You can’t hide forever.’

She lifted her hat to her head, its brim hiding her eyes in black shade and that scar, brutal and white down her face, only hinted at beneath, and turned with a swirl of coat.

Then she ascended to the rooms above, leaving us with only the fading echo of her steps on the stairs, firm, solid, real, and the harbinger of hell, marring the breathless still for the longest time after.





CHAPTER SEVEN

The early sun streamed through Granger’s house. I sat on the top stair at the end of the third-floor hall, my fingers picking at a tear on the hem of my skirt, working at it with my freshly painted nails. The vast east-facing windows downstairs lit the place, brightness filtering up to where I sat. A fresh morning. A sun up early. The heat of the day yet to come, though it’d be harsh when it did.

From the other end of the hallway came Granger’s yelling, inside his study. A wallop of something hit the wall, or maybe it was a fist against his desk. I didn’t look up from the frayed edge of my skirt, pulling at the threads one by one. This dress was pale pink with a sleeveless bodice that showed my shoulders and spindly arms. Its neckline was low, as with all the dresses Granger gave me, but it was cut in a way that didn’t flap open too much and I didn’t feel so self-conscious wearing it. The skirt was long with lace down the sides that itched and showed my legs. Granger thought it looked attractive. Along with my pearly nails, which I’d got up early to repaint, my make-up was precise: pink lipstick, carefully applied eyeshadow, enough but not too much.

I wasn’t taking any unnecessary risks this morning.

‘Why the fuck didn’t anyone tell me it was a woman come through the gates?’

I winced, not moving. Granger’s voice was loud enough for me to hear even from behind the closed study door, which was unusual. He believed in control and tended to go icy when angered. For him to yell, to throw things at the wall, didn’t bode well. I knew he’d been told about the arrival of a stranger yesterday, he always was when traders or deliveries came, but he liked to make them wait. Only I guess no-one had told him that the Stranger riding in yesterday with offers of trade and a request to see him was a woman. Now, after last night, the whole town would be watching for his response.

I should go downstairs. The last thing I needed was to be accused of eavesdropping on what was no business of mine. Yet I stayed on the stair, pulling absently at the torn fabric. Maybe cos I wanted to see what he did now too.

‘Word was sent up from the gates that a stranger wanted to trade. The virals check was clear. The boys followed the process,’ came the more muffled voice of Old Josey. Nobody else would face up to Granger when he was in this kind of mood.

‘But a fucking woman? Nobody thought that worth bringing to my attention?’ He sounded like distant thunder. ‘Why’s she here? Did any of you ask yourselves that? Cos it sure the fuck ain’t to trade.’

Old Josey and Jackson had come to the front door early, offering me courteous greetings of ‘Miss Chelsea’ before ignoring me, as the old men always did, and heading upstairs to see Granger with their reports on last night’s happenings.

The tear in my hem was noticeable now. My fingers clenched the fabric tight.

From below I heard the kitchen door open and footsteps thudding through the house.

I wrapped my arms around my knees and waited.

‘Hey, Rass,’ I said as he appeared below me on the stairs.

He stopped, looking up. Bruises real bad down his face, purples and blacks. His cheek had swollen up and looked like it hurt; he was lucky it wasn’t his eye or else he wouldn’t see too well and then he’d be no use to Granger. What good was a hired fist who couldn’t see what he was hitting?

He shook his head. ‘Chels,’ he muttered, before starting up the steps.

I didn’t move out of his way, so he only made it halfway before having to stop again.

‘Granger’s in his office,’ I said. ‘Old Josey and Jackson too. They’re angry as anything in there.’

‘Yeah. Figured that.’

‘I’ve been listening, seeing what I can find out,’ I said.

He rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, figured that too. One day you’re gonna cross a line. One day.’

From down the hall came more raised voices, full of fury. Rass grimaced, bruises and all.

‘Your face looks like shit,’ I said. ‘Bet it hurts.’

‘Nah, it’s fine and dandy.’ He gave me a sour look. ‘Get out of my way, Chels. They’re waiting for me in there.’

I raised my chin. ‘You deserved it. You was going to king-hit her. You weighted your fist. I saw.’

‘Didn’t do any good, but, did it? That fucking woman saw me coming far away as yesterday.’

He kept his voice low. So did I. If we could hear the voices raised behind the closed door down the hall, they might hear ours. Rass and I had long learned to be careful.

‘Rass, he might be angry now, but I reckon I can calm him. If I talk to him, I can make it so he don’t take it out on you or me,’ I said, voice hushed even lower. ‘Okay?’

He exhaled through his teeth. ‘I ain’t gonna dump you in it, Chels, stop stressing,’ he said. ‘But he’ll know you were there anyway. Everyone saw. What was you thinking, going into the bar, speaking out like that?’ He shook his head. ‘You fucked up last night. He’s gonna be so fucking mad.’

I looked down at the hem of my dress. ‘Yeah, I know.’ Last night I’d got carried away, dragged along by everything. A woman who rode alone? Drank alone? Who beat the boys at cards? I’d wanted to see more. I’d wanted her to see me.

But this was a new morning and I wasn’t her. I still had others to answer to.

Another thwack from the study. An angry, ‘Impossible! She’s dead!’ and we both went still.

Rass’s eyes closed. ‘He’s so fucking mad. I fucked up last night, Chels. I fucked up bad.’

‘That too.’ I looked up at him. ‘I cover for you and you cover for me, okay? Just like usual, yeah?’

‘It won’t make it not bad.’

‘It’ll make it not worse, but. Granger’s got other things to worry about before he even gets to thinking on you or me. I’ll bring him round. You’ll see.’

He started up again, pushing past me, walking heavy.

‘Sure, Chels. You do your thing. Whatever. But don’t you fuck up again or else we’ll all pay for it.’

Outside the door he hesitated for a second, before raising a hand to knock. The door opened. Rass disappeared inside.

I remained on the stairs, listening to the indistinct male voices. I wasn’t sure if it was a good sign the yelling had stopped, or bad.

For the longest time I waited, knowing it would come. Some things you couldn’t avoid. It was better to go in and get it done with.

The door crashed open.

‘Chelsea!’
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Granger stood behind his desk, face a blotchy red. Account books open in front of him and papers spread out—a lot of papers, some even fallen to the floor, and I noticed cos Granger was usually careful with stray papers, keeping them locked away so I never got a chance to see. This one had cramped handwriting which I likely wouldn’t have been able to read even if I got close enough to try.

I didn’t look direct at it. Didn’t look at the account books on the desk either, though I’d always been good with numbers, even Miss Kenzie used to say so and she’d never been free with her compliments. Calculations painstakingly inscribed down the page in smaller and smaller blue-inked figures, ’cept for down the bottom. The last few rows ended in a reddish-brown ink a similar shade to Granger’s face right now.

I kept my interest to myself. Old Josey stood to the right and Jackson to the left, while Rass was by the window looking miserable. Now was not the time to be poking into things that weren’t considered any business of mine.

‘You wanted me, Granger?’ I asked, standing before his desk, looking up at him through my lashes with my head cocked and my eyes wide.

He didn’t react to my posture or expression.

‘This woman, the Stranger last night. What’d she look like?’ My mouth opened, yet I hesitated before speaking. I’d readied myself for anything: an explosion of anger, a public telling-off, even a threatened physical blow. I could handle those things, I had responses planned for each.

I hadn’t expected this.

‘Well?’ he demanded, when I faltered.

‘She … she was older.’ Every pair of eyes in the room fixed on me and I shifted before them. ‘She wore men’s clothes. She had weapons. A gun. She …’

His eyes narrowed. This wasn’t what he was after. Only how could I say it otherwise? How could I explain that the woman, the Stranger, had been so much more than her clothes and her weapons and the lived experience obvious in the weathered lines on her face? She’d been something else. Other. Fascinating and extreme and a presence I had no way of explaining.

A woman who stood up for herself and chose for herself. Who didn’t care what anyone else thought of her. Who didn’t need protecting, cos she protected herself. She needed nobody else.

A woman without fear.

Only I couldn’t say any of that. So I described what she wore and watched Granger’s anger settle in the grimace on his lips.

‘Her face, girl. What about her face?’

‘Oh. Um. She had a scar.’ I drew my finger down my own cheek to illustrate. ‘A long white scar from her eye to her chin, like her face had once been opened up. It was old, long healed.’

He exchanged a tight look with Old Josey, both of them very serious. I resisted the urge to look back at Rass, to see if he understood any better than me.

Granger straightened, not even looking at me now. ‘Jack, you go see Christian,’ he said. ‘Tell him he’s gotta keep on top of the goings-on in the Hotel. If he can’t, he’s no good to me and I’ll find someone who is.’

I stiffened, trying not to react to the threat against Christian.

Granger gestured to Old Josey. ‘Jose, go get the others. We’ll discuss this in the Chambers. I ain’t meeting with that woman till we know the real reason she’s here, till then she ain’t getting close,’ he said. ‘Stan Jones and his deputies can keep an eye on her in the meantime, and I want Christian reporting back her every movement in and out of his place. Right?’

Old Josey inclined his head but stayed where he was. His jaw shifted slow, as if tasting his words before speaking them.

‘The woman carries a solid purse, Granger,’ he said. ‘Her offers of new trade from the City seem plausible. She could be worth hearing out.’

Granger’s expression went rictus. ‘You trust offers brought by a woman? That woman?’

‘I didn’t say trust. Just meet, talk, like she wants.’ Josey paused. ‘We need the trade, Granger.’

I fought to keep my eyes off the account books with their ever-decreasing numbers running into the red. Granger’s only response was to open a desk drawer and pull out a long, grey revolver, which he fitted to his belt. My mouth went dry. He didn’t usually wear a weapon; he made a show of not doing so, not needing any gun. His authority was built on more than weapons. That’s what he always said.

’Course, he had friends who wore guns for him, Donnie and Max, Blake too, and Granger doled out ammunition enough for them. Sometimes they’d get drunk and shoot at rats out in the backblocks and nobody went near them at those times, for they weren’t careful shots even when sober. But it was rare. Granger didn’t give them enough bullets to waste, usually.

‘She ain’t here with trade, that’s a bullshit story. And we’ve enough in our stores to get us through the winter,’ Granger said, adjusting his belt with the extra weight on one side. ‘If we’re careful.’

Nobody said a word, not even Old Josey. Nobody said that we had no harvests coming good, and no outside deliveries or supplies for the longest time, and the Stranger was the first outsider we’d seen in too long. The knowing hung in the air regardless.

We need the trade, Granger.

‘Jack, go get Christian on board, like I said,’ Granger said. ‘Once we figure out why that woman’s here, we’ll have the advantage. That’s when I’ll meet with her, on my terms, not hers.’

Granger pulled a large jangling set of keys on an iron keyring from his desk. He had three sets in there, cos he kept all the spares too; nobody was allowed to hold on to them ’cept for Granger himself. They were the keys to the Council Chambers. The keys to the Strongroom too. To the grain stores and storage sheds and anything worth locking away.

The keys to the town. ’Cept for those front gates. They had no key, the locks were worked from inside the Gatehouse and a key to that was also held by whoever was rostered on watch, as well as Granger. But seeing as Granger was the one to figure out how those mechanicals worked in the first place, closing the gates to keep Darkwater safe, then I guess those were his keys too, in a way.

Granger clipped the keyring to his belt, opposite side to the gun.

Old Josey’s expression remained tight. He was the only one who didn’t stir. ‘What if it’s really her, Granger?’

‘She’s dead. You saw it, you were there.’ Granger met Josey’s eyes with a furious glower. ‘We put her in the ground, Jose. Ain’t no two ways about it.’

‘We didn’t dig her grave. We didn’t see her go into it. Maybe we was wrong.’

‘You think she was still breathing after what was done?’ He straightened his shoulders. ‘No. It ain’t her. But whoever she is, she’s playing on it. Like she knows about it somehow.’

‘But how?’ Jackson ventured, only for Granger to shoot him a fierce look.

‘If I knew that, I’d have her dealt with already.’ He took a breath, calming himself. ‘We get on top of this now, figure out what she knows, what she’s planning. We’ll work from downstairs, the Chambers, she can’t get in there. I ain’t letting some twenty-year-old ghost stir up shit in my town.’

I stayed still before the desk while they carried on like I wasn’t even there. When I risked a glance at Rass, his expression was wary. Granger seemed to remember his presence, if not mine, at the same moment.

‘Rass.’ Granger’s voice was severe and Rass jumped.

‘Yes, Granger?’

‘You’ll be needed. Make sure you and your boys are armed and ready.’

‘Yeah. ’Course. Anything you need.’ Rass sounded relieved.

Granger’s eyes narrowed. ‘But only if you’re sure you won’t get your arses kicked by a woman this time.’

Rass’s cheeks flamed beneath his bruises. ‘We’ll be ready.’

‘You better be. Because I’ve no time for those who aren’t up to the job.’ A calmness I’d learned to fear flattened his voice. ‘And you getting done in by a woman in public isn’t being up to the job, Rass, understand? You get one more chance. That’s it.’

‘We’ll be ready. We’re up to it, I promise.’

‘Then get out there now, round up your boys and remind this town you’re not actually a bunch of pussies.’ He looked to the old men. ‘Let’s go, gentlemen.’

Rass followed the men unhappily. My eyes fell to Granger’s desk again. He didn’t even care about leaving me there next to his open account books and papers, like I wasn’t important enough to worry about. I suppose to him it wouldn’t matter if I did see. What could I do?

I licked my lips. ‘Granger?’

He paused by the door, letting seconds pass before glancing back at me over his shoulder.

‘Go ahead, boys,’ he said to the men in the hall. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’

They thudded down the stairs and Granger shut the door with a resounding click. He turned to face me, eyes narrowed and arms crossed.

‘Don’t assume I’m unaware of the extent of your little adventure last night, Chelsea,’ he said with a steely calm. ‘I’ve other things needing my attention right now, but you can be certain I know.’

I took a careful breath. I never was one for holding myself back; nothing was ever gained from hiding. So I pasted a conciliatory smile on my face and walked across to him with my smooth glide. Not too much sway, just enough. Looking up at him through my fringe and nibbling at my bottom lip.

He let me get close enough to put my hands on his chest, the thick checked fabric of his shirt coarse beneath my fingers. His expression remained stony.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You’re not. You’re a goddamn devil sometimes, Chelsea.’

‘Really. I am sorry.’

And I was, in my way. It wasn’t an outright lie. It was only cos of Granger that I had food to eat and a solid roof over my head and a bed that was soft, even if it was his. Granger’s favour saved me from the pointing fingers of the townsfolk, so I wouldn’t be kicked out beyond the gates or left to starve alone. And maybe Pepper reckoned me a young fool who didn’t know what she was playing with, but I’d made my own choices. I’d chosen to be with Granger.

I knew how to survive.

‘I know I shouldn’t have been out last night,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to be. I just … we haven’t had a stranger here for so long and I wanted to see. I only meant to go down to the crossroad and back. Then things got right out of hand and I didn’t know how to stop it.’

He didn’t move. Not to step away, not to pull me closer.

‘Strangers are dangerous. That stranger is dangerous,’ he said. ‘You’re not going out again while she’s here. She ain’t to be trusted and we don’t know what she’s up to. You don’t set a foot outside this house until I say so.’

My jaw dropped and I looked up with genuine dismay. ‘Oh. I meant to see the seamstress today.’

I broke contact with him for a moment, gathering up the length of my skirt with its lace panels, holding the hem high to show its tear. As I did, I made sure my leg was visible, tilted in a way that might catch his eye.

‘I must’ve torn the hem last time I wore it. It’ll ruin the lace if it’s not fixed, but I know you …’

His gaze didn’t leave my face, even though my leg was showing, so I let my words drift away, my skirt falling from my hands.

‘You know I what?’ he asked.

‘I know you love this dress on me. That’s why I wore it today,’ I said, in a small voice. ‘For you. Cos I thought you’d like it.’

Nothing. No reaction. He was immobile, hard as brick. I let the hush settle for as long as I dared, but he was giving me nothing back.

I took an audible breath and lifted my chin. Granger never liked his decisions questioned, he needed to be told he was right, that he knew best. So I gave him a melancholy smile, as sad as I could make it.

‘You’re right Granger. It’s okay, I can mend the dress myself,’ I said. ‘I know how. That way it won’t be ruined. I’ll do it today so it’ll be fixed for you tonight.’

I stepped away from him, as if it were decided. He reached out and grabbed my arm, dragging me back.

At last, some kind of reaction. Even if it hurt as he dug his fingers into my arm and pulled me in close, running his other hand down the side of me. As if checking the dress for imperfections. Or checking me for them. A wide-ranging, firm touch over my hip and side and breast, and I leaned into him on cue.

He kissed me with an open mouth, pressing his face hard down on mine, scratching me with his beard. I clung to him.

‘My girl doesn’t sew her own clothes,’ he said, pulling back. ‘Others do that for you now. You don’t have to work no more, I provide for you.’

‘It’s okay, Granger. I don’t mind.’

His fingers tightened around my arm and I suppressed a flinch at the pain.

‘I mind.’ A growl in his voice. ‘Go see the seamstress today if you must. Only the seamstress and return here straight after.’

Done. I didn’t let myself smile. Instead, I pushed myself up to the tips of my toes, keeping hold of him for balance as I stretched to kiss his cheek, almost innocent. As if he hadn’t just shoved his tongue in my mouth.

‘Thank you.’

He let me settle on my feet before he gripped my chin. Forcing my head up so I had to look him in the eyes and even then he didn’t let go. His fingers dug into my jaw until I couldn’t repress a whimper.

‘Don’t you dare linger,’ he said. ‘I like my girl to be happy, but sometimes you forget your place.’ His grip tightened further. ‘The only reason you survive is because I can keep you safe and you need to remember that. This whole damn town needs to remember that.’

He held my other arm with powerful fingers while he forced my head back. Pushing me so strongly I was almost tumbling over. Teetering on my heels as he held me upright with the one hand and threatened to turn me over with the other.

Tears formed in my eyes. ‘Please, Granger, you’re hurting me.’

‘You keep yourself respectable.’ His words hit out like a lash. ‘The world’s a bad place and you’d be lost without me. You need me. Don’t forget it.’

My neck felt like it was breaking, pain shooting down my back as he kept me tottering, grabbing at his shirt for balance.

‘I won’t. I promise. Please, it hurts …’

‘You don’t go into the Hotel on your own like you’re some cheap whore. Not my girl,’ he said and shook me. ‘That makes me look bad. I won’t be having it. Got me?’

A sob pushed past my teeth. He could break me like this. He could pick me up and shake me until my spine snapped, like the boys used to shake rats caught in the backblocks, bashing their heads against rocks. Like I was some rat in Granger’s trap.

‘Uh …’

He thrust me away from him. I hit the desk with a white-hot flash of pain in my hip and thigh before toppling to the floor. Shaking and clinging to the carpet to keep hold of something solid. My face and neck hurt bad. My arm too. There’d be bruises later.

‘Behave, Chelsea,’ he said, then walked out.

I focused on taking long breaths to try to calm my shaking limbs. It was okay. I was okay. I crouched against the side of his desk until I had myself under control.

Next to my foot was the paper fallen from his desk. The writing too small and cursive for me to read and it was folded over so I couldn’t see much. ’Cept it started with Dear … so it must be a letter. Only why would anyone be writing to Granger? And where would they be writing from?

I gazed at it until I was sure I could stand again without tumbling over. Then I reached out and snatched it up.

It went into my pocket and I limped out of there fast.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Sometimes it was like Granger didn’t know what to do with me. Like he had some idea in his head of what his home and life should be like, yet the world wasn’t quite matching up no more and he had to make do. All the dresses he gave me, made for someone bigger, with a rounded bust, while I was small and thin and bony and they hung off me. Yet he insisted, so I did what I could with them.

’Course in his bedroom he knew what he liked and I knew what I was there for, so I’d learned early what kept him happy. But outside of it I never could tell what was expected. Sometimes he’d be terse and full of orders, other times he’d smile and give me gifts of tarnished jewellery which I’d have to receive with gushing thanks, though they only came from the boxes in the unused room down the hall, same as the dresses. Other people’s things. Ghosts of a past I didn’t know and couldn’t understand, ’cept the adults in this town clung desperately to it.

Darkwater was like that. The whole town just going through the motions left over from another world. Like their insistence on exchanging coins for things even when there was so little to go round, or everyone shuffling into the preacher’s hall each week for sermons nobody listened to and no-one believed, not even the preacher himself. I never could figure out why these things were done, but done they were just the same.

Mostly, Granger ignored me. Even when first showing an interest he only ever said awkward things to me, back when he’d come by the Hotel after my parents had gone. I’d been scrounging after Da went, hiding in the Stables or Piggery for shelter while the nights were still warm. Tania tried to help, but her ma had nothing already and made it clear I wasn’t wanted. Then Mitchell gave me shelter for a bit, only Davy was already staying with him and they had little enough. So I slept in the old falling-down sheds in the backblocks till the nights grew colder, and then started sneaking round the back of the Hotel after closing, drawn by the heat of the kitchen. Stealing scraps of food while I was at it.

It was Pepper who found me sleeping on a pile of sacks in the Hotel’s storeroom. I woke to her standing in the doorway, no make-up, only her robe on, hair a mess around her face. Frowning down. And me cold and hungry and ready to run, only she didn’t give me no telling-off, she only sighed. Then went to fetch Christian.

They gave me a bowl of porridge and found me something fresh to wear, even if it was just an old shirt way too big, and let me sleep in a proper bed for the first time since Da had gone.

‘You could stay here.’

Suse said it when I was no longer starving and shivering and exhausted, but fed and warm and slept. The next morning, when we sat on the middle steps of the big staircase at the back of the barroom. Her hair was windswept and there was colour to her cheeks; she’d been out early, seeing to the chickens and sweeping the verandah in preparation for the day’s business. Whereas I’d only just come down from sleeping more hours than I thought possible. It’d been a long time since I’d somewhere proper to sleep.

She linked her arm through mine and sat close and I drank in the scent of her, vanilla, from one of the little bottles her mother had left, and the warmth of her too, having just come in from the sun. I had no idea what I was to do now, but she huddled in close to me and rested her head on my shoulder and it felt nice.

‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘Your da’s got no responsibility for me. And …’

‘What?’ she prompted, when I didn’t finish.

I looked down on the empty barroom, dark and echoing. ‘Mitch tried to help. But he’s got Davy there already.’

She laughed. ‘Mitchell’s so sweet when he fusses like a mother hen, taking care of everyone.’

‘Huh. When he’s not pretending to be some big tough man ordering everyone around, sure.’

‘Oh, that’s just what he sees around him. He thinks he has to be it too,’ Suse said. ‘But he doesn’t and he’ll figure that out. He’s a kind soul.’

I wasn’t sure what she meant exactly, but Suse was the wisest of us. She had a perceptive way with people and always saw the good, while I had to struggle not to focus on the bad.

I scuffed the toe of my falling-apart boots on the polished wood of the stairs.

‘Least Davy can work, he’s helping shore up some of the houses where the wood’s coming down,’ I said, before hesitating. ‘’Cept the carpenter told him that if I was staying at Mitch’s too then Davy couldn’t come back. Cos I was a slut for staying in the boys’ house and my home had been full of sickness and maybe I’d be spreading it to them.’

My words were near inaudible with my mumbling. Suse drew a sharp breath anyway. Then she pushed the hair from my face with gentle hands, her fingers lingering as they ran through the lank strands of it.

I wanted to lean into her touch. I wanted to lean into her. But I sat still, waiting for her reaction.

‘That’s just people making gossip and noise,’ she said softly. ‘It doesn’t mean anything real. They’re scared is all.’

Maybe she was right. Only I was scared too, cos I’d watched them push my da out the gates and I’d seen how they isolated Mamma and they’d circled me ever since. Nobody wanting to come near, until even my friends were risking trouble for trying to help me.

I couldn’t let that happen to Suse.

She raised a hand to wipe my teary eyes, a soft touch on my cheek, and rested her forehead against mine. I breathed her in and didn’t move. I wasn’t sure how or what to do, only that I wanted something, I needed more. I needed Suse. And for this moment never to end.

Then the doors down the front of the Hotel swung open with a bang and we pulled apart fast.

Men clumped into the barroom below: Christian and others with him. Jackson. Old Josey.

Granger.

‘It’s a hard world out there, Christian. What can I say?’ Granger looked around the empty barroom with its wiped-clean tables and well-swept floor, ready for opening.

He glanced up the stairs, saw Suse and me up high. Eyes narrowing as he did.

‘I’ve already cut down to near nothing, Granger,’ Christian said in a tight tone. ‘The supplies we got coming in are barely stretching. That last delivery brought a third of what we need.’

‘Even so, everyone must do their part,’ Granger said. ‘Take Jack through your stores. He’s running an inventory of all supplies in town.’

Jackson and Old Josey stepped forward, gesturing to Christian, who went with them with clear reluctance, muttering unhappily.

Granger remained behind. He looked up at us a moment, before waving me down.

‘Chelsea, that you? Come here, girl. Come down.’

I glanced wide-eyed at Suse, but what else was there to do? I went carefully down the stairs, wiping my hands on my borrowed shirt, coming to stand in front of him.

‘Been wondering where you landed,’ Granger said, taking me in. ‘You here for some work?’

I shook my head, nodded, then shook it again.

‘Thought they might need help with the laundering,’ I said, though I hadn’t been thinking it. Only I didn’t have any other reason and I didn’t want him asking what I’d been doing with Suse. ‘Or washing pots in the kitchen.’ A fear struck me. ‘I wouldn’t go in the bar though, Granger, I promise. I wouldn’t do that.’

‘Aye. Good girls don’t hover round bars. Only bad sorts do that and you ain’t that type, I can tell.’ He looked me up and down. ‘How old you be?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘Laundering is hard work. Scrubbing pans too.’

He held out a hand and it took me a moment to realise he wanted me to take it. I reached out hesitantly. His touch was over-warm and a bit clammy. He turned my hand over and ran his fingers across my palm.

‘See this soft skin of yours?’ he continued, and I nodded without knowing what he was talking about. ‘Your hands are lovely, Chelsea. Your nails pretty. If you did laundry, they wouldn’t be like this. Your skin would crack and dry. Your nails would break.’ He shook his head. ‘It’d be a waste, you wrecking yourself over such work as laundering.’

It wasn’t something I didn’t already know, the toll of hard work. But I couldn’t say that to him.

‘I can sew,’ I said. ‘Mamma taught me. Maybe the seamstress might need help.’

‘Huh. Then you’ll stick your pretty fingers with pins and ruin your eyes squinting over needles,’ he said, still holding my hand in his. ‘I’d hate to see it happen.’

‘I got to do something to live, Granger.’

He smiled. I think he was trying to make it a friendly smile. He wouldn’t let go of my hand, rubbing his thumb back and forth along my palm, and I wasn’t sure how to take it back or stop him doing it.

‘A pretty young thing like you should be treated right,’ he said. ‘You should have a man around to look after you.’

I stared up with breath held in my throat. He was waiting for something and I think it was for me to smile back at him, show him his words were pleasing. Only I couldn’t do it.

That’s when the other men returned, clumping back into the barroom and saving me from having to respond.

Granger stepped away, letting my hand drop. I couldn’t move, my body stuck to that spot even as the voices of the men flowed around me: Christian’s unhappy protests, Old Josey’s firm refusals. Granger joined them with bland statements about what was best for the town. Then they all went out again, though Christian gave me a troubled look as he passed.

I watched them go out the swinging doors of the Hotel, then I turned to look up at Suse still waiting on the stair. Her arms were clutched about her knees and she chewed at her lip, worrying. I wanted to go back up to her. I wanted to lean my head against hers again and hold her hands and feel the warmth of her, the softness of her. I wanted to stay with her and feel safe, the way she always made me feel. I wanted more.

’Cept that wasn’t safe. Not for her.

That’s when I knew what I had to do. That the next time Granger came round, I’d make myself smile for him. Tell him his words were the right ones. So this town wouldn’t turn me out and wouldn’t turn on my friends for helping me either, not if Granger showed favour. I could pretend a smile for that, couldn’t I?

Only right now, I couldn’t even smile for my Suse.
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After Granger had gone down to the Chambers and the house was silent, I rushed down to the kitchen door and stepped out into the warm morning sunshine.

The Edge Road curved around the insides of the town’s walls and I went up the hill behind Granger’s place to reach it. Da once said the road was designed to encircle the whole town, ’cept like most everything in Darkwater it faded out in the backblocks and nobody had bothered to maintain it.

‘Rass! Rass, wait!’

He was up ahead, heading for the gates the long way round and keeping a low profile, cos he wouldn’t want to make a big display of his bruised face and remind everyone how he’d been bested last night. I hurried after him as he trudged along in the shade of the wall, which was at least eleven or twelve feet high here and pretty solid, though further around the back of town it got thinner and quite a lot lower. The intense sun pulsing down wouldn’t do any good for our rainwater tanks, dotted about the town and attached to some of the most important buildings, though they were mostly empty anyway. The Council said we kept the tanks cos we could, not cos we had to. It’d be a waste not to capture the rain in the wet months. We needn’t worry about water, though; it’d always been plentiful in our wells and weren’t we named for it? Water was at the heart of us.

Rass must’ve heard me but he didn’t turn. I walked faster, wishing my sandals were firmer on my feet and that I didn’t risk stubbing my toes with each step. Before I lived with Granger I had a pair of solid leather boots with laces up the shins that the leather man made at Da’s request. Only they’d been getting tight as anything and Granger said they made me clump about too much, so he had delicate, strappy sandals made with heels higher than anything I’d ever worn. It’d taken me weeks to get used to walking in them.

‘Rass!’

His shoulders heaved and with a resigned sigh he stopped, squinting in the sun with his hands on his hips. Rass wouldn’t talk to me in front of his boys, but we were alone out here.

‘Damn it, Chels,’ he said. ‘Go home. You caused enough trouble already.’

‘It weren’t me what started that bar fight,’ I said. ‘Rass, what’s Granger want you for today? What’s he mean to do?’

He shook his head. ‘No. I ain’t doing this. I ain’t indulging your curiosity no more. There’s serious shit going down in this town and it ain’t a girl’s business.’

He made to walk on. I caught at his arm and tugged him back. He stopped, glaring into the sunshine.

‘Rass, come on.’

‘I dunno. You heard as much as I did. He ain’t letting me in on any plans right now, not after I fucked up last night.’ He exhaled. ‘You know he said for us to do that, right? Get the Stranger playing cards, find out what she was really here for.’

‘You mean he knew she was a woman?’

‘Nah, not yesterday. Nobody told him that till this morning. But we ain’t seen strangers for so long and the boys on the gates didn’t want to refuse her, not after she said she could bring trade.’ He pushed his hair off his forehead where it was sticking with sweat. ‘But you know Granger. He likes to check them out first. Make them wait.’

I sucked in warm air. Yes, I knew Granger. He liked things to be on his terms, to his timing, and he hated it if anyone showed him up. Granger didn’t like to be wrong and showing him as so in public never ended well. Yet now there was a stranger in town who wasn’t playing to his way of things. A woman who drank in the bar and got into a brawl with the boys and won. Who spoke of the outside in ways we ain’t heard before. Who had the whole town watching close and listening to a different story.

A stranger with a scar on her face and a history in her wake.

I kicked at the dusty ground. ‘Do you think it’s her?’

‘Her?’ He sounded real defensive. ‘What d’you mean? Her who?’

‘The woman who was meant to be dead,’ I said. ‘Granger’s girl.’

‘You’re Granger’s girl.’

‘I mean from back then. From when the town was first founded. Before they shut the gates.’

He waved a frustrated hand. Rass and his lot were a good seven or eight years older than me, but Rass didn’t remember no more of the world before than I did.

‘I dunno, whatever. I gotta go. Granger’d kill me if he knew I was talking this shit with you.’ He started to move away. Off to find his boys, with that black eye and the bruising down his face and a limp he was trying to hide.

‘Rass, what if the woman really has come to face down Granger?’ I asked from behind him.

‘Dead women don’t come looking for revenge.’

‘Don’t walk off on me. I’m not talking about dead women. That one is alive and in the Hotel and what if she really is here to take him on, like the rumours say?’

He stopped walking but didn’t turn to face me.

‘So what? If she’s idiot enough to try, she’ll lose.’

‘She beat you and your boys single-handed last night. Maybe she can take him. Maybe she can.’

He threw his hands into the air, finally looking at me. ‘So fucking what? What difference does that make to you or me, Chels? If you’re looking for some kind of hero, someone to sweep in and deal with your shit so you don’t have to, then you need to get real. That woman is dangerous and she ain’t here to help you.’ There was hurt in his blackened eyes and an anger fuelled by it.

My mouth opened to refute that, to say something that’d make him stop and think more, only he cut me off before I could.

‘If she takes on Granger, she won’t win,’ he said. ‘I’ll be there by his side to make damn sure of it. Cos I know what’s good for me. And I thought you knew it too, Chels, but maybe I was wrong, cos you need to stop talking like this before you get us both dead.’

I stood my ground and glared at him. Rass was like me: a kid from the backblocks trying to make a life. He’d do anything to protect what position he’d been able to carve out and he’d be ruthless about it. I knew cos he was just like me.

I raised my chin. ‘We’re running out of food,’ I said. ‘Maybe water too, if the wells keep drying up.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘What?’

‘The town. We’re running out of food and Granger knows it.’ I held my hands up in plea. ‘There ain’t been no supplies for months. We ain’t able to grow anything. The water tanks are near empty. Granger’s covering hard, but we’re dying, Rass. Like the Stranger said.’

He looked up to the sky with a curse. ‘It ain’t no business of yours,’ he said. ‘Granger and the Council handle that stuff. They’ll look after Darkwater. They’ll make sure we won’t starve. They know what they’re doing.’

‘Darkwater’s falling apart, it’s clear to anyone who wants to see. Can’t you see it, Rass? Tell me you can see it.’

He rounded on me with a sudden fierce growl. I gulped at his urgent anger bearing down, back-stepping fast though there was nowhere for me to go. He towered above, fists clenched.

‘Goddamn it, Chelsea. Who do you think you are? Who do you think I am?’ he demanded, a cry through his teeth. ‘You’re Granger’s girl. And you need to start acting more like it or you won’t be any longer and then what’ll happen to you, huh? You got it damn good, so appreciate it and stop questioning everything all the damn time!’

I stared at him with wide eyes, holding my breath. He looked so furious and I pressed my lips tight together, not saying a further word.

Maybe my own fear showed through, maybe my own hurt, cos his shoulders slumped, the fury draining out of him.

‘I gotta go,’ he said, suddenly weary. ‘I got work to do.’

‘Okay, Rass.’

He didn’t move. Staring at me, expression torn. ‘You cover for me, I cover for you,’ he said. ‘Right? Right, Chels?’

‘Right. Yeah. Just like always.’

