
        
            
                
            
        

    About The Silent Invasion

It’s 2027 and the human race is dying. Plants, animals and humans are being infected by spores from space and becoming part of a vast alien intelligence. 
When 16-year-old Callie discovers her little sister Gracie is Changing, she flees with Gracie to the Zone to escape termination by the ruthless officers of Quarantine.
What Callie finds in the Zone will alter her forever and send her on a journey to the stars and beyond. 
The first book in a heart-stopping trilogy from award-winning author James Bradley. 
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For Annabelle and Lila




When I look back it sometimes seems as if it all happened to somebody else, which in a sense it did: I left behind the me that was there, the me that did all those things, long ago. Perhaps that other self is still out there, somewhere across that impossible distance of space and time, perhaps she even thinks of me, here, on this alien beach, under a sky so full of stars that even the night shines, or perhaps she is gone, swept away like all the others. All I know is that sometimes, when I dream, I feel like all those other versions of me I have left scattered across the stars are moving just out of reach, as if we are remembering each other back into being.
There was a time when I used to worry about who I was, about whether I was real any more, or whether I was simply a copy of a copy. In those moments it was difficult to know whether I was her, whether she was me. But perhaps I was asking the wrong question. Perhaps nobody ever feels real. Perhaps we all fall through life looking for those instants of connection that anchor us. Perhaps who we are is never set but a process of becoming, in which we invent ourselves over and over again. 
I once thought love was about giving yourself over to something, about losing yourself. Yet I’ve done that, lost myself in something larger, and it’s not like love. Love is not about losing your self but about finding it, about allowing somebody else to know you, and even when you’re in it, in that place where it’s difficult to know where you end and they begin, when all you want is to lose yourself in the thing you’re making together, you know you will find your way back, that they will lead you. Love isn’t about surrendering yourself. It’s about being connected, through space and time, to others who know you, and care for you, and will help you be.
Sometimes those connections are ones we make every day, worn smooth by proximity. Sometimes they are more distant, connections of memory that bind us to those we have left behind. Yet either way we are all caught in a web of connection to the living and the dead and the yet-to-be born, a web of memory and forgetting that connects past to present to future, in which each of us is forever becoming and passing away. This is what makes us real, even if, as I have, we travel so far we leave almost all of it behind. And at the same time we are made real by the fact we too will pass in time.
I know this because I have been both. I have been part of a whole, spread across space, stretching endlessly back through time and on, onto the horizon of the future, and I have been alone, or thought myself alone, only to discover I am still connected, that I bear them in me, and always will, just as they will bear me in them, onward, into the light.
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I was at the bike racks outside school when my stepmother Vanessa messaged me. 
Gracie has wandered off again.
At first I considered ignoring her: it was already after five and I’d had a crappy day. But I knew she’d just keep messaging if I didn’t reply.
Not in her room?
Not in house.
I buckled my helmet and yanked my bike from the rack while I thought about what to do.
OK. Will find her.
As I accelerated down the drive toward the school gates 
I imagined how satisfying it would be to just ignore Vanessa’s request. For as long as I could remember she’d treated me like an unpaid nanny or live-in babysitter, able to be called on to look after Gracie whenever she was busy or she and my stepfather Tim needed help. But no matter how much I did, it was never quite enough to be treated like one of the family: in Vanessa’s eyes I was always an outsider, an inconvenience.
It had been particularly bad since Caspar was born, but the truth was Vanessa and I had never really clicked. Even when Dad was still around she’d always spoken to me with the false brightness people use to stop themselves having to actually talk to kids. To be fair, she was a bit like that with Gracie and Caspar as well, but it was different with them: even if she talked to them in her prattling baby voice, she was still their mother, and there was never any question she loved them. 
Outside the school I turned left down a side road. Although the back way took longer, most days for the past few weeks there had been roadblocks and random scanning stations set up on the main road, which were at best a hassle and sometimes worse. A few days earlier Quarantine had pulled a black-clad woman out of the line in front of me, dragging her away while her husband shouted desperately and their two kids bawled, an experience I wasn’t in a hurry to repeat.
The afternoon sun was hot on my back and shoulders as I cranked up the hill, Adelaide spread out across the plain below. I knew where Gracie was, of course: she had always loved the patch of bush at the end of our street, and was never happier playing by the old dam that lay a little further down the hill. She was unusual like that: most people, even kids, were so paranoid about contamination they avoided places where plants grew wild, but for Gracie such places had always held a special fascination.
Still, I was a little surprised she’d snuck off. When I’d left home she’d been complaining she didn’t feel well. I didn’t know what had happened after that but it was clear Vanessa had agreed to let her stay home. It struck me as odd, because although she was still in her first year, Gracie liked school and wouldn’t usually have stayed home unless she really was sick. Yet somehow she had recovered enough to slip out by the afternoon, which suggested she hadn’t been all that sick to start with.
It was quiet as I bumped my bike down the track toward the dam. Stopping by the water I laid my bike down under one of the trees and called her name, but there was no reply. I glanced around, beginning to wonder whether I was mistaken and she was somewhere else entirely, but just as I was drawing breath to call out again I spotted her beneath an old gum on the far side of the dam.
I walked toward her slowly. She had her back to me, and was immersed in some kind of game. In one hand she was clutching her Bunny, his bedraggled fur even dirtier than normal, in the other a small stone she seemed to be explaining something to Bunny about.
She was so absorbed she didn’t notice me, not even when I stopped on the bank just behind her, and stood, smiling. Although I loved watching her grow, there were times I wished she could stay like this forever. 
‘Jeez, Gracie,’ I said at last. ‘Vanessa said you snuck out without telling her.’
She turned with a start and stared up at me, the expression on her face telling me what I already suspected: she’d been unhappy in some way. That wasn’t surprising: in the months since Caspar had been born Vanessa hadn’t found much time to be with Gracie or to give her the attention she needed.
She looked down again. ‘Sorry,’ she said in a small voice.
I sat down next to her and brushed a curl off her face.
‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘Are you feeling better?’
She shrugged and I smiled despite myself. Growing up without Dad, with only the two of us, had made it difficult for me to stay angry with her.
‘I suppose.’
‘What was it? An allergy to school?’
Gracie gave me a look, and poked her stick into the ground. ‘I dunno,’ she said. ‘I feel weird.’
‘Definitely a case of school allergy then,’ I said. ‘Probably terminal.’
She pulled away from me, pretending to be annoyed. 
I touched her forehead. Even in the heat it felt surprisingly warm.
‘Have you got a fever?’ 
She shrugged.
‘Here,’ I said, standing her up so I could look at her. ‘Stick out your tongue.’
As she stuck out her tongue she closed her eyes, and all at once I felt a fierce love for her. It wasn’t fair she should miss out because of Caspar. Gracie deserved better than to be a second choice, the leftover from Vanessa’s first marriage. 
I took a deep breath.
‘Throat looks all right,’ I said, then poked her in the tummy so she doubled over, laughing. ‘What about these dirty hands?’
As I spoke I turned her hands over in mine, thinking to tickle her, but as I did I caught sight of the underside of her arm and froze.
She stopped laughing and looked at me.
‘What?’ she asked, still smiling.
I didn’t answer.
‘What?’ she asked again, and this time I managed to tear my eyes away from her arm and look at her.
‘It’s nothing,’ I said weakly. ‘I just remembered something.’
‘Remembered what?’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said, standing up. ‘Come on. We have to get home.’
Vanessa was waiting by the door as I approached, Gracie beside me. The lights were on, and through the doorway I could see the screen was on and hear Caspar howling in his room.
‘Oh thank God,’ she said, stepping down and coming towards us. ‘Is she all right?’
‘She’s fine,’ I said, more sharply than I intended. ‘Just tired.’
Vanessa smoothed Gracie’s hair away to look at her face. I tensed, willing myself not to knock her hand away.
‘Where was she?’
I glanced over my shoulder. ‘Down by the dam.’
Vanessa was about to say something when the intensity of Caspar’s howling shifted up a notch.
‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’ll get her to bed.’
‘Doesn’t she want dinner?’
I looked at Gracie, who shrugged. ‘I’m not hungry.’
Vanessa nodded. ‘Thanks, Callie,’ she said. 
