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Dedication
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Quote

“The earth and myself are of one mind. The measure of the land and the measure of our bodies are the same...”

Nez PercÃ© chief Hinmaton Yalatkit (Chief Joseph) 1830-1904
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Prologue

The two figures stood, close enough to touch but not touching, in the midsummer moonlight.

A man.

A young woman.

Around them the bounties of his garden slumbered on the ground or on their stalks or in their pods. Their surfaces shone luminous grey; their bulk cast blacker velveteen shadows on the already black earth. A tiny breeze, barely the breath of an infant, touched every leaf and stem, stirring them to sigh in their sleep.

There was a dragging ache deep in Agatha's abdomen.

â€˜Are you certain this is what you want?' Mason asked. His words made puffs of mist, slow to dissipate. They were so quietly spoken she wasn't even sure she'd heard them. The vapour from his lungs was the only clue. Yet another chilled English summer, she thought. Another thing she wanted to be free of.

â€˜Yes.'

A cloud dampened the moon.

The man watched her. Even by this insufficient silver light, she knew he could see her well enough. Not her face, not her eyes, but what she held behind them. She had to make it convincing. She, in turn, could see his eyes and not much else behind the bramble of his beard. His pupils were black pearls, lost in the deep, dark wells of his irises. She would never see into him, no matter how hard she looked, no matter how long.

The cloud thickened. Her belly cramped. She hesitated. There was still time to change her mind. All she had to do was walk away. She needn't even speak. If she turned and tiptoed back up the garden, along the side wall, out onto Bluebell Way and back to the house where her family slept, if she merely did that and said not another word to Mason Brand, he would know what it meant. He would understand. And they would never talk again.

But she'd come this far, hadn't she? Risked being caught outside late at night with a man old enough to have fathered her. A few more minutes and she'd have done it, given him what he wanted. In half an hour she could be snuggled into bed. There was no sense in leaving now, was there? It was so nearly complete. She almost had what she'd come for - his promise to give her what she needed most. And once he'd fulfilled his end of their agreement - sometime in the next few days - she would be free. Free of her family, free of the Meadowlands Estate, free of the dead-end town of Shreve and away into a decent future. A real future, not just some girl's fantasy.

Perhaps he saw all this and mistook it for commitment and conviction. For a man so awkward and hesitant by day, he was suddenly very direct.

â€˜Good. You have what I asked you for?'

â€˜Y . . . yes.'

â€˜Let me see it.'

She supposed she could have carried it here some other way but what would have been easier than the method she'd chosen? Besides, it would be fresher this way. He'd made it clear that was important.

She turned and stepped away, far enough that he'd see her shape and movement perhaps, but nothing more than that. She unzipped and pulled down her jeans and used the fingers of her left hand to tug the gusset of her underwear towards her left thigh. It was a cold night and her skin roughened to the touch of the air. With her right hand she took hold of the soft tassel of cotton thread and gently drew the obstruction from herself. Her flow was heavy; the cotton wadding brought partially coagulated strings with it. They struck and clung to her bare thigh, black lightning against a sky of white skin.

â€˜Shit,' she whispered. She held it out to him. â€˜Here.'

â€˜I can't touch it.'

â€˜Don't be pathetic.'

â€˜No. I must not touch the blood.'

â€˜I need to get myself sorted out.'

She heard him take a few steps away and quickly return. He held out his palm to her. On it was a runner bean leaf. She dropped the tampon onto it. Steam rose from it like Mason's breath, adhered to the platinum-edged shadows of his garden. When she'd cleaned herself up with a tissue as best she could and renewed her protection, she pulled up her jeans and went to stand with him. He returned her offering. It warmed her palm through the delicate leaf.

â€˜Over here,' he said. He knelt on a patch of recently dug earth. When she didn't follow suit, he took her wrist and pulled her down beside him. â€˜Dig,' he said, pointing to a place in the centre of the bare earth. â€˜Right there.'

Aggie looked around for something to use.