I watched him go along the Edge Road towards the gates, going to find his boys. Looking more defeated than he had even last night, after being so thoroughly, publicly beaten by a woman.





CHAPTER NINE

Rass was probably right. I should go home, be good. Be the woman Granger wanted.

Only, if I went home now, that’s all I’d ever be: Granger’s girl. Good and respectable and somebody else’s.

The Stranger wasn’t anyone else’s. She was only herself.

My fingers curled around the paper from Granger’s office sitting now in my pocket. Rass might turn his back, but something was going on in Darkwater. That stranger riding into town had Granger’s hackles right up and maybe no-one else wanted to see it, but I always was one to see things no-one else wanted to around here.

There was precious little shade on this high western side of town, even next to the wall. My shoulders were already growing pink in the sleeveless dress that Granger loved so much, so I made my way around to the nearest lookout tower to get some protection from the sun. Hovering in its shadow, I slipped the letter out of my pocket.

I frowned at the tight handwriting, trying to make out words, but what little learning I’d had in the Schoolroom had been with clearly printed letters and this cramped and florid script was all connected up. What words I could see didn’t make sense. It might’ve said water a few times and maybe missing and payment. But that’s about all I could get.

I gave up, folding the paper and putting it back in my pocket with a frustrated huff. Tilting my head back, I looked up at the huge tower above. There were seven towers around our town: five wooden ones spaced at varying intervals along the walls and the two big bluestone ones on either side of the gates. Only the two in front were kept manned these days. Once, when the town was first settled and Granger closed the gates, there were men up in all seven towers day and night to keep watch. Now nobody bothered with the wooden ones. They were falling apart and had been declared unsafe; the one right up the back near the cemetery even has chains on its door. There’d been deaths a few years back, young men falling from the towers when the platforms collapsed beneath their feet. The Council shut down all five wooden towers for good after that.

It was never explained how we could just do that: shut down the towers and not have to worry about why we had them in the first place. It was one more thing no-one ever questioned out loud. Then again, nobody ever did try to attack or sneak into our town either, so maybe all the talk about needing security and lookouts didn’t mean much in the first place.

But I’d been in one of the towers once. Back when my friends and me were still attending Miss Kenzie’s lessons, we’d go exploring round the back of town afterwards to stave off boredom. I snuck up a tower just to prove I could. I climbed a set of stairs so steep it might as well have been a ladder and they were rickety as anything, got my hands sweating and heart thumping just to consider it. But I went up anyway, right to the platform at the top.

The world was different up there. I expected to see Darkwater laid out like a map, from the gates to the crossroad, to the tall white house that was Granger’s, to the cemetery up the back. But I’d never considered what else I might see from up on that creaking wooden tower unstable beneath my feet.

The outside. Beyond the walls.

When I climbed onto the platform, clinging to railings that felt no more solid than the shifting wood below me, I looked out and forgot to feel afraid. My lungs filled with a long inhale as I gazed out, not moving, not even thinking, just staring. For there. Right there before me. A land stretching out of sight, red earth dotted with trees and a shimmering horizon so very far away. Low hills rising to the north, patches of green across them. A flatter expanse neverending to the west.

Space. So much open space.

What might be out there? What could be in that impossibly expansive world, so unlike the enclosed one I knew? The possibilities seemed endless. I gazed across that shimmering, unreal landscape reaching forever and could only wonder what else there might be to find, to know, to see. It couldn’t all be sickness and chaos. There had to be something more.

I never did turn around to see what Darkwater looked like from up high. I no longer wanted to see my little town where everything was small and constrained. Where there weren’t endless possibilities and there was no promise of anything.

I stayed up there till the calls came from below, Mitchell, Davy, even Tania shouting warnings. Chelsea! Someone’s coming! Get down! They were looking out for me, cos we was close back then. We first kids, the first ones born after, who never knew the world before the virals. Darkwater was all we had.

But out there was a world great enough to encompass everything. Every possibility, every future, every hope. And I’d seen it for myself.

Then I’d come down again. Come back down to Darkwater.
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The crossroad was busy. Everyone out seeing to their routines, men and women going about their business, at the General Store, exchanging greetings as they passed. A couple of women hauling baskets of laundry up the Main Street. The barber, with his oil-slicked hair and skinny frame leaning in his doorway, straight-edge in hand.

Even so, people moved with care, watching each other and speaking quietly. I stepped up to the wooden walkway outside the General Store; that way, if anyone reported they’d seen me, I could say I was checking if Brummel had any lace or cloth while on my way to the seamstress. Nobody took any notice of me, though. They were too fascinated by something else.

The Hotel. The Stranger was on the verandah out front of it.

She leaned against a railing, watching the town as they watched her. Casual, with a mug in hand from which she sipped; coffee probably, or maybe even whiskey, though it was early in the day for it. No travel coat today; the day was set to get awful hot, so she was only in shirt and pants, weapons visible on her hips. Her hat tipped back enough for me to catch the wisp of her smile, her scar a detail plain in the morning light.

There was something new about her today. On her gun belt, as well as the weapons, was a black, oblong object I didn’t recognise, cos it hadn’t been on her hip last night. I might have missed it, ’cept she put down her mug and pulled it off her belt, looking at it and turning something on its top.

I shifted further along the walkway for a better view. Then bumped into someone so hard we both near fell over into the street.

Hands caught my arms in a bustle of fabric and thick skirts and I clutched on as we steadied each other, before looking up.

Oh.

‘Miss Kenzie.’

The older woman looked down at me with pursed lips and lines about her eyes giving her a severe look. She wore a dress of thick, heavy fabric buttoned up to her throat and long sleeves to her wrists. A skirt to her ankles with underskirts beneath filling it out and I wanted to ask, Ain’t you hot? That’d be rude, though. Anyway, my thin, sleeveless pink dress might be better suited to the heat, but probably wasn’t any more to her liking than hers was to mine.

‘Chelsea. Well.’

She paused, as if not knowing what to say to me. And it was hardly like I knew what to say to her. Once I’d been hurt by her rejection, for she was the teacher and that made her the smartest woman in town, right? I’d wanted her teaching. I wanted to learn. Only, after Mamma got sick she told me not to come back, cos I might bring sickness with me. I wouldn’t be allowed in the Schoolroom until it was safe again—by which she meant after Mamma was dead. I didn’t go back even then.

‘Sorry for bumping into you, Miss Kenzie,’ I said.

‘Oh, it was me who bumped you, I do apologise. Are you …’ She straightened. ‘Does Granger know you’re out today?’

I pushed my chin up. ‘I’m checking on Brummel’s fabrics, Miss. In case I want a new dress. Granger likes me to dress nice.’ Her eyes flickered over my lacy skirt and low-cut neckline. She didn’t quite hide her frown.

‘Yes, I suppose he does. And you are well?’ She hesitated. ‘Happy?’

‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?’

Something strange passed across her face. A troubled look I didn’t understand, cos why would anything trouble her about that? ’Course I was well: I had a soft bed and food in my belly and a new dress any time I asked for one. I’d got lucky, getting noticed by Granger. Everyone said so.

But everyone said a lot of things they didn’t always mean in this town.

‘It’s just …’ she began, with that frowning expression I’d always taken to be judgement, ’cept now I wasn’t so sure. ‘Tell me, Chelsea, you are okay up there on the hill, aren’t you? Does Granger … that is, you are happy living in his house?’

It was the queerest damn question and I had no sure way to answer it.

A clomp of a boot on the boards behind us saved me from having to. We looked around and the Sheriff was there, waiting for us to move out of the way so he could pass.

We shuffled to the side.

‘Ladies,’ the Sheriff said, with a dip of his hat.

Miss Kenzie didn’t look at me no more then, she could only look at the Sheriff. When he didn’t stop, she reached out a hand, lightly touching his arm.

‘It’s a warm day out, Sheriff,’ Miss Kenzie said. As an opening to engage someone in conversation, it seemed kind of unadventurous.

‘Surely is. May you have a good one, Lydia,’ the Sheriff said and went to move on again.

This time, Miss Kenzie stepped in front of him.

‘I must say, I’m glad you are here, after the violence of last night,’ she said. ‘It makes me feel safer knowing you keep the peace in our town.’

‘That’s the job and I take it seriously. Peace and justice.’

‘Was it a truly bad brawl last night, Sheriff?’ she asked. ‘You weren’t in any danger, were you?’

The Sheriff’s expression flattened. Even I winced at her clumsiness. Hadn’t no-one told her the Sheriff wasn’t in the bar last night when the fight started? That last night the peace had not been kept? The Sheriff had been absent for it all and he had to be feeling that.

‘I wasn’t in the vicinity at the time, no,’ the Sheriff said, hard-toned, and turned his back on her.

Miss Kenzie deflated. She tried to reach out again, a tentative movement, but before she could detain him further another voice called out.

‘Hey, Sheriff, you got a minute?’

The Stranger. She’d come down from the verandah and stood in the centre of the crossroad looking up at us, the black oblong from her belt still in her hand.

The Sheriff moved in front of Miss Kenzie and me.

‘Ladies, stay back, please,’ he said, without even looking at us.

Miss Kenzie stepped away at once. I stayed where I was.

The Sheriff went to join the Stranger in the middle of the street.

‘Need to discuss the public ruckus you caused last night …’ the Sheriff began, but the woman waved that away with her free hand.

‘What, the bar fight? Just boys trying to play with the grown-ups. Don’t worry. I didn’t hurt them much,’ she said. ‘Don’t guess you got any idea when that boss of yours, that Granger, might be ready to meet with me?’

‘Granger’s a busy man. He’ll send word when he’s free.’

‘Huh. He’s keeping himself locked away out of reach, isn’t he? One might start thinking he wasn’t interested in new trade. Guess I’ll just hang around and wait.’ She grinned, rather darkly. ‘Anyway, Sheriff, as I haven’t had much else to do, I’ve been looking around your … fine little town and it’s got me a bit curious. Wondered if you could explain me something. I can see there’s a fair few solar panels about on the rooftops, yet everything seems kerosene-lit. Don’t you store power from your panels? Wouldn’t they generate enough to at least light your main drag properly?’

The Sheriff paused, hands on his belt, trying to look serious, though really he just looked as if that was the strangest thing he’d ever heard.

‘The solar panels are busted up. Now—’

‘Busted up? What, all of them?’ She squinted upwards, as if she could see them from where they stood. ‘What about these lighting poles here? The ones you got hooked up with kerosene lamps for the night. Surely you could get those rigged up with enough power?’

The Sheriff’s eyes narrowed. ‘We need to discuss that fight last—’

‘Of course, these poles weren’t made for that purpose. You can see how they go up higher. And if you look right up top, you can see the old speakers still on them.’

Where there’d been chatter around us in the street, now it stilled to a hush. The Stranger pointed up at the lampposts and everyone—the Sheriff, me and Miss Kenzie, all those loitering around—looked up as she did.

The poles on each corner of the crossroad did indeed rise high, as tall as the buildings. The lamps were attached to them at low ladder height so they could be easily lit each night. High above those lanterns, though, were old metal boxes, cracked and dirty. They’d always been there. Nobody ever thought anything of them. Nobody ever remarked upon them. They weren’t anything.

Speakers? Was that what she called them? I didn’t even know what speakers was.

A couple of men sidled closer to listen and I stepped forward too. As I did, the Stranger glanced my way, a hint of a grin ghosting her lips.

‘They’re from an old PA system, aren’t they?’ the woman asked, when the Sheriff, still looking at the light poles, failed to reply. ‘I’ve seen a few on some of the buildings as well. They look like they’re still wired in good and proper.’ She paused as we looked up and around. ‘So you people ever use them, then? Or the broadcast system that’d be attached to them? It still work at all?’

Other people joined the group in the street, some pointing up at the poles and whispering. The Sheriff crossed his arms, but she didn’t seem bothered by his tight stare.

‘Those things are over twenty years old,’ he said. ‘They’re nothing. Remnants from what was here before the town was settled.’

‘Oh. And what was here before?’

‘Just ruins from the fighting, it ain’t important now,’ he said, which was a shame, as I would’ve liked to hear. Nobody ever spoke about what came before Granger closed the gates and started the town, I think cos there was a lot of pain wrapped up in the world they’d lost. ‘Now, we need to discuss public peace. As a visitor in our town, you must—’

‘Yes, don’t worry, I won’t start any more fights,’ she said, as dismissive as before. ‘Only it looks to me like you’ve got a whole public announcement set-up that wouldn’t take much to get working again. Especially if you could rig the solar to it. Town like this, that could come in useful, don’t you think?’

There was a crowd starting to congregate now in the sunlight. The Stranger had chosen as public a place as there was to hold her conversation with the Sheriff and her voice carried. Perhaps on purpose.

One of the nearby men got brave enough to ask. ‘For what?’ ‘For making announcements to the town. Like when a delivery was due, so people knew there was new stock in your store. Or if the well went bad, so people knew not to drink from it. That kind of thing.’ She shrugged. ‘The leader around here, that Granger of yours, he’d have use for it, surely. I mean, what’s leadership without communication, right?’

Everyone gaped at her, the Sheriff and the men now clustering around. And with their attention secure on her, she held up her hand, the one holding that black oblong. Hefting it high so the men around her could see.

I went to move closer, I really didn’t want to miss this. Fingers against my arm held me back. Miss Kenzie. I frowned at her in silent question and she slowly removed her hand.

We both stepped into the street, joining those in the crowd growing around the Stranger.

‘See this?’ the Stranger asked the collected onlookers. ‘Handheld radio? You lot got any around here at all? A lot of us use them now and we re-con any we find. Not much range on most, granted, but it’s a good quick way to get in touch with others. Get the updates from one outpost or the next.’

‘Outpost?’ someone in the crowd echoed.

‘Updates?’

Her shrewd eyes calculated impact. ‘Yeah. Every outpost station has a broadcast on the regular. Don’t you listen to them here?’

Nobody said a thing.

She affected surprise. ‘How else do you know what’s going on beyond your walls?’

There was no innocence in her tone or in the smile tripping about her mouth. The hardness in her eyes sure of what she did as she played with the radio and her audience along with it.

‘Here, let’s see if we can find something. I’ll show you what I mean,’ she said and rolled a dial on her device.

Something buzzed. I jolted at the sudden sound. Miss Kenzie took hold of my arm to keep me steady, though none of the adults about seemed so surprised at the hissing, crackling noise coming from the thing the woman held. They seemed to know what this thing was.

The Stranger twirled some other dials, until—

‘Eastern Hill Signal Directorate. Broadcasting frequency one four seven point nine megahertz. Ships arriving, port quarantine in place. Over.’

‘Eastern Hill, this is Long Lake. Quarantine in place. Ready to receive—’

‘Shut it off!’ the Sheriff cried in a furious voice that might also have been fearful. He was barely heard above the excited conversation that went up at the same time.

The woman turned the dials again and the sound ended, the chatter around her with it.

‘Certainly, Sheriff, if you insist,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t want to do anything that might disturb the peace.’

‘Keep it off and away from here,’ he said, before waving his arms at the crowd like they were flies to be shooed. ‘Everyone go about your business! You’ve all got work to do, go see to it!’

Those gathered dispersed with whispers and gossip. The Stranger clipped the radio to her hip with a shrug and tipped her hat to the Sheriff.

She headed back towards the Hotel. A couple of men from the crowd followed, their curious faces engaging her in a conversation I had no way to hear. There were gestures to the radio, then to the Hotel, animated movements and even laughter, a shared joke perhaps. The men talking to her were maybe late twenties, would’ve been no more than kids in the world before, so maybe they’d never seen radios, or maybe they just wanted to know more about what she said. They sure looked interested, talking back and forth. My eyes lingered, but I couldn’t go near like they could, or ask her about the voices, or look at the radio, or see how it worked. After a few minutes she bid them farewell with a wave, before walking off down the road beside the Hotel.

I kept my eyes on her. Right before she disappeared out of sight, she glanced back. I couldn’t tell if she was looking at me or not, though I thought I saw her smile before she disappeared.

‘Miss Kenzie?’ I said, as we stood still and everyone else went on with their day.

‘Yes, Chelsea?’

She sounded distant. Distracted. The Sheriff gestured to a couple of men before stalking back to his office without a goodbye. Her eyes looked sad as they followed him.

I put my hand in the long pocket of my skirt, curling my fingers around the slip of paper hidden there.

‘If I wanted help reading something … if I wanted maybe to read. Would you help me?’

She tore her eyes from the retreating back of the Sheriff. ‘You want to read? You never seemed so interested when you were younger.’

My mouth opened, but what could I say? I’d been interested. Real interested. Didn’t she know that? She was the one who hadn’t wanted me there, not the other way round.

‘It don’t matter,’ I said, turning to go. ‘Thanks anyway, Miss Kenzie.’

‘I’ll help you read, Chelsea,’ she said quickly. ‘If you’d like. I’m going to set up the Schoolroom now. Why don’t you go see your seamstress, then pop in?’

I felt myself nod without even meaning to. ‘Okay. Thanks.’

I let her go and looked in the direction the Stranger had gone.





CHAPTER TEN

The seamstress was up the far end of the Main Street and I should go straight there and not head down the side of the Hotel after the Stranger on the off chance I might catch sight of her.

’Cept as soon as Miss Kenzie was out of sight, that’s what I did. There was plenty of time to see the seamstress yet and it wasn’t like I was going inside the Hotel or doing anything I shouldn’t. Not that my excuses held when I lingered at the entrance to the narrow alley leading behind the building, where I’d spoken to Pepper last night. That conversation still rattled in my head. I’d avoided seeing Pepper these last twelve months, partly cos of the fight a year ago, but mostly cos Granger didn’t want it. Granger called her the worst kind of woman and said I wasn’t to go near her.

Which weren’t fair on Pepper. She didn’t deserve me turning away and I should’ve tried to apologise last night when I had the chance.

The kitchen door was open and the chickens were roaming. It was quiet, secluded. And no-one was around to see.

‘Git out of it. Git,’ I said to a couple of hens come pecking at my toes, which they always did when they were hungry. I picked my way around the birds to the wonky wooden steps leading to the kitchen.

Warmth buffeted out the open door and I hesitated before stepping up, stomach aflutter. I wasn’t meant to be here and I wasn’t sure I was wanted either. Decent women stayed away from Pepper; even Mamma had warned me against ending up like her, without ever saying why, though I figured it out soon enough. But Pepper had looked out for me after finding me in Christian’s storeroom and last night was still in my head, so I stepped up to the kitchen door anyway.

She was in there, mug on the table in front of her and a thin cigar in her hand, smoke wafting from it. Pepper was the only woman I ever saw smoke and she only ever did so first thing with her coffee. She was in her robe, long hair pulled into a messy bun atop her head. The women we called her girls all had homes they returned to at the end of each night, but Pepper lived in a room of the Hotel. Christian let her stay as part of their business deal, though a couple of times I saw her coming out of Christian’s room of a morning too. I weren’t ever sure if that were part of their deal or just a thing between the two of them. Christian always was very fond of Pepper.

‘Hey, Pep,’ I said softly.

She startled at the sound of my voice. Exposed without her armour on, unlike last night when she’d been all made up.

‘Chelsea,’ she said, sitting up straight and stubbing out her cigar. Her expression remained guarded. ‘Does Granger know you’re out in town?’

‘Granger ain’t my keeper. I’m his girl, not some kid,’ I said, harder than I meant, but did everyone’s first question always have to be if Granger had okayed me being there? It wasn’t like anyone ever asked Pepper if she were allowed to go places.

She raised her eyebrows. ‘All right.’

I hesitated, not daring to enter, not sure if I’d be welcome. Not leaving either. Hovering in the doorway and looking at the rough floorboards beneath my sparkly sandals.

‘I was walking by,’ I said. ‘I’m going to see the seamstress.’

‘Seamstress is the other end of the street,’ Pepper said in a mild tone.

‘Yeah.’ I shifted my weight to my other foot. ‘The Stranger was outside. She had a … a radio. Think that’s what she called it.’

Pepper padded across to the hearth. She picked up the poker and pushed at the ashes from last night’s fire, as if preparing the place for the day’s work was her only concern.

‘That stranger likes an audience,’ she said. ‘You be careful, Chelsea, love. She’s not here without reason and none of us knows what that reason really is.’

‘I’m just curious, Pep. You know me.’

‘Hmmm.’ She glanced at me over her shoulder. ‘You ain’t been around this way for a hell of a time. Now I see you both last night and this morning too? I don’t think Granger would be happy about that, do you?’

My shoulders dropped. ‘Maybe I want to be here.’

‘Sweetie, you found yourself a place, security.’ Her voice was gentle, even understanding. ‘Are you so sure you want to throw it away by coming here?’

I pressed my lips together, looking down. The pale pink of my dress glinted as it caught the light. I remembered wearing a different dress, also given to me by Granger. Black with sequins, flimsy and slinky all the way down, and too big. I’d smiled when he gave it to me and put it on to show him, twirling around in this kitchen. Flirting with all I had.

Pepper had told me then. You shouldn’t accept gifts like that from a man like him. He don’t give you that stuff for free. ’Cept I hadn’t wanted to hear it.

‘Pepper, can I say sorry?’ I asked, still looking at the pink of my dress so I wouldn’t have to meet her eyes.

She sighed. ‘Chelsea, love, let it go. You ain’t got no need to apologise.’

‘Yeah, I do. I said some right awful things to you.’

And in my head, I could still hear them. My own shrill voice yelling, You know what she’d say about you? She’d say you’re bought for an hour and that’s all you’re worth!

Me throwing out upset, hurting words and hating myself for it even as they fell out of my mouth.

‘I didn’t mean none of it, Pep. I was upset, but that weren’t on you, I just—’

She waved a dismissive hand. ‘I’ve heard far worse. I ain’t one to take offence. Especially not from hurting teenagers.’ She smiled softly. ‘Maybe the world was different then, but I do remember what it’s like to be fifteen.’

‘I’m sixteen.’

‘You was fifteen then,’ she said. ‘Ah, Chelsea, love. I’m happy here, I got a life I like. If anyone thinks ill of me for it, well, fuck them.’ Her eyes grew sombre. ‘But I worry about you, sweetie. Are you all right up in that house alone with Granger? Does he treat you okay?’

I wrapped my arms about my middle. ‘Yeah. Sure. ’Course.’

‘I mean, really? You’re … you’re good up there with him? You’re happy?’

What was it with this today? Miss Kenzie had asked the same questions. Was I okay? Was I happy? What did they expect me to say to that?

‘Yes. I told you. Why wouldn’t I be fine? ’Course I am.’

‘Okay. If you say so.’ She gave me another smile. ‘It is good to see you. We’ve missed you around here.’

Which made my chest hollow out, cos I’d missed Pepper and everyone at the Hotel so much. There’d always been laughter in this kitchen and a warmth. But Granger didn’t like Pepper and he didn’t like me being around the Hotel. Most specially he didn’t like me going near Suse, who even now was right upstairs and I still couldn’t get to her, cos I wasn’t putting her in danger, not ever.

I put my hand in my pocket, fingers curling around the letter. I’d planned to ask Miss Kenzie ’bout it, but Pepper was maybe old enough to be able to read it proper too. Perhaps, if I asked—

‘Chelsea,’ Pepper said, before I could. ‘There’s, um … Look, seeing as you’re here, maybe you could help with something. Someone. If you’ve got a minute?’

‘Help? With what?’ I frowned and slid my hand out of my pocket again, leaving the letter where it was.

She led me through the hallway at the back, towards the rooms that her girls used sometimes, at least when they had clients to pay the rates for them. Down the far end was a cramped windowless room with a bed and a chair and no windows.

Marigold, still in make-up and the skimpy outfit from last night, sat on the bed next to someone else, a girl she was comforting. I thought at first it was one of Pepper’s other girls crouched up and crying. ’Cept at the sound of my sandals clicking on the floorboards, the girl looked up, blonde hair falling away from her face.

‘Tania?’ I said, jaw dropping.

She took one look at me, her face red and splotchy with tears, before crumpling into further sobs. Marigold put an arm around her, shooting me a look as if to say it was my fault.

‘Why is Tania here?’ I asked. ‘What’s wrong? She’s not …’

Pepper put a hand on my arm. ‘She came by this morning needing advice,’ she said firmly. ‘That’s all.’

Marigold bustled us into the hallway. I looked over my shoulder to where Tania still cried, not sure if I should go to her or let her alone. We’d been close once, but that was a long time ago, and if she was here with Pepper’s girls, she’d not want anyone to know it.

Marigold’s make-up was slightly smudged and her golden hair was freeing itself from her hairpins. She looked exhausted.

‘Pep, she needs to see Mother Jane,’ Marigold said, ‘only she won’t go alone. I was thinking I should go with her.’

‘No. You’ve been working half the night, you’re asleep on your feet. Go home, Mar,’ Pepper said. ‘Chelsea’s here now. She’s Tania’s friend. She’ll help.’

Marigold gave me a pointed look and I shifted before her, not daring to say a word. Though her dislike for me was clear, I wouldn’t turn my back. Not on her and not on Tania.

After a couple of seconds she exchanged a glance with Pepper, before giving a resigned shrug and returning to Tania’s side.

‘Your friend didn’t know where else to turn,’ Pepper said. ‘She needs Mother Jane, but if I take her, half the town will think she’s one of my girls. She says she don’t care, but she will. You understand, Chelsea, love?’

Everything inside of me felt lost. It wasn’t fair. We girls had been told all our lives: don’t be like Pepper. Yet Pepper was a good person who made all her own decisions and was sure in them. And even knowing that, I’d still thrown those awful words at her a year ago.

‘Yeah. Yeah, I do.’

‘So you’ll take her to see the good mother?’

I didn’t hesitate, though I’d been told to go see the seamstress and no more, and there was a stranger in town with a dubious agenda, and I shouldn’t even be here. Pepper had asked. And Tania looked so miserable.

‘Yes. ’Course I will.’
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As we walked through town, Tania sniffed and tried not to cry. When I asked what happened, she said, ‘Nothing,’ and when I asked if she was okay, she didn’t answer. I stopped pushing after that. We were still walking up the Main Street with people all around and I knew what it was like, trying not to cry where everyone could see.

I might’ve felt useless, ’cept Tania took my hand and held my fingers tight as anything. She needed me, even if she couldn’t say why. Tania always had been nervous round Mother Jane, even when we were younger, while I was okay with the old woman. For some things, no-one else could help. And I’d trusted her before.

When Mamma got really sick, unable to get out of bed and coughing up blood, I got desperate. Da insisted I should never let others know how bad she really was, but I was only twelve and I was the one washing her pillows covered with gunk and blood. It was me mopping the sweat from her skin in the night when she had the shakes and cleaning up the vomit and shit, keeping her comfortable when she was too weak to get to the privy.

I was alone and scared and couldn’t go to the doctor, cos I might’ve been young but I wasn’t stupid. Gossip was rife, questions asked about Mamma’s sickness, and Doc Matthews was friends with Granger. He’d do anything to curry favour with the Council. Anyway, by the time we were old enough to bleed, we girls of the town knew not to trust the doctor. Not with a scratch and not with a cough and definitely not with anything beneath the skirt. His examinations always were a little too close.

It was only me looking after her like that for so long, but the night Mamma got worse than bad, I couldn’t do it alone no more. So I went to the only person I could trust. I went to Mother Jane. Hurrying to her rooms against the back wall of town and knocking on her flimsy door with grubby knuckles until she opened.

‘It’s my ma,’ I said, tears spilling down my cheeks. ‘Please.’

Mother Jane considered a moment before giving me an abrupt nod. She disappeared inside and returned with an old, oversized cloth bag.

When we got to the shack with the gaps in the walls that Mamma and me shared, Mother Jane took over. She took one look at my mother, gaunt and thin and struggling to draw air, before bustling in and opening the bag.

‘Who … what …’ my mother said, hardly sensible.

‘It’s okay, Mamma.’ I stood at the end of the bed so she could see me. ‘I’ve brought Mother Jane. She’ll make sure you’re okay.’

Mother Jane gave me a narrow glance at that, before focusing again on the contents of her bag.

My mother peered at her. ‘Janey … ?’

‘Hush, Mary.’ Mother Jane held out a bottle of something cloudy. ‘Here. Drink this.’

Mamma didn’t fight the ministrations of Mother Jane, who said nothing much as she wiped down my mother’s skin and gave her more of the cloudy liquid, which seemed to calm her. Then the old woman pulled back the blankets and felt my mother’s stomach with her hands, pressing down as if trying to feel for something inside. My mother was so darn thin by that point that she probably could’ve felt the straw of the mattress right through her. Mamma cringed in pain, so Mother Jane stopped before long.

‘What’ll become of my girl, Janey?’

Mamma struggled to put more than a few words together into a sentence before the breath ran out of her.

‘Your girl ain’t nobody’s fool, don’t you worry,’ the old woman said. ‘How bad are you hurting?’

Tears appeared at the corners of my mother’s eyes. ‘Bad.’

Mother Jane nodded. ‘Aye. ’Spect so. Drink more, now.’

‘I’m sorry, Janey. I’m so, so sorry.’ My mother started to cry. ‘I didn’t listen. Back then. I didn’t want to hear. It weren’t right, what happened. I should’ve said something. I should’ve stood by her.’

‘And got yourself dead too? What a fool you’d have been. Now hush, Mary.’

My mother wasn’t capable of much talk and Mother Jane never seemed inclined to it; this was the most I’d ever heard her say at one time.

The old woman looked up at me, where I stood crying at the end of the bed. ‘Go fetch some water, girl. Your ma will be comfortable for a bit.’

I left Mother Jane watching over Mamma. I don’t know if they spoke while I was gone, but things were quieter when I returned. Mother Jane was still there and Mamma smiled at me with a dopey half-asleep look. I couldn’t smile back. I didn’t need to be told there was no making my mother okay ever again.

I sat on the edge of the bed holding Mamma’s hand, and sometime before dawn she died. Alone on the backblocks, ostracised from all the town, with only me and the old woman to see her go. Mother Jane hardly said two words to me the whole time, but she stayed the night, even after there was no more she could do. Even after Mamma died, she stayed and held my hand as I sobbed and it hardly mattered that neither of us said anything, for she was there.

For a few hours before the end, Mamma hadn’t been alone and I hadn’t either.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

We stood on Mother Jane’s doorstep, both of us sweating from the sun and the walk through the backblocks to get here. On either side stood Mother Jane’s herb garden in neat rows. She did better with her herbs than Granger did at his flowers, though the small green and spiky plants still wilted in the heat. Maybe the shade from the neglected tower rising above her shack helped. Mother Jane’s place was right up against the wall and next to the oldest of the locked-up lookout towers. The wooden structure was so rickety it threatened to topple onto Mother Jane’s plants, though she can’t have been worried or else why’d she keep on living here?

I knocked on the door.

‘I want to find Mitch,’ Tania said, quiet as anything beside me. ‘I need to find Mitch.’

I peered through a crack to see if there was any movement inside and if the old woman was coming to answer our knock.

‘Where is he? Digging the new well?’

She nodded, tears wet on her cheeks. ‘Then he’s got Gatehouse duty. He’ll be gone day and night.’ She sniffed again. ‘I need him, Chels.’

I didn’t know why anyone would need a boy so bad, even if that boy was Mitchell, who tried to look out for everyone. Tania was sincere about it, though. Maybe the thing between them was more serious than I’d reckoned.

I knocked again.

Still no answer.

I raised my hand to knock a third time.

‘They say.’

We twirled about, clutching for each other’s hands.

Mother Jane stood on the path between her rows of herbs.

‘Mother Jane.’ I used my most respectful voice. ‘We’re sorry to bother you. Tania here, she needs … That is, we—’

‘You survived another night, Chelsea girl. Who’d have thought, when the sun first rises, what adventures the day might bring?’

Tania’s fingers gripped mine so tight it hurt. I wasn’t scared of the old woman’s crazy ramblings, though. I was pretty sure she was thinking sharp behind that mad old lady thing she gave us.

‘My friend, Mother Jane. She’s worried she ain’t well,’ I said.

Mother Jane clucked her tongue and shuffled forward, pushing us out of the way and putting a key in the door. Tania and I exchanged a glance. Darkwater was a place of locks, from the Gatehouse, to Christian’s ale cellars where he kept the liquor, to Granger’s Strongroom. But nobody locked their front doors. Why would anyone lock up their home?

‘Come, come,’ Mother Jane said, with a brusque wave to beckon us in. ‘Let’s see to you, girl.’

We followed her into the murky interior. Mother Jane kept her windows covered with thick, tacked-up drapes, so when she closed the door with a firm shove of the warped wood it grew real dim. She led us through the front room and straight through to the big room out back, the one that served as her kitchen and laundry and where she saw us girls when we came for the advice we could not seek from a man.

Lanterns were warm in here, the room glowing with yellow light. Shelves lined one wall, full of jars, and there was a large table long enough for a person to lie upon. Mother Jane had Tania sit up on it, while she fussed about with a water pail, washing her hands with rough soap.

I hovered in the doorway. I wanted Tania to know I was near, but this was likely a private kind of examination.

‘I’ve been bleeding,’ Tania said to her feet when Mother Jane asked what was wrong. ‘When I shouldn’t.’

Mother Jane shuffled over. ‘How long?’

‘Started yesterday. Cramps are awful bad.’

‘When you next due?’

‘I ain’t sure. This is different, Mother Jane. This ain’t like my usual bleed. There’s so much of it. It hurts worse than anything.’

Mother Jane looked up sharp. ‘How long since your last usual then?’

Tania tried to reckon the days, using her fingers and losing count, going back and starting again. Getting nervous, until she was chewing her lip and shrugging, fresh tears forming.

Mother Jane bade Tania lie back and hitch up her skirt so she could take a look. I turned so they didn’t have watching eyes, facing into the gloom of the front room instead. There was a large chair that looked comfortable and a sewing basket with cloth next to it and, as my eyes adjusted, I could make out a long bench against the side wall, stacked tall with all manner of things.

I stepped forward, peering through the dimness at an almost familiar shape. Books?

Books.

Mother Jane had books on her table in a neat pile. The only other books I’d ever seen were in Granger’s office, well, ’cept the small one Miss Kenzie used in teaching. I picked one up, running my fingers carefully over the torn cover with pictures of plants on the front. There were letters in stand-out gold, words I wasn’t familiar with, but I tried to sound them out in my head the way Miss Kenzie had taught us. The clear print of the book’s title wasn’t so difficult to read, even if the light was poor.

Sustainable Gardening.

A book about gardens. About plants.

I opened it. The pages were full of pictures of leafy green shrubs and small spiky plants and lots of fine print, but the light was too low for me to make out much of it. The book under it also looked to be about gardens from the pictures—I sounded out Permaculture and Sustainable Living, though I didn’t recognise all those words either—and the one under that too.

At the very bottom of the pile, though, was a different book. This one caught my eye cos it wasn’t plants on the cover—it was guns.

Black Powder: Storage, Safety, Handling.