I watched her disappear up the hall into Caspar’s room. When I was sure she was gone I picked Gracie up and carried her up the stairs to our bedroom. As usual its low-ceilinged space was hot and airless, the windows sealed against the outside. I pushed the door shut with my back and sat Gracie on the side of the bed. Working quickly I drew her dress over her head and wriggled her into her nightie. She didn’t resist, not even when I laid her down on the bed and drew the sheet up over her.
‘You okay?’ I asked, and she nodded. I touched her cheek and sat back on my bed.
‘Goodnight, Callie,’ she said, looking at me over her sheet.
‘Goodnight, Gracie,’ I replied.
I leaned back against the wall, watching her. And only when her breathing had slowed, and I knew she was asleep, did I look up and, fighting back tears, let out a long, juddering sigh.
Because Gracie had begun to Change.
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It was after nine before I heard Tim arrive home. Caspar had finally stopped crying and Vanessa was in the kitchen.
On her bed Gracie was asleep, her back turned to me. From where I sat the slight phosphor on her arms and legs was hidden, yet I knew it was there, and it terrified me. When she was younger I would lie next to her as she slept just so I could feel connected to her, connected to anybody. Now I was almost afraid to go near her. 
I didn’t know where she had been infected, or when. Perhaps it had been a spore borne south on the wind from the Zone, perhaps there was an outbreak of Changed plants somewhere nearby, growing wild by a roadside or under a house: despite Quarantine’s efforts Changed biology was everywhere. What I did know was what would happen next. As the Change took hold of her the soft glow dusting on her skin would spread, gradually covering her hands and face and scattering motes in her eyes, until they turned gold and green, light moving within them as it does in those of a cat.
Yet the phosphor was only the outward sign of another, more profound metamorphosis. For as the Change spread through her system it was bonding with her at a cellular level, rewriting her DNA, transforming her so she was no longer human.
How long this process took depended on the individual: sometimes it would be over in a matter of days, sometimes it might take weeks. But when it was complete Gracie would be gone. For as the Change remade her body it was also altering her mind, meaning that as she Changed Gracie would begin to disappear, her memories, her intellect, her very self supplanted by something else, something alien and unknowable. Something Other.
In the ten years since the Change arrived so many had been infected it was impossible to keep track of the true numbers of those lost or taken by Quarantine. Every week another empty seat at school, another teacher missing, another house left abandoned or child found wandering without their parents. Every week another face pinned to the walls where people placed pictures of the vanished in the hope somebody might know what had happened to them.
In this I was lucky, I suppose. Five years earlier, when my father Changed, I had been there when Quarantine came, had seen them take him, so I knew what had happened to him, even if the thought of his absence still ached inside of me. Yet when I looked at Gracie I could hardly believe it was happening again, that I was going to lose her as well. Who was I without her?
I knew I had to turn her in, and that even if I didn’t, as soon as Vanessa or Tim noticed the symptoms they would have no choice but to do it themselves. Yet still there was a part of me that kept hoping I’d made some kind of mistake, or that somehow it would be different with Gracie and she wouldn’t Change, or wouldn’t Change completely, or that I might be able to convince Vanessa and Tim to keep her here or hide her. Anything that meant this wasn’t what I knew it was.
But I also knew these fantasies were ridiculous. The penalties for not immediately reporting the Changed were huge; I could be arrested for helping Gracie, or hiding her, I could even be arrested for having brought her home instead of calling Quarantine as soon as I noticed the symptoms of the Change. I couldn’t even start reading about it online without attracting the attention of one of Quarantine’s snooper systems.
Outside the wind was getting up and I could hear the trees shifting about; downstairs Tim and Vanessa were moving around, probably getting ready for bed. Across the room Gracie was snoring softly, the sound so weirdly normal it was hard to believe it might be the last time I heard it, that this might be the last time we were together. The thought was so terrible I went and sat down beside her. This close she looked like she always did, her dark hair messy, her face dusted with freckles. Reaching out I touched her cheek, felt the warmth of her, then, slipping in beside her, I pressed my face into her neck. And as I did something in me snapped, and tears came, sudden and unexpected.
I woke early. Beside me Gracie was still asleep, her face turned away toward the wall. I touched her forehead. She was warm, slightly feverish. Lifting her sleeve I looked at the underside of her arm and saw the shimmer of the Change. The knowledge it was real settling like a dead weight on my chest.
Pulling on a T-shirt and shorts I looked out the door. 
I couldn’t risk going to the shower in case Gracie woke up and Vanessa came in and dressed her. There was movement behind me. Turning I found Gracie sitting on the bed watching me. I tried to smile.
‘Hey, Gracie,’ I said. She made a face.
‘I’m hot,’ she said.
I nodded. ‘I know, sweetie.’
‘Where’s Mummy?’
I glanced at the door. ‘She’s busy with Caspar. I thought we might go somewhere today though.’
‘What about school?’
I shrugged. ‘I thought we’d have a day off.’
Gracie stared at me in her serious way. I thought she was going to object, but then she just nodded. ‘Okay.’
I really don’t know what I was planning to do. I think I thought that if we got away for the day I might come up with a plan, or something miraculous might happen, that Gracie might suddenly get better. But there was another part of me that simply wanted one more day with her before they took her away from me, a day when we could be together, a day when she was happy.
Tim was in the shower and Vanessa was with Caspar in his room, so I sat Gracie at the table and put her breakfast in front of her. The glimmer of the Change didn’t seem to have worsened overnight, so it was unlikely anybody would notice anything as long as I kept her dress done up. 
Most kids are difficult about food, but Gracie was never like that. There were things she ate and things she didn’t, and if you offered her something she hadn’t tried before she would look at it seriously, taste it and either continue or put it aside. Drama just wasn’t her thing, which was good, because it meant that by the time Vanessa appeared with Caspar on her hip, Gracie was eating quietly.
Vanessa kissed Gracie on the head, but Gracie, focused on her breakfast, didn’t look up.
‘She’s feeling better?’ Vanessa asked me.
‘I think so,’ I said, a little too quickly.
‘Good,’ Vanessa said.
‘How’s Caspar?’ I asked, aware even as I spoke that I sounded uncomfortable.
Vanessa glanced at me. She looked exhausted, her face haggard with lack of sleep. ‘Fine,’ she said, but before she could say anything else Tim appeared in the doorway.
‘Have you seen my blue shirt?’ he asked. 
Vanessa looked around. ‘Have you tried the laundry?’
‘It’s not there.’
Vanessa shook her head. ‘Hang on,’ she said, pushing past him. 
As if noticing me for the first time, Tim nodded in my direction. ‘Hi, Callie,’ he said, before turning to follow her.
Opposite me Gracie had almost finished her breakfast. ‘Come on,’ I said, taking her hand. ‘Let’s go.’
Although it was still cool in the shade you could smell the approaching heat in the air. Two houses along the Ayres kids were coming down their drive. I stopped for a few seconds to let them get ahead of us, then pulled Gracie in the opposite direction.
‘Come on,’ I said.
We made our way quickly toward the trees at the end of the street. As we passed the old playground that stood beside the last house Gracie hesitated. ‘I want to play for a while,’ she said.
‘Not now,’ I said. ‘We need to keep moving.’
‘Why?’
I glanced back up the street. Tim would be leaving for work soon and I didn’t want him to catch us standing here. ‘Just because.’
The street followed the line of the hill, and at its end, where it met the bush, two paths ran off in different directions. The first headed upward and back along the rear fences of the houses along our side of the street, the other downward, through a line of trees toward the dam where I had found Gracie the day before. We took the second, winding out around the side of the dam, and then on, beside the creek.
I knew this path well. For the first year or so after Dad Changed I stayed with Vanessa in the house where Dad and I had lived before he met her. It was the only house I had ever known, and although after Mum died it was just me and Dad, it was home. Once he was gone it was different, yet somehow being there still helped. But when Vanessa met Tim they wanted somewhere new, somewhere that wasn’t the place Vanessa had shared with Dad and wasn’t so close to the city and the refugee camps, and so they moved up here, into the hills.