â€˜Have you got a trowel or something?' He turned to her slowly.

â€˜Use your hands.'

She placed the blood-burdened leaf to one side. Disgusted that she would get muck under her manicured nails or chip the varnish off, she fingered the grainy soil, brushing it out of the way. There was little progress.

â€˜If you're not serious, there's still time to forget all this. You must act willingly or not at all.'

Aside from her blood and this midnight tryst, Agatha Smithfield didn't intend to keep her side of the bargain. Not the commitments he wanted later - not a chance. No matter how much what he'd asked her to do in the future frightened her, no matter how much gravity he'd attached to her â€˜responsibility'. She would go through with the actions he demanded right now, detached and cool. And that was all. She would give nothing more of herself after this. When she possessed what he promised her - just a few hours of his expertise - she would be long gone and he would never find her.

â€˜I am willing,' she lied.

â€˜Then dig the earth like you mean it, girl. Like you
love
it.'

Her anger flared unexpectedly, fuelled by her passion to escape Shreve.

I'll show you some fucking digging.

She heaved at the earth, scooping up double handfuls of Mason's loose, fertile soil and dumping them to one side. If he was impressed by her endeavour he didn't show it. He merely knelt there, nodding solemnly. Her fingers struck something smooth and yielding in the dirt. She brushed away some granules and recognised pieces of an image she'd seen before. Just like the one she'd seen on the wall of his stairs.

â€˜Hey . . . Isn't that the pho -'

â€˜Put your blood into the earth.'

â€˜I was only as -'

â€˜Do it now.'

I'm not going to miss you at all, Mr. Mason Brand. I'll take what I need from you and you'll get nothing in return. When I get out of this town, I'm never going to think about you again.

She dumped the leaf and tampon into the hole. The blood-logged cotton stuck to the matt photographic paper with a damp thud. She tried to cover it all over but he stopped her.

â€˜One last thing,' he whispered.

He was holding out an index card. There was writing on it. Right in that moment the moon pulled free of the clouds, illuminating them and their midnight labours in mercurial brightness. Years later, she would often think of that moment, how the moon had showed her the words, conspired to make them clear and give her one last chance not to go through with it. Of course, in the actual moment that it happened, she merely cursed the moon for assisting Mason in his madness. She was suddenly more than able to see what he'd written:

I, Agatha Smithfield,

- thank God he doesn't know my middle name -

give my word that I will study the ways of the Earth from Mason Brand. In time, I too will find a student and pass the knowledge to them.

Signed,

The index card awaited her touch.

â€˜In blood, I suppose?' she asked. He passed her a pen.

â€˜Biro's fine. Make your mark.'

She hesitated again when the tip of the pen touched the card, and almost as quickly dismissed her foolishness. All of this was bullshit. Mason was full of lies and neuroses. The

Earth was not alive and the moon was not their witness. There was no creator to keep a tally of deals done, deals broken. When she had what she wanted, she'd be free.

She had one final point to make. Might as well pretend to be part of his delusion.

â€˜There's no time limit.' She said.

â€˜No.'

â€˜So what happens if you die?'

â€˜I'm not going to die for a long time. But whatever happens, you must fulfil your promise before that day comes.'

â€˜What if you . . . you know . . . have an accident or something?'

He reached into his trouser pocket.

â€˜I've already thought of that. This is the key to my back door. If I drop dead or get hit by a bus, go up to the cupboard in the spare bedroom. In there you'll find a small pine chest about the size of picnic basket. In it are my papers. They'll tell you eighty percent of what you need to know. The rest you'll have to learn without me.'

He handed her the key, still warm from his thigh. She slipped it into her jeans pocket. Before she could give the whole stupid issue any more thought, she signed the index card.

â€˜Put it in the ground,' he said. â€˜Bury everything.'

â€˜Can't you get your hands dirty for a change?'

â€˜It has to be you who touches the Earth.'

â€˜Fine.'