I had no idea what black powder was. Flipping through the pages didn’t tell me much either. There were drawings of boxes with measurements and numbers I didn’t understand. Photos of plastic-looking containers, large black ones. On one page was an orange sign, like a square turned on its corner. A warning sign, cos it had black exploding lines and a single word printed beneath. Explosive.

I closed the book with a thud and shoved it back to the bottom of the pile. It didn’t seem like something I’d want to be caught reading, though I quickly scanned the room to see if there were any more books around.

I didn’t see none, but there was something else.

On a table in the duskiest corner, part hidden beneath a sheet, was a large rectangular metal box. The sheet had fallen away to reveal curly wires coming out the back and dials on the front. Tiny screens next to switches. I’d never seen anything like it.

‘You been listening to what they say, girl?’

I jumped half out of my skin. Mother Jane stood in the doorway with her arms crossed.

‘Mother Jane! I’m sorry. I weren’t prying. I came to …’ I looked at the metal box. ‘I wanted to see your books.’

‘That ain’t books you be looking at.’

‘What is it?’

Mother Jane came to stand beside me, considering the odd-looking box. ‘Know what a radio is, girl?’

See this? Handheld radio?

The breath near left me and it took everything I had to shake my head and manage: ‘No.’ ’Cept that weren’t right, for I had seen a radio before. ‘Yes,’ I corrected myself. ‘The Stranger has one. Only hers was smaller. She was showing the Sheriff earlier. She made it talk.’

Mother Jane’s eyes narrowed. ‘Did she now?’ Her expression was inscrutable.

‘So what is it?’ I asked.

‘You can use a radio to talk to others,’ she said. ‘If you have the power to run it.’

That didn’t make much sense, though when did Mother Jane ever make sense?

‘So how does power run from metal boxes?’ I asked.

‘Huh. The men, they say power comes from metal, from the guns in their hands,’ she said. ‘And your Granger, he says power comes from gates. From locking them shut. Your Granger says power comes from being the one who decides who gets in and who stays out.’

True, men always did talk about who had guns and who didn’t, and it was only the powerful and favoured who kept them. Men who liked to show off weapons, swinging them around and making a display, though I knew from listening in to Granger’s conversations that there never was much ammunition and he rationed that out on his whim, not theirs.

‘Granger says the gates keep us safe,’ I said. ‘So is that power, Mother Jane?’

‘So they say.’ She shrugged. ‘So Granger says.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘What do you say?’

She smiled a crooked smile. ‘Me? An old woman? Who cares what an old woman says, girl?’

‘Granger’s power don’t run radios,’ I said, which was another way of saying, I care. And what else had the Stranger said this morning? ‘What about … is it the solars? The panels? The Stranger said they was power and they could run the … the speakers, she called them.’

Mother Jane’s eyebrows rose. ‘Speakers, is it now?’

‘Yeah, the ones up on the light poles. Only the panels are busted up, the Sheriff said.’

‘Huh. She must’ve had quite an audience this morning, your stranger.’

She bustled past me towards the radio and I had a sudden hope she might make it talk, but she only adjusted the sheet over the metal box, hiding it from view.

‘They say those solars are busted. They say nobody knew how to maintain them and nobody knew how to repair them when they broke,’ Mother Jane said. ‘They say a lot, but they never do ask. They never ask, what if someone knew how to repair such things? What if someone found a power that could light lights and heat rooms and maybe even make radios talk?’

She looked at me, an unsettling smile on her face in the gloom. ‘That’s real power, that is. For them what know how to use it.’

There was something in her words I still wasn’t getting. It was like a puzzle with bits missing. Only she headed towards the other room and Tania needed her in there, so I swallowed my questions before I even figured out how to put them.

At the doorway, she glanced back at me.

‘Look up when you go, Chelsea girl. Look up and see where real power derives, cos it sure ain’t a gun and it ain’t a locked gate neither.’
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Tania had to stay for a bit so Mother Jane could fix her up, but she’d calmed herself and didn’t need me watching what was a private business. It didn’t seem right to hang around.

Her eyes were still puffy when I gave her a tentative hug, but she wasn’t crying no more. There was a basket on the floor at the side of the table, pushed part out of sight. I glimpsed it anyway; it was full of pale cotton stained dark, clothing ruined with blood. Tania’s petticoats. It seemed bad, though I didn’t look at it direct. I didn’t want her to see me staring. Instead I forced a smile.

She gave me a brittle smile back. ‘I’ll be okay, Chels. Mother Jane is going to sort me out.’

Mother Jane clucked her tongue. ‘You girls need to learn to count.’ She brushed past to her shelves, taking down several packets of powder and pressing a handful into each of our hands. ‘Mix with water. Drink after any man been with you. Soon as you can after. And learn to count to twenty-eight, hmmm.’

I put the powders into my pocket next to the letter, though I had some at Granger’s already, tucked away with my smalls. Pepper used to give me the same talk and I knew how to count, no matter what Mother Jane thought.

‘You don’t need nothing?’ I asked Tania. ‘I could stay, walk you home after. Or …’

I wasn’t sure what else I could offer. To get Mitchell for her? Only he had his Gatehouse duty and no way was I bringing him to Mother Jane’s place. This wasn’t no place for men.

Tania squeezed my hand. ‘I’m fine, Chels. The babby’s dead, but Mother Jane says I’ll be okay.’

I looked down at my sandals so as not to see her ruined petticoat, or the tools Mother Jane had laid out on her bench in preparation for when I was gone. Pails of water, clean cloths. And a thin metal stick with a brutal wire hook at one end that made my stomach clench on sight of it.

‘I didn’t even know you was gonna have a babby,’ I said.

‘Weren’t planning on it, ’cept it happened and …’ She gave me a watery smile. ‘Don’t matter no more now, I guess.’

‘Maybe when you’re feeling better we can walk the Edge Road all the way round, like we used to when we was kids.’

‘Yeah. Okay. That’d be nice.’

Mother Jane made it clear I was cluttering up the place, so I said goodbye and backed out. I wasn’t even the one Tania wanted most, that was Mitchell, even though he was a boy and of no use in times like this.

Once we’d been close, Tania and me. But that was once.

When I walked out between Mother Jane’s rows of herbs, I looked up, just as she told me to, raising my hand against the sun, and tried to see what Mother Jane wanted me to see. To understand what she’d meant.

The neglected tower rose above, its thick wooden door weighted by heavy chains. Something glinted high up. Something grey-black, a flash of reflective surface large and rectangular, flat boards fixed to catch the sun. I’d seen broken solar panels before; they were on a lot of roofs round town. Like the speaker boxes up on the old poles at the crossroad, Darkwater was full of old, broken things in dusty corners that weren’t used for nothing no more.

Look up, Mother Jane had said. Look up and see where real power derives.

I put my hand in my pocket, my fingers curling around the paper hidden there.





CHAPTER TWELVE

The Edge Road really wasn’t any road at all this far around the back of town, just hard-packed ground no different from that beside it. I hurried along it, aiming for the cemetery, from where I could hike the track leading up the hill, to the trailing end of Main Street.

There wasn’t much out this way, just the old filled-in pits where the town first dumped its waste, before thinking the better of it and dragging it out the gates instead. All our rubbish and the contents of our dunny pots were buried on the outside now, so it didn’t stink out the town quite so much. It was as lonely as it could get, here. Even the walls around this way were flaking wood and badly patched.

I paused by the gates to the cemetery. I didn’t have much time if I wanted to see about the letter and get to the seamstress both, but I always stopped to pay respects when I came this way. It was a neglected patch of land up against the back wall of town, surrounded by a rusted metal fence with a dead old tree at its gate. The ground was lined with haphazard markers carved with names and numbers that didn’t seem to mean much, and up back there was a patch with tiny crosses, smaller than the others. The baby ones. The child ones.

My brother’s one.

It was often said that Suse was the first babe born after the virals. Then came Mitchell and me, and then the others. But that weren’t exactly the way it was. There were others born earlier. Only, like Tania’s baby, those others didn’t breathe, or didn’t breathe for long if they did.

Da showed me this place back when he and Mamma and me lived on the Main Street, before Mamma got sick. Mamma would sew clothes for others while Da looked after the animals, cos this was back when I was small and the town was doing all right and we still had some cows and pigs around. Da would round up the cows for milking every morning and night, and a couple of women would sit on stools and squirt the cows’ milk into tin buckets. Sometimes, when they were calving or sick, he’d keep them in the Stables. The calves never really came out right though and were often born dead. The piglets too. Then the cows’ milk dried up and in the lean years the pigs were slaughtered; I guess the cows were as well, though I can’t remember it. I was young then.

Mamma would stitch late into the night until the lantern was flickering and Da said we couldn’t afford no more fuel. Sometimes, she sewed baby clothes for expectant families and that made her cry. She never would talk of why, so I asked Da and he told me about the baby before me. The boy who died.

One evening he brought me out here to the cemetery to show me. He’d not been sick, my brother, he just came out not breathing. Lots of babies did for the longest time and it still happened sometimes, even now. Da and me stood in the quiet by the cemetery fence, the gloom deepening with evening coming upon us. There seemed an awful lot of wooden markers in the cemetery for a township that wasn’t more than twenty-three years old, peopled by only three hundred or so souls.

‘There were others too.’ Da’s voice was low.

‘Others?’ I asked.

‘Others not buried here.’

I knew not everyone got buried in our ground. Those who died sick, their bodies were taken outside the gates and burned, cos you had to burn away the sickness.

Da pointed to a white-painted cross, faded and flaking. ‘That one. He’s buried there, our boy.’ He paused. ‘While the others were never let in, not even to bury ’em. We let ’em die and we couldn’t even give ’em a decent burial after.’

Was I seven when he told me this? Or maybe eight? Old enough to know that when adults spoke in hushed tones it was something others weren’t meant to hear.

‘Da?’

‘We was afraid. Back when we discovered this place and settled the town. When we closed those gates. All of us were right terrified. Fear does things to your head, Chelsea,’ he said. ‘Fear changes a person. We let things happen in this town what should never have happened.’ He shook his head, tall by my side. ‘Sick kids we wouldn’t let in. An’ maybe some kids who weren’t sick, who only needed food and shelter, but we got scared and they died for it. We owed ’em better, those kids.’

I gazed up at him. It’s possible he was drunk; he usually was when he spoke like this, telling me stuff he wasn’t meant to speak of. He smelled of whiskey, anyway. But Da wasn’t a mean drunk, he just liked a liquor and then got talkative and after talking he’d get real melancholy.

We headed for home, passing the Stables with the cows in it, one making an awful noise from the inside, though Da didn’t go in and check.

‘Seward.’

A male voice called from out front of the Stables, gruff and threatening.

Da pushed me behind him. ‘Teppson,’ he said. ‘What’re you doing out here?’

‘Heard the cow making a fuss. Why ain’t you tending it?’

‘Getting my girl home. Been tending the cow all day. She’ll be half the night in labour yet, I’ll be there in an hour. Everything is as needs be.’

Teppson was a bearded man with roaming eyes I didn’t much like. He gossiped and said mean things about others and never did care for my da much. They argued about the care of the animals, but it was Da’s job, not Teppson’s, and Da didn’t have to listen to him.

Teppson sneered. ‘You better hope the calf is born good,’ he said. ‘Three calves dead in a row, Seward. Someone gonna tell Granger you don’t know what you’re doing. Someone gonna tell him you be drunk on the job and maybe that’s why the cow ain’t able to calf.’

Da took my hand and walked us on. ‘Go home, Teppson. You’re far drunker than me.’

Later the cow did have a calf and it lived, for a while at least. Da told me not to worry about sour bastards like Teppson, who was forced to work in the fields outside the gates and it was hot work and he didn’t like that Da had other duties.

Teppson hated Da. And right after Mamma got sick it was Teppson who made the biggest fuss, telling everyone he heard her coughing. But that came later. This particular night, my hand was secure in Da’s giant paw. He might’ve had a couple of whiskeys, which loosened his tongue and made him sad with memories what hurt, but he was also kind and he tried to look after us. He did the best he could.

That was the last calf the cow ever did have.
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I tramped up from the low ground beyond the end of the Main Street, where the road narrows and splits in two directions, passing the sheds my da once kept animal feed in, avoiding the Stables on their other side. Not turning down the Main Street proper, where the seamstress was, but instead continuing up the high track. To the Schoolroom standing lonely atop the hill.

And there I stopped. Staring at the grubby, once-white hall. It was smaller than I remembered, and though the outside paint was flaking, the grey stone porch remained meticulously swept. The windows down the sides were open; it did get stifling hot in summer otherwise, which was only marginally worse than the freeze of winter. I hadn’t enjoyed coming here as a child, not exactly. But I had liked the learning.

Inside was even more different from my memories than the run-down outside. There were more desks in neat rows now, cos there were more kids in Darkwater these days, and I lingered near the door running my fingers over the scratched wood of one. This place had echoed when it was just my friends and me attending. We were the only kids in town then, the first kids. There’d been all those years after the virals with no healthy children born, before us. What must that have been like? For those who’d got through the death and chaos, then not have a single babe born living for years and years afterwards? Would it have felt like they’d survived the end of the world only to wonder if there’d never be any new people? Did they think they’d have to live out the end of everything anyway?

It must’ve been hard for the longest time. The kind of hard that left scars.

A step sounded on the creaking floorboards at the far end of the hall and Miss Kenzie came in through the narrow doorway in the corner, the one that led to the cramped, windowless teacher’s room in which she kept her teaching things. She didn’t see me as she came into the hall, walking across to the chalkboard propped up on a stand and writing something on the deep-grey slate in clear white chalk which screeched and scraped.

Words.

‘The cat sat on the mat.’

I said it aloud, staring up at the chalkboard.

Miss Kenzie turned, mouth open in surprise. ‘Chelsea,’ she said. ‘Yes. Hello. You do remember something of my lessons.’

I frowned at the careful, clear white letters. The cat sat on the mat. Back when she’d written those words on the chalkboard for us, when I was maybe six or seven, I’d stuck up my hand and asked, Miss Kenzie, what’s a cat?

She’d stared at me for the longest time. We didn’t have cats in Darkwater, so how was I to know? She just stood there, silent, until us kids were shifting uneasily, then she turned her back to us, blinking fast, and I swore she was crying. I swore it.

These days I knew a cat was a domesticated animal kept as a pet, small and furry and warm. There are pictures in Granger’s books.

My fingers brushed the paper in my pocket. Miss Kenzie was straight-up and honest and if she made a promise, she kept it. I could probably trust her. Probably.

‘I remember you teaching me words, Miss Kenzie,’ I said, staring at the chalkboard. ‘It’s why I’ve come.’

‘You’d like to read?’

My eyes shot across to her. ‘Oh yes,’ I said, then had to catch myself. ‘But, uh, that’s not why I’m here now. There’s something specific. Something I wondered if you’d read for me.’ I drew the letter out of my pocket. ‘I found this. It’s running writing and I couldn’t make it out. And the bits I could read didn’t make no sense. I weren’t sure if it were important.’

My hand shook as I handed it over. Miss Kenzie would know this letter wasn’t mine. Would she tell on me for taking things off Granger’s desk? What would I say if she did? Maybe I should’ve asked Pepper after all, or Mother Jane even. Only, Miss Kenzie had always been so smart, and I knew if it were something bad in the letter, then she was the only one who might be able to do anything about it. Being respectable and upright, she had a chance of catching the ear of someone with power, one of the men, in a way that Pepper or Mother Jane would never have.

She frowned at the crumpled paper, flattening it out and pursing her lips as she read. It took her some time. I stayed perfectly still, hardly daring to breathe, for I didn’t want to disturb her. She stiffened at something in the words, then shook her head. The lines on her forehead deepened further. My stomach turned itself over and I had to force my lips together so as not to interrupt with asking. The hush was constricting, a weight I couldn’t shrug off as I waited for her to say something.

‘Where did you get this?’ she asked at last.

I hesitated.

‘Chelsea, tell me: where did this come from?’

‘On the floor at Granger’s. I didn’t know if it were rubbish or not,’ I said, only half a lie. ‘Is it important?’

She looked back to the page. Her hands seemed to be shaking.

‘Miss Kenzie?’ I prompted. ‘What is it? What does it say?’

‘It’s a letter. Do you know what a letter is?’

I nodded.

‘It’s come from the outside. From some place called the City of Newpeace. I don’t know what that is.’

‘Like the old City? Ain’t that full of mutants? Chaos?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s the old City, but …’ She faltered. ‘Why would anyone be writing to Granger from there?’

She bent her head and continued reading, her hand to her mouth.

‘Something was promised them,’ she said after a few minutes. ‘An exchange or trade that didn’t eventuate. In return for grains sent to us. And … water? That can’t be. It talks of water rights. But we have plenty of water here. We are Darkwater.’

Which didn’t explain why we needed to keep digging new wells, or why the water we did haul up had started tasting funny, ’cept I didn’t say that out loud.

‘The letter says someone came to discuss the failed trade and they haven’t been seen since. So there’ll be an investigation? An investigator sent,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure what that refers to. It says people are at risk. Something must be done before—’ She gasped, straightening. Stopping.

‘Before what, Miss?’

‘It’s nothing, Chelsea.’

I crossed my arms. ‘Before what, Miss?’ I repeated.

She winced as she met my eyes. ‘Before more die, Chelsea,’ she said quietly. ‘It says people will die if nothing is done. Only it doesn’t say what or who and I don’t know what any of this refers to.’

She gave a deep sigh, folding up the letter and handing it back to me with firm, decided movements. As if she wanted it out of her hands.

‘This letter is old. Dated many months ago. You shouldn’t worry about it. I’m sure it’s been long dealt with and everything is fine.’

‘Miss Kenzie, we ain’t seen no grains nor water nor nothing else from the regular delivery men in months,’ I said. ‘We ain’t had no other travellers or traders for nigh on a year either.’ I paused. ‘Till now.’

‘I’m sure Granger and the Council have it under control.’

My fingers closed tight over the letter. Miss Kenzie knew so many things. She must be able to see this for what it was. She must know nothing was under control at all.

’Cept she didn’t want to see it, no more than anybody else.

‘You actually think that?’ I asked.

She flinched. She tried to hide it, but I saw.

‘Maybe I could ask Sheriff Jones,’ she said, her fixed expression breaking into something genuinely troubled. Her hands clutched tight together. ‘If everything is okay, in general. I’m sure it is. But I’ll … I’ll do some asking. You don’t need to worry.’

Some asking. Some gentle questions of those who made it their business to keep letters like this a secret. Still, it was more than I could do and Sheriff Jones was an honest man. He wouldn’t do anything Granger didn’t want and was ineffectual as anything, but he wasn’t a bad man.

I put the paper in my pocket. ‘If you think that’s best. Thanks, Miss.’ I tried to smile, only it was hard cos nothing was right in Darkwater and nobody wanted to see that, not even the smartest woman I knew.

I made to go. The Schoolroom wasn’t my place. I didn’t want to be here anymore.

‘Chelsea,’ Miss Kenzie said, when I was halfway down the aisle. ‘You never did answer me this morning.’

‘About what, Miss?’

‘Are you okay living with Granger?’

I bit back a sigh. ‘’Course I am.’

‘He treats you right, does he?’

I nodded, for she seemed to need something. Only, Miss Kenzie had never asked before today and even Pepper never said nothing, ’cept a year ago and then I roused on her bad for it. I was the luckiest girl in Darkwater and everyone said it, even if they never looked me in the eye when they did. So what did it matter if the truth weren’t actually so sweet? They knew and so did I that there weren’t no choice about it; I had to survive somehow, and if they all said I was lucky it was just so they could pretend it was okay.

‘Don’t worry ’bout me,’ I said. ‘I can look after myself.’

‘I suppose you can,’ she said, though she didn’t seem comforted. ‘You know, if you wanted to learn to read, I’d be happy to teach you.’

‘Thanks, Miss Kenzie, but Granger probably wants me home.’

She looked down with a tight expression. ‘Yes.’

She looked very alone there in her empty school hall with nobody around. All buttoned up, and that tight, unhappy expression on her face.

I hesitated. ‘You know, Miss Kenzie, if you really like Sheriff Jones, you should try unbuttoning your collar a bit. Show a bit of cleavage. Men like that,’ I said. ‘Granger always does.’

She rocked on her feet, mouth opening but no words coming out.

I smiled encouragingly to show that I meant to help her, for she didn’t seem to know how else to get Sheriff Jones’s attention and it was clear she wanted it. But her expression stayed shocked.

‘Chelsea, no.’ She shook her head. ‘That’s not right.’

‘Sure it is. It’s what Granger likes on me.’

‘No. Just … just no. It’s not right.’ Her hand went to the buttons at her throat, but not like she wanted to undo them. Rather, her eyes fell on my low-cut slinky pink satin, and her expression went stern and fixed. ‘You and Granger together, it’s just not right.’

My gut tightened as I finally understood. Miss Kenzie was judging me still. She thought I wasn’t worthy of Granger. I’d never been worthy of anything to her.

I spun on my heel. ‘You don’t get to tell me that no more, Miss Kenzie. Granger wants me and you don’t get to tell me to stay away, not anymore.’

I rushed out, while behind me Miss Kenzie called, ‘Chelsea, that’s not what I—’

I didn’t stay to listen. I ran into the afternoon sun.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I clutched the letter in my hand as I ran from the Schoolroom. Newpeace. The City of Newpeace. A name I’d never heard. We only ever spoke of the City, and that was no place to have any name, especially one speaking of peace.

Miss Kenzie, the smartest woman in town, refused to see what I could, no matter she’d read that letter for herself. And Rass, who was the only man I could risk talking to, wouldn’t even listen to me. Darkwater was falling apart and I couldn’t get anybody who might be able to do something to hear it.

Wiping my eyes with the back of my wrist, I ran blind down the hill, until I came to a sudden stumbling halt when the Stables appeared before me. I stared up, breathless and sniffing away my upset. I never came this way no more. No-one in Darkwater came here, not willingly. Yet there was someone in this town who might tell me the truth of things and her horse would be in those Stables.

Sooner or later, the Stranger would have to come by to look after the beast.

The full-sized barn listed on its rotting foundations. Some of the planks of the walls had fallen, leaving gaps in the sides, and one of the main doors was hanging by a single rusty hinge. Da would’ve been disappointed; he’d never let the Stables get so run-down when he worked in them. I could near see him coming out of those wide doors, smiling at me, covered in gunk from a cow birthing. The smell of wet hay and the stink of the cows inside, the animals baying.

Other memories, more recent and none so pleasant, came at me too. Ones from round the back, the Stable Yard a year ago. I pushed those away fast.

Inside was dark. I walked with careful steps down the centre of the Stables, empty boxes on either side. The smell was fainter now, though still distinct: mouldy hay and faded animals. A place full of ghosts and haunted memories. Down the other end was a slab of light where the door led out to the Stable Yard. I wasn’t ready to face those ghosts, though, so instead I focused on the stalls.

They were empty. Where was the Stranger’s horse?

‘Do you often hang about mouldy old stables in evening dress?’

I jumped so fast I almost tripped in my silly sandals. The voice came from the main doorway.

It was her. In shirtsleeves and men’s pants, gun belt at her waist and the handgun in it, though nothing in the bandoliers. The radio she’d made such a display of hung there too and I wondered what it would feel like to hold, how heavy it was, how cool or warm within my hands. If the dials would turn firm or sensitive. If I might make it talk like she had and hear voices from the outside.

’Cept that gun sat next to it and, on her other hip, her whip, and the sight of them dried up my courage for asking.

Her hat obscured her face as she leaned against the doorframe, her arms crossed as she watched me from beneath its brim.

‘I, uh … I wanted to see your horse,’ I said. ‘We don’t have horses here much.’

She smirked amusement and pushed herself off the doorframe, heading to one of the loose boxes on the side. I followed as she collected what must have been her saddle and horse blankets.

‘Explains these Stables falling apart, then,’ she said, a wryness in her voice. ‘Guess there ain’t much need for horses if no-one’s ever allowed out those damn gates of yours.’

Her horse was already gone. She was collecting her things. It hit me like a wallop, a blow I wasn’t ready for.

‘Are you … are you leaving?’

My stomach plunged. She couldn’t be going already, could she? If she left now, I’d never know. Not why she’d come, not what she wanted. Not even why she went again. What if she disappeared through the gates and everything went back to the way it was? What if everything stayed exactly the same, no matter that this stranger, a woman with dark rumour trailing in her wake, rode into town and then rode out again?

‘Nah. Just moving the mare. That town boss of yours is keeping out of my reach, locking himself away, so we’re going to have to wait him out,’ she said, straightening with the saddle and blankets over one arm. ‘The animal is used to open spaces. She doesn’t like being tied up inside this ruin.’

‘Oh.’

I glanced out the doors at the far end, where light and fresh air beckoned. The Stable Yard. There was plenty of space for a horse to move in the daylight and warmth out there.

I pulled my eyes away without saying it. The woman caught where I looked anyway, also glancing out those doors.

‘Yeah, I don’t like going out there either,’ she said, then walked back to the main doors, carrying the heavy gear in her arms.

I followed in her wake. Her gait was long and determined, and I had to skip after her to keep up.

‘Do you … ? Have you … ?’

I had no idea what I wanted to ask first. No idea how to ask it. Those rumours, the swirling trail of stories the whole town was whispering about. A whipping and a woman dead, twenty years gone.

‘Why?’ I asked.

She didn’t break her stride. ‘Why am I moving the mare? I told you. I wouldn’t keep any living creature in these Stables, frankly.’

Why don’t you like going out to the Stable Yard?

Only I couldn’t say those words, so what came out was, ‘Why are you here?’

The woman stopped. I had to pull up short or else run into her. She stood straight and her face held a calculating expression. Where had she put her mare? She was heading towards the vegetable gardens where stunted greens withered and died in the ground. There was nothing out that way ’cept for collapsed sheds and empty ground. Or the cemetery, if you went far enough.

She loomed over me, bigger and older, with grey through her brown hair and lines about her eyes. The sun was at her back and she smiled in its shadow, a snarl and amusement.

‘I’m here because this town has something I want,’ she said, and the flash of white that was her teeth narrowed into something sharp. ‘And maybe I have something it needs.’

The breath stuck inside me as I gaped up at her. ‘What?’ I asked.

‘How old are you, Chelsea?’

‘Sixteen.’

Her expression darkened. ‘Huh. And that bastard is in his late fifties by now.’ She shook her head. ‘While all of them let it happen.’

‘Who let what happen?’

‘Every damn adult in this town old enough to know better, who can see what’s going on and still won’t say a word to stop it,’ she said. ‘There’s a good amount of complicit guilt round these parts, but they just burrow deeper in rather than confront anything. How much do you know about what went on in Darkwater before you were born, kid?’

The words were in my mouth before I could stop them.

‘There was a woman. They killed her. Raped her and whipped her out behind the Stables. In the Stable Yard. She screamed and everyone heard, only no-one came to help, so she put a curse on—’

‘I meant about the gates.’ She cut me off hard. ‘He shut the gates. He controls who goes in and out of them with those viral screens of his.’

‘The gates keep us safe,’ I said, but heard my own voice waver.

Her laugh was mirthless. ‘Yeah, heard that one before.’ She considered me closely. ‘How do they work, those gates of yours? Know anything about that?’

I frowned. ‘Uh, well, there’s the Gatehouse. The young men work the mechanicals in there.’

‘Mechanicals, huh?’ she replied. ‘It don’t work with clockwork, you know. I thought it might’ve been solar, except by the sounds of it you lot have let your panels die. Okay, tell me about the Gatehouse then. Is it always kept locked? Who keeps the key?’

‘Granger keeps all the keys to the town. The Gatehouse is always manned, though. The young men who are rostered on have the key too. Like with the lookouts.’

‘Lookouts? You mean the towers? Yeah, I saw them up on those ones out front. Nobody bothers with the towers round the back though, do they?’ Her smirk was telling. ‘I guess you lot better hope no enemies come at you from behind. What else about the Gatehouse? This locking mechanism? Know how it runs? How he powers it? Or is it all manual?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. I’m not allowed in there.’

‘Sounds about right. What about the viral screens, where does he keep those? The needles and shit?’

‘Oh, um.’

I hesitated, mouth dry. She was asking so many questions and I’d barely asked any of my own yet. None of this was secret-like information; I’d be last to know if it was. Anyone could tell her this stuff. It was common knowledge and I wasn’t giving away anything. And yet I was answering her openly to the best of my knowledge and maybe that weren’t so smart.

I pulled my hand from my pocket with the letter in it. Granger would kill me if he knew I had that letter and I’d taken a risk showing it to Miss Kenzie. If it came out I showed it to this woman too, I could end up out in that Stable Yard facing the whip myself.

But I’d never know the truth if I didn’t try to find it out and nobody from Darkwater was going to help me. I wanted to survive. I wanted more than just to survive—I wanted to thrive, to really live, without being scared all the time. Like this woman did.

‘Granger has a Strongroom,’ I said as I gave her the letter. ‘It’s at the back of the Council Chambers, a great stone hall behind his house that you get to via a corridor off the kitchen. But the door to the Chambers is always locked and only Granger has the keys.’

‘This town sure has a lot of locks,’ she said. ‘That Granger is keeping himself so locked away I can’t even get to him.’

‘Why do you want to see him? Is it really to trade?’

‘He and I have things to discuss. Things he doesn’t want to face up to.’

‘What?’

‘Ain’t your business, kid.’

I pointed to the paper in her hand. ‘What’s that about, then? Can you tell me?’

She flicked it open, glancing down. Taking time to read. Her face didn’t change, though at one point she muttered ‘huh’ softly to herself. Other than that, her expression remained grim. Something steely in it as she folded the page and handed it back to me.

‘Sounds to me like something was promised yet never delivered,’ she said. ‘And those waiting aren’t so keen on being ignored.’

‘Doesn’t it talk about water rights? Possible deaths?’ I swallowed. ‘The City of Newpeace. Is that where you’re from?’

Now it was her turn to hesitate. ‘Yeah, that’s what the City calls itself now.’ Her grin surfaced. ‘Don’t think much of the name myself, feels a bit cute. But people like a symbol, hey.’

She walked on. As if that was it, no more to be asked and nothing more to be said.

No. That wouldn’t do. I’d told her everything I could and now I needed something in return. I grabbed her arm and tugged her back.

‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t it say something about someone being sent to investigate? What’s that mean?’

She wouldn’t look at me. ‘Maybe you should ask about the man who went missing. Have any travellers come into this town and never gone out again, Chelsea?’

My breath went solid in my chest. This wasn’t the stuff of common knowledge any longer.

She rolled her eyes at my sudden silence. ‘Yeah, thought so.’

‘It says people might die,’ I said.

‘That ain’t my letter. And this ain’t my town,’ she said. ‘Next time you’re feeling curious, go ask your lover why the wells around here keep drying up. Go ask him about the lowering of the water table and the lack of surface water. Then you ask him why he keeps this place locked down when there are reservoirs not far away, if only he opened the gates long enough to work with others.’

‘We’ve got water. We’re even named for it.’

‘The City is named for peace too, yet you lot don’t seem to acknowledge that.’ She shook her head. ‘That Granger of yours, he likes to think he knows best. And he’ll keep you all locked up here to prove it, cos he knows he won’t survive a challenge. So you ask him what happens when the water runs out, Chelsea.’

‘Granger keeps us safe. He won’t let us die.’

She made a derisive sound. Turning away with a dismissive wave of her free hand, shaking me off.

‘Nice conclusion, kid,’ she said. ‘Go home. Stay safe. I’ve business to attend to.’

Tears pricked my eyes at her harsh tone and my hands clenched with frustration by my sides, all the worry and agitation and desperation in me and nowhere to land it. I was used to being disregarded in this town, told to go away and be good, but when it came from this stranger, it hurt.

‘But what about her?’ I cried out to her back. ‘What about the woman who is dead, who they raped and whipped and killed all those years ago? What about her who cursed this town to hell?’

She stopped. With her back to me under that cruel sun, saddle and horse blankets hefted over one arm, and weapons—and radio—on her hips.

After a second’s pause, she glanced over her shoulder, then with her free hand she knocked up the brim of her hat, lifting her chin as she did. The sunlight fell direct on her face and I could see her features clear. Weathered skin. Sharp blue eyes.

That long, white scar, savage down her cheek.

‘What about her, Chelsea?’

I opened my mouth with a desperate need, only to close it again a moment later. I was afraid that if I asked she might tell me no, she wasn’t her, and that woman twenty years ago, she was just a nobody who died. Just another Granger’s girl once upon a time, who disobeyed and suffered for it and was now forgotten. Forever irrelevant and unimportant.

She shook her head. ‘Go home, Chelsea.’

She disappeared, leaving me behind. And I couldn’t make myself follow.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I went home to Granger.

The hem on my dress was still not mended, but I couldn’t face the seamstress now. What did it matter that I’d found a letter warning of bad things? Or that it was clear as air we hadn’t enough food and maybe even the water was drying up? Nobody wanted to hear. Not Rass, not Miss Kenzie. Not even the Stranger come to town.

I trudged up the Hill Road, dragging my heels in their flimsy sandals, me in my pretty sparkling dress that was made to show off a different woman’s attributes. The cleavage I didn’t have, the curves that weren’t ever going to be mine. Granger always made it clear how I was supposed to look and yet I’d never managed to fit, not even that first dress he gifted me back when I was still scrubbing pots for Christian. Staying at the Hotel and trying to keep my head low, cos I was already tainted in the town’s eyes and I desperately didn’t want fingers pointing anywhere near Suse.

Granger often stopped in with gifts for me then, old jewellery or little bits of make-up. Pepper said I shouldn’t take them, that I needed to be careful about accepting presents from a man like him, but the town’s whispers were already starting about Suse being ill and me from a sick family so near. If Granger were coming by, if he were taking an interest in me, that would stop any talk, wouldn’t it?

So next time Granger appeared, I smiled and cocked my head at him in the way he seemed to like. After that, he bought me a new gift. That dress.

Black sequins and a long skirt which picked up dust from the scratched boards beneath my feet and me without the curves to fill it out. I scrambled into it in the storeroom before rushing out to show him. Twirling around while he watched, satisfied. Nodding his approval.

I didn’t let my eyes flicker to Pepper, who sat on the far side of the kitchen in her usual dressing-gown, long hair piled up messily on top of her head, frowning into a bowl of broth.

Granger drew himself up to full height with a smile. ‘Hope you like your gift. Sure looks sweet on you.’

I twirled again and made sure my eyes were bright and singing, for I knew how to show appreciation. Then Old Josey and Christian came in and the men’s talk turned to rationing meat, Christian shaking his head as they left the kitchen to see to business.

It left only me and Pepper in the kitchen. She frowned at me drowning in black chiffon.

‘Well. It certainly is a dress,’ she said, the laughter lines around her mouth now turned down. ‘Low-cut and leggy as hell.’

‘It’s pretty. Granger thinks so. I think so too.’