At first I hated it, hated everything about it: the heat, the quiet, the other kids. I was so angry I couldn’t see that what I really hated was leaving our other house, and life without Dad. If it hadn’t been for Gracie, who was little more than a baby then, I think I would have run away, gone into the city or to one of the camps. Anywhere but here. But I knew I couldn’t leave Gracie, so instead I began to escape out into the bush whenever I could. A kilometre or so along the track the creek drained into a concrete culvert, and I used to sit on the side and look at the water as it trickled by. 
Then one day, a few months after we moved here, I had an argument with Vanessa. I don’t remember what it was about, but whatever it was it was enough to send me running out of the house and down toward the creek. I wanted to be alone, but more than that I needed to be in motion, to lose myself in the ache of my muscles, the burning of my breath in my chest.
I must have run for half an hour or even longer, my feet slipping on the loose ground as I pelted through the trees and the bushes that grew along the line of the creek, until eventually the land began to flatten out, the bush giving way to the back fence of a house. It was small, built out of orange bricks with a red tiled roof, and although the fence was still standing I could see from the long grass and broken furniture in the backyard that it was unoccupied. 
I was old enough to know it wasn’t safe to go poking through abandoned houses, but as I stood looking at the yard choked with weeds and the back door that stood half open, something came over me, and with sudden determination I clambered over the fence and crossed the yard to the house.
Inside it was dark, the air thick with the smell of mould and decay. Looking around I could see I wasn’t the first person to come here: the shelves had been stripped and somebody had sprayed Die Die Die on one of the walls in black paint. But despite that there were still signs of the people who had once lived here. On one wall hung a row of framed photos; images of a family, a mother, a father, two children. They weren’t doing anything special – in one a boy stood on the pedals of a bike, his face turned to the camera as he pulled a face; in another they sat in a line on a beach – yet I was struck by the wastefulness of it all. Where were they now? Were any of them alive? Had they Changed? Or had something else happened to them, something worse? I saw a chair and, suddenly furious, I kicked at it, then I picked up a book and threw it, then another, before finally grabbing the shelf and tipping it over. Only when I was done did I realise I was crying.
I still don’t know what set me off that day, whether it was the fight with Vanessa or feeling like I’d lost my home, or simply the fact that Dad was gone, but afterwards, as I made my way back, I understood I’d come to the end of something, and if I was going to keep going I needed to let go.
In the three years since then I’d got good at keeping everything I felt hidden away. But now, with Gracie, I wasn’t sure I could manage it any longer, wasn’t sure what I’d do if they took her as well.
By the time we reached the creek Gracie was walking ahead of me. She loved it down here, loved the quiet and the space. Where most people saw a wasteland she saw a place filled with wonders: frogs and lizards, fish, even wallabies and kangaroos and the occasional fox. Sometimes I thought Gracie must have some sort of psychic connection to the landscape; certainly I’d never known another kid who was better at finding things, at spotting nesting birds or animals poised so still anybody else would have missed them.
Ordinarily I tried to guide her when we were down here, keep her moving on some semblance of the path I needed her to be on, but today I didn’t try. Instead I just let her go where she pleased. When she was walking she was quiet, lost in whatever it was she was doing, and although I was busting to talk to her I was afraid of what might happen if I tried to talk, and so I just kept my mouth shut.
Finally, as lunchtime approached, we stopped in the shade of a pair of bushes. It was hot, and as we sat down Gracie took my water bottle and drank. And when she was done she picked up her Bunny.
‘I’m sick, aren’t I?’ she asked.
I looked at her, shocked. When I didn’t answer she pulled her sleeve up, revealing the shimmer of the Change on her skin.
‘Will they take me away, like Daddy?’
I hesitated, fighting back tears. Then I nodded slowly.
‘What will happen to me?’
‘I don’t know,’ I lied.
‘Will they hurt me?’
I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said, hating myself for the ease with which I deceived her. ‘Of course not.’
‘Will I be allowed to see you?’ she asked.
I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said in a small, strangled voice.
Gracie nodded. ‘Will Daddy be there when I get there?’
‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘But perhaps.’
She looked down at the ground. ‘I’m scared.’
‘Oh, sweetie,’ I said in a rush, pulling her toward me. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘So am I.’
It was almost four by the time we arrived back at the road. Gracie was tired, and although she was heavy I carried her up the hill to our street, so I was hot and my arms and legs ached. As we reached the playground William and Lizzie Yeung came hurrying toward us. William and Lizzie were the heads of the local Citizen Safety group and I could tell from the gun on William’s belt something was up.
‘Callie!’ Lizzie called as they approached. ‘Thank God.’
‘What?’ I asked.
‘We’ve been trying to ping you all afternoon.’
‘I’ve had my phone off,’ I said. ‘What’s going on?’
‘A group of men broke into the Hamers’ and attacked them,’ William said. ‘We think they’re still nearby. Here,’ he said. ‘Give me Gracie.’
As he spoke he reached out and took hold of Gracie. Startled, I pulled away.
‘No!’ I said, my voice louder than I had meant it to be.
William hesitated, his hands still on Gracie. Lizzie stepped closer. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘we have to go.’
We were walking next to each other now, Gracie between us. I pulled on her arm, trying to free her, but William didn’t let go, and Gracie let out a cry.
William released his grip, but as he did I saw him glance downward and catch the underside of Gracie’s arm protruding from her sleeve.
He stopped dead, his eyes locked on Gracie’s arm. Then he looked up at me.
‘What?’ Lizzie began to ask, but then her voice trailed away. ‘Oh no,’ she said, her words barely audible.
‘Please,’ I said, but neither of them answered, they just stood, staring at me.
‘What do we do?’ Lizzie said. 
For a few seconds William didn’t speak, then he shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Callie,’ he said, taking hold of Gracie again. This time I didn’t resist.
‘Call Quarantine,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell Vanessa and Tim.’
Lizzie had gone pale.
‘No,’ I said, ‘I can take her.’ As I spoke Gracie gave a cry and reached out to me.
William backed away with Gracie in his arms. ‘You’ve done enough already,’ he said, his voice telling me he was hating every second of this.
I chased him up the slope, pleading with him to let her go. When we were halfway up Tim and Vanessa appeared at the door above us. Vanessa was rocking Caspar gently in her arms.
‘Gracie!’ she shouted, pushing past Tim and hurrying toward us. But before she reached him William turned aside. Vanessa stopped, confused.
‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
William didn’t answer, just stood, Gracie in his arms, staring at Vanessa.
‘William?’ Vanessa said. ‘Lizzie?’
‘Vanessa,’ William said. ‘Take Caspar inside.’
Vanessa shook her head. ‘I don’t understand . . .’ But as she spoke I saw Tim had realised something was very wrong.
‘Do as he says,’ he said.
‘No,’ Vanessa said. ‘Not until I know what’s going on.’ In her arms Caspar had begun to scream.
‘Please, Vanessa,’ Tim began, but before he could finish Vanessa saw Gracie’s arm.
‘No,’ she said, starting toward William and Gracie. ‘Gracie!’
Tim grabbed her arm. ‘Vanessa! Stop!’ Still clutching Caspar to her chest, Vanessa let Tim draw her back. Lizzie placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned in, saying something I couldn’t hear. At first Vanessa shook her head, but then Lizzie put an arm around her and with a small nod Vanessa allowed herself to be ushered back into the house. 
‘We’ve got to get her inside until Quarantine arrive,’ William said. ‘It’s not safe out here.’
Tim didn’t answer immediately, just stood, staring at Gracie.
‘Tim?’ William said.
‘Are you certain?’ Tim asked. ‘It’s not a mistake?’
‘No,’ William said. ‘And even if it is, Quarantine can sort it out. For now we need to get her somewhere safe.’
Tim nodded. ‘Bring her inside and put her in her room.’
Above us Lizzie had reappeared at the door. ‘Take Callie to our place,’ he said as she came toward us. ‘She can wait there.’
‘No,’ I said. ‘I want to be with Gracie.’
‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ William said.
‘Please,’ I said, my voice rising. ‘I have to!’ 
Lizzie took my arm, her grip firm. ‘Stop this, Callie,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing you can do.’
‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘They can’t take her. It’s not fair! It’s not fair.’ But even as I said it something in me yielded to Lizzie’s grip, to her attempt to pull me away. The last thing I saw was William watching me, his face not hard, or angry, but sad.