Testily, she pushed all the excavated dirt back into the small hole and patted it down. She brushed her hands off against each other and began to stand. Once again, Mason pulled her to the dirt. He held her there while he whispered among the cool silver shadows.

â€˜Great Mother, we thank you for your gifts and comforts.

Daily we serve and respect your ways. Witness our offerings and oaths to you this night. May we fulfil them honourably. Blessed be.'

When he let go of her hand she ran from his garden, not caring how much noise she made, not caring who might see a schoolgirl running home through the streets of the Meadowlands estate long after midnight.



Part I

â€˜The Earth can heal you . . .'

Statement taken from Mason Brand's journal, dated 27
th
April, 2001

1

Tamsin Doherty took a taxi back from the clinic knowing Kevin wouldn't be around when she arrived home. She'd memorised the advice leaflet so there was no need to hide anything when she got through their front door.

Expect slight bleeding to lessen over the next few days. Cramping was normal - painkillers had been provided and she'd already chewed two of them down. Anything out of the ordinary (what the fuck was ordinary about this?) and she should contact her GP. Emotional fluctuations could occur. That she could handle. If there was one thing she was glad about, it was her almost sociopathic self-control. No one -
no one
- would have any idea what she'd done. Especially not Kevin. Even though all this was his fault, she would never say a word about it. Not even on her deathbed. And if it happened again she'd do exactly the same thing. Oh, she'd find ways to hurt him, of course. Kevin Doherty was not a man, he was a representation of a man. She cared about her two Staffies more than she cared about him. And, whether he was aware of it or not, she would humiliate him, belittle him behind his back at every turn.

Marriage was like everything else in the World. It revolved around money and power. Kevin had the money, she had the power and ever more it would remain. There was an adjunct to that. Whoever was the best keeper of secrets had the most power.

Christ, I'm a bitch. A hard-faced taker
.

No, not a taker, Tam. A winner. Life is short, beauty doesn't last. Take what you can get while you can get it. Make the most of every moment. Smell the fucking roses.

Who was that talking? Her mother? Probably, God rest her. She was a woman who'd had everything a man could provide. She'd lived like a queen to the end of her days. Tamsin planned to do the same.

Smell the roses? Oh, she smelled them alright. Nothing was sweeter.

The taxi's motion made her nauseous. The drugs still in her system, she assumed.

â€˜Slow down, would you? It's not a fucking track day.'

The driver glanced in his rear-view. She saw his eyes assess for talent first, danger second. If only he knew. The ride got smoother and she relaxed a little. Once she was through the door of her house all this would be behind her. Life, her blissful suburban wet-dream, would continue. She smiled. Satisfaction. Anticipation.

The smile fell away, though. She had questions. She could fend them off and distract herself eternally but she knew the questions would never leave her alone.

What would they do with it? Experiments? It was such a tiny thing - more like a rat or a mouse than a human. Would they burn it? Perhaps it would be buried. She imagined there was a job in the hospital for some minimum-waged minion who did nothing but burials. Judging by the number of women in the recovery room, both too young-looking and too old-looking, her fantasy interment worker would be kept very busy.

Yes, burial.

That was what happened. It was the proper thing, after all. Bury it. Let it rot. Let it be forgotten forever in the earth.

Her smile returned and she slumbered slightly, still drugged and comfortable. Her dreams were snippets of manipulated chaos and well-planned destruction. So much to look forward to.

***

Richard Smithfield sat in front of his computer and wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers. Moments later the slick had returned. The computer's drive whirred and ticked. His wireless router whined at the edge of his hearing. An LED flickered, suggestive of the high-speed transfer of information. The fan kicked in to cool the circuitry.

Pam and the children were asleep and the house was quiet. It was three am. His study door was locked from the inside. But still. He was always like this. Heart rate elevated. An untrustworthy sensation in his guts. Breath caught at the top of his lungs.

He swallowed loudly. The download continued. This was the last one. He swore it to himself.