‘It’s not a dress for a fifteen-year-old. What’s a man of his age doing styling you in ways he likes, anyhow?’ She clucked her tongue. ‘Give it back, Chelsea, love. A gift like that comes with a cost. You need to tell him no more of this, it ain’t right.’

I looked down at the dress. Pepper had a place and a way of living she liked and a life she got to choose. But I didn’t have nothing of my own and no place I could be that wouldn’t bring harm to those I loved. I had to look out for myself. So why wouldn’t I flatter and flirt with Granger when he came offering pretty dresses for me to wear? There weren’t no other options I could see.

‘Granger notices me,’ I said. ‘Why wouldn’t I make the most of that?’

‘That stuff he gives you don’t come for free. He’ll be expecting something for it.’

‘I know it. I’m no fool.’ My voice sounded shrill. ‘What else should I do? Stay here scrubbing pans till everyone reckons I’m one of your girls?’

Her expression tightened, but she ignored the jab. ‘Chelsea, you’re barely fifteen. If your mother were here—’

‘If my mother were here, you know what she’d say about you? She’d say you’re bought for an hour and that’s all you’re worth,’ I said, upset and cruel with it. ‘She’d say a woman who fucks a man for money ain’t worth no more than the few shitty dollars he throws at her. So don’t you talk of my mother.’

Her mouth opened and her eyes widened and for a moment she stared at me, full of dismay. Then she pulled it together again, fast, expression battening down. And I regretted the words soon as I said them, I really did. She didn’t deserve my pain and anger. Only I didn’t have nowhere else to land it.

I sniffed and wiped my eyes. ‘I want my own life, Pepper. I want to make my own choices,’ I said. ‘Granger, he’s got power and I can have power too, with him. And that’s something you ain’t got. Not with what they say about you.’

‘Sweetie, what you say you want, that ain’t power. That’s autonomy. And Granger ain’t no way to—’

‘What would you know? You’re just a whore.’

I ran out of there, down the alley, even as she called to me and I ignored it, cos I had no idea how to say sorry when I was hurting like that. Still swimming in that silly black dress, way too loose on me as I ran.

I had nowhere to go, so I went to a place where there’d be no-one. Wandering the back ways alone, trying to work out the awful sensation in my gut that might be anger, but also might be grief and fear and now guilt too.

That’s how I ended up going by the Stable Yard.

That’s when I came across the man being whipped to death and Granger giving the orders for it to happen. Nodding his approval of blood and murder, like he had an hour earlier nodded his approval of me twirling in the dress he gave me and which I still wore.
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I pricked my thumb three times stitching my hem too fast. Blinking so my eyes wouldn’t water and I could see what I was doing, fixing the tear I’d made that morning so Granger would let me go out. Only I’d gone out and what good had it done? No good. None at all.

Once I’d finished, I hid the needle and thread behind the rags I used for my regular bleed, where the powders Mother Jane gave me also went, along with anything else I didn’t want Granger to find, cos he’d never go poking about there. Then I went to find food, though my guts were so tied up eating was the last thing I felt like. I stood in front of open kitchen cupboards, considering the fast-diminishing selection of old cans with torn and faded labels showing pictures of tomatoes or carrots or corn. Maybe I could mix up some of the remaining oats into porridge, or there might be some dried beans left in the larder. None of the choices inspired my appetite. Yet I had to eat something. Granger didn’t like that I was scrawny and thin. I needed more curves on me, he said, like it was some kind of failure on my part that I didn’t have them.

I dug out the oats and boiled some up into a gruel, sighing at it on the plate. Eating was a chore; everything tasted like sand.

Muffled voices came from down the hallway at the back of the kitchen. Male, low, indistinct. I stiffened. When the door to the Council Chambers scraped open, the voices became clearer.

‘Tonight. At the Hotel. We’ll make it public.’

Granger.

‘Christian’s been told to insist her weapons stay upstairs,’ someone else said. It sounded like Jackson. ‘She’ll be unarmed and at the bar. Confront her there and the whole town will see she’s got nothing, there ain’t no real trade deal. That’ll quiet the grumbling.’

‘Good. A public challenge will show that old fool Brummel and his whining shopkeeper mates she can’t deliver on any wild promises,’ Granger said, sounding dark. ‘I’m the only one who knows how to keep this town safe and they need to remember that.’

‘You got it, Granger.’

There was a shuffling of boots. Several pairs.

‘Jack, go to the Stables first, get her horse,’ Granger said. ‘Bring it round back of here. That way she won’t be rushing off anywhere. Rass, you get down to the Hotel now and be ready. When I arrive, I’ll take the lead.’

A subdued ‘Yes, Granger’ from Rass. So he was there too.

‘Once I’m done, you and your boys can drag her round behind the Stables. We’ll tell the town we ran her off.’

The door to the Council Chambers closed with a thud and a clack of the lock. Their footsteps were heading in my direction.

‘We’ll see to her proper,’ Granger said. ‘Nobody comes into my town mouthing off that I ain’t got things around here handled. I’m going to send her back to her city in a wooden fucking box.’

I sat frozen at the kitchen table. Picturing the woman, unarmed, trapped in the bar. Her horse stolen, escape cut off.

A public example.

Wooden box.

The Stranger had been damn clear she didn’t want me about. But Granger’s public confrontation would be an ambush. She’d have no hope. Not without warning.

I didn’t think, I just fled. Fast, before they reached the kitchen. Someone had to do something. I couldn’t listen in silence and then pretend not to know what was happening, like the rest of Darkwater always did.

I rushed down the hall to the front door and slipped out before Granger realised I was home. I could get there before him, warn the Stranger, then disappear again. Granger would never even know.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Rass was loitering near the stairs when I pushed through the swinging doors of the Hotel. I’d had to go the long way to avoid him in the street and he’d got here first. He glared on seeing me, mouthing, ‘Get out!’ with furious clarity. It was a reminder of how bad I’d cop it if I got caught, but someone had to warn her. Someone had to tell the Stranger that it didn’t matter none how good she was, she was alone while they came armed and in numbers. An ambush was still an ambush.

Rass couldn’t do anything about me. He was on a job and had to focus, giving orders to his boys; Cy sent to hover by the bar, near the door leading out to the kitchens. His other two mates up front as I came in. The boys covered all exits. The Hotel was bursting with men and smoke, and there were even some women in long skirts and buttoned-up blouses, so it wasn’t only Pepper and her girls in tonight. The crowd drawn by rumours of Granger’s planned confrontation.

I pushed through the throng to the bar. Christian stood rigid behind it and I looked around, stretching to see past people but not finding the one person I was looking for.

The Stranger wasn’t here.

I tried to get closer to Christian, yet even as I did the swinging doors were flung open and Granger stormed in. Here already, faster than I was expecting, and flanked by Old Josey and Jackson. Then Blake, Donnie and Max followed behind. The whole Council, which meant they were making this official. They must’ve discovered by now that the Stranger’s horse wasn’t in the Stables and from the thunder on their faces they hadn’t found the animal anywhere else either.

An immediate hush fell across the big room. I shrunk down next to the bar, praying Granger wouldn’t see me at the back, cos this was bad. This was real bad.

‘Where is she?’

Silence. What could anyone say? Granger had made her wait, then orchestrated a public confrontation, only to find the woman wasn’t here.

‘Where the hell is she?’

The shuffling of nervous feet was his only answer. Granger stomped into the centre of the room, everyone falling back to give him room. He looked around with dangerous eyes and that gun on his belt.

‘Christian, where’s this stranger who’s been let in our gates?’ Granger’s voice boomed through the room.

‘I don’t know, Granger. She said she had business, went out to see to it earlier today. I thought she was going to see you.’ Christian paused. ‘She ain’t returned yet.’

Granger’s jaw clenched. ‘What?’ He might want a fight, but what could he do if the Stranger didn’t bother to turn up? ‘Rass, go check her room!’

Rass ran up the stairs two at a time. The rest of us held still and breathless, me hiding behind the townsfolk, glad for once for my small stature, all of us waiting to see this play out.

When he reappeared, Rass shook his head. ‘She ain’t there, Granger.’

Granger’s fists formed at his sides. All that rage with no-one to take it out on, his predetermined victory slipping away. It was like Rass’s card game all over again. First she out-cheated the men who conspired against her. Now … she ignored them. Nobody ignored Granger. A collective breath held throughout the barroom.

Into it broke a new sound.

‘Broadcasting on frequency two three nine point seven megahertz. This is Central Signal Directorate with the eight pm call. Ship docked, quarantine in place. All is well. Responders?’

Voices. Strange, different voices, tinny and thin. Crackling, with a hissing background noise that didn’t cease. Loud enough to stand out over the confused muttering and gasps of the people gathered in the barroom.

It came from outside, in the street. Everyone turned to the doors and the men nearest looked out. Pepper, by the window with Marigold, peered through the clouded glass. Even Granger faced the doorway.

The voices came again.

‘Eastern Hill responding to the eight pm call. All is well. Over.’

‘Long Lake responding, Central. Relaying from the Western Ports. Quarantine lifted, all is well.’

More crackling. A hissing sound and those weird voices. Talking. Responding. Communicating.

All is well.

These were not voices from our town. These were not our voices.

Someone close to the door pushed outside and it broke the trance. Everyone was up and going out to see, not even waiting for Granger to decide for them. We scrambled forward in a rush, me in the wake of the crowd and careful to conceal myself among bigger bodies.

The night was darkening and the main crossroad lanterns had been lit. The kerosene lamps on the poles gave the Main Street a dull orange hue as we spilled into the street, joined by others coming from elsewhere. Mr Brummel came out from his store and Preacher Sampson with him; they often got drunk together of a night. Sheriff Jones stood on his porch looking shocked. No surprise he hadn’t been in the Hotel; his job was to keep peace on the streets, but when it was violence Granger planned, what could he do? He wouldn’t have to turn his back if he weren’t there in the first place.

We milled about the crossroad, dozens of us, more. At least half the town had to be here. Christian stayed near the Hotel, Pepper and Marigold were further forward in the crowd. Rass over the other side with his boys around him.

‘Central broadcasting on frequency two three nine point seven megahertz. Drought declared, Central Reservoir at sixty-seven per cent capacity,’ the male voice said. ‘North-western zone now cleared, ready to be reopened for use.’

‘Eastern Hill responding, Central. East Reservoir at seventy-three per cent.’ That was a female voice. ‘Piping blocked to the south, a team sent to clear it. Will have an update in a week. Over.’ ‘We’ll take on shifting water to the communities down the peninsula, Eastern Hill. When your infrastructure’s fixed, you return to that zone and we’ll cover the west. Over.’

‘Confirmed, Central. Many thanks. All is well. Over.’

‘Long Lake responding. Water capacity sixty-one per cent. All is well. Over.’

It was so much louder out here, a thundering of voices in the air over our heads. We all looked up, for it came from above, from the light poles.

From the speaker boxes.

‘What is it?’ a young man near me asked.

‘Radio,’ someone else, older, answered and my chest constricted tight. ‘I used them before … well, before. They’re talking over radios. High-frequency bands. It’s playing through the speakers, the PA.’

Squelching sounds and a crackling echo. A sudden screech and everyone flinched, yet we stayed to listen for more. These voices in the air from invisible, faraway people who spoke of water reserves and zone-clearing and quarantine and ships docking. Of sharing, of organisation. Of community.

All is well.

And yet, all was not well.

The old men of the Council stood in the middle of the crowd, Granger with them. They were united in fury.

‘Cut the wires!’ Old Josey cried, loud enough to be heard over the scratching, squelching noises. ‘Cut the wires to the speakers. That’ll stop her. Donnie, can you get up there? Get a ladder, Stan Jones has one out back.’

Donnie ran for the Sheriff’s office.

Josey looked at Granger. ‘I don’t know how those speakers are still working. It’s been so many years. But we’ll find her, Granger. She can’t be far.’ He pointed to Rass, who was lingering in the thick of the crowd as if hoping not to be seen. ‘Rass, get your boys. Now!’

Granger stood stony-faced. While everyone else looked upwards to the speakers, he looked hard at the crowd, and when Rass made his way to Josey, Granger caught him by the arm, holding him still.

‘I know where she is, you idiots,’ Granger said through his teeth, deadly intensity in his eyes. ‘She’s telling us. Can’t you fucking hear? That’s the whole point of this stunt.’

The men stared at him. Granger glared back at them.

‘She’s in the Gatehouse,’ he said. ‘That’s where the base station for the old PA system is. Twenty years fucking ancient and she’s made it work. She wants us to know. She’s telling us where she is because she’s got into our goddamn Gatehouse!’

Almost at the same time, the static noise with the voices in it stopped. The relief of silence was broken only by Granger’s spitting words, raised to be heard above the noise by those near him, now carrying to everyone.

The Gatehouse. The black brick building jutting out from the bluestone, locks on its door. Constantly manned, never unattended. The heart of our protection, for it controlled the gates. Someone was always rostered in the Gatehouse. Nobody could sneak in there without notice.

’Cept somebody just had.

Jackson broke the tension. ‘She won’t be able to move the gates, it needs four men at least. One woman can’t do that alone,’ he said, as if that woman hadn’t defied every other expectation of her since the moment she rode into our town.

Granger rounded on him. ‘That’s not the fucking point here.’ He gestured in the direction of the gates. ‘Jack, get down there now, take some men. That bitch has probably scarpered but see if you can find how she got in.’ He bared his teeth. ‘And who the fuck is responsible for allowing it.’

Jackson nodded to a couple of men and they took off at a run. Granger raised his arms to get the crowd’s attention.

‘It’s all right, everything is being handled,’ he called out. ‘The old wiring in the original buildings sometimes sparks with residual power. It’s set off the old announcement system, that’s all. We need to check it for safety: those old wires are corroded after twenty years and they could be a danger. So everyone please return to your homes.’

No-one moved. Everyone stayed right where they were, staring at him.

‘How does it spark? Where would the power come from?’ someone called out. ‘The entire grid was destroyed more’n two decades ago. When the military tried to take control.’

‘Yeah, most of the transmission towers were taken out in the fighting over ’em,’ said another. ‘The generation plans were totally blown up.’

A voice across the other side of the crowd said, ‘Maybe it’s the solars. She was pointing them out today.’

‘They could’ve got something repaired on the outside. Those people broadcasting. Got the grid back online p’haps. We wouldn’t even know—’

‘I said you need to go back to your homes!’ Granger interrupted with a roar.

Only the talk of the crowd grew louder. They didn’t even look at Granger now, they spoke only among themselves

‘That was her radio. I was there when she had it out this morning,’ one man said. ‘She said it picks up broadcasts from outposts. There’s regular communications.’

‘The people on it were talking about water reservoirs. Infrastructure. They—’

‘Get the fuck back to your homes now, goddamn it!’ Granger cried at the top of his voice. There was spittle in his beard and his arms swung as if to wipe everyone away.

The crowd fell silent in an instant. The volume and open anger in his voice was stunning. I’d heard him yell at home behind closed doors when only his closest advisers were around, Old Josey and Jackson and maybe the others on the Council, but not in front of the townspeople. He never lost control in public. Never.

‘Just fucking go!’ he yelled into the shocked silence, and people scattered, Christian pulling Pepper into the Hotel. Rass and his boys shying away.

And me. Frozen in place as the crowd thinned fast around me.

‘Chelsea!’

His fingers coiled around my upper arm before I could move off with everyone else. Threatening above me. All that authority in need of a place to land.

He yanked me forward and I cried out at the pain of it, the jarring of my shoulder as he dragged me away. I stumbled along behind him, my sandals tripping me up but Granger still not stopping, still not letting go, not even when I almost fell to my knees, scrambling to stay upright, unable to free myself from his hold.

He hauled me off in front of everyone, with the whole town watching on. Nobody moved to stop him. Nobody said a thing. For what did it matter that we’d heard voices from the outside and that a woman got into our Gatehouse and that the world had been spun about this last day or so?

What did any of it matter when we were still the same town we ever were and I was still alone?





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

My head ached in the sun’s glare. My eyes were sore, the left real bad; it wouldn’t open the whole way and wouldn’t stop weeping either, though I was long past crying. I’d done my crying last night, after Granger had dragged me home with the whole town watching, all of them knowing the kind of discipline he liked to dish out.

He made sure they could see now. Midday was the busiest time in Darkwater and he’d brought me to the Main Street, choosing his time with care. He had business in town, he’d declared that morning, and he would take me with him. He framed it like it was a privilege, something I should be thankful for. So I thanked him—Thank you, Granger—while staring at my toes. My lips were too bruised and jaw aching too hard from the blows he’d delivered to give him one of my usual manufactured smiles.

The Main Street was subdued, heat coating every surface and a quietness with it, like the whole place was hungover. I kept my eyes pinned to the ground and my hand on Granger’s arm. He dictated pace, direction. I followed and tried to feel numb as he greeted people in the street, stopping to exchange pleasantries. The voices of those he spoke to sounded careful, wary.

Nobody addressed me. Nobody mentioned my name, though I stood right beside him, and none looked directly at me and my bruises. Yet he was showing me to them. My swollen black eye and the imprint of his knuckles on my cheek. The purple and black marks his fingers left around my bare upper arms. Granger made sure the town knew his authority remained strong and that punishment had been meted out against those who’d erred against him. He was still in charge. He showed me to the town to prove it.

We stopped outside Doc Matthews’ rooms so Granger could speak to him, the doctor refusing even to glance at my face. His hands smoothed his greased hair in a nervous fashion as the men discussed the heat, the lack of rain, the low water reserves in the tanks and how the new well would fix all that. No mention of the fact that the water from the wells was tasting right funny of late. No concern about the lowering of the water table here. None at all.

At least, none that was spoken out loud. But when Granger and I moved on from him, I glanced back and the look on the Doc’s face was grave as anything. He even shook his head like maybe he didn’t believe it no more. Maybe.

We headed across the Main Street. I glanced up at the lampposts as we did. The speaker boxes were no longer there, taken down sometime in the night. Wires hung cut and useless, connecting nothing to nothing. It seemed so bitter a move, even more than the knuckles against my jaw. Why do that? Yes, the Stranger had used the speakers to show Granger up in public, which was the thing he hated most. Demonstrating to the town there was more to the outside than he’d told them, that there was communication, collaboration even. But why destroy the boxes now she’d made the things work? Why not show authority by taking control of them, using them for our own ends?

But Granger had ordered them removed, so they were removed.

We passed the Hotel. Christian was on the verandah, cleaning the windows with a bucket by his feet and rag in hand. He stopped when he saw us. I didn’t catch his expression cos I wouldn’t meet his eye, but I felt his gaze and I knew how he’d look. The same way he looked whenever I asked about Suse. The guilt in his eyes as he saw me go past.

Granger didn’t stop to speak to Christian. The hotelier wasn’t one of his favourite folks right now.

He didn’t stop to speak to Mr Brummel outside his store either. The shopkeeper looked at Granger with a glower, while next to him stood the leather worker who had no leather to work with. The apothecary was on his other side. They muttered between themselves about dwindling supplies, but let us go by without confrontation. They said naught about my bruises.

We crossed the road to the Sheriff’s office and Sheriff Jones came out to meet Granger.

The Sheriff looked uneasy, adjusting the hat on his head with a tip of it in greeting.

‘Morning, Granger,’ the Sheriff said. ‘A hot one today.’

‘True, Stan. Come by the house tomorrow. We need to discuss public disorder and measures to counter it. I’m thinking of a new approach to managing those gates.’

I closed my eyes. A new approach to the gates. No-one ever came in them now, not even deliveries, so who’d he hope to keep out? It’s not like anyone ever attacked our town or actually tried to get in, cos what did we have for anyone to want? All those lookout towers and we didn’t need them. We couldn’t even get willing trade anymore.

‘Righto, will do,’ Sheriff Jones said, more hesitant than usual. Normally he fell over himself to agree with Granger. ‘Look, about the Gatehouse last night, I don’t think it’s right that—’

Clumping boots came down the porch before the Sheriff stumbled into trouble. The steps slowed on getting closer, maybe on sight of me. Maybe at the nasty look Granger levelled at the Sheriff.

‘Heard you wanted us, Granger.’

Rass. His boys at his back like always. I kept my eyes on the splintered boards of the wooden walkway and tried not to notice the strain in his voice.

‘Need you for some business later, Rass. Come by the office tonight, before dusk,’ Granger said.

A moment’s pause then, ‘Yes, Granger.’

I glanced up and he sucked in a fast breath on seeing the full extent of my face, but he didn’t say anything.

As Granger turned to walk away, the Sheriff said, ‘Granger.’ His voice unexpectedly firm.

Granger stopped, maybe out of surprise at anyone speaking up after he’d made it clear he was done with them.

Sheriff Jones pulled back his shoulders, straightening. ‘It’s not right the boy at the Gatehouse last night is held to blame.’

Granger eyed the Sheriff. ‘You investigated as I asked, Stan?’

‘’Course. Nothing was touched that we could find. If it weren’t for that old PA fired up and working, I’d have said nobody had been in there what shouldn’t. But—’

‘But someone was in there. And what if they managed to get the gates open, Stan? What if they let in others?’ Granger shook his head. ‘The man on duty has the responsibility for ensuring the Gatehouse is secure. He failed.’

The Sheriff hesitated. ‘Maybe he did screw up, but Mitchell’s just a boy. He’s a kid, Granger.’

Mitchell? The world swam about me. Oh. Oh no. Mitchell was rostered when the Stranger had got into the Gatehouse. I shook my head, pain sparking from the movement, my eyes shooting to Rass, who stood stiff.

‘The boy says he heard something, went to check it out,’ the Sheriff said. ‘When he returned the door was barred. I’ve got him locked up in the back here like you wanted, but I don’t think—’

‘That’s right, Stan: don’t think. Just do as I say. The boy remains in your cell. Keep him there and I’ll deal with him myself in a couple of days. Understand?’

Sheriff Jones opened his mouth to say more. I willed him to say more. Mitchell was a good person; he wouldn’t do anything wrong on purpose. He’d been out there alone while everyone else had been at the Hotel and nothing ever happened normally. Nobody had ever tried to break into the Gatehouse before. How could it be his fault?

Only, someone had to bear the blame.

The Sheriff’s shoulders dropped. ‘As you say, Granger.’

‘Right you are, Stan.’

My head throbbed as Granger led me down into the Main Street again. Mitchell was locked up. A scapegoat sitting pretty.

It wasn’t right. None of it was right.

‘Chelsea?’

I stumbled and looked up at the first person to address me this whole morning.

Miss Kenzie’s jaw went slack as she saw the state of me. ‘Oh my dear lord, what happened to—’

She stopped as Granger stepped forward. She looked to him, then at my hand on his arm. Miss Kenzie hadn’t been at the Hotel last night, too proper ever to be found in such a place, but surely she’d heard? Someone would’ve told her. She might even have heard the voices from the speakers for herself.

She met Granger’s gaze and swallowed. ‘Granger. Good morning.’

‘Lydia. Fine day, don’t you think?’

Her eyes flashed to me. ‘Yes, a lovely day.’ Her voice sounded strange. Strained.

‘You really must come up to the house sometime for lunch. It’s been too long,’ he said as he led me away.

Miss Kenzie was left staring after us. ‘Of course. Yes. Thank you.’

We moved towards the Hotel across the street. Despite it hurting, I glanced up at the closed window on the top floor. Suse’s room. My Suse. If ever I needed her and the comfort she could bring, it was now. Yet she seemed further away than ever.

My eyes dropped down to the verandah in time to see a young man look our way with wide eyes, then rush inside.

Not a moment later she came out.

The Stranger.

Banging through the swinging doors with her hat on, radio on her belt and those weapons on her hips. Christian had let her return to the Hotel and he hadn’t sent word to Granger or the elders that she was back. He hadn’t even stopped her wearing her weapons.

She didn’t come out alone either. Following her was the man who’d run in to warn her of Granger’s approach, plus a handful of others. Young men in their late twenties, a couple of the shopkeepers, the tinsmith and Marigold, along with another of Pepper’s girls. And, real surprising, Preacher Sampson. His gaze shot from us in the crossroad over to where Brummel stood by his store then back again.

The Stranger hadn’t merely drawn an audience with her winning card games and radio and talk of the outside; she’d developed a following.

If Granger challenged her now, tried to take her weapons or silence her, or killed her in cold blood right there in public, he’d be facing more than grumbling from a few shopkeepers with empty shelves. There might be real dissent. And it wouldn’t stop her stories of the outside spreading. It’d only bring more questions.

The Stranger strode out of the Hotel with purpose. Then she stopped on seeing us and stared down into the street at Granger.

At me.

I tried to keep my eyes on the ground while sweat ran between my shoulder blades. ’Cept Granger reached for the hair at the back of my head and tugged it hard. I followed the unspoken instruction and looked up, the state of my face plain in the midday sun. Someone had to pay for voices in the night. For a public undermining of his authority, getting into his Gatehouse, making the speakers sound. For using technology we could no longer use ourselves and undermining everything Granger said about the outside and our need to protect ourselves from it. Someone had to pay for Granger being shown up as hollow.

Someone had paid. Me.

Maybe she’d scored her petty points and maybe some of the younger townsfolk were eager to hear more from her and some of the more vocal folks too. But this was still Granger’s town. And wasn’t that the real lesson here? The lesson meant for her specific. He could parade me around Darkwater with my black eye and swollen face and bruises and nobody would ever question the right or wrong of it. They’d all just let him do it.

We stood in the street, Granger’s hand on my shoulder as possessive as ever, him looking up at that woman on the Hotel verandah and her staring back, death in her eyes. He wore his gun again today and his free hand hovered near it. While her fingers clenched ready next to her hip, beside her own weapon.

Seconds passed with barely a breath held. I waited. Everyone waited. The whole crossroad staring and motionless.

Only, then her gaze lifted to look around the town. At the complicit silence of it. Everyone out and about: Rass and his boys, the Sheriff, Doc Matthews. Across the way, Brummel in front of his shop. So many in the street. Even the good and proper Miss Kenzie. All the people who knew Granger had belted me to near unconsciousness and accepted it as right, simply cos he said it was.

This was Granger’s town. He still had the power here. And when he used it, nobody stopped him.

The Stranger’s hand dropped from her side and, with a hard set to her jaw, she spun on her heel and stalked back inside. The swinging doors banged loud behind her as she did.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Granger put his clothes back on while I sat on the edge of the bed. Bruised and sore and staring at my toes, nails painted the same shade of pink as my fingernails. It hurt to move. It hurt to think. My black eye still wouldn’t stop weeping.

‘I’ve got business with the Council. Be here when I return,’ he said, then tossed my dress to me. It was uncomfortable and scratchy as I slipped it over my head with shaking arms.

‘Yes, Granger.’

‘You’ll not leave the house again until I say. You’re not to go into town without an escort. It’s for your own safety. Understand?’

There was a darker note in his voice. I made myself look up, swaying slightly.

‘Yes, Granger.’

His faced creased with determination and I held myself still, in case flinching or shying away provoked him worse.

‘This is for your own good,’ he said, like he actually believed it. ‘Going into the Hotel alone like you did, that was dangerous. Walking alone after dark is dangerous. I’m trying to protect you.’

‘Yes, Granger.’

‘That stranger is dangerous too. Ruthless, violent. You will keep away from her.’ He stared at me. ‘Got it?’

I stood, for he required a response more than mere acknowledgement. Moving to stand in front of him, I put my hands on his shirt. My nails were a light shade against the coarse material and my hands were small against him as he towered above me, all beard and size.

‘Thank you, Granger,’ I said, and smiled as best I could with cracked and bruised lips. The smile likely wasn’t good enough for he still didn’t look happy.

‘Go fix your face,’ he said, as if a black eye could be sorted with a bit of make-up. ‘Then get something to eat. You’re all skin and bone. You need to look after yourself.’

While he finished getting dressed I redid my make-up and then put on my strappy sandals with the heels. When he was ready, I followed him downstairs. I wasn’t sure I could swallow a mouthful of food, but if I could give him a smile, I could pretend to eat too.

Thankfully I was saved from such pretences. As I opened cupboards and took out some cans of beans and carrots with slow hands, there came a knock at the front door. Granger went down the hall to open it and moments later reappeared, followed by Old Josey and Jackson.

‘The hide of that woman,’ Jackson said as they entered the kitchen, ignoring me where I stood by the bench. ‘Standing brazen as you like outside the Hotel. We need to go get her, Granger. I don’t know why that bastard Christian hasn’t locked her in her room and sent for us already.’

‘I’m not so certain,’ said Josey, always the more careful thinker. ‘She’s got the ear of Brummel and his mates, talking trade and supplies. Given the young ones something exciting with that radio broadcast talk. If we drag her out of there now, we’ll get rid of one problem, but we’ll set ourselves up for more from some of our own.’

‘I’ve handled it,’ Granger told them. He jerked his head my way. ‘That there’s a red flag to a fucking bull. She won’t let that lie.’

They glanced at my face and my cheeks heated with a shame I couldn’t help.

Old Josey nodded slowly. ‘You reckon we draw her out? Bait her with talk your girl’s gonna cop it worse even?’

‘Exactly,’ Granger said. ‘Then we’ll lure her to the Stable Yard. Have the boys ready and waiting. She ain’t escaping her fate this time.’

I stood clutching a can of carrots, not saying a word.

The kitchen door opened and Rass and his boys came in, all lanky limbs and thumping boots.

Rass’s eyes met mine over the kitchen bench, but he looked away first.

‘You wanted to see us, Granger?’ he asked. Ready to carry out any order, as always.

‘Go down to the Chambers. We’ll talk there. The others are on their way.’

Before they went, Granger slipped an arm around my waist and pulled me in close, pressing his lips down hard on my own, his beard rough against my chin. Taking his time, his tongue deep in my mouth.

‘You eat, Chelsea, then you go upstairs. Stay there,’ he said. ‘It’s important. No matter what happens tonight, you don’t come out. It might get loud.’

‘What might get loud?’

‘Just stay upstairs, Chelsea.’

‘Yes, Granger.’

The men headed along the hallway to the Chambers. The heavy door at its end slammed shut with a bang after them, lock clicking into place, only to be opened with Granger’s key.

I stood unmoving after they were gone, eating cold baby carrots straight from the can in mechanical fashion. Waiting as the light filtering through the windows grew deeper and a grey murkiness settled in. We’d heard voices from the outside last night. All is well. Then this morning Granger met that challenge. Maybe some in the town were getting worried about the lack of supplies and the farmers weren’t happy about not being able to grow anything and the Stranger had tapped into their murmured, whispered discontent. But what did the Stranger’s technology or know-how or smarts matter here? What good were her tales of the outside and hints that there might be more beyond Darkwater? Granger still ruled this town and the people were still afraid.

I was sick of being afraid.

I waited long enough to be certain the men were settled in the Council Chambers behind that locked door before I turned and went back up the stairs and into Granger’s study.

Granger kept everything shut up behind locks he controlled. Gates, doors. Only, I’d lived with Granger for a year now and I knew where he kept his spare keys.

At his desk, I pulled the letter from my pocket. The one from the City of Newpeace, crumpled now. I straightened it out and left it on top of his desk, right in the middle, where it’d be easily found. No matter what happened now, I wanted him to know that I knew. We had no deliveries cos we weren’t able to pay for them cos we had nothing, not even water no more. Granger had let everything be used up and still tried to trade, and when he couldn’t pay he’d killed the man who came to collect what he owed.

The bottom drawer was locked, but the key to that was in the top drawer, so I quickly had it open. Granger never was so thorough as he thought himself in his security; he liked to keep everything locked up, but he figured his own office was safe. Nobody ever came here ’cept the men he invited. And me. But I was just a girl. What harm could I do?

I wrenched open that bottom drawer and grabbed the cold metal keyring of Granger’s spare keys tight in my fingers. Then, keys in hand, I ran down the stairs, ignoring the pounding ache in my head brought by each step. Pausing only to grab my coat from the hook by the door, I shrugged it over my shoulders and ran into the growing dark.
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When I got to the Hotel, she was leaning on the bar, her hat on the polished woodgrain beside her. She was surrounded by several young men and a couple of older ones too. The tinsmith, one of the farmers, a couple of Pepper’s girls. That radio was in her hands again and she was showing them how it worked, a crackling sound with the occasional faraway voice in it. She conversed in friendly tones, laughing at a joke someone told, while those around her listened with fascination as she answered their questions about the City, the radio, the outside with talk of shared resources and communications and proper irrigation and farming. Excited voices and enthusiastic chatter met her words.

She’d achieved way more last night than Granger gave her credit for. The townsfolk were listening with interest instead of scepticism. She had a real following and it was growing.

I walked into the warmth of the room and everyone fell quiet. Pepper at the back, Christian behind the bar. Everyone.

The Stranger watched me with mild, unreadable eyes.

‘Chelsea,’ she said as I approached. Her voice was the only sound, despite the many pairs of eyes watching me.

‘You want to get to him?’ I asked.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Do you want to get to Granger? Cos I can take you.’ I pulled the keys from my pocket and held them high. ‘My only requirement is you don’t leave me behind. I go in too.’

She looked at the keys in my hand. Nobody around us said a thing.

The Stranger’s gaze moved to my face. ‘You sure you want to do this, Chelsea?’

‘My friend Mitchell is locked up in the Sheriff’s cell. Someone’s gonna end up in the Stable Yard over this. Maybe it’ll be him. Maybe it’ll be me. Maybe you, if Granger has his way,’ I said and raised my chin. ‘Then again, maybe it don’t need to be any of us. That’s what I’m thinking. Not anyone ever again.’

She glanced about the room. She’d always been careful of her audience, since the minute she rode through our gates. Sauntering around town all laconic like, as if she didn’t give a shit what anyone thought of her, ’cept she knew what she was doing. She knew the impact she had.

‘I’m not going to protect you, Chelsea,’ she said. ‘You want someone to rescue you, you need to look elsewhere.’

My jaw clenched. ‘I’m not looking for rescue. Do you want a way in or not?’

She smiled, brutal and dangerous. As ruthless as Granger promised she’d be.

She picked up her hat from the bar. Handed her radio to Christian, maybe for safekeeping, and adjusted her belt: gun on one side, whip on the other.

Her eyes shifted again to the rest of the room as her hat went on her head.

‘Let’s go, Chelsea. Let’s go find your man.’





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

She strode ahead, a darker shade against the night. The Stranger. Along the Hill Road, that broad path winding its way upwards and ending at the big white house. Lit only by the dull orange hue from the lanterns at the crossroad, fading fast into a surrounding black beyond. She was the shape of a person, rather than the details of one. A long coat and a wide-brimmed hat, confidence in her every step.

I stumbled after her down the steps of the Hotel and into the street. Where my sudden energy for rebellion ebbed. I knew what I wanted and the very personification of it was striding ahead, ready to demand confrontation and take on any who stood in her way. Yet the Hotel was the last safe haven I might have. Christian had tried to look out for me best he could and so had Pepper. And Suse …

But Suse was the reason I couldn’t turn back. If I turned around now, I’d go up to her, cos I needed her too much, and then she’d be endangered. The town would turn her out like they had my father and Granger would let them, cos he hated Suse.