Lizzie sat me down on the couch. I hadn’t been in her and William’s house before and I couldn’t help but notice how temporary it seemed, furniture strewn here and there, boxes in the corners. I suppose it shouldn’t have surprised me: after all, so many people were on the move, running from the Change or trying to forget people they had lost. 
Lizzie disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a glass of water. ‘Here,’ she said, handing it to me, careful to keep her distance. There was no reason to think I was infected as well, and even if I was I wouldn’t be infectious, but that didn’t change how jumpy people got whenever there was an outbreak. I took the glass without speaking. She looked down at me with what I suppose was compassion.
‘I need to know I can trust you not to do anything stupid if I leave you here.’
I nodded. ‘Okay.’
‘Are you certain? We’ve got trouble outside and I need to be there.’
‘Whatever you say,’ I said, more sharply this time.
Lizzie stood watching me. ‘Good,’ she said, then turned back to the door.
‘And Callie?’
‘What?’
‘I can’t imagine what you’re going through.’
Once she was gone I sat on the couch for a long time. I’d known since I saw the signs of the Change yesterday afternoon that this was how it would end, but now I was here it seemed impossible to bear. Nobody liked to talk about it but we all knew what happened to the people Quarantine took. When it wasn’t us, when it wasn’t somebody we knew, somebody we loved, it was possible not to think about it, or to tell ourselves it was what we needed to do to survive, but now it was Gracie I wasn’t sure I believed that any more.
Outside somebody shouted William’s name, the sound jolting me back into the moment. Because we were a little way out of the city we didn’t tend to get too much trouble, but most weeks there was some kind of break-in or incident. Usually they were just people from up north looking for somewhere to sleep or something to eat, but sometimes they got ugly. I knew Tim thought we needed to be harder about it all, that a few shots in the air never hurt, so I was glad he wasn’t out there tonight. After a while I realised I was still holding my glass; leaning over I put it down, but as I did I received a call. I picked up and Vanessa started speaking without even drawing breath.
‘When did it happen, Callie? When did you notice?’
‘Yesterday,’ I said.
‘And you let her stay here? With Caspar?’
I didn’t answer.
‘He could have caught it.’
‘It’s not contagious, not like that. You know that.’
‘Perhaps not in adults, but who knows with babies. And anyway, what if Quarantine found out? We could have been arrested.’ She paused.
‘Is she still there?’ I asked abruptly. ‘Is she okay?’
‘Yes,’ Vanessa said, her voice faltering. ‘Yes. Oh God, Callie, they’re going to take her away.’
I nodded, tears coming again. ‘I want to see her.’
She sniffed. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s not safe.’
‘Please. I have to,’ I said, but before I could continue Tim’s voice appeared on the line. ‘Just stay there, Callie,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing to be done.’ 
Then the line went dead and I was alone.
The thing they don’t tell you about grief is that no matter how bad the shock is, the part that comes afterwards, when you face the idea of life without the person you have lost, is worse, because it’s then that you’re most alone. Sometimes I think that time never ends, that you’re never without that empty space inside you, but either way, I’m not sure I could have made it through the weeks and months after Dad Changed if it hadn’t been for Claire. 
Claire was my father’s oldest friend. They had met when he first came to Australia from Nigeria to do his doctorate, and at first both had simply been pleased to discover somebody with similar interests, and a shared fascination with speculative biology. But over the years they had become friends, then colleagues, and even, for a year or two when I was five or six, lovers. That hadn’t worked out but they had, perhaps surprisingly, remained close, even after he met Vanessa. Losing Dad must have been hard for Claire as well, but she never showed it. Right from the beginning she kept dropping in, helping me get to school, doing what needed to be done. 
What was great about Claire was the fact she didn’t seem to think I was crazy for being so angry, or for not wanting to accept he was gone. ‘It isn’t fair,’ she said. ‘Any of it. Not for you, not for him, not for anyone.’
One day I asked her something. We’d been somewhere together – the park, I think – and we were walking back to Vanessa’s apartment. ‘Why couldn’t we have just gone somewhere and hidden?’ I asked. 
Claire touched my head, smoothing down my hair. 
‘Because they’d find you,’ she said.
‘No matter where we went?’
She nodded, and then she looked away. One of the other things I liked about Claire was the way she treated me like an equal instead of a kid.
Sensing her hesitation I looked up. ‘So there is somewhere we could have gone?’
She looked at me. ‘Some people run, Callie, try to make it to the Zone.’
It wasn’t the first time I’d heard of people running, heading north toward the Exclusion Zone that lay beyond what was once the Queensland border in an attempt to escape capture. It made sense, after all; although the exclusion zones that circled the world’s equatorial and sub-tropical regions had been established to keep the rest of us safe by containing the Change, isolating its biology from the rest of the planet, they also offered a place of potential refuge.
‘Would he have been safe there?’
Claire shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Then why do it?’
She shrugged. ‘Because Quarantine won’t follow you there. Because it’s better than being dead. Because when you’ve got no other options even the worst option begins to look good.’
Seated there on William and Lizzie’s couch I found myself remembering Claire’s words. And as I did I knew what I had to do. 
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Dusk was gathering as I slipped out the back door of William and Lizzie’s house, the sky fading toward dark. Their backyard was as temporary as the inside, a pair of bikes leaning against the building, a disused barbecue by the wall, a few boxes piled under the eaves. 
Standing there it was difficult not to be struck by how quiet it was. Normally at this time of night you would hear some of the kids in the street shouting, sometimes the sound of music or a screen, but tonight there was nothing. Keeping low, I headed down the side of the house toward the street, relieved to see that William and Lizzie and the others were gone, no doubt looking for whoever had broken into the Hamers’. 
I didn’t really have a plan, all I knew was that I had to get Gracie somewhere safe before Quarantine arrived. I looked up at the sky: overhead a few stars were already visible against the high cloud, and a point of light moved quickly, a satellite, or perhaps the old space station Janus. There was still too much light for me to risk the street, so, moving quickly and quietly, I went back up the side and ran down the path by the back fences.
When I reached the back fence I leaned against it and took a breath, attempting to prepare myself for what was to come. Images of what might go wrong kept going through my mind. What if Tim caught me and tried to stop me? What if Quarantine turned up as I was trying to get away? The whole idea was crazy, I knew that. 
I slipped quietly past the back of the garage and over to the doors that opened onto the patio. Inside I could see Vanessa seated at the table, Tim beside her. Although her face was turned away from me, I could tell she was weeping, that he was comforting her; as I watched he said something and her shoulders convulsed. I willed myself to breathe, to be calm, then, hoping neither of them happened to glance around, I shot past the sliding doors to the far side of the house and the laundry door.
There wasn’t much up here: the spare water tank, a hose, and a space for drying clothes. During the daytime, when Vanessa was in and out all the time with washing for Caspar, the door was usually unlocked, and as I turned the handle I was relieved to find it was unlocked now. 
The house was quiet save for the sound of Caspar humming to himself out the back. Did any of this mean anything to him, I wondered. Would he even remember Gracie and me? Probably not, probably we’d just be a story, an absence he accepted as he grew older. He yipped suddenly; I felt tears well up and fought them down.
Taking a deep breath to steady myself I headed up the stairs, careful to step over the step that squeaked. The bedroom door was closed; I turned the handle slowly and pushed it open.
I don’t know what I expected to find. I think perhaps I thought it would have been pulled apart or stripped in some way, but other than the fact the light was off, it looked pretty much as it had when I’d left this morning, except that Gracie was lying on my bed.
Gracie didn’t move as I entered, so at first I thought she was asleep. But as I closed the door behind me she sat up and I felt something twist inside.
She was still wearing the same dress, and here in the half-light I could see the phosphor of the Change on the skin of her arms and neck, shimmering like the luminescence of plankton in the summer ocean. But it was her eyes that made me fall still, because as she looked at me I saw motes of light flare inside them, the colours deep and shifting, like the flash of opal. I stood, staring, frozen to the spot until she said my name, and kneeling down in front of her I put my finger to my lips. 
‘We have to go,’ I said in a whisper. ‘Quickly.’
‘Where?’