When the download was complete his media program opened the new file automatically. He turned the volume down to the lowest possible level, expanded the footage to full screen. He watched, an audience of one, the rush of blood inside his head louder than the grunts of satisfaction and the cries of denial and pleas for cessation. He didn't understand the language but he didn't need to. The tears were real. The contact was real. No make-up, no CGI. No actors.

He could not take his gaze from the salacious thievery in front of him. Didn't want to blink when the surface of his eyeballs dried and demanded it. He was there with them; hurting, taking. And soon enough he used his own hand to give himself the release he so terribly wanted to experience, not in fantasy, not on the screen, but in real life.

Richard Smithfield couldn't drive past a playground or school without giving them a sidelong glance. Sports days and matches had always been the most exciting and most testing times for him. Pam thought he was a proud father, watching Agatha swim and Donald play soccer but he was only ever on the lookout for that one opportunity; the one he most wanted but would never, ever take. Like a lion assessing a herd, he was waiting for an unusual animal to separate from the others and make itself known to him. It was a game, of course, and games needed more than one player. He watched for the ones who recognised themselves in him without even knowing that was what they saw.

And that was where the game ended. It was enough for him to know he was able to find prospects out there. He could not allow such investigations to become actions. Even though he thought about it every single day of his life. He loved his family too much. If he hadn't met Pam and had the kids, he supposed he might be locked up by now. Making a family hadn't come naturally to him. He'd had to imagine other things in order to succeed with Pam. But he had them now and he cared very deeply for them.

He imagined a time of freedom when he was older, somehow believing there would be less at stake when the kids had grown up and moved away. Such a time would probably never come. For now, and forever probably, pornography would have to suffice. It was dangerous enough like this. Stories about rings being smashed by the police and men like him being dragged into court were in the news all the time. He knew because he watched for those stories more than any other. He hadn't allied himself with other people, though, and he hoped that would be enough to keep him safe.

As soon as he'd ejaculated, guilt flooded every cell of his body. He sweated it, smelled it on himself. It was always the same. He cleaned up carefully, even down to picking up moulted pubic hairs from the carpet. Everything would be flushed away down the toilet. He checked his file system and saw how much footage and images he'd accumulated. It made him nauseous to think of what might happen if his computer was seized.

Suddenly he was finding it a struggle to breathe. His heart was labouring but this time in a different way. It was beating like a baby bird's heart but it didn't feel like it was pumping enough blood. The rushing sound came back to his ears and rose in volume. The study seemed to go grey and all he could see was what was right in front of him. The computer. The files full of digitally-recorded exploitation.

It had to go. All of it.

This was the last one. He'd promised himself and he was going to make good on that promise this time. There was no untraceable way to erase files from a computer. He knew that. There were programs that would write over the disks hundreds of times but traces could be found no matter how many times the data was erased and overwritten. And the obvious question to be asked by the authorities in such a case would be: what on earth was so private it had to be concealed with such obsession?

Tomorrow he would see to the problem and make his home and his family safe. Then it would be time to buy himself a brand new, totally â€˜clean' computer. A computer he would not befoul with his fixation.

***

My name is Ray Wade. My username is The Survivor. It is a world of nightmares now, worse than anything I could have imagined.

I spend the day collecting useful items and clearing out houses one at a time, one street at a time throughout the city. Houses are easy; they yield bounties for a minimum of effort at minimal risk.

I've been scratched a few times but bitten only once. Not the sort of damage I need to worry about.
However, while I've managed to collect ammunition of many kinds and plenty of medical items in various packs, the entire day has been fruitless because I have discovered no firearms. No rifle. No shotgun. Not even a pistol.

Daytime is never too bad, never too dangerous. It's my chance to recuperate and stock up on necessities. Take rest, drink a supplement, raid the silent town for anything that might be useful. Minor scuffles are usually the worst I encounter while the sun is up. At first I only had a flick knife - for use at very close quarters. It's all about technique; dodging bites and grabs and lunges, darting in between these, scoring a single wound and getting back out of reach again
. With patience, striking with precision, this is the way to overcome them.