My Suse.

She had a smile that was kind and hands that were gentle and her skin was soft, unblemished by the sun. Her hair was deep brown and beautiful, straight to her waist, and she was only a year or so older than me. She was the first of us. The first child to be born and live after the virals.

Maybe that’s why she was allowed to stay even when she was sickly, some days so exhausted she couldn’t get out of bed. Once, she’d been the hope of the town. A baby born alive.

By the last time I saw her, a year ago now, none of us first kids were so special anymore. But Suse was still my hope. She was the one I ran to in times of trouble.

‘They killed him. They killed him and there was so much blood …’ I sobbed that out in her arms, shaking and trying not to throw up down the front of that awful black dress I wore. I’d come running straight from the whipping in the Stable Yard and was still wearing Granger’s gift, the one I’d fought with Pepper over. Suse held me and stroked my hair, the two of us huddled close on the bed in her cosy room, where I always felt wanted. It was comfortable and warm, with a small bathroom down the hall and a window overlooking the Main Street.

She pushed the hair out of my eyes and put her head next to mine. I calmed at her touch, breathing in the proximity of her. The tickle of her hair against my cheek, a sweet exhale of breath mixing with my own. And when I looked up, after crying the tears out of me, her face was right near mine.

I leaned forward and kissed her.

She did not pull away.

Lips that yielded, then pressed back. A tongue momentarily wet against my own. She smelled like roses and tasted like mint and felt soft under my hands. We were tentative at first, but only at first. Soon Suse held me to herself with grabbing fingers and an intensity I wasn’t used to from her. It took my breath away and made me want to pull her against me just as hard, so I did. Holding her close as her fingers dug into my shoulders, then moved down my sides, over my hips and I kissed her even harder for it.

It seemed an eternity, a blissful moment in which everything was all right after all. In fact, everything was perfect.

‘Sick.’

The voice sounded so very wrong in that small room where I’d only ever known friendship and care. It cut between us and we sprang apart, Suse on the bed and me in that stupid black dress. I stumbled to stand with my heart hammering.

Granger. In the doorway of Suse’s room. He must’ve seen me running from the Stable Yard and followed me here.

‘That girl is sick.’ His menacing form closed off any escape. ‘This is where you come, Chelsea? When I give you so much, when I offer you everything?’ He threw out an arm in a wild gesture and I flinched. ‘How many times have I offered you shelter? Gifts? And this is where you run?’ When he looked over my shoulder to Suse behind me, his eyes narrowed into something vicious.

My world rocked. There were no words, no possible response that could end this in any way that wasn’t awful.

‘Chelsea, you’re a young woman who makes very poor decisions.’ His nasty eyes stayed on Suse. ‘Perhaps it’s to be expected. Young girls are foolish creatures. You need to listen to those who know better. You need to listen when I tell you that girl is sick and you must move away from her right now.’

I stood stock-still. It wasn’t that I wanted to show defiance; I simply couldn’t make my limbs move.

Granger stepped inside the room, and I saw behind him in the doorway a taller, leaner figure, younger and perhaps more conflicted, though no more my ally than any other man. Rass threw me an incensed look, for hadn’t he tried to keep my sorry hide out of trouble, dragging me away from the Stable Yard? And now hadn’t I made everything so much the worse?

Rass’s boys stood behind him. Still covered in sweat from their exertions, the lashing of the whip on a man. Stray blood spatters not yet wiped from their cheeks and brows as they crowded on the landing outside Suse’s door, while beyond them, right at the back, was Christian.

The hotelier tried and failed to push though the mass of young men.

‘Granger, please,’ Christian called. ‘She’s not sick like that. She’s my daughter. Please …’

Such panic in Christian’s voice. Everyone had seen my father sent out of the gates not a handful of months before; everyone knew what happened to the sick around here.

Granger ignored him, taking over the room like he took over every place in this town.

I forced breath through the constriction around my chest. I didn’t dare move. Suse was crouched on the bed behind me and we all knew what happened to girls who were young and friendless and without protection.

‘She’s sick, Chelsea,’ Granger said. ‘You need to move away from her now before you catch what she has. You know the rules.’

‘Granger, please. She’s not contagious.’ My voice was hoarse, but at least it didn’t shake. ‘She just gets tired sometimes and needs to sleep. She’s okay, really, I—’

‘This town has rules for a reason.’ His words sliced like a blade. ‘This town stands because we have been so diligent at following them. Are you defying our rules, Chelsea?’

I shook my head, lips pressed in a line.

Granger raised a hand and I shied away. Only his knuckles didn’t make contact with my cheek. As I stumbled sideways, he didn’t even look at me.

His hand went to his belt, which he began to unbuckle. His gaze was locked on Suse.

My Suse.

Her eyes were wide and white. The breath wheezed low from her throat, as it did when she was startled or frightened or beginning to panic. I looked to Rass, but his face was pale, and when he caught my desperate, silent plea, he looked away with a shake of his head. Turning his back. With a trace of vomit still on his shirt and blood beneath his fingernails. He’d made his choices. When it was us or them, you looked after yourself and pretended not to see. Just like this entire damn town.

There’d be no help. There was only me. Granger pulling his belt from its loops one by one, unbuttoning his pants, and Suse on the bed and, oh dear lord, no. No.

I pushed myself forward in front of Suse. Getting between her and Granger. I almost fell in my haste, barely managing to hang on to the mattress, until I found my feet again and stood straight before him.

‘No,’ I said.

‘You take my gifts, Chelsea, but you don’t appreciate them. You like the attention. Girls always do. But then I find you with this minx and I know you don’t appreciate a thing.’

His eyes returned to Suse on the bed with a predatory glower. The breath felt solid in my lungs. All the gifts. They came with a cost. Pepper had tried to tell me as much that morning and I’d stormed out, refusing to listen.

My hand shook as I reached out to his arm. A soft, fluttering movement. I laid my fingers gently on the rough skin above his wrist, light at first, before I dared press firmer. I shifted my weight forward while maintaining that physical contact. My eyes held his. He let me do it. Allowing me only the slightest space until I stood so close before him my body was practically against his.

For the first time, I looked up at him from under my fringe and gave him a shaky hint of the cheeky smile I would later come to perfect.

‘I am grateful, Granger,’ I said. ‘I’ve just been too shy to tell you. To show you how much I appreciate all you give me.’

Everyone stood unmoving. There was not a rustle of fabric. Not a single creak of a floorboard under any errant foot. Even Christian out in the hall stood motionless in that moment.

Granger peered down with open calculation. After a few seconds he gave me a grave nod.

‘Shy is understandable,’ he said. ‘There’s no need to be shy.’

I forced that painful smile wider. ‘Then please let me show you how grateful I am.’

And he stepped back. Just like that.

Granger moved away from Suse on the bed and allowed the room to breathe again. His hand clasped my arm, fingers digging in, and I didn’t pull away.

He signalled to Rass in the doorway.

Rass stepped aside, motioning to his boys, who did the same, and Christian was finally allowed into the room.

He gathered Suse into his arms.

‘That girl is sick,’ Granger said, the grave voice of judgement. ‘If she doesn’t remain quarantined, she’ll be banished from this town. But’—he made his tone smooth, not lower in volume or authority, just with some empathy added—‘if she is kept separate from the other townsfolk she can remain.’

Christian heaved a sob, holding Suse. ‘Thank you.’

How much did it take for him to get that out? To give thanks to a man who’d ordered the imprisonment of his daughter?

Christian’s eyes rose to mine. He looked stricken. Guilty. Perhaps both of us thinking the same thing. How much would this cost me?

‘Chelsea, why don’t you come with me?’ Granger said.

Christian’s mouth opened. Almost a protest. He’d been one of the few adults to help me after my parents had gone. Him and Pepper, feeding me when I was desperate, giving me shelter when I had none. He’d done what he could.

But Suse was his daughter. He needed to protect her.

His head dropped and he said nothing.

‘Yes, Granger,’ I said.

I walked to the doorway. Rass stood between it and me and for a moment he didn’t move. I raised my eyes to his as he stood firm and saw him give an imperceptible shake of his head. No.

Then there was a creak of a floorboard. Granger. Rass’s shoulders slumped and he stepped aside.

Granger led the way out and I followed. Onto the landing, passing the boys. Walking to the stairs. As I walked, I held my chin up and refused to let it drop. Down the stairs, step after step. I walked away from them all, away from that room, away from my Suse.

I walked with my head held high and I did not look back.
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Ahead of me, the Stranger’s boots crunched an awful echo through the night. Striding ahead up the Hill Road while I followed, conscious of the movement on the edges of things, the flickers in the dark. The eyes watching us.

The light in Sheriff Jones’s office seeped from around his firmly closed door. Mitchell was locked in there somewhere. He had to be scared stiff, for Mitch wasn’t dumb and he’d know what was intended for him. And Tania, curled up in bed at home recovering, needing him with her, she would be terrified.

Across the road, Mr Brummel’s General Store was locked up tight, but there were lights on in the back of that too, and the preacher was probably there, cos they spent most evenings together. Drinking. And if it was more than just drinking between them, nobody ever spoke it aloud. I’d tried to ask Davy what he thought of it once, cos the way he trailed after Mitchell I’d always wondered, only he shut down my questions right quick, growling how some things needed to be left unsaid. So I didn’t ask his advice about me and Suse either, after that. In Darkwater, what was admitted publicly and what went quietly unsaid were different things. And nobody ever saw what they didn’t want to speak of. Even if it was right in front of them.

Out here in the night, everything seemed still on the surface. A curtain twitched as I passed Doc Matthews’ rooms, falling into place before I could catch the eye of the person behind it. A creak from a booted foot on a bad board pulled my attention to the other side of the road, my nerves tingling to see four or five men on a verandah, hazy shapes in the gloom. No faces, though a clear sense of arms crossed and postures threatening. I braced for the order to get back inside, yet they said nothing.

A couple of houses up, a clutch of women crowded in a doorway. Mrs Suffolks with a dour look, friends with her. I waited for the censure or an audible tut-tut. Women were more often prepared to voice disapproval than men.

’Cept as I passed, clutching my coat, the women looked away. Mrs Suffolks shook her head and shut the door with a click.

So that’s how it would be. All those watching eyes of the town once again refusing to see.

‘Chelsea.’

I almost lost my footing, stumbling in the surprise of hearing my name. The call came from a doorway across the road. The trim and tidy home of Miss Kenzie.

Oh. Even if she had been civil with me yesterday, Miss Kenzie had still been first to spurn us when Mamma got sick and she didn’t like things that weren’t proper. What I was walking towards now with the Stranger sure weren’t proper.

She hovered outside her home, looking torn.

‘Chelsea, I’m so sorry about yesterday. That wasn’t how I meant it to go.’ She paused but I just looked at her. She sighed. ‘I’m sorry too that I stopped you from coming to school. You needed help. I should’ve listened.’

Her voice was low and stark in the night and at any other time I’d have been astounded by her words, floored by them even. Now, though, was not that time.

‘Miss, it’s okay. But I gotta keep moving.’ I gestured up the road. ‘There’s things happening that—’

‘I was afraid, Chelsea.’ She cut me off quite firmly. ‘I told myself that I was protecting the other children, but the truth is I was scared.’ She, too, glanced up the Hill Road. ‘But not anymore. I can’t let it go on. Things cannot continue like they have been. So come inside. Please. You don’t need to do this.’

I raised my chin. ‘Someone has to.’

‘You’re a child. It isn’t right.’

‘Miss Kenzie, I ain’t no child. I been with Granger for a year.’

She wrung her hands. ‘And that’s not right either. Someone should’ve said. I should’ve said. Long before now. You should never have had to … He should never—’

‘No. That ain’t what’s important now,’ I said. ‘You read that letter. We ain’t getting no more deliveries, Granger ain’t paying up, this town’s got nothing to trade with no more. We got no food. The water’s failing so we can’t grow nothing. Now he’s made the Sheriff lock up Mitchell in the cell.’

Miss Kenzie’s shoulders straightened. ‘Mitchell? He’s only a boy.’

‘He’s seventeen, Miss. And they’ll drag him round to the Stable Yard once this is done, you know they will, and nobody will say a word to stop it.’ I moved closer to implore her. ‘Please, Miss Kenzie. If you want to make something right, go find Mitch. Go check he’s okay.’

‘He’s in the cell?’ Her expression hardened. ‘Well, I will be having words with Stan about that. I’ll look out for him, Chelsea. Don’t you worry.’

I turned back to the road. Ahead, the Stranger’s pace had slowed almost to a stop, waiting. Impossible to read her face; she was only darkness beneath the swirls of her coat. As if she might not even be real, only the rumour of a woman returned from the dead and made solid for a singular purpose of bloody and violent revenge.

I caught up to her and peered under that hat, though I saw precious little. Perhaps a glint of eyes and a flash of teeth that suggested a wolfish smile.

Nobody else was around. It was just the two of us out on the lonely road.

‘You honour your word,’ the Stranger said. ‘Two nights ago you said you’d lead me to Granger. Ready, then?’

I licked my lips. ‘What are you doing to do?’

I thought I saw the corner of her mouth turn up. Amusement? Contempt? Whatever expression I failed to read in the mess of shadows across her face, it sure wasn’t fear.

‘Finish what was started long ago.’ Her voice was like gravel.

‘Oh.’

‘Still got those keys? Keeping them safe?’

I clamped down on the nervous fire in my belly and pulled out the keyring from my coat pocket. I held it out to her, iron warmed by my hand.

She shook her head. ‘No, you keep them,’ she said. ‘You can open the locks. You want to come along for this ride, you can take on that responsibility.’

Then she took me by the elbow. Her grip not tight, but firm. Making me face the hill and the quiet white house atop it, overlooking the town.

Granger’s house. And behind it, the Council Chambers.

‘So lead on, Chelsea.’





CHAPTER NINETEEN

Granger’s house was deathly still.

From out front we had no way to see the Council Chambers, that isolated stone hall tacked on in some long-ago expansion, austere and forbidding. The house itself aspired to an almost pretty domesticity. The small garden ringed with a low fence and plants that never thrived. Granger did like flowers. The garden was one of the few things he never let anyone else tend. He tried to grow pansies, violet, pink, blue. Inevitably they died, though the daisies did all right sometimes and the lavender was lovely. The grass never took, failing in brown clumps.

The Stranger looked at the house.

‘That’s one truly ugly affront to architecture,’ she said, a casual drawl. ‘A facade that’s covered up more than one horror over the years.’

‘They’ll be in the Council Chambers at the back,’ I said.

She snorted. ‘The old men’s ward.’

‘Huh?’

She glanced sideways at me. ‘Do you know what this place is, Chelsea? What it was? Back in the day?’

I swallowed against a dry throat. ‘Granger’s place.’

‘It’s got a history that predates that man,’ she said. ‘This whole town is built on the ruins of what was here before it. This building and that stone annexe out back, along with those damn gates, were the only things still standing.’

I knew the town had been settled after the virals wiped out the world, cos Granger had found the shelter and water supply and the gates, then figured out how to work them. Closed them and protected everyone.

But the way she talked, it sounded like there were other bits of the story we hadn’t been told.

‘So do you know what they were, Chelsea?’ she asked. ‘These structures which supposedly protect you from the outside?’

I looked up at the highest window of the house, where I’d stood and watched this stranger ride into town.

‘The gates have always been here,’ I said. ‘Since before I was born. Since before the town. Since always.’

‘Not since always.’ Her eyes stayed on the house. ‘When we got here, most of the place had been destroyed. There’d been a lot of fighting through this way.’

‘Fighting?’

‘In the aftermath. In the chaos which followed the virals, the panic of people desperate to survive. When the world fell apart. Do they not teach you history in this town?’

My gaze fell downwards. ‘Not really. The boys get some learning of it from the elders sometimes.’

‘Then you’re probably not missing out on much.’

She stepped forward, adjusting her coat so it fell open. Showing the gun at her hip. The whip on the other. Both within easy reach. Her expression was only deep recesses and lips that hinted at a snarl.

I made myself speak. ‘What are they then? The gates?’

‘This place was a prison,’ she said. ‘Active for more than one hundred and fifty years, by my reckoning, first built in the days of iron bars and floggings. Then most of it got bombed when the military was trying to keep control.’ She shook her head. ‘They targeted places like this, before hitting the power stations up the coast. Talk about desperate, hey? Destroying everything to stay in control.’ Then she gestured to Granger’s house. ‘This building was once the Governor’s Residence.’

Cold seeped into my bones. ‘A prison?’

‘Yes. Your gates were prison gates,’ she said. ‘The stone hall at the back, the one you called the Council Chambers? It’s what was left of one of the cell blocks. Abandoned by the time we got here. We were looking for somewhere to shelter and this place had water, buildings we could patch up, space we could clear. Only a few dozen of us at first, but once we settled more survivors came. That’s when Granger decided to make use of those gates.’

‘Granger says the gates lock out the danger and keep us safe.’ She burst into laughter, loud and long. As it faded, she reached for the gun at her side. She cocked it, a sound that cracked open the night.

‘It’s about time this town learned not to listen so much to Granger,’ she said and lifted the gun to gesture me forward with it.
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So I led the Stranger inside. The house was lit only by the moon through the windows and a dull yellow glow somewhere towards the back. Nothing moved ’cept for us. Nothing sounded ’cept her voice.

‘When the virals first came, borders went up.’

She spoke in calm, modulated tones neither hushed nor whispered. Talking about the past. History. Of a world facing calamity and a panicked response. An overreaction of military force, economies collapsing with it. Entire nations turning inwards, desperately trying to point the finger of guilt elsewhere, finding anyone and everyone else to blame for a thing that had no true fault, it just was.

‘Only sickness doesn’t recognise the sovereignty of states. And with those contagions, if one failed, we all failed.’ She said it as we moved through the eerie unlit rooms, me a step in front and her so close behind I could feel her warmth. ‘The only possible way forward was to face it together, but we couldn’t even manage that.’

Our progress was slow, with her gun up as she checked every corner and every doorway. Holding me back with a hand on my shoulder while she looked in a room; nudging me forward again once satisfied it was clear.

She was on alert, careful how she went, but she wasn’t hiding her arrival.

‘Once the panic really hit, even the military set in against their own,’ she said in the lonely gloom of the sitting room. ‘Fighting illness with soldiers. Microbes with bombs. We faced a shared terror and in response we turned on each other. That was the real disaster.’

Glinting metal shifted in her hand. I kept my hands in my coat pockets, one clutching the keys.

‘People must’ve been scared,’ I said. ‘Facing such a thing as that.’

‘Yeah, well, fear turns people into idiots.’ She paused at the door to the dining room, checking it with gun in hand, before prodding me forward once again. ‘Worse, it makes them vicious, ruthless idiots. Panic killed way more people than the virals ever did. The out-of-control military more even than that.’

In her words, I could hear an echo of my father. Fear does things to your head.

‘Just cos what happened after was bad, it don’t mean the virals didn’t kill all those people,’ I said in a low voice. ‘Or that we don’t need to protect ourselves from the contagions.’

She sighed. ‘Chelsea, there aren’t no contagions anymore. We’re clean of those virals now. Anyone who survived the first waves of it, they developed an immunity and they passed that immunity on to their kids. It’s done. It’s over. It’s been over for two decades.’

I stopped. In the middle of the dining room with its long table and fancy cloth over it, the white one with embroidery that was pristine, for I was always real careful with it. Granger never ate in here, he took meals in his study, but he liked me to eat proper, with cutlery and a laid-out table. I had to get some curves on me somehow, right? So I ate dinners alone in the dining room, meals prepared by the women who came in to cook and clean. Early on I had dined on spiced and dried meats and what few vegetables our patch produced. Now I mostly got condensed milk and porridge and the occasional canned vegetable and I never did put on any curves, despite all the eating he made me do.

The Stranger kept walking as I stood there. Only some seconds later did she look back with a frown. ‘What?’ she said, as if her words had been nothing.

‘You’re saying there’s no sickness now.’

‘There’s still plenty of sickness in the world,’ she said. ‘Just not those sicknesses. The virus your Granger tests everyone for, his whole reason for keeping those gates closed and trapping you all inside?’ She shrugged. ‘It no longer exists, at least, not as a threat to anyone. This town is terrified of nothing.’

The world swayed under my feet. ‘That isn’t true. It can’t be true.’

‘What, you think great iron gates and cobbled-together fences stopped airborne contagions which took out a third of the global population in a matter of months?’ she asked. ‘You’re immune, Chelsea. We all are. Any of us who survived and the kids we had.’

She glanced down at me as if I should have already known that, while I gaped at her like she hadn’t just upended my entire existence.

‘That virus hasn’t hurt anyone for decades,’ she said. ‘You’ve been lied to all your life. Sorry.’

She didn’t sound sorry. Gun in hand, she continued to the other side of the dining room. The door to the kitchen.

I made my legs move to catch her up. She couldn’t say that and not explain, dropping it on me as if it was nothing. It wasn’t nothing. It was a lie at the heart of our town.

Her free hand came down firm on my shoulder and she pulled me to a halt at her side before the kitchen door, her eyes fixed on the room ahead, the light burning in the hallway across the other side of it.

‘Your gates have been locked against the world for twenty years,’ the Stranger said, voice shifting like her gun. ‘Only when they were first closed, not everyone agreed. There was a … difference of opinion. Some of us wanted to keep them open. To help those who needed it.’

‘Help who?’

‘Children.’ Her voice sounded ethereal in the dimness. ‘There were children. The eldest not even your age, the youngest a babe in that same girl’s arms. Half-a-dozen of them, no parents, nowhere else to go. These kids weren’t sick, not virals sick. One was blind. Another had bad lungs, asthma. The baby, he was born without a foot. But he was a happy baby. He didn’t know he was missing a foot.’

She peered into the murky kitchen. Between the moonlight through the windows and the lamp in the hallway beyond, it made for a lot of shadows.

Shadows which seemed to be moving.

‘Granger closed the gates on them,’ she said. ‘He forced them out without food or water, children with nothing and no-one to look after them. They were kids who needed help.’ Her jaw clenched. ‘And he let them starve to death within arm’s reach of this whole fucking town.’

The awfulness of it churned my stomach. ‘But why?’

‘Because this town was afraid of contagions it was already immune to, that’s why.’ Something dark took over her expression. ‘This town let him do it. They were too afraid to reach out and help anyone else but themselves, so they closed their eyes and refused to see. Except for one lone woman who cried out against it, who said it was wrong, that the gates should be opened, the children should be saved. Only he had her dealt with too. And the town didn’t see that either.’

She raised the gun and the flash of her face was brutal. A vicious determination full of fire.

‘Why are you here?’ I asked, a breath of a sound. I needed to hear her say the word: Revenge. To see out a curse placed on this town by a woman wounded and raped and whipped in a failed attempt to save condemned children.

Instead she lifted the gun and stepped into the kitchen. For the men knew she was coming and they’d readied themselves. They’d sent out their muscle to meet her head on.

Rass and his boys were waiting for us. This time, they were armed.





CHAPTER TWENTY

Rass stood guard on the far side of the kitchen, barring the passage to the Council Chambers. His face in shadows as light filtered through from behind him, while his mates circled the edges of the room.

They held glinting blades, a threatening of sharp metal. Guns were expensive and rare, ammunition even rarer, but knives were a functional replacement and they had those, these four young men with their slicing weapons and grinning teeth.

They hesitated when they saw me. I stood with the Stranger’s hand on my shoulder, unsure whether I was hostage, accomplice or something else again. My heart pounded. Maybe Rass and his mates weren’t certain if the Stranger’s gun was pointed at me or beyond me, cos they didn’t seem to know what to do now. Granger wouldn’t be happy if I were hurt, but he’d be furious if the woman made it past them.

The Stranger laughed. A low chuckle. ‘You get one chance, boys. Leave now and I won’t hurt you. I’m after bigger game.’

Rass lifted his chin and raised his blade. Stepping forward into confrontation. He had guts, I had to give him that. Or maybe the thought of Granger’s displeasure scared him more than the woman did.

The Stranger nudged me forward. ‘Chelsea, best you go on ahead. Check out the lock on that door.’ Her voice was ethereal in the semi-darkness. ‘I’ll catch you up once I’m done here.’

What? No. I opened my mouth with protest, for I hadn’t come so far to be dismissed without care now. Only as I turned back to her with a frown, I found she wasn’t even looking at me. She just wanted me out of the way and figured they’d let me pass. Her eyes moved from one man to another, watching the room with teeth bared and a determined set to her jaw. She looked dangerous, even to me.

I looked from her to the four men with long knives waiting to take her on, just as focused, and decided not to protest after all.

My sandals clicked on the linoleum as I walked slowly across the room, clutching my coat with clammy palms. When I came within a foot of Rass, defending the corridor to the Chambers, he didn’t even look at me direct.

‘Get outta here, Chels,’ he said. ‘Go to Granger, he’ll keep you safe.’

A bitter taste rose in my throat. A desperate cry: Don’t tell me what to do. Or even a simple: Fuck off, Rass. ’Cept the knife in his hand was huge and he was bigger than me. Maybe he chose to believe I was here under duress cos that made it easier for him to dismiss me, but he wasn’t wrong either. If I ran to Granger, even now, I’d be offered protection. Of a kind.

I reached the lit hallway and looked back to see the woman who needed no protection at all.

Her gun was in her hand. Yet as I watched, she pointed the barrel skywards. I’d watched Granger’s friends with guns often enough to know how they worked, so I couldn’t believe it when she uncocked the weapon. The hammer slid back into place and she put her gun down on the bench, so everyone could see. Then she stepped away from it.

No! I couldn’t get the word out, choking on the insanity of it. Why do that? Why give up her only advantage? Even if she somehow thought herself capable of beating odds of four to one, why make such a grand, idiotic statement that could earn her nothing?

The woman grinned. ‘Okay, boys,’ she said, with that same calm from the barroom right before their brawl. ‘Let’s get it done properly this time.’

They went for her all at once. Four knives raised in attack. Four strong men, young and fit: the town’s thugs.

She ducked the first blade, knocked the second from a hand. Swung around to slam the first man into the third, before kicking the fourth, hard, in the groin.

A knife slid across the linoleum. It somehow ended in her hand.

From the well-lit hallway, I could barely see what was happening in the dim kitchen. It was only movement and shapes. Shadow puppets. Flashing silver blades catching the light spilling from the hall, reflecting it back in a kaleidoscope of brightness then darkness, with the occasional illuminated limb, body part or physical feature. The low groans of men sounded as they were downed, while she fought on in silence.

Someone was thrown across the kitchen table. Crockery crashed to the floor and I jumped, clinging to the wall. If I were anywhere near that gun she’d put down, I might’ve grabbed it, tried to help. ’Cept it was a world away, over the other side of the kitchen, and the fighting between me and it. And how would I even know where to point the thing? They were all moving so fast.

There was a fall of hair and an arm flung out, a smash of bowls and cups. The woman’s hat went flying off her head, but her hand still clutched a knife. One man had her by the arm, trying to wrestle her to the table. She kicked another in the shoulder, before rolling away as a blade was brought down, missing her by inches.

She lashed out with her knife. Someone yelped, real pain in a male voice. More china smashed and metal pots from the cold stove went clanging to the floor as a man was flung against it. She leaped on top of him, yanking his head back by the hair and ramming it down against the stovetop. His body slid to the floor with a thud.

I could barely breathe for the watching of it. She stood between the table and the benches as two men stalked towards her. Somehow she’d lost her knife, but so had one of them. They both lunged and she stepped sideways, grabbing the arm of the one still clutching a blade and wrenching it. His elbow made an awful crunching sound. He cried out, the weapon dropping from his hand and she kicked it away with her foot. But in the same moment, the second man seized her from behind, pinning her against himself with a muscular strength she surely couldn’t match. Instead, she threw herself backwards against him, using him as leverage to get her legs up and kicking at another coming at her from the front. Using the momentum against the one holding her and throwing him over too. When he hit the floor, she stomped down hard. He didn’t move again after that.

Only, when she straightened, a fist connected with her chin. She reeled, stumbling against the legs of the man she’d thrown down. Falling against the table and clutching at it to right herself.

As she struggled to find her feet, and I struggled to follow what was happening, the sound of a gun being cocked stopped everything.

It was the loudest, most awful sound I’d ever heard.

The Stranger froze beside the kitchen table. Blood dripped from her lip and her hair hung in lank strands around her face, sticking to her forehead with sweat. Her breath came hard. She didn’t even have a knife. Did she know it was her own gun now trained on her? That this lot didn’t have such weapons? They’d have used guns from the start if they did and never bothered with the blades.

Tears pricked my eyes. Damn her. Damn her. Why had she been so stupid as to put down her gun? What kind of pride or arrogance did that?

Rass stepped forward holding the unfamiliar weapon in his shaking hand. But how difficult could it be? He knew which end to point at her. Aim the weapon, pull the trigger. It didn’t take brains.

The woman didn’t move, her back to him and hunched over, one hand still on the table.

He stepped up close till he was right behind. Maybe he didn’t trust his aim; he’d probably never fired a gun in his life but point-blank he could manage. He got so close he couldn’t miss.

Which must’ve been what she was waiting for.

The instant he was within arm’s reach, she spun, ducking low beneath his wavering gun sights and flinging out both her arms.

Her left hand grabbed his wrist, pushing the hand with the gun in it wide, so it pointed to the wall.

Her right hand flashed with something silver. Sharp. A flick of a blade, small and previously hidden somewhere up her sleeve, now held at his groin.

‘Ugh,’ Rass said, a simple sound.

She grinned, all teeth. ‘Don’t move, Princess, or you’ll be just one of the girls too.’
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Rass and me, we’d long had our agreements. Coming to them in this very kitchen, over that bench where they’d just been brawling. He lingered here almost as often as I did, him waiting for Granger’s call and his next orders, me for the men to get busy and give me the opportunity to slip away. Here’s where we first agreed: I’ll cover for you, if you cover for me, right?

Right.

We survived together, best we could. No-one else understood what our kind of survival took. Not that we always knew how to help each other.

It was in this kitchen that Rass found me, the day I first came home with Granger. Standing by that bench, staring at the well-stocked cupboards, cos while the town was already starting to feel the bite of rations and restrictions even back then, Granger did get the best of it. After we’d come back down from his bedroom, he showed me. He even made a sandwich with his own two hands. Luxuries he could offer, as if to prove how well he had it and how I would have it now too. Throwing down slices of thick, day-old bread onto the bench and slathering them in freshly churned butter. Filling my sandwich with cured meat.

He pushed it across the bench to me, where I stood silent and shaking, and kept his eyes on me till I took it.

‘Thank you,’ I said, voice raw. I couldn’t eat. I could hardly move without direction. My body felt not my own; it was sore and used and distant.

Not two hours earlier, I’d kissed Suse. I’d held her and she held me and it’d been so wonderful.

Then I’d gone home with Granger.

He insisted I must eat, then left to meet the Council, pausing first to kiss me. Like he had up in his rooms, when he’d stripped my body naked and explored it with rough hands and found his enjoyments any way he could and I let him. I’d tried to understand what he wanted from me and I’d tried to give it, though back then I didn’t know much about what to do or how to do it.

When Granger raised his head from kissing me, I pushed an unsteady smile to my mouth. I wasn’t experienced in those days, but I tried, as I had in the bedroom, and he seemed satisfied.

‘Thank you,’ I said again.

‘Good girl.’

His boots thudded down the hall to the Council Chambers, a scrape of rubber against wood.

I stood there for a long time, clutching the bench with my sandwich on a plate before me. Food Granger provided and a roof above my head and his protection. Was the cost so great? Really? I knew how to survive.

That’s when Rass and his boys trooped in. It was growing dusk outside, though I hadn’t noticed the transition from daylight. They came through the kitchen door; the front wasn’t for them, but they were free to waltz in and out of the back of the house at will. The four of them sauntering in with loud voices and expansive movements.

They stopped on sight of me. They’d been at the Hotel when Granger found me with Suse. They knew.

Rass stood in their middle. ‘Boys, you head on down to the Chambers,’ he said, eyes not moving from mine. ‘Cy, go get some supplies from the Hotel and bring ’em back.’

‘Fuck Rass, trooping all the way to the Hotel where there’s stuff here—’ Cy began, until Rass threw him a mean look.

‘Go with the others then.’ Rass’s tone was harsh. ‘Just get outta here. Understand?’

Cy, never the quickest thinker on his feet, caught up with what Rass was really trying to tell him and didn’t protest further. The boys all eyed me carefully but didn’t say a word as they disappeared, quieter now. Rass stayed.

‘You okay, Chels?’ he asked.

I swallowed. ‘Yeah. Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?’ I heard my voice from a distance, a performance in it. I attempted a shrug. It was nothing. Today was nothing. Just any other day.

Rass frowned. ‘Did he … did you …’ He stopped himself.

He came towards me and reached for my arm. He was trying to be supportive, but I flinched at the feel of his fingers on my skin. I didn’t want him touching me. I never wanted anyone to touch me again. Never again.

His shoulders dropped. He had such a look of defeat on his face.

‘It ain’t right, Chels,’ he said, and his tone shattered. ‘Back at the Hotel, with Suse. That weren’t right. The Stable Yard, what we did. What I did. None of it is right. You shouldn’t be made to—’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Rass,’ I said loudly, cutting him off. I didn’t want to hear this. ‘Granger is amazing. He said I can live here. I won’t have to work. There’s food. Look: food. He made me a sandwich, Rass. See?’

I pushed the plate across the bench so hard it threatened to topple off the edge. Rass caught it just in time.

‘A sandwich?’ he echoed slowly.

‘Food. And shelter. And protection. Granger will look after me, so don’t you dare say anything. Don’t you say anything, Rass. Don’t you dare.’ I clenched my fists, shaking with sudden rage. ‘You can’t talk, anyway. You’re just his boy; you do what he says. You killed a man, Rass. You whipped him to death cos Granger told you to. You’re a killer now. So don’t you say anything about me. Don’t you fucking dare.’

His whole body stiffened. Mouth opening and expression crumpling as we faced each other. He looked like he was falling apart. There was a glistening to his eyes even, and I’d never seen Rass cry, not once, not ever, only now I was blinking hard too. We stared at each other in silence. We were unable to help each other and we both knew it.

His face tightened. His chin pushed up. ‘Yeah. Yeah, that’s right. You got lucky,’ he said. ‘Fine. So have I. Fine. Whatever. I gotta go. I got work to do. Granger wants us.’

He moved down the corridor to the Council Chambers. ‘Catch you later, Chelsea.’

‘Catch you later, Rass.’

And that was it: we had an understanding, me and Rass. Though neither of us could look the other in the eye for weeks following.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Stranger held her blade to Rass’s balls.

They stood in deadly stalemate beside the kitchen bench. Rass’s gun arm pushed to the side, though he could swing it around if he tried. He was young and strong, it’d take him no effort to straighten his aim against her hold, pull the trigger in her face.