‘Away,’ I said. ‘Somewhere you’ll be safe.’ I stood up and grabbed my rucksack, started stuffing a few bits of clothing into it.
‘What about Mummy?’
I dropped onto my bed and, reaching behind it, pulled out the tin in which I kept the odd bits of cash I had managed to save. Trying not to think about how little there was, I pushed the notes and coins into the pocket of my jeans. ‘Not Mummy. Just us.’
‘But you’ll get in trouble,’ she said. 
I knelt down and pulled on her shoes. ‘That doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I get you somewhere safe.’ Seeing Bunny on the bed next to her I picked him up and stuffed him in the bag as well. Gracie began to protest but I shook my head. ‘No. You can have him when we get there. Now come on. We have to get out of here.’ 
Opening the door I looked out into the hall. Downstairs I could hear Caspar howling. I ushered Gracie out and closed the door behind us as quietly as I could, then motioned to her to follow me.
We made it down the stairs easily enough, but as we reached the bottom I heard Vanessa say something and glimpsed her with her back to us in the kitchen. For now she couldn’t see us, but if she turned she had a clear line of vision to the laundry door. Tim was nowhere to be seen.
Lifting a hand I gestured to Gracie to stay silent. Vanessa was bouncing Caspar in her arms, trying to settle him, and although she was occupied I knew she could turn around at any second. And then an even worse thought occurred to me. What if she decided to go upstairs? Taking a breath I told myself we couldn’t wait any longer, and grabbing Gracie’s hand I pulled her down the hall toward the laundry door and dropped back against the wall beside it, just out of view of the kitchen. 
For a moment or two I just stood there, my breath coming in long juddering gulps. Next to me Gracie was silent; glancing down I squeezed her hand then shifted forward slightly to look back down the hall. In the kitchen Vanessa still had her back to us; so, keeping my eyes fixed on her, I leaned past Gracie and, opening the door, motioned for her to go ahead.
Gracie slipped past me and out, but as I moved to follow, Vanessa turned. I froze, terrified she had seen me, but she was still distracted by Caspar, so, frightened even to breathe, I backed slowly out and drew the door closed behind me.
It was dark outside, the only light that from the windows. From somewhere further down the street I could hear voices, the sound of engines, but they were too far away to tell what anybody was saying. 
I knelt down and touched Gracie’s face. ‘Now,’ I said, ‘I need you to be a brave girl for me and do exactly as I say.’
Gracie nodded, and I looked over my shoulder toward the street, trying to think what to do next. If we went out the back way we ran the risk of being seen by Vanessa or Tim, but if we went out into the street we might encounter one of the neighbours, or worse, Quarantine. But if we were quick we might also be able to make it to the bush at the end of the street. I knew I was taking a chance but I decided the street was a better option.
‘Come on,’ I said, and moving Gracie ahead of me I hurried toward the front of the house and then stopped and looked around. At the end of the street, where the bush began, it was dark over by the park, but there was a couple of hundred metres between us and that sanctuary. Placing a hand on Gracie’s shoulder I told her to run for the park.
‘But what about you?’
‘I’ll be right behind you,’ I said, but as I spoke I heard a noise behind us. I turned in time to see Tim appear around the corner from the backyard.
I still don’t know what he was doing there. Perhaps he had heard something or was heading out to see if Quarantine had arrived. But whatever the reason he stopped dead in his tracks.
At first he didn’t move. But then his eyes settled on Gracie behind me and I saw him realise what was going on. 
Tim and I had never really gotten along. I suppose I was at least partly to blame for that; certainly it can’t have been easy taking a teenage girl you didn’t know into your home. But although he had always been good to me and Gracie in his own way I also knew what letting us go could mean for him, what the penalties for helping the Changed evade containment were. He could be arrested, imprisoned even; he could lose his job. He must have known all that as well: I’m not sure he would have agreed to give Gracie up if he hadn’t. Which is why what happened next surprised me. Because instead of chasing after us or calling out, he just let his arms fall to his side and tightened his mouth into a sort of smile. 
For a long moment I didn’t move. Then I gave him a nod, and, turning, hustled Gracie out toward the street.
I knew the first thing we had to do was put some distance between us and the house, so I led Gracie toward the bush at the end of the street, thinking we could take cover there. Once we had done that I could try to come up with a plan, perhaps use my phone to find a way to get north. But at the thought of my phone I felt a sudden chill and swore at myself for my stupidity.
‘What?’ Gracie asked.
‘Nothing,’ I said, pulling my phone out of my pocket. 
‘Is your phone broken?’
‘No,’ I said. I was so used to carrying the thing it hadn’t occurred to me they’d be able to track it. I stared at it, trying to think what to do. If I just dropped it here they would know which way we’d gone, which meant that once Quarantine arrived and realised Gracie and I were missing, we’d only have a few minutes before they were after us.
‘Wait here,’ I said. 
‘No,’ Gracie said. ‘I want to come with you.’
‘I’ll be right back.’
‘But I’m scared,’ she said, grabbing hold of my T-shirt.
‘I know, I’m scared too. But I have to go back for a minute and I can’t take you with me.’
‘I want to come.’
As I attempted to disentangle her hand from my T-shirt I heard sirens in the distance. Gripping her wrist I pulled her behind a tree, then knelt down and squeezed her arm. ‘Just stay here,’ I said. ‘Don’t go anywhere. And if anybody comes, hide. Okay?’
At first she didn’t speak. Then to my relief she nodded, her face pale and serious. 
‘Good girl,’ I said.
I really wasn’t sure whether they could track my phone while it was off, but the last thing I needed was to leave them anything that might help them work out which way we’d gone, so I ran back around behind Tim and Vanessa’s house toward Lizzie and William’s. But as I reached their back gate I paused, struck by the thought that if finding the phone somewhere would give Quarantine a place to start looking, perhaps I could do one better and leave it somewhere that would lead them in the wrong direction. Looking up past William and Lizzie’s I saw the outline of the empty place at the end of the row. If we had been travelling in the opposite direction that would have been the last place we passed so, bending low, I ran toward it and, opening the bin by the back gate, threw my phone in. Trying to ignore the sound of approaching sirens I turned to go, only to glimpse lights approaching across the rooftops. 
I froze, too terrified to move. Then, my legs shaking, I backed away and, crouching low in case somebody happened to be looking, took off back toward the reserve.
I’d only been gone a few minutes but it took me a moment or two to find Gracie in the darkness. As I reached the first trees I called her name quietly, and was relieved when she called back. I found her sitting stock-still in the darkness beneath the tree. It looked like she’d been crying. Probably I should have tried to comfort her but all I could think of was getting away so, reaching down, I hoisted her onto my hip and stumbled away into the bush.
I don’t know how long I ran, all I know is that every time I thought I couldn’t go any further I would slow down, then look back and start running again. In the dark the track down to the creek was difficult to see, the ground under my feet uneven and treacherous. Carrying Gracie only made it worse: although she was small for her age she was heavy and awkward, and every time I slipped or missed my footing the weight of her would make me stumble.
I was pretty sure Quarantine would have drones equipped with infra-red, which meant the two of us would stick out a mile away. And they’d be silent, so for all I knew they had us already and were simply hanging somewhere overhead, keeping tabs on us. Every time I looked up I felt a wave of fear. The stars were bright, huge, a mass of light stretching across the sky; occasionally something moved against them, a shooting star or a plane high above, and each time I felt sick.
Even when we reached the creek, and turned along it until we came to the drainage ditch, I still couldn’t shake the fear they were there, above us. But I knew we couldn’t go back, so I kept going, until finally I saw the shape of the culvert ahead of us, two circular pools of deeper darkness marking the entrance to the pipes. Lowering Gracie to the ground I bent down and clambered in, then reached out to pull her in after me. The air was cool and slightly foul, but as I lay back against the curved wall of the pipe I didn’t care, all I cared about was that we were safe, at least for the time being.
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The night the Change arrived there was nothing to suggest the world was about to be transformed forever. I was six, and I remember my father waking me in the middle of the night and carrying me outside. In our backyard he knelt down and pointed upward. From horizon to horizon green traceries of light filled the sky, flaring and fading like shooting stars. 
‘What is it?’ I asked, but my father only shook his head. 