Dozens of them lie motionless around the town in my wake. Dead again. Dead for good and ever.

That first day, with nothing but my flick knife, had been difficult. The first night which followed it was worse. Many was the time I began to believe I wouldn't make it, that I'd lost too much blood or carried too much infection in my system. Somehow, eking out my meagre packful of possessions, I stayed alive. Every new house I came to, every storeroom I found, was a bonus
. I lived from one moment to the next, thinking only of what I could salvage and how best to destroy those who assailed me.

This night, though, I know in my heart it will be worse. Somehow, the sunsets hold a clue to how the night will be and here I am, not ready. Not ready by a long chalk, with the sun slipping behind gangrenous clouds, casting ochre and meat-toned shadows everywhere. The clouds lump up into intestinal creases, promising rain and possibly lightning.

And what do I have to get me through a night I know will be the leanest yet for bounties, the roughest yet for attacks and ambushes? My pack contains two bottles of protein supplement shakes - one strawberry, the other pineapple, for what little that's worth. For the dark I've been lucky enough to discover a miner's headlamp and spare batteries. I have syringes, antibiotics, needle, thread, bandage and scissors and one large bottle of topical disinfectant. In case of a real emergency, I have a single shot of adrenaline that might buy me enough time to find a hiding place where I can rest up for a while
.

Problem is, while I am the hunter in the daytime, at night they come looking for me. Finding somewhere with a strong enough door to keep them out, even a lone determined one, will require a major stroke of good fortune. I don't hold out much hope. One wound tonight, one serious bite or cut, and I will be sharing the dirt with the rest of them.

I have one thing going for me.

In the three days I've been here, I've found good handheld weapons. After using the flick knife I arrived with, I discovered a length of hefty pipe. A couple of well-aimed blows to the head with that was enough to take any of them down.
At least so far. Then in a really tight spot, badly wounded and needing to tend to myself, I found a fire axe - lightweight haft and sharp as the day it was made. Get the swing right and it removed heads in a single swipe. Using it had almost been a pleasure after that.

Accordingly, my hand-to-hand skill increased. In one house I bested an unusually fast and deft assailant. Killing it had been a major undertaking until I found its weak spot. When I subsequently searched the house, I found manuals on martial techniques and then, completely by accident, I discovered a false section in the bedroom wall. Behind it had been built a small alcove and altar. On this altar, next to the statue of some eastern deity I didn't recognise, was a sheathed katana
. I wasted no time strapping it to myself and making a few test strokes in the air of the bedroom. As if I'd been born to hold that very weapon, the strokes from the manuals came to me like inspiration.

It was the confidence that weapon and those skills gave me that made me so careless of the time. Feeling unassailable and swaggering into every house on every street in search of booty, I've passed a whole day without making any real progress.

And now the darkness is coming; bruised, aching nightfall over a dead town full of sickness. I have my pack, lightly stocked by any standards, and I have my head-lamp, which I now put on. And I have my katana; the one thing that might surely cut through this night and lead the way to morning.

***

The RefuSec Waste Management truck pulled up to the gates of Shreve District Council landfill at 6.05 mother gates were locked and the staff car park was empty save for a dust covered and dented Ford Mondeo. It was dark and an uneasy breeze agitated the gates causing them to clang softly on their hinges.

On the other side of the entrance, a light was on in one of the prefab buildings. Another, taller block of light appeared as the door of the building opened. Briefly it was filled by the silhouette of a man pulling on a coat. The door shut behind him. As he approached the gates, the truck's headlights picked out the day-glo stripes on his workwear.

A light mounted on top of the fence began to pulse orange and the gates slid open with a minimum of noise from their well-maintained runners and bearings. The man in the coat waved the truck in. There was a hiss of brakes being released and a cough of diesel. The truck pulled inside the perimeter and stopped again. Behind it, the gates were already closing.
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