’Cept for that blade to his groin. If it’d take him two seconds to shoot her, it’d take her less than one to cut him.

In the motionless gloom came her now distinctive chuckle.

‘Free lesson, Rass. A gun is a distance weapon. You shoot it from far enough away to keep yourself safe,’ she said. ‘A knife, on the other hand, wins out at close range.’

Rass’s eyes flared large. He inched up onto his toes to move away from the blade, while still fighting to maintain his balance and not fall right onto it.

‘Why?’ I asked, my voice small and strained. I hadn’t planned to speak, it just came out, and I held my hands open in confusion. ‘Why did you ever put down your gun?’

She didn’t look at me, couldn’t afford to take her eyes off Rass, but her lips curved upwards. ‘Because this lot needed to learn that I’m capable of beating them on equal ground. That I could best them even without firepower advantage.’

‘Equal ground?’ It burst out of me. I hated the shrillness in my own voice. ‘You were outnumbered four to one. They had knives. It was madness to set down your gun!’

‘Had to make it sporting somehow. Would’ve been too easy otherwise.’

All that confidence. She surrounded herself with it like armour. Yet something didn’t ring true; she hadn’t won yet. Rass held the more lethal weapon and maybe she could cut him faster than he could shoot her, but she wasn’t threatening to kill him. She was betting on there being something he wasn’t prepared to sacrifice for Granger and, who knows, maybe she had insight into the priorities of young men, cos even I knew a knife to the balls was guaranteed to get them listening.

It was still damn foolish to give up the advantage merely to prove a point.

There was a low groan from the floor. Cy, trying to sit up. Blood wet down the side of his face and his eye already swelling. He’d been taken out, no way was he getting up to fight again. Yet he wasn’t dead. Another of the boys rolled onto his back nearby with a moan, trying and failing to pull himself up, unable to get any legs under him. While over the other side of the table, surrounded by pots and pans, the last sat cradling his arm and emitting a hiss of pain.

Not one of them was dead. She hadn’t killed anyone.

‘I’ve got a proposition for you, Rass,’ the woman said. ‘Put down the gun. Let it drop. And I’ll remove the knife.’

‘But … but …’ There was hardly any sound to Rass’s croaky voice.

‘But how can you be sure I’ll keep my end of the bargain?’ she guessed at Rass’s question. ‘Because I’ve no reason to cut you. I’ve done nothing more than defend myself against your attack. I even went out of my way to make sure none of you were killed. I put the gun down, remember?’

She shifted her hand, turning her wrist. Rass uttered a low cry.

‘There’s no reason for anybody to die tonight, understand?’ she added.

‘You’re going after Granger.’

‘The same Granger who set you on a fool’s errand to stop me. You like being sent into the firing line in his stead? You like being used as cannon fodder?’

Rass’s Adam’s apple shifted as he swallowed. His head moved. A shake. No, he didn’t like being put into danger for the sake of someone who didn’t care what happened to him one way or another. Granger had used Rass for as long as I’d known either of them, showing favour for a price, and Rass knew the deal, same as I did. What other option for advancement was there, ’cept to curry favour with the single point of authority?

What might it mean if other options suddenly became available?

‘That’s what he does, isn’t it?’ Her voice was almost hypnotic in its smooth intensity. ‘Gets you to do his dirty work for him. Convinces you that you have no other choice. Well, I’m here to tell you otherwise. I have come to tell you, and this whole town with you, that there is another way.’

‘When have I ever had a fucking choice?’ Rass’s voice cracked.

‘There are always choices. It’s only the likes of Granger who’d have you believe otherwise,’ she said. ‘You’ll see. Tonight, things are gonna change around here.’ She rotated her wrist and he uttered a gasp full up with fright. ‘Would you like to make a better choice, Rass?’

His eyes on hers. ‘Yes.’

If she’d not been holding his wrist, his arm would’ve dropped. There seemed nothing left in him; she was all that was holding him up.

‘Drop the gun.’

He opened his hand and the gun clattered to the floor.

Slowly, with much care, she stepped backwards and removed her hand from his groin. Her blade was silver spotted with black. Blood. She had cut him after all, just enough to let him know she was serious.

‘Chelsea, get the gun,’ she said, keeping her eyes tight on Rass.

I jolted at being pulled into the action and scuttled forward to pick up the heavy object between thumb and forefinger. There was a weight to it, inert and apolitical. This thing could shut up even the most powerful of men when levelled at them. I could feel power in the object and I wasn’t sure I liked it.

When the gun was secured, the Stranger stepped back and folded up her small knife into a pocket, standing with far more ease across her shoulders now. She looked at Rass. ‘You and I, are we done?’

He nodded. ‘We’re done.’

‘Good.’

When she held out her hand to me, I hesitated. My fingers tightened around the gun’s cool grip, the authority unusual in my hand.

The woman waited with seemingly infinite patience, cool eyes on my own.

I handed her the gun.

She slotted it into her holster, before scanning the kitchen full of the men she’d taken down. After a few seconds, she saw what she was looking for. Her hat. She walked over and put it on.

She looked at me. ‘You ready for this?’

How was I to know? But I was the one with the keys.

She gestured for me to unlock the thick wooden door. It opened with a creak. The way through to the Council Chambers. The old men’s ward, she’d called it.

Granger’s prison.
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‘Granger!’

The men were waiting. Down the far end of the long Council Chambers with its high ceiling and cold stone walls, metal balconies running above from stairs down the end, unused, unlit storage rooms off them.

I hurried after the woman as she strode in with a crash of the door and a demand that echoed down the chamber.

‘Granger!’

The men sat at a long table. Five of them, grey hair, grey beards, weathered faces. Though we’d always called them the elders, they weren’t really that old. Not infirm old. The truly old had died when the virals first hit, so these men were the oldest we had. They were in their fifties mostly. Maybe Old Josey was in his sixties. They weren’t frail or doddery. They were fit and strong and, unlike Rass, they were experienced.

They stood to face us as her call bounced off stone and wood and metal, filling the cold air above our heads.

The man in question was nowhere to be seen.

‘Granger, come out and face me, you coward!’

Nothing. No response, no reaction. Her eyes narrowed and her hands swept back her coat to reveal her gun belt. Weapons at her hips. The gun. A knife, bigger than her switch; she must’ve picked it up from the kitchen. And that bullwhip, as yet untouched. As if she were saving it for a special purpose.

One of the men rose and stepped forward. Jackson. At least it wasn’t Donnie or Max, who carried guns and always showed off the fact. Of all the elders, Donnie and Max were the most volatile. Jackson was smarter. Less inclined to random lashing out.

‘You’re dead,’ Jackson said, as if that explained everything.

The woman’s lips curled. ‘Am I?’

‘We left you dead.’

‘And yet here I am, Jack. Standing right before you.’

She lifted her arms, a gesture as if to say, Here I am, ready or not. Weapons still within reach, though. I stood behind her and they took me in, their gazes tight with disapproval, before their eyes slid off me again. Dismissed in a glance. If I got caught in any crossfire, what would it matter to them? They looked only to her. The woman they’d left for dead.

‘We cannot let you through,’ Jackson said. ‘You understand that, don’t you?’

‘You’re still protecting him, Jack, even after all these years. But you knew this was coming.’ The woman adjusted her stance, weight moving to the balls of her feet. ‘For twenty years you’ve known this was coming.’

Jackson’s calm was wrong. Something here was wrong. I looked from one man to another. Jackson up front. Blake and Max flanking him. Old Josey behind, arms crossed like an overseer keeping an eye on proceedings.

My eyes went to Donnie. He had a gun.

I jumped as he reached for it, hitting the wall behind me, my hands splayed against the stone. Trying to call out. But I was too slow, my reactions blunted, terrified.

The whip was in her hand before Donnie even finished drawing. Pulling back low in the wide space and flinging the leather end out. There was no crack, no noise to split our ears like I’d heard men make with their long whips outdoors where they could really swing them. Though this room might’ve once been a huge hall, there was furniture, people; she had to be precise in her delivery.

The leather wrapped around Donnie’s thighs and she hauled on it, yanking him over. The gun flew from his hands and skidded along the floor until it hit the wall not far from me.

I reached for it, careful not to go near the trigger, and shoved it into my coat pocket.

’Cept Donnie weren’t the only man with a gun. The Stranger pulled on the whip to return, then with a roll of the arm, flicked it to the other side. The leather thong lashed out, knocking over a chair and wrapping around Max’s legs, pulling them out from under him too. He fell, the gun in his hand firing into the ceiling with a cracking echo as he went over. I threw my arms over my head and pressed into the wall at the crashing sound of it.

When I dared look up again, Max was on the ground, arms splayed and his gun hanging loose from his fingertips. The woman drew her own and aimed it at him before he could recover.

Nobody moved. Donnie and Max fallen, the other men stock-still. Me crouching by the wall with my hands over my ears.

And the woman, standing tall, whip in one hand, gun in the other.

‘Anyone else want a go?’ she cried out.

The only sounds I could hear were the ringing in my ears and Max’s rasping breath as he tried to drag in air but was too winded by his fall. Then Josey stepped to the front. These men were not foolish and Old Josey was more pragmatic than most; he never had been one to let principle interfere with expediency, especially when his neck was on the line.

‘What is it you want?’ Josey asked, as forbidding as I’d ever heard him.

‘From you lot? Only what I’ve always wanted.’

‘You’ll kill us all,’ he said. ‘You’ll destroy this whole town.’

‘It’s tempting.’ She smirked. ‘Though frankly, Jose, you’ve done that job yourself. This place is dying a hard death right before your fucking eyes and you’ve no idea how to stop it, any of you.’

She hauled her whip back and passed it to me without even looking.

There was so much dark and sweaty leather, I wasn’t sure how to coil it or what to do with it.

Now she had a free hand, she trained her gun on the men and crouched to pluck Max’s weapon from his unresisting fingers. She cracked the chamber, releasing the bullets in a loud scatter on the stone, then threw the weapon itself to the other side of the room.

Next she patted down the other men, one after another, efficiently, one-handed, so as to keep her gun trained on them. There were a couple of knives on Blake and Jackson, which she placed in her own belt, but no more guns.

Not one of them tried to stop her.

‘Chelsea,’ she said, jerking her head at me.

I stepped forward.

From a pocket in her coat she drew a series of thin plastic strips with a double loop in each and handed them to me with the instruction: ‘Around their wrists.’

My mouth went dry, but she held her gun on the men and waved at me to do as she said. So I went to each in turn, placing the loops around their hands behind their backs and pulling tight.

The men didn’t resist, though I felt their spiteful, angry gazes upon me. The unspoken threat in their faces, the promise of retribution. Of consequences.

‘Right,’ the woman said when it was done. ‘Where is he?’

The men kept their mouths shut.

She raised her gun higher and gave them a wolfish grin. ‘Come on, boys. You know what happens if you hold out on me now,’ she said. ‘Where is he?’

‘The Strongroom,’ I said, pointing to the door at the far end of the room. ‘That’s where he’ll be. Where all the valuable stuff is.’

Her eyes didn’t leave the men. ‘Valuable stuff, is it? Such as?’

‘The guns. Ammunition.’

She snorted. ‘That shit ain’t valuable.’

‘The screens. The tests. For the virals.’

‘Ah.’ Her smile surfaced. ‘That sounds more like it. Except it’s bullshit. Those tests he makes everyone do, that he tells you protect this town? They’re useless. Granger’s got nothing, he never did. And its meaningless anyway because we’re all fucking immune.’

I wasn’t shocked. She’d told me already we were immune and that meant the tests had to be a show. But as I watched the faces of the old men, a sourness turned over in my gut. They were not shocked either.

They knew. They’d always known.

‘Tell the girl, Jack,’ she said, her gun right in Jackson’s face.

Jackson bared his teeth. ‘Fuck you.’

The gun didn’t waver. ‘Tell her.’

Jackson’s eyes flickered to mine. Reluctant. Guilty.

‘The town ran out of test kits years ago. They never did anything anyway. The testing never worked.’ His voice was a mutter. ‘We mix the blood taken with water. It does nothing.’

There it was. My life wrapped up in a lie confirmed by those who’d long ruled my world. It was one thing to be told as much by a stranger who’d ridden into town with dubious intent; it was quite another to hear it spoken as fact by one of Darkwater’s most powerful men. All of them had lied and pretended and were full of shit, and we had pinned our hopes for survival on them.

‘Only now you’re running out of water too,’ the Stranger said. ‘Your wells keep drying up, no matter how many new ones you dig. The groundwater’s going fast. The new well won’t last the year. That’s if you don’t starve first, with food supplies down to nothing and nobody willing to trade with a town that refuses to hold up its end of the deal.’

She moved as she spoke, keeping her gun trained on the men even as she sidled closer to the door at the back of the room.

‘Your town is dying, gentlemen. Keeping those gates closed condemns everyone inside. You know it. He has no idea how to save this place, he’s just run it into the ground, and yet still you protect him.’ She shook her head. ‘Chelsea?’

‘Yes?’

‘That Strongroom. The door’s likely to be locked?’

‘Yes. But there’s this.’ I held up the keys.

There was no going back now.

I handed her the key and she put it in the lock. Her eyes shifted to me, a glint in them. This Stranger who’d brought to our town a promise of the outside and the threat of violence both. A woman looking for revenge.

Maybe.

I wanted revenge. I needed it so bad I could taste it. For all the lies I’d been told. Such as I needed a man like Granger if I wanted to survive, that this was the best life I could hope for. That without him, I was nothing. This town was nothing.

For all that bullshit. For all the fear.

And for Suse. For what I’d been forced to do to protect her and for how they’d locked her up anyway.

I stood on the other side of that door full up with anticipation as the Stranger unlocked it. She gave me a wisp of a smile. For a moment she looked young.

Then she threw open the door and strode into the room. ‘Granger!’ she thundered.

A gunshot rang out.

The bullet hit her straight in the gut.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Stranger staggered sideways from the force of the shot.

And I rushed into the Strongroom without thinking.

Shelves lined the walls and she landed against them hard, hat fallen back so I could see her face open and plain. Her eyes were wide with shock and that scar was fierce down her cheek. Her whip dropped out of her hand to the ground. Her gun clattered, unfired, beside it. She put a single hand to her gut, and when she withdrew it again it was covered in blood.

She dropped to her knees and fell, shoulder against the shelves, before collapsing to the floor.

‘No.’

My own voice sounded remote in my ears. Distant. Unfamiliar.

‘No!’

I hollered it, my stomach threatening to retch up my throat, and ran to her.

I’d forgotten where I was. Who I was. Since the Stranger had ridden into town, I’d forgotten a lot of things, like that I was young and female. That I was Granger’s girl and I didn’t get to decide how things went.

Before I could reach the woman, hands grabbed my arms and hauled me away.

Granger.

He threw me aside without care or tenderness, so strongly I hit the shelves on the other side of the room. Pain flared in white spots before my eyes. Air rushed out of me.

Dust and a rain of small cardboard boxes shaken from the shelves came down from above, dislodged by the force with which I’d hit. Small, torn boxes with pictures of bullets on the sides and images of guns and a word repeated across them: Ammunition. I batted them away, only to find them weightless. Empty.

This was Granger’s Strongroom, where he kept the most important valuables in Darkwater.

It was filled with bare shelves and useless rubbish.

As my vision cleared I looked across the room to where Granger towered over the woman on the floor.

Her eyes were shut. Her breath came in short, shallow pants. Blood seeped from behind her hands at her stomach and she didn’t move.

‘This time you’re gonna stay dead,’ Granger growled. ‘Twenty years ago this town chose me. They turned their backs on you. You remember that?’ He spat a thick wad of saliva that hit her shoulder and slid down her arm. ‘I protected the people. I did what was necessary. And they backed me, not you, you stupid bitch.’

She gave no response. Probably couldn’t. And what response could there be? His ‘necessary’ was to let children die. It was rape and whipping and murder. Now it was locking us all up away from the world till we starved cos the alternative was everyone seeing he had no idea what he was doing. Yet Granger’s face was screwed up with fury, for he believed his own lies, and why wouldn’t he? This town had let it happen, supporting him then and doing so ever since. No-one ever stood up to him to say, No, this ain’t right, this isn’t what needs to be done. This isn’t necessary, for this is murder.

Nobody had ever said to him, You are wrong. At least, nobody he hadn’t then killed. While the town let him get away with that too.

I cowered when he came for me; ’course I did. Whimpering as he grabbed my arm and dragged me back through the door into the chilled hall beyond. Shivers hit my skin, or maybe it was the cold knowing settling in my guts. There was savagery on his face, a kind of hatred. Betrayal, even.

Out in the hall the old men were battling to escape the plastic ties I’d put on them.

‘Granger,’ said Jackson when they saw him dragging me behind him.

‘Got her, boys,’ he said, releasing me onto the cold stone floor. He pulled a knife from his side and began cutting the ties from the men’s wrists. ‘She walked right in. She always did think herself better than she is.’

They made quick work of getting free again, while I crouched, shaking. My hands splayed against the stone floor like I could hold on to it and somehow resist what I knew was coming next. I was in Granger’s prison, guilty, with the sentence already passed. There was no hope of reprieve; only punishment awaited.

Donnie and Blake came for me. They hauled me up, fingers digging painfully into my upper arms, and held me before Granger. He raised his arm and then a brutal backhand collected my cheek and jaw, the blow so strong my head snapped around and the world spun.

‘I gave you everything,’ Granger said and hit me again, this time on the other side of my face.

The whole world pitched black. I almost welcomed it, though losing consciousness wouldn’t stop them, and I wasn’t allowed its escape anyway. One of the men grabbed a fistful of my hair so hard I hissed, the pain of it keeping me here in the moment, and my head was tugged back so that I was forced to look at Granger.

‘Please …’ I said, for I had to say something and I was afraid.

His hand moved again towards my face and I flinched, but this time he didn’t hit me. He was gentle, a thumb against my lip, wiping away the blood and spittle, the tears I couldn’t help. He lifted my chin with callused fingers.

‘You’ll be taught a lesson tonight, Chelsea. One that won’t be forgotten.’ Then he let my head drop and looked at the men surrounding me. ‘Take her to the Stable Yard.’

[image: Image]

The Stable Yard.

Blood had soaked into its ground, seeping through the dirt of Darkwater, for more than two decades. Nobody spoke it aloud, but everybody knew it, as they turned away and let it happen. From that first girl screaming her curses to the man I’d seen whipped, death and blood were the consequences of defying Granger and I knew that. I’d always known that.

So why would I think it’d be any different for me?

Nobody in Darkwater ever went near the Stable Yard. That way they wouldn’t have to see, wouldn’t have to know. ’Cept a few days after I saw the man murdered there, I went back.

My belly was full of Granger’s food and my face was painted with the pinks he’d given me. I stood at the edge of that Stable Yard, with its rotting fences that held no animals and its dark-stained ground, and a sob rose in my throat. I put one finger to my eyes, pressing along the bottom and trying to blink away the tears so I wouldn’t destroy the make-up I’d worked so hard to apply that morning.

The tears came anyway.

‘They say.’

I let out a startled gasp, a rush of fright travelling through my limbs. Strange, that. I’d never been so easy to startle before. Now it was as if the whole world was something to fear.

The old woman stood hunched by the Stables, peering at the yard with consideration.

‘They say he was sick,’ she said. ‘They say he was a threat to others, bringing infection and contagion into our town. So is what they say.’

‘Mother Jane.’ I swallowed my unease. The old woman was no-one to fear. ‘They always say it’s cos they’re sick. But I’ve seen sick: my mother was sick. This man weren’t. They tested him when he came in.’

Mother Jane shuffled forward. ‘They’d say you be questioning your betters. They’d say it ain’t your place to do that, girl.’

I turned reddened eyes on her. I knew my face was splotchy. Granger had warned me I didn’t look so beautiful when I cried and I needed to keep that in mind.

Well, I wasn’t crying now. Not with the sudden burning of my insides.

‘They say a lot of shit,’ I said, snapping it out. ‘I saw it, Mother Jane. I didn’t mean to, but I saw it. They was whipping him over and over. Granger made Rass do it. The man on the ground, he was screaming and begging. You could hear his cries all the way down to the Main Street, yet nobody came to help. Nobody.’ I gestured towards the stained ground. ‘And this is what’s left. Blood in the dirt.’

I stopped and tried to breathe deep. A shuddering breath.

Mother Jane skirted the edge of the yard, considering it as if it were an answer to a question.

‘There’s more than one lost soul’s blood seeped into this ground,’ the old woman said, with a staunch knowing. ‘They whipped a good many in this place across the years. Lots of blood on this ground. This whole town be soaked in it.’ She sighed. ‘This town ain’t nothing without the blood what’s been spilled for it.’

Nobody had ever spoke it outright like that before, not to me, yet I knew it was true. Everybody in Darkwater knew it. The man I’d seen murdered was hardly the first. The first stranger maybe, but there’d been others, locals, dragged here before him. Anyone who questioned Granger, who made it look like he didn’t know what he was doing. This ground was stained from the years of Granger’s punishment of any who would defy him.

He’d got away with it, and then they kept letting him get away with. Cos they were scared.

‘Now you be Granger’s girl,’ Mother Jane said. It wasn’t a question.

‘I guess.’

‘You’re not the first of those either. Been others before you.’

The anger seeped out of me, as useless as my tears. ‘Yeah, I know.’

She gave me a sharp look. ‘You be careful. I knew another of Granger’s girls once, just like you. Full of curiosity and fierce courage. She ended up on this ground. Her blood be soaked into this dirt too.’

I nodded, feeling a weariness. ‘He gets a new girl every few years. If they don’t go easy when he moves on, it can get bad. I know the warnings already,’ I said. ‘But if they don’t fight it, he finds them places. Husbands. Maybe farmers, maybe starving, maybe banished to the outskirts, but living okay. Maybe.’

And I couldn’t worry about a few years hence, I could only worry about the now.

Mother Jane circled the dark stains slowly, careful not to step on them. Taking in the detail as if paying her respects, or maybe she’d just come to see what remained of the man killed. I didn’t know where his body was. Dragged out of town and dumped somewhere maybe.

‘This one was never easy. I remember her screams.’ Mother Jane’s eyes shone hard and blue. ‘I remember her curses. I remember her rage and that they could never kill. Even as they spilled her blood and it soaked into this ground to taint the town forever.’ She pinned me in her sights, not letting me look away. ‘There’ll come a reckoning!’ she screamed. ‘One day, there’ll be a reckoning, for a town so steeped in blood. The devil will come to claim her own and drag this town to hell.’

It took me a moment to find my breath, shake off the intensity of her. When I did, I shook my head. Mother Jane was always full of impossible stories. What did any of this matter now, anyway?

‘And still they killed her. Didn’t they? Didn’t they, Mother Jane?’ I asked, my jaw clenching around the words. ‘She could be as angry and defiant as she wanted. She could scream her threats and call down any devils she liked, but they killed her anyway.’

For what did Mother Jane’s stories of a woman’s curses flung with fury and a promised reckoning matter when the end was always the same?

I wiped at my eyes, smudging my make-up even worse than it already was. ‘But I’m going to survive. Whatever it costs.’

For Pepper had been right: it was going to cost. Something of me would be lost in all this.

Mother Jane watched me with narrowed eyes. ‘They say. They say they killed her.’

I walked away. This couldn’t be more than ridiculous words from a batty old woman and I’d heard enough. It wasn’t real, it wasn’t my life. And the life laid out before me was all I had to focus on now.

‘They say a lot of shit.’

I froze. Those were my words she was speaking.

Slowly, I turned to face her across the other side of that dark ground. Her and me, standing face-to-face over the bloodied dirt.

Her cold blue eyes held me fast and I couldn’t rip my gaze away.

‘Another girl, she say that. Another girl, she say, They say a lot of shit.’ Her chin rose. ‘As she saw the blood on the ground of a town long cursed to hell. She say.’

A flare of irritation burned my throat. ‘And what does it matter what I say? What do I matter, Mother Jane?’

‘Long as you let others be the ones to answer that, you don’t matter much at all,’ the old woman said. ‘They say you be this. They say you be that. You listen to what they say long enough and it seeps into the head like blood seeps into the ground.’

I shook my head. ‘I got no time for this. Granger will want me home soon.’ I’d have to wash my face and make it up all over again before he saw me. I was Granger’s girl and yes, there was a price to be paid, but I had a home and food and shelter. I was going to survive.

Was getting between Granger’s sheets too high a price to pay for that? Cos I’d rather do that than starve.

‘They say they killed her. They say.’ The old woman’s voice sounded behind me. ‘But they say a lot of shit. The likes of that one ain’t so easy to kill.’

I spun about, only to see Mother Jane walk away. Leaving me alone by the dark dirt. Blood on the ground and curses laid on top, from a woman whipped and murdered, cursing this town and everyone in it who would let it happen.

Cursing them all to hell.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The men dragged me down the Council Chambers to take me to the Stable Yard. They were speaking, only I couldn’t make out any words over the rush of panic in my ears. I knew what was coming. They would hit me, fuck me, cut me. Whip me. Kill me. Whatever they liked. No-one would stop them. Not a soul would stand in my defence.

And afterwards, nobody would’ve heard or seen a thing. Nobody would even acknowledge I’d been alive. I’d not get even a marker in the town cemetery to stand in my memory.

‘Granger, wait, please …’

Could anyone blame me for begging? I wasn’t so proud; I wanted to live. But my cries meant nothing.

As we moved to the door I tried to resist, writhing against their hold so violently they had to pick me up to keep me under control. They held my arms and legs tight, while I thrashed about.

My head fell back. The high ceiling and iron-railed balconies above blurred through tears. If I screamed, would anyone hear? If I made enough noise, would anyone come?

I pictured my father at the gates. My mother dying alone. I remembered Suse’s face as Granger ordered she be locked away, and how I’d followed him to his home to do what must be done and nobody, not a damned soul in this damned town, had moved to stop any of it.

Nobody was coming to help. There was only me.

With a sudden surge of strength I ripped my ankles from their hands and planted my feet on the stone floor of this one-time prison. I wrenched my arms from their grasps. Their greater strength and numbers didn’t matter in that moment, for I managed to stand up straight against them anyway.

‘No,’ I said.

The men stared at me as if I’d grown horns and a tail. Perhaps, to them, I had.

‘No,’ I said again, the unfamiliar taste of rebellion in my mouth. ‘Maybe I can’t stop you. Maybe you’ll win anyway. But I don’t have to go down willingly. I don’t have to lie back and take it.’

Behind me came a scornful laugh. ‘But take it you will, Chelsea.’

I turned. Granger didn’t look impressed by my resistance. If anything, he looked weary, as if he’d seen and done this so many times before, and here he was again, still having to see out the same old scenes.

‘I’ll scream. I’ll scream loud enough to deafen you,’ I said with a snarl. ‘I’ll scratch your eyes from their sockets and I’ll tear your balls off with my fingernails and I’ll bite the tongues out of your mouths. And maybe you’ll kill me anyway. Maybe you will. ’Cept someone will hear me. It’ll only take one. Someone will hear, and even if they don’t step up, the next time you do this, that person might hear then too, and if enough of us scream over and over, then someday somebody will stop you.’

My hands bunched into fists. I stretched tall on the balls of my feet. Defiant at last, after too many years of being told to shut up, behave, be good. Maybe the town would never hear my screams, but these men would. These men absolutely would.

‘Go ahead, Chelsea. Scream all you like. It makes no difference to me,’ Granger said, then shoved me towards his men.

This time, when they grabbed me, I fought and I screamed as loud as I’d promised. It didn’t matter that no-one would hear. I screamed my rage anyway, and in that stone-cold space it reverberated against the walls and floor again and again, as if drawing forth the centuries of screams this place must have seen.

I kicked and I bit and I clawed their eyes and kneed their balls and scratched their faces. Getting one hand free, I dug a chunk out of Donnie’s cheek. He cursed and dropped my legs; I kicked Blake in the gut. Tantalising, illusory victories. I’d trailed all night after a woman who stood on her own, fought on her own, who didn’t need no-one else. But I didn’t know how to fight like she did. I couldn’t beat six grown men.

Still I fought them. Lashing out, my nails dragging down skin. I bit Max’s arm and tasted blood. I spat and yelled so their ears would suffer too. They wrestled to hold on to me, despite their numbers. Someone—I think Jackson—got hold of both my legs, though I kept slipping a foot from his hold and belting him with it as best I could. Another got a hand in my hair and pulled hard, so my screams were of pain as well as rage, and a blow struck my face so my teeth crashed together, and still I screamed.

The next blow hit my gut and crushed the wind from my lungs in an awful heave. That silenced me. It gave them the chance to get my limbs under their control, one man to each leg and arm, while my rasping curses died in my throat. Tears in my eyes made the men blur into indistinct shapes, only Old Josey near enough to recognise.

His face peered into mine. He looked strangely businesslike, as if he cared not a jot for any of this. He wasn’t lustful. He wasn’t even malicious. This was a job that must be done and the coldness of it struck me even harder than their fists had. All that frenzy and fight frozen in a single, clinical, uncaring gaze.

And then a long leather strap, plaited and thick and supple, curled itself around his neck with a snap.

Josey’s eyes bulged. His mouth opened, yet no sound came out. He released me, hands rising to his captured throat.

Sudden and swift, he was wrenched out of my view.

Another voice sounded, fierce and commanding.

Female.

‘Put. Her. Down.’

It was a dark gravelly demand and it would not be denied. The men almost dropped me in the shock of it, whirling round to see. I squirmed free of their hands, fuelled by adrenaline rushing through my limbs. I staggered away until I hit the stone wall. It helped me stay upright, gasping breaths and turning to see what had happened.

The woman. The Stranger.

She stood in the doorway to Granger’s Strongroom, Old Josey choking at her feet. Hat on her head, face obscured beneath it, only the clenched line of her jaw and the hint of that scar visible. Her coat engulfed her form, darkness beneath. The whip was in one hand, her gun in the other, and blood dripped to the floor where she gripped them.

The Stranger’s lip curled into a sneer. ‘Back from the dead,’ she said, and in that moment I believed her.

Granger recovered first. He lunged, though not for her and certainly not to rescue Old Josey.

No, Granger lunged for me.

He had my arm before I could stop him, dragging me forward by the wrist. There was a flash of metal. A gun in his hand. His revolver pointing in my face and I had enough time to think, Oh, so this is it then. This is where it ends.

Then a whirring flash of leather snapped inches from my face and the gun was gone and Granger gone with it.

Granger’s cry was as loud as mine had ever been.

I stumbled back. Granger was hunched over, his hands at his face, blood seeping between his fingers.

Her whip lashed out again, the flickering leather catching Granger around the thighs and wrapping tight. She pulled and he fell to the floor.

‘Kill me once, shame on you,’ the woman said with fearsome calm. She holstered her own gun and stepped forward to pick up Granger’s weapon from where it’d fallen. ‘Kill me twice, shame on me.’

She raised Granger’s gun. Cocked it. Pointed it directly at the horrified elders.

‘There are no third chances,’ she said. ‘Gentlemen, remove your clothes.’

Nobody moved. Not the men. Not Granger, hunched over, hands to his bloodied face. Not me. We stared at the woman in awful, shocked silence.

What?

Old Josey came to life first. He hauled himself off the floor with a hand to his bruised throat and stumbled into line with the others. It broke a kind of spell. I straightened my coat on my shoulders and went to stand by the woman’s side, staring back at the goggling eyes of the men who seemed unable to comprehend the order she’d given them—and that she was the one holding the gun.

She raised the gun a bare inch and fired.

Everyone cried at the crashing sound of gunshot in that echoing space. She’d fired so close above their heads they surely must’ve felt the air shift, and the men ducked down, raising arms to cover their heads as if that would stop a bullet aimed true.

She lowered the gun back to eye height. ‘You heard me. I won’t ask again.’

Without a second’s further hesitation, the men started to undress.

They did so without words. Even Old Josey, throat ringed in slowly flowering purple. Josey always had been a pragmatist and Jackson took his cues from him, while Donnie, Max and Blake followed suit. Only Granger stayed where he was, ignored on the floor.

None of the men met my eyes as they pulled off shirts and socks and pants, these town elders, the Council, the only all-powerful authority I’d ever known.

They had pale, paunchy bodies, spreading about the middle, old muscles gone fat from too much beer, not enough exercise. Wrinkled skin, wrinkled penises, frightened eyes. It was nothing unusual to me, nor anything remarkable; I was used to Granger. They were human, that was all. Perhaps that was her point.

I watched them strip off to their bare human skin, each refusing to look at me, while I crossed my arms and gawked. And when they were done, standing awkward and naked, I laughed.

I laughed loud.

The sound rang throughout the hall. It was the first taste of real power I’d ever had. My laughter bouncing off stone, full of amazement that these useless, feeble old men had only moments earlier seemed so dangerous. They were unfit and ill-formed and so damn … ordinary. There was no power in them. There was no authority to be feared here. They were just old men, no different from anyone else.

The woman’s gun stayed on them. And from that I knew not to underestimate them even now. They might appear stripped of power along with their clothes, but they were not stupid and would claw back advantage if they could.

I wasn’t stupid either. So that made us even.

‘Gentlemen, I have a proposition for you,’ the woman said. ‘I’ll let you live. Unharmed. Not a single further scratch will mark your vulnerable bodies if you accept the deal I’m about to offer you.’

I spun around. What did she mean she would let them live? Unharmed?

‘What? No!’ I cried. ‘You can’t let them go, not after what they did. Not after … after everything!’

She had the gun on the men and wouldn’t take her eyes off them for more than a second. Still, she spared me one glance that might even have been understanding.

‘Chelsea, let me do what I came to do,’ she said. ‘All will be well for you. Trust me.’

‘That’s not fair. They harmed me too.’ My hands clenched into fists. ‘I deserve vengeance just as much as you do!’

A low sound escaped her lips. Almost like a laugh cut short before it could hurt anyone’s feelings. Such as mine.

‘Kid, whoever said this was about revenge?’

I shook my head. It didn’t make any sense. ’Course this was her revenge. It had to be. Hadn’t they raped her and whipped her and almost killed her? Hurt her in the worst ways men could hurt women? Why else was she here, if not revenge?

She had Granger bloodied and cowering at her feet, the old men naked and powerless before her. She could do anything she wanted to them.

And she would let them go?

Jackson exchanged a glance with Old Josey. ‘What about …’ He stopped and gestured to Granger on the floor.

Yes. What about Granger?

He was the only man still wearing clothes. At the sound of his name, he looked up and tried to stagger to one knee, one bloodied hand on the ground to balance himself. The other hand was holding his face together.

The woman looked down, before taking a single step across and kicking his arm, forcing his hand away from his face.

Granger fell back. I drew a quick breath at the sight of him. Her whip had opened up his face from below his left eye straight down to his chin. His cheek split, a wet-red wound down to the bone. She’d left him his eye. Maybe that had been deliberate. Or maybe it was luck, a chance in his favour. The damage might be recoverable if tended to and properly stitched, though it would leave a scar down his face for the rest of his life.