‘I don’t know. Some kind of meteor shower, perhaps. Or a solar storm.’
I was too young to hear the hesitation in his voice, the suggestion he knew it wasn’t either, but I was old enough to recognise the look on his face when he put me back to bed a few hours later.
‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, but he only smiled, brushed my hair away from my face and told me it was nothing.
But it wasn’t nothing. Later we would realise the lights had been the seedpods that bore the Change to Earth igniting and releasing their contents as they hit the upper reaches of the atmosphere. My father was a scientist, a geneticist with an interest in divergent biologies, and even that first night he knew that what was happening in the sky was not normal, that it had to be caused by something man-made – a weapon, perhaps – or something even stranger. And so, when we woke the next morning to find what looked like drifts of gossamer spiderweb spread across the trees and streets outside our house he was not delighted but alarmed. To me they seemed beautiful, magical, and I longed to be able to run outside, grab handfuls of them as I could see other children doing. But he locked the door and told me to stay inside, his voice tight and hard as he called his colleagues in search of somebody who might understand what was going on.
He wasn’t the only scientist concerned by the arrival of the spores, but for every scientist suggesting we had to take their arrival seriously there were a hundred loud-mouthed conspiracy theorists ranting about alien invasions and nerve toxins and the coming of the End Times, and their clamour drowned out the more sober concerns of people like my father. 
And at first it looked like it hardly mattered anyway. For as that first day wore on, in many parts of the world the spores shrivelled and died, their glistening filaments blackening and withering. Standing inside I watched through the window as my father gathered samples, saddened by the sight of something so beautiful fading before my eyes. Within days the world began to forget, the arrival of the spores already little more than a passing wonder, a weekday marvel.
And then, a few weeks after the spores appeared, there began to be disturbing reports from the rainforests of Colombia and Brazil, Asia and Africa. At first these stories seemed almost fanciful: strange phosphorescent fungi that clung to the trees like scales, weird black flowers and mosses that moved. Many were sceptical, even when confronted with images of the local people holding these wonders.
Before long, though, other reports began to emerge, stories of animals altered in bizarre ways, of cattle that no longer slept but circled their paddocks making unsettled, almost human sounds, as if struggling to speak, of birds behaving in confusing and inexplicable ways, of fish that crawled from the water, their fins transformed into limbs, only to drown gulping in the air. And with them came other stories, rumours of people altered not just physically but mentally, of men and women convinced their wives or husbands or parents or children were no longer themselves, of whole villages transformed into something that was no longer fully human. And alongside these reports came other, more frightening stories, of people burning the forest, trying to destroy these new organisms, of massacres in villages afflicted by the transformations, of whole towns found deserted, as if their inhabitants had simply disappeared into the jungle.
Alarmed, governments in Asia and Africa and South America began to cut off the regions affected, denying journalists access even as they scrambled to contain the spread of something they barely understood. But it was too late. For almost overnight hundreds of millions of people had begun to flee north and south, clambering into boats and thronging roads as they sought to escape whatever it was that was happening in the equatorial regions. Frightened they would be infected, or simply overwhelmed by the numbers, governments in the north and south closed their borders, refusing to accept the refugees, leading to armed conflict and disease, and later, as borders began to give way, to waves of insurrection and violence. Economies collapsed as whole countries vanished, becoming little more than lines on maps.
For those like me and my father who lived in places the infection was yet to reach, it was a confusing and frightening time. I remember the roads filled with cars and trucks carrying people south from Queensland and the Territory and countries to the north, the makeshift camps in parks and school halls, the drifting groups of people who began to appear in the streets around our house, many speaking languages I didn’t recognise. To the north the Indonesian Air Force strafed Australian ships that were attempting to repel refugees from Indonesia and Timor and Papua. In Brisbane parts of the city were burned as it was abandoned and the border sealed; to the north Darwin was bombed. And what happened here in Australia was only a microcosm of the disasters unfolding in India and China and Malaysia and South America and Mexico. Everywhere people were fleeing and fighting, those that could save themselves struggling to survive as they were herded into camps or, in some places, killed in their thousands out of fear of infection. It all happened so quickly that it seemed almost unreal, like a dream or a nightmare. Yet what is stranger is the fact that when it began nobody really understood what was coming, or how completely our world would be transformed by the time it was done.
In the same way, as I lay in the darkness of the culvert with Gracie beside me, I couldn’t have understood how far the decision I had just made would take me. But as my ears adjusted to the quiet, the sound of the trickling water, the ponk of the frogs, I felt the enormity of what I had just done sink in. We had almost no money, no access to the net, no idea how to get to the next suburb without getting caught, let alone several thousand kilometres north. Worse still I was now a criminal, liable to be shot or imprisoned without trial. 
Next to me Gracie pressed her face to my chest. I wrapped my arm around her and hugged her tight, blinking back tears. She was hungry, but the little money I had would only buy food for a day or two, which meant we needed help. But who could I ask? Not reporting people infected with the Change carried severe penalties, so anybody I approached would be risking imprisonment, or worse, if they helped us. 
There was only one person I could think of, and that was Claire. Her words about my father suggested she might understand, that she might help. Because if she didn’t, nobody would. 
It was past dawn when Gracie finally stirred. Usually when she woke she stretched and twisted herself into consciousness; today she seemed to move from slumber to wakefulness without transition, her eyes opening and fixing on me briefly before she turned and sat up. She seemed different somehow, more contained, almost suspicious; ordinarily that wouldn’t have worried me, but today it frightened me.
‘Hi, Gracie,’ I said, but she didn’t answer, just pursed her lips and looked at me.
‘Did you sleep okay?’
Again she didn’t answer, so I smiled, my voice taking on a cheerfulness I didn’t feel.
‘Were you cold?’
At this she nodded, rubbing her arms a few times. ‘A bit. Where are we?’
‘Somewhere safe.’
‘It smells.’
I laughed. ‘I know.’
She nodded again, looking at the grey light outside. ‘Can we go out yet?’
‘Soon.’
‘And then? Where will we go then?’
As she spoke Gracie looked at me, her eyes dark and direct. I hesitated.
‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘But wherever we go I’ll look after you. Okay?’
Gracie stared at me. I could see the shimmer on her skin. ‘Okay,’ she said at last.
I pulled her close, burying my face in her hair, the smell of her reassuringly familiar. For a few seconds I felt it all come welling up again, although this time it was sadness rather than fear.
Composing myself, I released her. ‘Wait here,’ I said, sliding toward the entry to the culvert. Craning my neck I scanned the sky as carefully as I could, looking for some sign of a helicopter or a drone. I knew there was no guarantee I’d be able to see a drone if one was there, but I also knew that if I kept looking there was at least a chance I’d see one before it spotted us.
‘Come on,’ I said at last, stepping out into the creek bed and unfolding myself. My back and legs were stiff from lying in the culvert and I felt light-headed with tiredness. As Gracie emerged I watched her, anxious for any sign of sickness or strangeness, but although she seemed a little distracted and weak, she looked all right.
‘Where are we?’ she asked.
I looked around. With the trees and scrub around us it was difficult to see much.
‘We’re by the creek, where we were yesterday. If we keep going we’ll get to the road.’
I knew that once we were on the road we ran the risk of being spotted by Quarantine or somebody else out looking for us, but I also knew we couldn’t risk staying here a second longer than we had to. 
‘I’m thirsty,’ Gracie said. 
I took my water bottle from the backpack. ‘Here,’ I said, tilting it so she could see the two or three centimetres of water left at the bottom. ‘This is all we’ve got.’
Gracie took a sip, then handed the bottle back to me.
I smiled and waved it away. ‘You drink it.’ Gracie looked at me then finished the water in two sips. I took the bottle from her and slipped it back into my backpack.
It took about half an hour before the creek widened out and we reached the first houses. As we walked I felt my doubts about my plan begin to grow. It had been several months since I had seen Claire, and I had no way of knowing whether she would help us. But I also knew we had no other choice: Quarantine were already looking for us and I couldn’t afford to let them catch either of us, so I tried to push down my doubts and keep moving.
As the ground grew higher Gracie began to fall behind. 
‘I’m tired,’ she said when I pulled on her arm to hurry her up.
‘I know,’ I said. ‘But we’ve got to keep going.’
‘How far?’
I looked down the street. ‘I don’t know. Hopefully not too far.’
I tried to think through the various options as we approached the main road. Quarantine would be looking for us, but unless we ran into Quarantine agents or somebody who knew us who might let them know where we were, we were probably safe for the time being. More of a worry was the possibility of being stopped at a screening barrier or caught in a random sweep. Again that wasn’t likely to happen if we avoided the roads and stayed away from areas where people congregated. But it was ten or fifteen kilometres into the city, and not only was I unsure Gracie could make it that far on foot, I was almost certain there were Quarantine agents out looking for us. But catching the bus or the train meant using my transport card, and there was a good chance Quarantine were tracking it.
Eventually I decided the only real option was to take a chance on the train, since if we were careful we could slip past the barriers without using my card. Thankfully the station wasn’t too far away and we could make our way there through back streets.
The power shortages and breakdowns meant the trains were unreliable at best, but that day they seemed to be running. Outside the station a group of four or five kids were throwing stones at a sign while others bumped their skateboards up and down off the gutter; as we approached, two of them broke away and came toward us. They were a couple of years younger than me, but they had the underfed, twitchy look of ferals, kids without parents who lived on the streets and in squats and abandoned houses. Careful to keep my eyes straight ahead I kept walking, avoiding their gaze, but out of the corner of my eye I could see their path bending toward mine.
‘Hey,’ said the taller of the two as they drew level with me. ‘Where are you going?’
I placed a hand on Gracie’s chest and drew her in front of me. ‘What’s it matter to you?’
The smaller one grinned. Her black hair had been shaved on one side, exposing a long scar in the pale skin above her ear. ‘I dunno. Just curious, I suppose.’ As she spoke she took a step forward, blocking our access to the platform gate.
‘Catching a train,’ I said. Across the car park I could see the others had begun to move toward us as well.
‘What’s in your bag?’ the taller one demanded, making a grab for it. 
I jerked away from her but I wasn’t quick enough. ‘Nothing,’ I said, but as I spoke she yanked my rucksack so it slid down my arm and caught on my wrist.
Behind me I could hear the train arriving; I knew that if we didn’t make it on board we were going to be robbed or worse. Twisting my hand around the strap of my rucksack I wrenched it back toward me, but the girl’s grip was too tight. 
‘What are you hiding in there?’ she said as I fought to hold on, aware of the others drawing nearer.
On the other side the smaller one made a grab for Gracie, who pulled back against me with a small cry.
‘Leave her alone!’ I said, but the smaller one just laughed, her hand fastened on the neck of Gracie’s dress.
‘Are you going to make me?’
Over the fence the train came to a halt with a screech, and the doors hissed open. Still struggling with her captor Gracie twisted sideways, her dress riding up to reveal the marks of the Change. Terrified they might notice and raise the alarm I gave my bag a final, savage wrench and my assailant lost her grip on it. Taking advantage of her surprise I grabbed the back of Gracie’s dress and swung the bag at the smaller one, who dodged to miss the blow, releasing her hold on Gracie.
‘Go!’ I said, pushing Gracie toward the train, and the two of us bolted through the open doors and into the carriage.
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My heart was hammering in my chest as the door slid shut behind us. On the platform outside our attackers shook their fists and jeered. Part of me knew they were unlikely to have really hurt us, yet as I lifted Gracie into a seat and sat down beside her, careful to keep my body between her and the rest of the carriage, I couldn’t help wondering what would have happened if they’d realised Gracie was infected. 
‘Are you okay?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice calm.
Gracie nodded. ‘Who were they?’
I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. Just kids.’
‘Why did they try to take your bag?’
‘Because they could,’ I said, looking around the carriage, which was mostly empty. At the far end an older woman in a headscarf caught me looking in her direction and turned away as if determined to ignore us, which was fine by me.
The ride into the city took a little over half an hour. At every stop I tensed, wary Quarantine officers might board the train, but other than a few people getting on and off, there was no sign of anyone in uniform. As we drew into Central Station I waited for the others to disembark, then led Gracie off. The last time I’d been here there had been a scanning station at the barrier, but today it was clear, so with Gracie’s hand clutched in mine we hurried up the ramp and out onto the street.
Although it was only a few minutes’ walk to the university it seemed to take a lifetime. Still jumpy from our encounter with the ferals I walked fast, pulling Gracie after me and scanning the path ahead for the distinctive black of Quarantine uniforms. It was only as we turned down beside the gallery into what had once been the sanctuary of the university grounds that I relaxed. 
In the months after Dad Changed, Claire brought me here often, walking with me and talking or leaving me to read or play in her office while she worked, but after Vanessa married Tim and we moved up into the hills, that stopped, so it was several years since I’d been here. Yet as I led Gracie through the campus I was surprised to find how well I remembered the layout of the buildings and gardens. Even back then the university was mostly abandoned, of course, nonessential staff and students let go when the funding dried up. But for people like Claire and my dad, whose work related to the Change itself, there was money, and so even as other departments closed they kept working. 
Yet still, it was odd walking past those old buildings. I used to sit by the ponds and under the trees and watch people go past and imagine a different life for myself, one in which I had a future as a scientist or a writer or an artist, a future where the world wasn’t messed up and at war with itself. I suppose in a way it was that idea that had kept me going all this time, but now I was here, dirty, exhausted and on the run, it just seemed laughable.
The last time I was here Claire’s office was in one of the older buildings down near the river. Without access to the net I couldn’t check she was still there but I assumed she must be because that was where the labs were. From the outside the building looked half abandoned. As we reached the entrance I put Gracie down and scanned the area, trying to look as casual as I could. Other than a few people walking along the pathways and a group of homeless people camped under a nearby stand of trees, there was nobody about, so I took Gracie by the hand and headed inside. 
I walked briskly but with intent toward the lifts, hoping anybody we ran into would assume we were supposed to be there. As the doors opened on the second floor I stepped out and looked around, then peered around the corner toward Claire’s office. Now I was here I was frightened I’d made a mistake, that she wouldn’t want to help us. Perhaps I was reading too much into a single conversation, perhaps she would feel she had to do the right thing and report us. For a few seconds I hesitated, considering turning around again. But then I looked down and saw Gracie swaying slightly, her eyes heavy with tiredness and hunger. 
‘Here,’ I said, sitting her down on the staircase near the lift. ‘You wait here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’
‘Where are you going?’ She grabbed my wrist.
‘Just down the corridor,’ I said. ‘I’ll be right back.’
‘I want to come with you.’
I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You wait here.’ Reaching into my backpack I took out Bunny and gave him to her.
‘Here, you look after Bunny.’
Gracie pressed him to her chest. This time she didn’t resist as I unknotted her hand from my wrist and stood up. For a moment I didn’t move, then, giving Gracie a reassuring smile, I began to walk along the corridor toward Claire’s office.
The rap of my knuckles on her door was startlingly loud in the quiet of the corridor, and despite myself I glanced around, worried I might have alerted somebody else. But as the noise died away I heard nothing from within. I tried again, then turned the knob, but it was locked.
Hopelessness washed over me. I pressed my forehead to the fading wood of the door and closed my eyes. I was so tired my eyes hurt, and it was almost reassuring to let myself fall into the dark, to flirt with the idea of letting go, of giving up. But then I remembered what that would mean. Standing up I looked back toward Gracie and willed myself to start moving again. But as I reached the end of the corridor somebody opened a door behind me. I spun around. Claire was standing at the entrance to the fire stairs at the corridor’s far end.
At first she seemed not to recognise me, but then she stopped and stared.
‘Callie?’ she said. 
Suddenly unable to speak I tried to smile, but even that seemed difficult. When I didn’t reply she closed the door behind her and approached me.
‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, reaching out to embrace me. ‘Are you all right?’ Before I could answer she looked past me toward the lifts. ‘Is that Gracie?’ she asked, her face breaking out into a smile. But as she knelt down to touch Gracie’s cheek she froze. Then, straightening, she grabbed Gracie’s arm and shoved the two of us into her office. Flicking the lock, she leaned against the door and stared at me. 
‘What do you think you’re doing, coming here?’ she demanded.
I shook my head. ‘I didn’t know where else to go.’