The woman with her own scar looked to the naked, silent old men and gave them a mild smile.

‘Granger stays with me. That’s the deal.’

‘But—’ Jackson began.

She pointed her weapon at Granger.

‘Walk out now, boys. Turn your backs on him,’ she said. ‘Go running back to your town, your little prison, and leave Granger’s fate in my hands.’ She extended the gun so its barrel was hard against his head. ‘You leave him behind and I’ll leave the rest of you alone. That’s the deal on offer. What do you say?’

Immediately, Granger’s men, his allies, his friends, they all turned away.

Granger struggled up with a growl in his throat. Trying to form words, though the wound in his cheek made it impossible, or maybe his jaw had been broken by the crack of that whip. He managed no coherent words and the men didn’t glance back.

They scuttled to the door and left him to his fate.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The Stranger waited until the door banged closed behind the men. We were alone, just her and me and Granger on the floor. Only then did she lift her gun from Granger’s skull and drop her cynical demeanour.

She checked the door was locked, Granger’s gun held tight in her hand as she did, for her confidence made room for caution. She’d cowed them without a single physical blow and that probably hurt worse than if she’d beaten them up, like she had Rass and his lot in the kitchen. But while she made sure they were truly gone and couldn’t return, I didn’t think on them a moment after they’d scurried out naked head to toe.

I stepped towards Granger, the black eye he’d given me now heavy on my face. The fresh bruises the old men had left as they’d manhandled me were going to hurt bad too. The Stranger didn’t glance my way. She had her business and maybe it wasn’t revenge, but I looked at Granger and knew what had to be done. I had my own business to settle.

My hand slipped into my pocket to feel the cool metal of Donnie’s gun I’d picked up after the first scuffle. My fingers wrapped around its hilt. Maybe the woman had forgotten about it. She had her own weapons on her hips and Granger’s still in her hand.

I’d never used a gun before. How hard could it be? You cocked the hammer at the back. You pointed it at your target. You pulled the trigger.

Easy.

It was heavier than I expected and harder to hold than I’d thought. I fought to keep it steady, my aim waving about, so I used my other hand to straighten it. I had to step right close to be sure I was at a range where I wouldn’t miss.

I raised the gun and pointed it at Granger’s face.

‘It ends here,’ I said.

He lurched, falling back with an ill-formed cry.

‘You understand, Granger? It’s got to end,’ I said. ‘You can’t keep everyone locked up and afraid anymore. You can’t keep me locked up and afraid anymore.’

‘Ch … Ch …’

He tried to talk, but his face was too badly cut up.

‘Darkwater’s starving. We’re running out of food,’ I said. ‘Cos you keep everyone out like they’re some enemy that’ll make us sick, when really you just don’t want anyone showing you as wrong. Showing us a different way. The outside won’t make us sick. The virals can’t hurt anyone. None of it matters anymore.’

I should have felt victorious. Shouldn’t I? Granger had hurt me, he’d hurt everyone I’d loved. Now I had a gun on him and shouldn’t this have felt more like victory? Shouldn’t it have felt better than the awful tossing sensation in my stomach?

‘I used to think you were powerful,’ I said, blinking fast. ‘Everyone doing what you say, agreeing with you. Like only you knew the way forward. Truth is, you don’t know nothing. You don’t know how to keep this town alive or healthy or safe. You only know how to keep us afraid.’

I gulped air. The gun shook in my hands.

‘You think making everyone scared of you is power, but that’s not power,’ I said. ‘That’s not power.’ I steadied my aim.

‘Chelsea.’

It wasn’t Granger’s voice. He cowered, watching me from that airy space beyond the barrel, blurring out of focus. His mouth moving with no sounds coming out. The pain of his face or broken jaw cut off any coherent words from him and what did it matter what he was trying to say? Nothing he said could change anything.

For the first time since I’d known him, Granger couldn’t tell me what to do.

‘Chelsea.’

I ignored her. This was my business. She had her thing and maybe it wasn’t revenge, but this was mine. It would be simple, a twitch of a trigger, not a second’s work and everything he’d done would be finished. Maybe the world wouldn’t be fixed, but it’d be an ending of a kind. With this gun in my shaking hands, I could save the town and get my revenge for all the hurt I’d suffered.

‘Chelsea, put down the gun.’

She sounded a world away. Her voice an easy sound clashing with the harshness pounding in my head. Then it was followed by the unmistakable, now almost familiar, sound of a gun being cocked.

My eyes shot up with a catch of my breath. She stood on the other side of Granger with her gun pointed at me.

At me.

I shook my head. No. This wasn’t right. We were allies, we were on the same side. Which was the side Granger wasn’t on. He was the enemy here.

She didn’t falter and her gun didn’t wave about or require two hands to steady it, like mine did. Her aim at me was true, while I stood there holding my gun on Granger and staring at her.

‘No,’ I managed to force out. ‘What are you doing?’

‘This isn’t your business, Chelsea. Put down the gun.’

My teeth clenched. ‘This is my business. He hurt me as much as he hurt you. He’s killing this town. Someone has to stop him.’

‘I’m not here to save the world, Chelsea. And I never promised to be your saviour.’

Furious tears pricked my eyes, yet my fingers stayed clenched around that weapon.

‘He told them to rape me and they were going to do it and you let them go!’

She kept her eyes and her gun on me. I was closer to Granger than she was, but her aim was undoubtedly better. She was an indistinct, towering figure in the distance beyond him, wrapped in that swirling coat with her wide-brimmed hat. The echo of a woman. The promise of more.

She was revenge personified. Retribution, change. Difference. Something greater than all of us.

Or so she should’ve been. So I wanted her to be. Blood dripped from her hands. I’d seen her shot. She was also human and injured and the only blood her gun was sticky with was her own.

And this wasn’t about revenge, she said.

Well, maybe not for her. I straightened my arms, holding the gun firm. ‘I need this to end.’

‘Think it’ll help, do you?’ she replied from that distance behind Granger. ‘Think killing him will solve things, huh?’

‘He won’t hurt anyone again. I can make sure of that.’ My vision watered worse and I couldn’t even wipe my eyes. ‘He damn well won’t hurt me again.’

Her breath huffed. A cut-off laugh.

‘Is that all you want? You don’t need to kill him to make sure of that. You just have to’—she paused, considering her words—‘stop believing in him. In what he wants you to believe. Stop being so bloody scared all the time. He’s no stronger, faster or smarter than you are. He’s just a man.’

I blinked furiously and raised my head to look at her directly at last. Fucking tears.

‘He let this town force my mother to die alone. He sent my father beyond the gates to die.’

‘I’m not arguing that Granger isn’t a shit human being,’ she said. Her gun was steady still; wasn’t her arm aching as mine was? ‘The man’s done unspeakable things and caused irrevocable harm to a great number of people. We’ve all experienced that.’

‘So why are you trying to stop me? You’re meant to be helping me, not rescuing him!’

She chuckled, low at first, then louder, like a real laugh. ‘Hear that, Granger? She thinks I’m rescuing you. And you know, she ain’t so far wrong.’

Her laughter bounced off stone, genuine amusement, though it sounded somewhat breathless. The wound in her stomach perhaps taking its toll.

‘I’m not trying to stop you, Chelsea,’ she said. ‘If I wanted you stopped you’d no longer be holding the gun. I’m only making sure you understand how little it will change if you fire that weapon.’

My gun shook, Granger blurring in and out of view beyond its barrel. The woman blurring beyond it.

‘He had Suse locked up! She never hurt anyone; she’s kind and gentle and he hates her cos … cos I want her and not him.’

‘Ah.’ She sounded like she understood and how could she do that? I could barely comprehend it myself. ‘Suse. She your girl?’

I sniffed. ‘No. Maybe. I don’t know.’ I swallowed. ‘We kissed once.’

The woman moved on the periphery of my vision. A floating shade, a shifting shape. A dead woman returned from the grave. A living woman with her own agenda. Her steps were measured, slow. Calculated not to set off my trigger finger as she circled closer.

My snarl returned. ‘Then Granger found me with her. He ruined everything.’

‘Sounds typical. But this isn’t about him, Chelsea, it’s about you.’ She took another step, calm, deliberate. No sudden moves. ‘It’s what you want and how you want to achieve it. Your decisions, your choices. You’re the one holding the gun.’

‘Which gives me the power.’

‘That’s not power. It’s just a gun.’

And with that, she raised her own to the ceiling, uncocked it and let it drop.

I gaped. Who the hell even was she?

‘You’re trying to talk me out of it,’ I said, cos here I was, aiming a gun at Granger, and nobody, not her, not anyone, was going to stop me.

‘No. I just think you’re still listening to Granger. And like always, he’s telling you what power is and that you should be scared of it.’

She frowned down at the injured man, then kicked out a boot to knock against his thigh. He cringed in sudden fright, a high whine sounding from between his bloodied lips.

‘See? Just a man,’ she said again. ‘Not even a strong or smart one. I mean, what is there to be afraid of?’

A burst of something burning rose up my throat. ‘That’s bullshit. You think I had any chance of standing up to him ever?’

‘If you kill him now, it won’t change a fucking thing. You’ll just be using his tools in his way and proving him right about them.’ She shook her head. ‘Then all this town will do is find another Granger to do their thinking for them, right up until the moment they starve. And you’ll keep on being afraid of the man with the gun.’

She lifted her head and knocked back the brim of her hat. Wiped at her face with a grubby sleeve. Her hands were still sticky red, her blue eyes with lines around them and grey in her hair. And that old scar, long and white, slashing down her face.

‘You’re smarter than that,’ she said. ‘If you want to change things up, you don’t take out an individual. You rip apart the structures supporting them.’ Her twist of a grin grew dark. ‘What has he always pinned his so-called power to, Chelsea?’

I frowned. ‘You mean the gates?’

Something sly played in the expression around her eyes. ‘You don’t need to take him out. I’ve got a better idea.’

I’d always known she’d come with her own agenda. Whatever that was, I was getting in the way of her achieving it.

‘What better idea?’ I asked.

She stepped forward again. Her hand went over mine on the gun. Her palm warm and skin clammy. Tacky with blood. She was real and human and not some back-from-the-dead ghost determined to see out a curse once placed upon this town.

She was just a woman. That was all and that was everything.

I let her take the gun out of my hands. Watched as she cracked the barrel to inspect the ammunition, then dumped the cartridges into one hand, which went into a coat pocket. The gun went into a different pocket.

Then she faltered. Only then. Staggering to one of the chairs nearby and lowering herself gently down.

‘What better idea?’ I asked again.

‘First things first, Chelsea,’ she said with a grimace. ‘Do me a favour and go get Janey, will you?’

‘Janey?’ There was only one person that could be. ‘You mean Mother Jane?’

‘Yep. Go get Mother Jane. The first bit of Granger’s damage we’re undoing is the bullet in my gut. Go.’

[image: Image]

Granger had loomed over Darkwater all my life and he left damage all right, wherever he willed, whenever he wanted, including on me. And maybe a wound like hers could be stitched up, I just wasn’t so sure about the damage in people’s heads.

Yet that weren’t solely on him, for this whole town was as guilty as it was fearful. And there’d been times when he’d tried hard, which was something I never expected when I first went with him. As if he wanted to know what to say to me that I’d like, but couldn’t figure it out. Or how he really liked gardening, planting his little flowers in rows and was truly unhappy when they failed to thrive And his gifts, when he gave them, were truly meant, least in his view. I think what he wanted, really wanted underneath, was simply to be told he had it right, cos somehow way down deep he worried he hadn’t. It took me a long while to learn there were sides to him that came unexpected.

And that there were sides to me too, which came as just as much a surprise.

Sometimes, he’d take me out around town, which he seemed to think was some kind of treat, going out to dinner. I’d walk down the Main Street holding his arm, hair and make-up done, and some new string of coloured glass around my neck to catch the sun. In a flimsy dress with a skirt split to the thigh and sequins, a shawl over the top. My nails painted that perfect pearly pink. Trying to ignore the late afternoon sun beating down and the sideways stares of the town, no-one ever holding my gaze if they accidentally caught it.

At the Hotel for dinner, he’d pull out a chair for me to sit and I didn’t know why, ’cept he wanted it so I went along. Back then, a month or so after I first went with Granger, the storeroom in Christian’s kitchen was still pretty full. Granger encouraged me to have anything I wanted.

Christian wouldn’t look at me as he took our order. I didn’t dare look at him either. Or look around for Pepper. Most especially I didn’t dare ask about Suse.

Others came and went around us. Rass and his boys tumbling in early, setting up their game table. Rass’s eyes catching mine before he looked away with a shrug and I did the same. Other townsfolk stopping by to greet Granger, ignoring me while I sat staring at the wooden tabletop.

‘All right?’ Granger asked, sitting across from me. It sounded like a gruff demand, though I was beginning to learn his nuances. He was asking, not demanding a positive answer.

‘Yes. Thank you.’

‘You like your necklace?’

My hand went to the new string of beads around my neck. ‘Yes, thank you.’

He fell to silence and I sat awkward, waiting for the food. I didn’t know what to say to him. It was only just starting to occur to me that he didn’t know what to say to me either.

Had he sat with other girls and talked? Had they had good conversations? Cos sitting there with him felt like the ill-fitting dresses; like I didn’t match expectation.

The barroom doors swung open on their creaking hinges. Granger sat back, a whole different stance falling over his shoulders as Jackson clumped across. When he saw me he hesitated and took off his hat.

‘Miss Chelsea.’ He nodded to me before turning to his boss. ‘Granger, sorry to interrupt, but one of the farmers is causing trouble, making noise about having no water to irrigate. You might want to have a word before he draws too much attention.’

Granger’s expression closed up. He stood and conferred with Jackson before looking around, his gaze landing on Rass, sitting straight and watching for it. Granger gestured for him to join them and Rass didn’t hesitate.

‘I’ll be back soon. Wait here, Chelsea,’ Granger said, and he was gone before I could reply.

The food came and I picked at greens with my fork, alongside plenty of beans and a sliver of salted pork. Even back then Christian was conserving what meat was left from the last delivery as carefully as possible. I was conscious of how quiet the place had gone, low voices around me, the shuffling feet and awkward space left in Granger’s wake.

After a minute or two, a couple clattered in noisily, breaking the tension with semi-drunk raucous laughter.

Teppson. The man who’d gossiped about my mother, who’d hated my da and led the calls for him to be sent away. He came in with a girl on his arm and dismay swam in my guts as they fell into chairs at a table not far from mine. I tried to swallow my mouthful, but the food tasted like ash on my tongue. I gulped my juice to get it down.

They were so loud. Teppson’s voice cut through my skin. He was talking of someone, full up with gossip and innuendo. ‘She’s sick.’

I wasn’t sure who he was talking about, yet my stomach churned anyway.

‘Don’t see why a sick girl gets protection when the rest of us have barely enough to eat.’

Christian came over and took their orders for more booze, then returned to his bar.

‘Don’t let him get too close, love,’ Teppson said to his woman as Christian walked away. ‘That’s her father. The girl’s kept upstairs. So don’t let the barman get too close to you. Just in case.’

Suse.

My head shot up. Christian was pouring drinks behind the bar and didn’t show any sign of having heard. His gaze was fixed fiercely on the glasses before him.

‘You gotta wonder. Why does Granger let the sickness stay?’

Christian returned with their drinks and they shut up. I sat immobile, bile rising up my throat. Not Suse. That man had gossiped about my parents and taken everything there was possible to take from me. He wasn’t taking Suse too.

I pushed back my chair to stand.

‘Chelsea, no,’ a quiet voice warned. Christian, shaking his head at me. Don’t intervene.

I walked over to their table anyway. This was about way more than Suse.

‘Stop,’ I said, making sure to sound firm and calm, though I felt unsteady confronting them. ‘Don’t say that about Suse. She’s not sick like that.’

Teppson looked up with surprise in his eyes. Which quickly gave way to a sneer.

‘What’re you doing in here?’ he asked, clearly figuring he’d caught me in the wrong. ‘Sneaking in to see the girl upstairs, is it? It’s said you and she be mighty close. I heard it was getting fucking unnatural.’

‘No. She’s my friend.’

‘Why else would you be in the bar by yourself? Granger sure ain’t gonna like this.’ His voice judging, nasty. ‘I heard it said that’s where he found you, then took pity, decided to teach you better ways. He’ll do something about that girl now, for sure. Once I tell him you’re still slutting it up with her.’

I sucked in a shocked breath. And that’s when Granger returned.

Silence thundered through the barroom. Nobody moved, nobody spoke, there was only the creaking of the doors and the fading of Teppson’s last words.

Into it, Granger walked. His boots a measured step across the floorboards, each footfall breaching the still. Rass followed him, the other boys at Rass’s back. Ready to do Granger’s bidding.

‘Is this man bothering you, Chelsea?’ Granger asked.

I blinked and felt tears forming. It was only a common insult, yet Teppson’s words struck pain inside me. Teppson himself shied away on seeing Granger, maybe understanding he’d messed up. I didn’t care about that. All I wanted was to run to Suse, trapped upstairs, and that was something I’d never be able to do ever again.

Christian stepped forward. ‘He’s drunk, Granger. Needs to sleep it off. I’ll get him out of here.’

Granger prevented him with a raised hand. He looked only at me. He’d asked a question. He wanted an answer.

My answer.

‘He scared me,’ I said. ‘He was loud and drunk. When I asked him to stop, he yelled at me. He …’ I hesitated, thinking of Da. Of Mamma. Words had power and rumours left their mark and I knew the impact of that kind of thing direct. I knew cos I’d lost everything to it. All due to this man.

I pulled my shawl straighter over my shoulders and lifted my chin. ‘He called me a slut,’ I said.

Granger’s expression went dark. ‘Nobody calls my girl names.’

Teppson grappled his way out of his chair, his feet tangling as he tried to rise, apologies bubbling off his lips. ‘Granger, I didn’t mean … I was talking about her friend, that one’s not right, but I didn’t mean your girl.’

‘You said I was here slutting it up,’ I said, and this time I really did sound calm. ‘Everyone heard you.’

Teppson’s expression was frantic as he looked to me. ‘Chelsea, lass, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend, please …’

Granger watched, unmoved. ‘Rass, get that drunk outta here. He’s a public nuisance. Deal with him.’

Teppson squealed as Rass and his boys stepped forward. He was a mean old gossip who never did think twice about the damage his rumours caused. But watching him right then, it also struck me that he never really understood what he’d done either. He was a stupid, malicious man, but maybe not consciously evil.

He held a hand out to me, a desperate plea for clemency. I could accept his apology. Granger would listen if I asked him to.

I pressed my lips together and turned my back on him.

Granger resumed his seat opposite me while Rass and his boys dragged the sobbing Teppson out. I didn’t watch, though once the boys got him out the swinging doors, I glanced up. Rass met my eyes from the doorway, his expression stolid. He touched his hat. This was what I wanted and from now on I’d get what I wanted.

Then Granger said something and I looked to him, answered with a smile. These gifts that Granger gave me.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I led Mother Jane into the Council Chambers, me breathless with the rush of it and she carrying her old cloth bag.

The Stranger hadn’t waited for our return. She limped out of the Strongroom as we came in, one hand inside her coat, pressed to the wound in her gut. Passing Granger, who was now tied with his arms behind him around the table leg, his face uncovered and the wound in his cheek oozing. The woman kicked his leg with her booted foot. Not gently.

‘You promised the City you had possible vaccines,’ she said. ‘The early research samples you stole back in the day. In exchange for grain and water, that was your deal, you wanted it. Except you’ve got nothing. You wasted anything you might’ve had on those fucking useless screenings at the gates and that’s not even how it works, you idiot.’

He uttered a guttural noise, angry and trapped. He wouldn’t look at her.

She leaned down closer to him. ‘A man came here a year ago to negotiate. He never left again,’ she said. ‘Maybe you can get away with murdering your own people behind these fucking walls, Granger, but that one’s been noticed on the outside.’

She turned away with a mutter, before sagging. Grimacing, she held on to the table with one bloody hand.

Mother Jane put her bag down next to scattered and torn empty cardboard boxes the Stranger must’ve brought out of the Strongroom. There were also empty plastic vials that might once have stored liquids, along with needle boxes with no needles inside.

Mother Jane pulled a chair over.

‘Enough. You—sit,’ she said to the woman.

The Stranger shook her head. ‘In a minute, Janey. I just gotta—’

‘Sit.’ Mother Jane opened the cloth bag. ‘You ain’t doing nothing if Granger’s bullet takes you down first. You got other priorities here than showing him up, remember?’

It was as coherent a sentence as ever I’d heard from the old woman and I gawked at the authoritative tone in which it was delivered. The Stranger didn’t resist, sitting without further protest, as compliant as any girl of the town when faced with Mother Jane’s instructions.

Jane pushed open the Stranger’s coat to examine the wound. I, meanwhile, stared at Granger. His face looked awful, that great gash opening his cheek, black and red, breathing through his mouth. Blood covered the front of him.

I held his glare when he looked at me. He didn’t seem so scary anymore.

The Stranger sat back and let Mother Jane do her job.

‘You know he pulled apart the PA system, Janey?’ the woman said. ‘I got it working again for them, rigged up the remaining solar to it and everything. And the first thing Granger did was pull the guts out of it.’

‘I told you he would if you used it to show him up, yet you insisted on your grand melodramatic gestures anyway.’ Mother Jane took a piece of cloth from her bag and moistened it with water from a canteen, then began to clean the wound. ‘Sit still so I can make sure your guts aren’t pulled out of you.’

‘This town needed to hear something new. Something from the outside,’ the Stranger said, then smiled darkly. ‘And learn that it ain’t so hard to get past Granger’s so-called protections. I just walked into that Gatehouse while the kid on duty was taking a piss.’

‘And that boy is now in the Sheriff’s cell for it,’ Mother Jane said. ‘I hope you’re planning to do something about that.’

The Stranger lost her smirk. ‘Yeah, don’t worry. I’m not gonna let a kid take the hits for me,’ she said. ‘I had a word to that Sheriff of yours. He’s not a bad man when you shake Granger’s rubbish out of his head. He promised to keep the boy safe and I promised’—her grin resurfaced—‘to sort it out with Granger.’

‘You’ve certainly done that,’ Mother Jane said, not bothering to look at the man in question. ‘That’s some work you made of his face. Thought you weren’t into revenge.’

‘That’s not revenge. That was stopping him before he had the girl taken out back. He was going to do a number on her.’ Her eyes flicked to me, something satisfied in them. ‘Except this time someone was around to hear the screams.’

Mother Jane didn’t look impressed. ‘Are you going to let her go now? She’s only sixteen. She should never have been dragged into this.’

‘I didn’t drag her into nothing,’ the woman said, a note of protest. ‘The girl involved herself.’

‘It never occurred to you to un-involve her?’

I stepped forward, shaking my head. ‘No way. I’m staying. I’m in this too.’ Whatever this was. Which I still didn’t know.

The Stranger’s eyes fell from mine and she declined to respond to either of us.

Mother Jane worked fast. Bandages soaked up blood and were replaced with clean ones out of the cloth bag. Antiseptic was applied to the wound. She pulled out a needle, filled it with something from a bottle and jabbed it in the woman’s arm. The Stranger let her do all this without protest, if with the occasional grimace of pain.

‘Caught you in the side,’ Mother Jane said. ‘I’ll need to dig it out before I stitch it.’

‘Just bandage me up for now. Give me something for the pain. You can do the rest later.’

Mother Jane peered up at the woman, suspicion in her eyes. ‘What’s your rush? I thought you wanted in to his Strongroom. Well, you got in.’

‘There’s nothing in the Strongroom, Janey,’ the Stranger said. ‘It’s as empty as the rest of this town. Nothing’s left. He’s used up everything. And he’s pissed off anyone who might help, especially Newpeace, in a major way. This town is going to starve.’

Mother Jane sighed. ‘The idiot never could plan for the long term.’

She helped the Stranger sit forward and ran a bandage around her middle.

The woman straightened, her eyes falling on me. ‘See, Chelsea? His power is an illusion. An empty room. You don’t need to shoot him. You only need to make people see it.’

‘Make people see what?’

Her lip curled. ‘That he’s nothing to be scared of.’

I glanced at Granger. He didn’t look like anybody to be scared of now. But it couldn’t be so simple as that.

‘What are you going to do?’ I asked.

‘What I came here to do. What I didn’t get to finish twenty years ago.’

That was no answer. It wasn’t supposed to be.

She exchanged another pointed glance with Mother Jane, to which the Stranger ultimately nodded, if reluctantly, as though she’d lost some silent argument.

‘And now, Chelsea, I need you to go,’ she said.

‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘You can’t send me away!’

‘I’m not. I need you to go to the town, talk to people. Get them looking in the right direction.’

Which didn’t make any sense. She’d said this wasn’t revenge, yet she had Granger trussed up and she didn’t want me to see what she did to him. So what was this about?

‘You’re ordering me around the same as he always did.’

‘No, I’m asking for your help.’ She considered me with a cocked head. ‘It’s gotta be, what, close to midnight? How many of your townsfolk will be at the Hotel, do you think?’

I opened my mouth. ‘Um.’ This wasn’t where I’d expected the conversation to go. ‘Usually only the young men by this time, but tonight half of everyone’s likely to be there. People know you went after Granger. They’ll be wanting to hear word.’

‘This place does love a good rumour.’ She shifted in her chair, uncomfortable, undoubtedly in pain. ‘You go to the Hotel, see who’s there. Get together as many as you can find. Then tell them what’s happened here tonight. Make sure they all took note of the old men running back home without clothes. Make sure they know those men turned their backs on Granger.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’ll get them waiting to see what happens next. They’ll be on edge,’ she said, then glanced up at Mother Jane. ‘Dawn, I reckon. That should give us enough time. Let’s do this at dawn.’

Mother Jane rolled her eyes. ‘Melodrama.’ Still, she gave a short nod as if that made sense.

‘What’s at dawn?’ I asked.

‘Just have the townsfolk watching, Chelsea. I’ll do the rest.’ I toed the floor with my sandal. ‘You think they’ll listen to me, do you?’

She gave me an unimpressed look. ‘I think you know very well how to make them listen,’ she said, before starting to smile. ‘Why don’t you go save your girl? Give this town something new. Be a hero. Then tell everyone what’s happened.’

My girl. Oh. Suse.

Mother Jane sat back on her heels, wiping down her hands with a clean cloth before standing. The woman reached out a hand and let Jane help her up, straightening carefully and trying out movement. It was only a temporary patch of the wound, she still had the bullet inside her, yet whatever it was she wanted to do, she wanted to do it now.

The coat fell into place around the Stranger. Her hat was still on her head. You wouldn’t know there was a wound in her gut if you hadn’t seen it happen.

She walked across to the trussed-up Granger and nudged him with one boot. He shied away with a low sound.

Fear. He was afraid. Of the Stranger. Of a woman.

I’d never seen Granger afraid before.

‘Why?’ I asked, cos it wasn’t any good asking what?, and that wasn’t the right question anyway. ‘If this ain’t revenge, why come back at all?’ I hesitated. ‘Was it the man?’

That gave her pause. ‘What man?’

‘The one a year ago. Who came to discuss trade and never left again,’ I said in a quiet voice. ‘Are you here looking into his murder?’

‘Ah.’ Her face cleared. ‘Nah, that’s not me. Heard about it, though; it’s caused quite the fuss. There’s an investigation happening, they’ll find their way here soon enough.’ She looked at Granger with a ruthless grin. ‘Especially once I tell them where to look.’

I shook my head, confused. ‘Then why are you here? What else could it be?’

Mother Jane gave the woman a sharp look before busying herself cleaning up the bloodied bandages. The Stranger sighed and lifted her head so I could see the brutal scar running down her cheek, those cold blue eyes.

‘There’s a great wide world out there, Chelsea, and not all of us live trapped inside a prison,’ she said. ‘We get ships in the port at Newpeace on the regular now. Our people travel distances again. And the government I work for isn’t too keen on stumbling across hidden towns full of starved-to-death bodies because the people in them bought the lie that guns and gates were any way to survive.’ She turned to wink at Mother Jane. ‘Especially towns that might have stolen research samples of possible vaccines for dormant viruses hidden away in locked storerooms.’

Jane crossed her arms. ‘’Cept we don’t have those samples no more, thanks to Granger. You said that.’

‘You’ll just have to start working again, won’t you, Janey?’ the Stranger replied. ‘I’m sure you can get the research back on track, given time and equipment. We know it mutated in other parts of the world, and with the new ships coming in we can’t rely on residual immunity to the strain that died here. We need you.’

Mother Jane clucked her tongue and waved that away.

I stared at the woman. ‘Government?’ I echoed. A word unfamiliar to my lips.

The Stranger’s lip curled. ‘What, you really think it’s all anarchy out there?’

I tried to imagine it. A world beyond this one, with ships in ports and people travelling to distant lands. The City of Newpeace. It was almost impossible to conceive.

Meanwhile Granger sat defeated, blood dripping from the gaping wound on his face to stain his clothes. Would I really have shot him? He looked so lost, slumped where he was. Yet there were times we’d laughed. He’d taken me to dinner. Given me presents. Pretty clothes and make-up. This awful man who was still complicated and human, capable of care and affection even as he ruled the lives of others with callous disregard, and stood in judgement over everyone.

I still didn’t understand what the Stranger was doing in Darkwater, but she hadn’t talked me out of shooting him just to save me from killing in cold blood. Whatever she planned, she needed Granger alive.

‘I want to know how it ends,’ I said.

‘You’ll know, Chelsea. At dawn this whole town will know.’

And so I left them, and left Granger to her mercy.
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Light spilled out of the Hotel and so did people. It should never have been this busy so late at night, but there were people everywhere.

I walked down the centre of the Hill Road without hesitation, despite the crowds in the street.

‘Chelsea!’

I looked around. Miss Kenzie was on the porch outside the Sheriff’s office with Sheriff Jones next to her.

‘Miss Kenzie! Is Mitch—’

‘Mitchell is fine. He’s with us and I will not let him be taken anywhere by anyone.’ Miss Kenzie sounded quite decided on the matter. Beside her, Sheriff Jones gave a brusque nod, though he didn’t quite meet my eyes. Maybe he hadn’t won the argument. ‘What about you, Chelsea, are you all right? What has happened?’

‘The Stranger’s sorting things,’ I said. ‘Watch for her at dawn. I gotta go tell everyone. There’s something I need to do.’

‘Chelsea, wait,’ Miss Kenzie said. ‘The elders, they came down the street without a stitch on their backs and who knows what—’

Sheriff Jones put a hand on Miss Kenzie’s arm. ‘She was there, Lydia,’ he said, then looked to me. ‘Chelsea, I got men placed about the Main Street to make sure there’re no fights and no-one gets hurt. Whatever that woman’s doing with Granger, it’s between them and I ain’t intervening. The rest of this town, however, I am keeping safe. That includes you.’

I smiled. ‘Thanks, Sheriff.’ I pointed to the Hotel. ‘I’m gonna tell everyone what happened. Come over and hear it. But first I’m gonna get Suse.’ I couldn’t repress a grin. ‘I’m gonna go save my girl.’

They stared as if they didn’t know what to say and I couldn’t wait any longer. I ran to the Hotel, pushing open the swinging doors with both hands. They banged hard, creaking back and forth behind me as I stepped in and surveyed the room. True, I wasn’t a mysterious stranger from the past come to put the town to rights. But I could take some lessons from her, and she sure knew how to make an entrance.

The barroom was packed. Bright yellow and over-warm, full up with tired, anxious people. There’d been plenty of talk, but when I made my dramatic entrance the room went quiet.

I caught sight of a familiar face by the bar. Rass. Cy and the other lads with him. Which explained the anticipatory silence, I guess. My story had preceded me.

I walked slowly forward. My coat around me, my dress beneath it torn from struggling against the old men. Bruises on my face and perfect pink nail polish that wasn’t even chipped. I must’ve looked a sight. Still, I raised my chin and walked in, defiant.

Everyone made room for me to pass. Rass slid off his stool at the bar and approached.

‘Chels, is it over? Has she …’

I almost turned away from him. I remembered him in the kitchen with a knife, at the card table with bad intent. Only now his eyes were concerned and his skin ashen and all he’d done was ask the question everyone wanted to hear answered.

I also remembered him vomiting at the side of the Stables.

‘Soon,’ I said.

At the sound of my voice, everyone began to clamour. Pushing forward until I was surrounded by questions and curiosity and a desperate need to know. The sudden close press of bodies and escalating volume, question over the top of question, combined with the heat of the place after the freeze of the hall, made me dizzy. The world spun and I put up my hands in defence of it.

‘Shut up and let her speak. Give her space, damn it!’

Rass. Shouting over everyone while physically forcing the crowd back. Once he had, he reached out a hand to me and I let him find me a stool at the bar. Once seated, I looked up at Christian, standing with Pepper next to him, worry edging around his eyes.

‘There’s a story and I’ll tell it,’ I said, trying to project my voice for everyone to hear, though it was croaky still. ‘But first, Suse needs to be here. She has a right to hear it too.’

Christian’s expression fell apart, his eyes distraught. ‘Chelsea, no. I won’t risk her.’

He sounded so sad. I understood that: his fear and need to protect. Christian was a good man. He’d only ever been motivated by love for his daughter. His intentions were so contrary to Granger’s I’d never before seen the similarities between them. Christian probably didn’t see them himself.

‘Let her come down,’ I said. ‘We don’t need to be afraid all the time. Suse can choose for herself.’

I turned to look around at the crowd filling out the barroom and raised my voice again.

‘I’m done with letting Granger tell me what to do. I’m not scared of him,’ I said. ‘Please, Christian. You know it ain’t right she’s locked away. If you don’t bring her down, I’m going up to get her.’

Christian frowned at me, until Pepper reached out to take his hand. She squeezed his fingers until his shoulders lowered a fraction, tension easing out of them. The look that passed between them contained whole conversations and unspoken understanding.

‘I just want her safe,’ he said, but nodded at last.

Pepper gave me a smile and a kiss on the cheek, then disappeared through the crowd towards the stairs. I wanted to go too, but it was important that Suse come down herself and everyone saw it, that she could leave her little room at last. While down here I had their attention and I meant to keep it.

Christian poured juice into a glass and pushed it in front of me. I sipped my drink, waiting in silence, and though there were a good many here, nobody said a thing. They all waited with me.

When the footsteps sounded light on the stairs, I looked into my glass, unable to help my sudden, breathless, bursting grin.

‘Okay,’ I said without looking around, though there was a shuffling as the crowd moved behind me and my heart pumped faster. ‘Where should I start?’

‘A stranger rides into town?’

Her voice was clear. Delicate and firm both. I hadn’t heard it in so many months. Tears pricked my eyes and I still couldn’t make myself look at her, courage failing me in the last. What if she wasn’t real? What if she disappeared? What if these last few days with all their impossibilities never changed anything after all?

Rass reached out and pushed on my shoulder, gentle-like, so I’d turn around. When I did, there she was.

Halfway down the stairs. In a long dress with her hair brushed back, one hand on the banister. She looked thinner, more ethereal, almost unreal. But she moved freely, and when I met her eye, she smiled, and my whole body sparked. My Suse.

I watched her descend without breath in my lungs, the crowd parting to let her through. I couldn’t say a thing even as she came to stand in front of me and put her hand to my face, her fingers gentle on my cheek. Staring at her, afraid to take my eyes off her. I leaned my head against her own, inhaling the scent of her. Roses. She was real. This was real.

She laughed and wiped the tears from my cheeks. And I pulled her close and kissed her, cos nobody could take this away from me—nobody. My lips on hers and her hands clutching my arms and then we were laughing and crying both together and I threw my arms about her and held her tight.

Another stool was found and she sat beside me at the bar. She thanked her father when he handed her a glass of water, but it was me she looked to, her eyes alight and burning with life and wonder. I held her hand tight in my own.

‘Actually, it starts before that,’ I said. ‘The gates. It’s all about those damn gates.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

At dawn, the Stranger rode back through the town. And we were all there to see.

I stood on the verandah outside the Hotel, still wrapped in my coat with the torn dress beneath, though with Suse’s help I’d pinned it up so it covered me okay. Pepper had wiped my face clean of yesterday’s smudged make-up, and the blood and grimy sweat mingled through it, her hands cool on my bruises.

My throat was hoarse from telling my story over and over. First for those in the bar, then again for those who arrived later. Brummel from the store was there and a couple of the farmers and other shopkeepers, those who’d been grumbling for a while, if keeping their complaints low. Stan Jones even brought in Miss Kenzie to hear and they brought Mitchell, though he stayed close by Miss Kenzie at first and wouldn’t say a word. But Rass bought him a beer and then Davy appeared, and Tania with him. She still looked fragile and worn, but I smiled so wide to see Mitchell put his arms around her and hold her tight.

I told everyone all the events of the night exactly as I knew them. I didn’t tell them anything that wasn’t true and I didn’t skip any parts. And they listened. They listened hard. Some nodded as I spoke, ready to agree, and when I got to the part about the man killed and nobody trading cos we couldn’t pay up, a couple of merchants cursed out loud. The farmers glowered when I told about the groundwater drying up and that’s why we grew nothing.

No-one questioned my words or said I didn’t know what I was talking of. They’d been ready to hear. Rass and his mates had set the scene and had everyone waiting, and after them had come the elders. Near everyone had seen the old men scuttling through the night, their naked bodies evidence of their defeat. Shuffling home to find their clothes, white paunches and wizened dicks and saggy skin. No dignity. Old men defeated by a woman who didn’t even care enough to hurt them.

It made sense then. How the Stranger’s refusal to do them physical damage worked so well in her favour. She wasn’t afraid of them; she never had been. They were of so little consequence to her, she didn’t even bother to harm them.

I sat by the bar and answered questions through the night, Suse beside me holding my hand and a crowd around. People came and went. At one point, I saw Rass slip away; he left without even saying anything to his boys, just sliding out quietly. I wondered where he was going to, but others came in with questions and I never did see him reappear, not even as the night gave way to a grey morning light filtering through the Hotel’s windows.

The hollow sound of horse’s hooves on the ground outside brought us all filing out. She rode alone. Her coat around her, her hat tilted forward. Her long gun strapped to one side of the horse with visible prominence. She showed no sign of the wound in her gut and acknowledged none as she rode towards the gates, morning shadows stretching ahead of her.

I couldn’t see Granger anywhere.

She didn’t look at anyone as she passed, not even me. She rode out like she rode in, as if oblivious to our watching eyes, and I gave Suse’s hand a squeeze, before walking down the steps into the street to follow. Others came with me. Davy, Pepper. Stan Jones and his deputies making their way up front. Everyone else trailing behind. There was no discussion or agreement; I simply went after her and so did everyone else.

I didn’t see Old Josey. I didn’t see Jackson or Max or Donnie or Blake. The elders weren’t visible, though no doubt they’d be watching from behind some cracked door.

We followed wordless as the Stranger rode slow down the hill to the gates. There, I finally caught sight of Rass. He was standing near the Gatehouse with a firm expression, and when he caught me watching him, he nodded, though I wasn’t sure what he was trying to say.

The Stranger rode right to the closed gates, our towering black sentinels. She looked almost small before them, sitting on her horse and gazing up at their silent challenge.

Then she nudged her horse around to face us.

‘Open the gates!’ she cried out, and we gasped.

Rass answered her call. He moved to stand in front of her horse and gave her a clear nod, before turning to examine the crowd. He pointed to some of the young men, calling them forward by name.

‘Jake, Patrick. Russell, Cy.’

They hesitated, one taking a step, then looking across to the others.

‘Go the fuck over there and get those gates open,’ Rass commanded fiercely.

They hurried to obey. The four went to the gates, two on either side, while Rass went into the Gatehouse to work the locks. When he reappeared, he raised his arm to give the signal.

The young men dragged at the gates and, inch by inch, a crack appeared in the heavy iron.

A glimpse of red earth stretching into the distance. Of yellow, sandblasted sun. The woman on her horse waited with infinite patience, though it took a while with only two hands on either gate. After a minute, a couple of other men ran forward to join them. And then more, a good half-dozen on either side.

Eight. Ten. Pushing and pulling till there was barely any room at the gates for want of those trying to force them open.

And still another ran to join them at their heaving and I blinked in surprise. Tania. More surprising than anything, the men at the gates didn’t refuse her a place.

I opened my mouth to call to her, remind her she wasn’t well, but a shocked cry from the crowd halted my tongue.

Outside of the gates, stripped naked and hanging from ropes trussed around his torso, swung Granger.

He was still alive.

[image: Image]

There was a time, only a month or so before the woman rode into town and changed my entire world, when Granger found me curled up in the deep armchair in his study, with one of his books.

It was a large tome full of glossy photographs with explanations alongside. Granger had a few like it; I think he liked the images. I wrestled with the more unfamiliar words and pairing them with the pictures helped me figure them out, so I liked them too. It lay open in my lap and I was crying, which was how Granger found me. Sobbing over a book he didn’t know I could read, my tears dripping onto the paper and staining its images of an old world I couldn’t understand, even as I fought to make out the words describing it.

I hadn’t expected him to come home early. I hadn’t even heard him coming up the stairs, I was so caught up in my misery. So I stiffened when the door was thrown open, for how could I pretend now?

He frowned, gruff and uncertain. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

I sniffed, unable to help my running nose, then regretting it for it could hardly be attractive.

‘Nothing. Sorry. I’m all right. Nothing.’

‘Ain’t nothing, clearly.’ He stood large in the room, taking up its space. ‘What’s wrong?’

I tried to pull myself together and stood up, the book still open in my hands. I handed it to him.

‘Were you looking at the pictures?’ he asked, and though I should say yes, I was too sad.

‘I was reading it,’ I said softly. ‘Miss Kenzie taught me some, Mamma too. I’ve been trying to work it out.’

His gaze shot up to me and I steeled myself, cos he looked so stern and disapproving. Only he said nothing for the longest time, before eventually looking down to the page.

‘Huh. Good for you, Chelsea,’ he said, and though he sounded surprised, he didn’t seem angry. ‘You didn’t say what’s got you so sad, though.’

I looked at the pictures in the book. Images of gleaming cities and fast cars and so many people.

It was the people. All those people.

There was one picture of what must’ve been a hospital where people took their sick, with a huge queue out the doors that led down a street beside the building. Up front was a man carrying a child, a girl, in his arms. The girl looked sick and he was carrying her like she was unable to walk and she clung to his neck and the father looked scared. He had brown hair like my father and would’ve been about the same height and weight.

I wasn’t sure what to say to Granger, but I had to give him something.

‘They’d be gone now,’ I said. ‘They’d be dead. Wouldn’t they? All those people. There were so many people once and now they’re all gone. And that’s sad, don’t you think? Don’t you think that’s so very sad?’

He looked up and I felt a twinge of regret at speaking such foolish words. For the sobbing and display of emotion which had smudged my make-up. None of it was pretty and it wasn’t what I was here for. I couldn’t expect him to be sympathetic.

I tried to wipe my eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll go get myself cleaned up. I must look a right mess and I’m dreadfully sorry. I—’

‘Hey.’ He put the book on the desk and reached out a hand. I hesitated, but couldn’t refuse such a gesture, so took it warily. He pulled me in close and wrapped his arms about me. ‘Yeah, it was sad. I was there and it was really fucking sad. All of it.’

He held me for the longest time as I cried into his chest, tucking my head beneath his chin and not speaking, letting me work through my wave of melancholy. Rocking gently where we stood. After some time he looked down at me.

‘Here, this’ll cheer you up. I got you a gift,’ he said and dug into his shirt pocket. ‘Had it made. Thought you’d like it.’

He held out a tarnished silver chain on which was threaded colourful glass beads. I took it in my hands, the light from the window catching the red and green.

His weight shifted. ‘You like it?’ The gruffness was back in his voice.

I smiled at him warmly. ‘Yes. Thank you.’

He helped me fasten it around my neck. ‘Goes with your eyes. The green bits, I mean,’ he said, so I pushed myself up on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

‘Thank you. Shall I go get myself cleaned up? I know I don’t look so good right now.’

But he shook his head. ‘Nah. Don’t worry.’

Instead, he lowered himself into the armchair and pulled me onto his lap. He reached for the book I’d been reading and opened it. ‘You can read this?’

‘Only some of the words. Only a bit.’

‘If you want to read my books, you can. I used to read a lot. Don’t much now. No time.’ He paused. ‘Nobody around to talk about them with anymore.’

‘I can talk to you about them. If you like.’

I said it hesitantly, tensed in preparation for his response. He huffed a breath, yet there was a smile behind it.

He tapped the book with his finger. ‘Have a go at this. Read some and I’ll help you with the harder words.’

So together we read the book and spoke about what it said, about the pictures and what was happening in them. About the past and what it was like, in the days before the world died. Some of his stories were sad, of people dying, unable to get to doctors in time. How fast it all was, with so many gone in months; a world lost. I cried again at those stories.

But some of them were warm too, when he spoke of finding other survivors, then finding shelter and water. Hope. We laughed as the light faded outside.

Even Granger had been capable of affection. Even Granger had been capable of care.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Granger writhed weakly. He was hanging about a foot above the ground from ropes strung up on the outside of the walls. They were trussed about his torso and gut and his naked body sagged around them, paunchy and vulnerable, his prick shrivelled and exposed, with his legs kicking in useless fashion. Blood dripped from his face onto the ground. His chin and neck were tacky with it, though it was drying now, sticky through the greying hair on his chest.

We stared at him in silence until the Stranger nudged her horse forward in a sudden reminder of who was responsible. Poised in the space between those open gates, next to Granger and backed by that scorched expanse which led away to a distant heat-shimmered horizon, she tugged at the straps holding her long gun in place, drawing the weapon into both hands.

‘A curse was once placed upon this town,’ she said in a voice loud enough to be heard by everyone. ‘Cries in the night swearing that one day an eye would be taken to replace an eye and pain inflicted to match the pain. Screams would echo every cry this town had ever turned its back on!’

She shifted on her horse to look at the townsfolk, considering us with that long gun in hand. Only in the last moment did her eyes land on me. She gave no acknowledgement, no sign of recognition. She looked at me as she had at the others, then back to where Granger hung.

She raised the gun and pointed it at his head, less than a foot away.

My heart leaped into my throat. I wanted to scream, Don’t do this! You don’t have to do this! ’Cept my throat strangled the words.

Where did it come from, this sudden impulse to defend the man who’d only hours before ordered my own death? I owed Granger nothing. I’d been going to shoot him myself until she stopped me. What should I care about her gun to his head now?

Only he looked so helpless, strung up there naked. There was no power in him. It seemed wrong to execute him pointblank like this.

Yet I said nothing. And neither did anybody else. The Stranger held the shotgun so close to Granger’s face it’d be impossible to miss and not a single person said a word to stop her.

She fired. Both barrels.

As she did, she jerked the weapon upwards.

The gun fired high. The blast at that close range sliced through the rope holding Granger and he fell with a dull thud. A cry of pain escaped his lips. The rope around him unravelled without his weight pulling the knots tight and he sprawled onto the hard ground with limbs coming free.

Someone swore at the back of the crowd. Someone else sobbed.

‘But that would solve nothing!’ the Stranger cried out. ‘The outside world knows it even if you lot hiding in here don’t. There will be no such revenge. No-one’s coming to save you with guns ablaze, wading through blood and death to tell you what to do. What happens next is all on you.’

She stood in the stirrups, tall and cloaked, and cracked open the weapon. Two more cartridges were loaded into its barrels before she looked up at us again.

‘I don’t care if you take him back. I don’t care if you throw him out,’ she said. ‘It’s your choice and you can make it. But never again will you pretend you can’t see what you don’t want to see.’

She raised the gun again and this time she aimed to the side of the gates. At the Gatehouse.

The door to it was open and something was leaning up against the outside wall that wasn’t usually there. Broad black barrels. Several of them pushed against the small building, and if the door was open, did that mean there were more of them stacked inside too?

Rass had been inside, working the mechanicals to open the gates. Now he moved well away from the Gatehouse and began to quietly usher others back too. What did he know? Where had he disappeared to during the night? I was pretty damn sure that whatever the Stranger had been up to between midnight and dawn, she’d had some help.

On the outside of one of the black barrels was a sign. It looked like the one I’d seen in Mother Jane’s book, the one about black powder. The one with the warning: Explosive.

My heart started hammering right hard.

‘The gates will remain open!’ Her voice carried across the crowd. ‘There’s a world out there, a whole community with enough food, water and justice for all. And all you have to do to join it is leave your prison. No more hiding!’

She fired the gun right into those barrels.

The Gatehouse exploded.

People screamed at the roaring flames and sudden blasting heat. Those closest threw themselves to the ground, while others further back ran.

The walls around this part of town might be all stone, but the Gatehouse itself, while built against those walls, was propped up on wooden foundations. Its crumbling mortar and unstable brickwork had been patched with splintered panels and even the roof was shored up by long planks. Perhaps it couldn’t all burn, but there was enough flammable material in there to fuel the flames, and her explosive preparations, set off by that gunshot, had punched a hole right through the wall.

The Gatehouse began to collapse. It was a symbol of strength, authority. What did it mean that it was so easily destroyed?

What did it mean that there was now no mechanism for locking the gates?

After the initial blast, people began heaving themselves off the ground, uncurling from their defensive crouches. They started calling to each other. Is everybody okay? Is anyone hurt?

There were no injuries. The explosion didn’t throw any debris into the crowd, it didn’t hurt a breathing soul. It had been designed to cause panic, commotion and noise, but not harm.

Not physical harm, anyhow. The impact had been far deeper.

Granger slumped against one of the open iron gates, injured and alone. Nobody went near him. They didn’t even acknowledge he was there as they rushed to check on friends, family, and everyone else.

I was the only one to go near. He looked up when I did, flies buzzing around the wound in his face. Neither of us said anything. For a long time, we simply looked at each other.

Then somebody joined me.

‘What do we do with him? Let him die?’ Rass asked, though it didn’t sound like his heart was in it.

‘It’s a face wound,’ I said. ‘It ain’t fatal.’

‘Will be if infection sets in. Or if he can’t eat for it.’ Rass hesitated a moment. ‘I say we let him die.’

‘Rass, you never was a killer till Granger made you one.’ I’d said these words to him before; maybe this time he might listen. ‘You want him to make you so again?’

He kicked at the dirt. Looked over his shoulder at the commotion behind with a sigh. ‘I’ll go get Doc Matthews, then.’

As he turned, I reached out and tugged his arm. ‘Wait. Tell me. Did you know? The Gatehouse. Did you know she was gonna do it?’

He squinted out the gates into the light. Maybe deciding what to say. But me and Rass had always been open with one another.

‘I went to find her. After what you said ’bout him trying to get you to the Stable Yard, then what she’d done to him,’ he said, with a nod to Granger. ‘Wanted to see for myself. And check none of them elders were coming back at her in ambush, though Stan Jones had that sorted, he had men posted all over.’ He paused. ‘Found her outside, hauling those big barrels around in the dark. She said she needed a hand and would I be willing?’

‘You helped her blow up the Gatehouse?’

He met my eye direct. ‘Yeah. I did. She told me what was in those barrels and I did it anyway.’ The corner of his mouth turned up, maybe even a smile. I’d never seen Rass smiling before. ‘I better go get the doc.’

I smiled back. ‘Catch you round, Rass.’

He headed off and I let him go, still staring at Granger. Then the reality of what she’d really done hit me.

The gates were open.

There was the outside. I could step into it. And I could walk back in if I chose. I could do that any time I pleased and nobody would ever stop me. There was an entire world out there and it was way more interesting than Granger would ever be.

A grin spread across my face. I filled my lungs with air from the outside as if it were somehow different from anything I’d breathed before and laughed at the wonder of it.

Only then did I think to look around for the woman on her horse. She who might understand, who might know what it felt like to be facing such an immense world after being trapped my whole life. She might have answers for my millions of questions.

The Stranger had disappeared.

The gates stood open and she’d made sure they’d never be locked again. She’d given us the world beyond, one of dust and sand and trees in the distance, red soil and a kind of road leading away. Empty and infinite and terrifying. And maybe even promising.

She’d done what she came here to do. Open up our world. Unlock the gates.

And then she had gone.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Everyone worked together in the aftermath. Sheriff Jones helped move people away from the Gatehouse, handing them over to Pepper and Davy, who ushered them to the Hotel. Miss Kenzie gathered up any children and took them to the Schoolroom, with Mitchell helping her and Tania there too. Rass’s boys and some of the other young men fought the fire until it was out and everyone helped with the clean-up. Even Preacher Sampson rolled up his sleeves to get into it.

Christian insisted that Suse return to the Hotel, but she remained downstairs, taking in those who Davy and Pepper brought to her. Finding them chairs, fetching water. Mr Brummel brought extra blankets over from his store and assisted Doc Matthews as he checked everyone over, but it was Suse who made sure everyone was accounted for and had what they needed.

Everyone saw to the most immediate and important tasks. ’Cept me. I wandered up the hill on slow feet, not quite sure what my purpose was now.

Davy almost ran into me when rushing down the steps of the Hotel, heading again to the ruined Gatehouse to find others who needed help. For once he wasn’t just trailing after Mitchell.

He stopped when he saw me in the street. ‘Chels?’

‘Did you see it, Davy? The outside beyond the gates?’ I asked. ‘There’s a whole world out there. A world that’s not this one.’

‘I saw.’ He paused. ‘Mitch likes it here.’

‘Mitchell has Tania. He has all he wants in Darkwater,’ I said. ‘You don’t. There might be something else out there.’

He looked down the hill in the direction of the gates, now wide open, and pressed his lips together for the longest time. Finally he replied, ‘What about you, Chelsea?’

‘What?’

‘What about what you want? Where you gonna find that?’

I opened my mouth, but had no answer. And then somebody called from down near the Gatehouse and Davy went running to help.

I took my chance, as I’d always taken my chances, and slipped away without drawing notice.

I went the long way through the backblocks, jumping over pitted ground as the noise of the town faded away behind me. Past the empty storage sheds and pitiful grain stores that wouldn’t feed a family for much longer, let alone a whole town. It would take time to fill them again. Outside help would be needed. Who might provide that help? How could they be contacted? Would anyone still be willing to negotiate with Darkwater?

The gates might be open, yet there was still a complicated journey ahead.

The cemetery was as lonely as always. Those rows of weathered, neglected markers, with the little ones, like my brother, buried up back. The boy who’d come before me but never breathed and for whom my parents had always mourned. Or maybe it was more than one child they mourned; maybe it was a whole world and a grief that never went away.

Then down from the cemetery, the most unstable of the old lookout towers. I looked at the glinting black-brown reflective squares high upon it. Solar panels that maybe weren’t so broken as some of the others, and if they still worked, maybe some of the others did too. Those speakers the Stranger had used needed power. Radios needed power. Maybe we could fix more of the things. Repair them with help from the outside, equipment and a willingness to listen.

Mother Jane’s three-roomed shack stood quiet when I got there. The heat of the rising sun and the walk had brought out the sweat on my forehead. My face ached and my every inch was dirty and dishevelled. I’d grown used to having baths any time I liked when living with Granger. I’d forgotten what it was to feel gritty and grimy. Exhaustion seeped into my bones. I needed a change of clothes along with a bath. I would’ve liked a bed.

As I knocked on the door I wondered if I even had a bed anymore. It didn’t feel right to go back to Granger’s place.

The door swung open. Mother Jane cocked her head, lips pursed in what I read as exasperation. Not surprise.

She beckoned me in then closed the door behind me and led me to the back room, where it was well lit and warm.

She was there. The woman. The Stranger.

She lay atop Mother Jane’s table holding a blood-soaked rag to her abdomen. She started to sit up, seeming no more surprised to see me than Mother Jane had, ’cept her movement brought a grimace to her face. Whatever words she might’ve said were lost in the tight hiss of pain from between her clenched teeth. Her free hand gripped the table beneath her with strained knuckles.

Mother Jane hurried over to the woman.

‘Do not move. Do I need to tell you again?’ Mother Jane demanded.

The Stranger laughed grimly, but she lay back down.

‘Do you know how long it’s been since anybody ordered me around in such a tone, Janey?’

Mother Jane sat on a stool, reaching into a pail of water beside her and pulling out a pink-stained cloth, which she wrung out before carefully dabbing at the wound in the woman’s gut.

‘Too long, by the looks,’ she retorted. ‘You’ve got no more sense of self-preservation now than you ever did.’

‘Blame it on this place. Pushes my buttons. Puts me in the mood for a bit of melodrama.’

‘If your melodrama pulls out my stitching, I’ll not be happy.’ Mother Jane flashed her an unimpressed look. ‘I saved your life once. The least you could do would be not go out of your way to let Granger have another go.’

Their banter was easy, affectionate, despite the blood-soaked circumstances.

‘Shit, Janey, keep it gentle,’ the woman growled as Mother Jane ministered to her.

‘I just dug a ball of lead out of your insides and closed the wound with thick-thread stitches. Not once did you make a sound. Now that I’m disinfecting you lose your nerve?’

‘It bloody well stings.’ The woman swore low. ‘Your bedside manner hasn’t improved, you know.’

It went on like that for a while. Mother Jane moving between the woman and her shelves of herbs and potions. I found myself a chair and sat to watch, looking at the jars and bottles lined along the wall. They were labelled, but I couldn’t read the words, the script too tiny and curling. I probably wouldn’t know what the words meant even if I could read them.

Maybe Miss Kenzie might teach me more reading. Maybe Mother Jane would teach me about her healing herbs too.

‘You were lucky it caught you shallow in the side,’ Mother Jane said, at last helping the woman to sit up.

‘Granger’s aim always was off.’ A smirk danced across the woman’s lips. ‘His vision’s stuffed on one side. I left him that legacy last time. Got in a lasting blow or two of my own, back in the day.’

Jane gave her a withering glance. ‘Was that before or after they left you for dead? Stop trying to show off for the girl.’

The woman gave her an exasperated look, then raised her arms on instruction so Mother Jane could wrap a bandage around her torso. Her eyes caught mine, where I sat watching in awe.

‘What?’ The woman gave me an amused look. ‘You didn’t really think I’d risen from the dead, did you?’

I shook my head, though even to me that exit of hers, blowing up the gatehouse then disappearing in the chaos, had been damn effective.

Jane tied off the bandage. ‘This should keep you in one piece for a while longer. If you don’t go chasing down any more men with guns.’

‘You take all the fun out of things, Janey,’ the Stranger said. ‘I got some more supplies for you, meds and stuff, back in Newpeace. I’ll send them with the next delivery run.’

I straightened. ‘Delivery?’

They looked at me in silence for a moment, then the woman glanced to Mother Jane, as if it were up to her to speak.

The old woman sighed. ‘This town has always been dependent on supplies from the outside. Only not all of them are delivered through those damn front gates,’ she said. ‘Where do you think I get those powders I give you girls so you don’t catch a baby, Chelsea? Sure as hell Granger wasn’t bringing in that kind of thing.’

‘Um … your herb garden?’

Both Mother Jane and the woman laughed loud.

The movement brought a pained hiss to the woman’s lips and she grabbed on to Mother Jane’s hand tight.

‘Shit. That smarts like a bitch.’

‘That’s what happens when you let Granger shoot you,’ Mother Jane said, entirely unsympathetic as she helped the woman stand. ‘I’m just the one you come begging to when you need your wounds seen to.’

‘It’s not me alone begging now, Janey,’ the Stranger said. ‘I told you we need someone who knows her stuff to work on a new round of vaccines. We’re serious about this, now there’s more travelling again over distances we’re vulnerable. We don’t know anything about the strains of the virus from overseas. Nobody wants a repeat of twenty-three years ago.’

Mother Jane waved that away. ‘There are others. It’s not like I was the only scientist around.’

‘You were the lead. Come with me and you could have your own lab, like in the old days, before we ever stumbled over this godforsaken place,’ the Stranger said. ‘This time we’re getting on the front foot. The research is being prioritised. We won’t be overrun again.’

‘I’m too old to go leaving my home.’

The Stranger scoffed. ‘Oh, please. Darkwater is not your home. It’s a camp we set up in a bombed-out prison when we were desperate for shelter. Only you lot are somehow still stuck here.’

‘It’s sufficed for twenty-odd years. Someone had to stick around to watch over the people after you got out.’ Mother Jane gave her a stern look, before sighing. ‘Send the equipment here. Now you’ve opened those gates we can make it official. I’ll do my bit. Will that satisfy your government friends?’

The woman smiled. ‘You’re a wonder, Janey.’

Mother Jane began tidying up her bottles and bandages and pail of water. She helped the Stranger into a clean shirt, while I wandered over to where the woman’s coat and hat were lying on a bench across the room. On top of the coat were her whip and gun.

I reached out with great care and picked up the gun. The heavy metal was similar to the one I’d pointed at Granger. Had the woman been right? Had it been enough to leave him in her hands? He still breathed. He was out there now, alive and mostly undamaged, if you didn’t count the wound on his face that Doc Matthews was seeing to. So was he really finished? What if he tried to resume control? What if people let him?

If people let him …

Which had been her point all along, I guessed. If we didn’t want Granger to seize power again, that was on us, not her.

I held the weapon gingerly, with the tips of my fingers, not liking the feel of it in my hands.

‘It’s not loaded.’

The woman watched me as she buttoned up her shirt.

‘You don’t keep it ready?’ I asked. ‘Even when travelling? Ain’t it dangerous not to be ready for anything?’

‘Usually. But ammunition is scarce everywhere. I haven’t had any for that thing for nearly a year now.’ She gave me that twisted grin. ‘Running out of shotgun shells pretty fast too, I have to say.’

My jaw dropped. So much made sense now. Why she’d not gone for her gun in the barroom fight. Why she’d put it down in the kitchen before fighting Rass, then not backed off when he’d held it on her. And in the Chambers against the elders. She’d gone for the whip every time.

It’d been Donnie’s gun I’d held on Granger and it’d been Granger’s own gun she’d fired in the last, not her own.

She’d gone in to face all those men without any bullets in her gun, right from the start.

I put it down on top of her things, taking even more care now than when I’d thought it was loaded.

She walked over, stiff in her movements, and took the gun belt, strapping it around her waist. The unloaded weapon was slid into place. The tight leather coil of the whip she tied to her other hip.

She reached beneath her coat to retrieve something else: the handheld radio. She put that on her belt too, in front of her gun and positioned in easier reach. Pride of place.

‘It’s a good thing, the ammunition running out,’ she said. ‘Loaded guns are only good for killing. There’s been too much death and destruction in this world as it is.’

My mouth was dry. I had to swallow before I could get any words out. ‘You didn’t kill anyone. Not a one. You came for revenge and you didn’t kill anyone.’

‘I told you this wasn’t about revenge,’ she said. ‘Vengeance is for fools; I gave up on that years ago. The world out there has far too much to offer. Rebuilding, reconnecting, a whole new future. I wasn’t going to ruin my chances at it by obsessing over a bunch of backward-looking bastards I’d long left behind.’

‘Then why come back?’

‘Let’s just say it wasn’t my idea,’ she said. ‘The government I work for needed me to find something specific. And while Granger has used up and wasted every resource this town once had, he never actually understood the most valuable resource here.’

She looked over to Mother Jane, skin crinkling around her eyes in wry amusement. ‘The expertise of people who for some weird reason call this godforsaken place home.’

My eyes went wide. ‘You came for Mother Jane.’

I’d always known that Mother Jane was smarter than she let on, but it was only just occurring to me how much so. Not that I was surprised she’d hidden it. Granger had always held the most enmity for those who might challenge him; he’d have done away with anyone who made him look bad.

But Mother Jane actually knew about virals and vaccines and illnesses, for real. And I finally understood that when the Stranger said she hadn’t come here for revenge, she was telling the truth.

Mother Jane gave me an amused look. ‘While I wanted the gates open. She needed my help, so I co-opted hers,’ she said, almost smugly, before pointing at the Stranger. ‘I never gave up on you. I’m not giving up on the rest of this town either.’

‘Lucky I’ve just given this town a fighting chance at survival then,’ the woman said and smirked. ‘Not that it deserves it, but ain’t I the nice one?’

Mother Jane huffed a breath that might’ve been a laugh and handed the woman a package of fresh bandages and herbs. The woman put them in her pack and shrugged on her coat.

She was leaving. Even though Mother Jane had just pulled a bullet out of her insides and the wound was still fresh. I didn’t know where her horse was or her long gun; she only had the one pack in here and the clothes she wore. Now she stood in her travelling coat and weapons at her hips, almost as I’d first seen her in the bar.

Mother Jane nodded. ‘It’s time.’

‘Time again,’ the Stranger said. ‘Time for you to step up too, you know. This town needs a leader, one that isn’t Granger. Said twenty years back it should’ve been you, Janey.’ Mother Jane waved a dismissive hand. ‘As if I’d want that. Not then, not now.’

‘It’s the ones who want it who shouldn’t have it. Think about it. Whoever fills the Granger-shaped void I’ve hopefully left around here, make sure it’s someone worth it this time, huh?’ ‘I’ve got a few ideas,’ Mother Jane said. ‘Christian maybe, from the Hotel.’

‘Not bad.’ The woman glanced at me with a wink. ‘Chelsea here, even. Reckon she might stand a chance.’

They laughed, though not unkindly.

The woman took her hat and put it on her head. This couldn’t be it; it couldn’t be the end. Mother Jane held her arms out and they embraced warmly. I wondered for a moment what the history between these two women was. Twenty and more years ago. When the Stranger would’ve been only a few years older than me and Mother Jane not another ten on that.

As they hugged, I thought I heard Mother Jane say in a low voice, ‘Take care, Jo.’ But maybe I didn’t. And right then didn’t feel like the moment to ask. It was enough to have the maybe.

Mother Jane moved to the rear of her room, to an old cupboard usually filled with brooms and buckets. ’Cept those things were stacked untidy beside it now and the cupboard itself empty when she opened the door and reached inside to tap on the back. Fiddling with something, then pushing her palm against the internal wood with a small effort.

It opened. Outwards. And beyond was …

Sunlight.

‘Oh my,’ I breathed, then caught the Stranger grinning at me.

‘There’s always been ways in and out of this prison,’ she said. ‘Only up front are the walls made of stone. It’s no secret the rest are wood, and poorly constructed at that.’

Mother Jane raised her eyebrows at me. ‘You think I live in this shack right up the back of town for no reason?’

The woman slung her pack over her shoulder, taking Mother Jane’s hand and stepping into the wardrobe, then beyond into the sunlight.

I went into the cupboard after her, to stand at that hidden gate and see the outside. There was red earth stretching to the horizon and the sun now high overhead. I squinted against it. The woman’s horse was there, tied up to a bolt in the wall. Was this where she’d kept the animal all this time? No wonder the Council couldn’t find it.

When I leaned forward, I could see the town walls from the outside. Old wooden slats, half of them rotten. They looked so flimsy. They were falling apart.

I’d never seen the walls from the outside. I’d never been outside at all.

The woman strapped her pack to her horse. She met my eyes with a knowing grin. ‘See that dead tree out near the horizon?’ she asked as she reached beneath the horse to tighten the girth.

I looked where she indicated. It seemed so far away.

‘Head that way, then turn east at it. Far as you can go and then some, and you start to see the bones of the City rising up out of the dirt. It’s an amazing sight first time you come against it.’

I held my breath. I couldn’t even imagine it. It was like something unreal, a fantasy out of one of Granger’s books.

‘Take me with you,’ I said, with a gasp of need.

She sighed. ‘No, Chelsea. I’m afraid you’ve got to figure out the rest on your own.’

My stomach dropped. ‘I could help you. Like I helped you last night.’

‘You could. Only that wouldn’t help you.’ She finished with the horse’s kit and turned to me with serious eyes. ‘You can’t look to depend on me, no more than you should depend on Granger. Go find yourself, then go find your world.’

I shouldn’t have been surprised she refused me. I shouldn’t have been hurt either, though there was a spike of pain in my chest and I had a sudden need to blink against the unexpected threat of tears. She owed me nothing and why would I even want to leave anyway? I just got my Suse back.

I stared at that outside world. What do you want, Chelsea?

I couldn’t say. I didn’t know. Maybe that’s what she meant. Maybe that’s what I had to figure out, before looking for my world.

She put her foot in a stirrup then settled herself in the saddle.

‘Is it worth it?’ I asked. ‘The outside? Is it really worth it?’

‘Go find out for yourself. Don’t take my word for it.’

I looked across the expanse of heat-drenched landscape.

‘Tell me something,’ I said. ‘If someone passed out the gates on foot and they had only a small canteen of water and nothing else, would they die?’ I licked dry lips. ‘Or might it be possible they survived?’

She considered me. ‘Hard to say. Eastern Hill’s a three-day walk south-west of here. It’s a hard walk over hot ground without much water and in any other direction it’d get bad without supplies. A fit person might make it, though.’ She paused. ‘No guarantees. Still, it’s possible. If anyone did make it, Eastern would send them to the City with the delivery run, if that’s worth anything to you.’

Da. I looked out towards the dead tree. Turn east and see the bones of a city rising up. A whole world I knew nothing about.

The Stranger grinned. ‘One step at a time, kid. That’s all it takes.’

She tipped her hat and turned her horse, pressing her heels into its flanks to nudge it into a trot. With a wave of her hand in farewell, she rode away without looking back. She only ever looked forward.

I watched her become one with the shimmering landscape, merging with the haze until she was just one more speck in the world beyond.

Then I went back inside, ready to go take that first step.
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