Claire stood staring at me. ‘Does Vanessa know? Or Tim?’
I nodded. ‘They called Quarantine.’
‘So what? You decided to run?’ She rubbed her forehead. ‘When did this happen?’
‘Last night.’
‘How did you get away? Actually, no, don’t tell me, it’s probably better I don’t know. Is there any reason they might think you’d come here?’
I shook my head. ‘We hid in the hills last night. And I threw my phone away so they couldn’t track us.’
Claire smiled. ‘Clever girl,’ she said, then corrected herself. ‘Actually what you’ve done is incredibly stupid, but throwing the phone away was smart.’ Pushing back her chair she sat down and smiled at Gracie.
‘Hey, Gracie. Do you remember me? I knew you back when you were a baby.’
Gracie didn’t answer, just shook her head. 
Claire smiled and reached out to her. ‘Can I take a look?’ she asked.
Gracie looked at me. ‘It’s okay,’ I said. 
Her face wary, Gracie approached Claire, who stroked her cheek, then drew back her sleeve to look at her skin. She caught Gracie watching her and smiled, her thumb stroking the delicate lines of phosphor.
‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’
Gracie nodded. ‘Will it hurt?’
Claire didn’t answer immediately, and when she did her voice was sad, distant. ‘No, honey. Or I don’t think so.’
‘But I won’t be me any more, will I?’
Claire looked at me, then stroked Gracie’s hair. ‘No.’
‘Who will I be?’
‘I don’t really know. Somebody new.’
‘Will I remember this? Remember Callie?’
I swallowed hard, choking back tears. 
‘Perhaps. But even if you don’t, we’ll remember you.’
‘Will they take me away like my dad?’
For a long moment Claire didn’t answer. ‘I hope not,’ she said, pulling Gracie to her. Then she looked at me. ‘Why did you come to me?’ she asked quietly.
‘After Dad Changed you said he should have run, made for the Zone.’
‘Oh, Callie. If I did, that wasn’t what I meant. It’s too dangerous. And even if you got her there, what would happen to you? You couldn’t come back.’
‘I can’t go back already.’
Claire looked at me for several seconds. Then she seemed to reach a decision.
‘Wait here,’ she said, standing up. ‘And keep quiet.’
As she shut the door behind her and turned the key in the lock panic gripped me, my eyes travelling to the little window above the door in search of an escape route. Next to me I felt Gracie’s eyes on me.
‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. 
‘Nothing,’ I said, smiling as brightly as I could. 
‘Is Claire really going to help us?’ she asked.
‘Yes,’ I said, trying to sound confident.
‘She won’t tell anybody we’re here?’
‘Of course not,’ I said, hoping it was true. ‘Are you tired?’ I asked, trying to change the subject. ‘Would you like to lie down?’
Gracie shook her head, but when I put my backpack on the floor and lay down she came and curled up next to me. The floor was hard, and the lino smelled dusty and old, but my eyes were hot and tired and it was a relief to close them, even for a few minutes.
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I woke with a start. Although I only seemed to have been asleep for a few minutes, the light in the room had faded. Claire was seated at her desk, watching me.
‘You must have been exhausted.’
I nodded. Looking down I saw I had drooled on the floor where I had been lying; clumsily I wiped my face with the back of my hand. Claire laughed.
‘Don’t worry, I’ve thought about sleeping there myself from time to time. I’d save on rent.’
Aware she was trying to put me at ease I forced myself to smile.
‘What time is it?’ I asked.
Claire leaned over and touched the screen on her desk. ‘Almost seven. I didn’t want to wake the two of you.’
I stood up and moved toward the window. Outside the sky was dusted red and orange by the setting sun. In her chair Claire regarded me carefully.
‘I know you feel as if you have to do this, but you don’t, Callie. Nobody will judge you if you choose not to.’
I didn’t reply.
‘I’m serious. Sometimes the cost of helping is too high. You do understand that if you take her to the Zone you won’t be able to come back? And that once you’re there there’s every chance you’ll be infected as well? That you will Change?’
Perhaps I hesitated, because Claire leaned forward and gripped my arm.
‘No, Callie. I want you to consider the consequences of what you’re doing, of what you’ve already done.’
I shook my head. ‘I can’t let Gracie go,’ I said, surprised by my own vehemence.
Claire didn’t reply. Finally she nodded. ‘All right.’
Sitting back she regarded me thoughtfully. ‘You remind me of your father, you know that?’
I didn’t reply.
‘How well do you remember him?’
I shrugged. ‘Well enough.’
‘He loved you, you know. More than anything.’
I nodded. For several seconds Claire was silent. When she spoke again her voice was quieter, more distant.
‘This thing you’re doing, he wouldn’t approve but I think he’d understand. He didn’t advertise it but he was very brave. His work . . . his work mattered so much.’
I hesitated, wanting to know more about my father’s work, aware there was something Claire was holding back. But then she smiled and the moment was gone. 
‘I often wish things had worked out differently.’
‘With Dad?’
‘And you.’ Briefly I thought she might say more, but beside me Gracie was stirring.
Claire had brought food: bread and olives and fruit, as well as some packets she stuffed into my bag. Although I was hungry I found it difficult to eat without watching Gracie pick at her food, anxious her lack of appetite might be a sign her transformation was hastening.
Claire’s plan was that we should make for Sydney, then head north along the old Pacific Highway. ‘Before the Change, getting between the cities was easy: you could just get a train or a bus or a plane, and if you couldn’t afford that you could drive. But there are hardly any flights any more, and you wouldn’t get through security at the airport or the train station anyway. That leaves hitchhiking, but there are checkpoints, and they’ll be looking for the two of you.’
‘Then what are we supposed to do?’
Claire tapped the table in front of her. ‘I have a friend whose son ran away a year or two ago. Afterwards it turned out he’d broken into a container yard and stowed away on a truck taking fruit up to Sydney. He’s back now, so I got my friend to give me his number and I called him. He was a bit shifty about the details but eventually he told me there’s a container yard where you can get over the fence and jump on a truck.’
‘How do we know it’ll be the right one?’
‘That’s the catch. You don’t. But apparently most of the trucks go to Melbourne and Sydney, and at least it’d get you out of Adelaide.’
‘What if we end up in Perth? Or in the desert somewhere?’
Claire looked uneasy. ‘That’s the risk, Callie. And it’s another reason you should think again about even trying this. If you go back now, try to explain, they might understand, even let you off with a warning.’
I could feel Gracie watching me. ‘I can’t do that,’ I said. ‘Not now.’
Claire nodded. ‘You should try to rest,’ she said. ‘You’ve got a long night ahead of you.’
We stayed in Claire’s office through the evening, Claire and I talking while Gracie dozed. As it grew dark outside, the pool of light cast by the reading lamp on the desk seemed to float, suspended in the warm dark. Near midnight Claire sat back in her chair and looked at me.
‘Can I ask you something, Callie?’ 
I nodded. ‘Of course.’
‘That day, the day your father Changed, did he say anything to you? Did he give you anything?’
I looked away, remembering the pounding on the door, my father hugging me, telling me he loved me.
‘I don’t think so. Why?’
‘I never told you this, but the night before he’d told me he was close to finding a treatment.’
I looked at her in amazement. ‘A treatment? For the Change?’
Claire nodded. ‘He’d been looking for one since it first arrived.’
‘What was it?’ I asked. ‘Did it work?’
Claire shook her head. ‘That’s the thing, I don’t know. The day after he Changed, Quarantine came, impounded his lab, took his files. But if he said he was close, Callie, he was close. Which is why I wondered whether he’d left something with you.’
I leaned back. It seemed so unfair, that my father should have been so close to a cure and then been arrested. How different things might have been if he’d been able to finish his work. Not just for us, but for the world.
‘We should go,’ Claire said.
I nodded, kneeling down beside Gracie. But when she opened her eyes they were full of light. Claire gasped, and Gracie blinked, still half-asleep, the light fading again. Shaken I put my arms around her and, lifting her up, laid her head upon my shoulder. 
Outside we walked quickly through the darkened space of the university. I had buttoned Gracie’s dress up tight to hide the signs of the Change, but still, it was difficult not to worry people might see something.
We had already agreed it was too risky to take a bus, so on North Terrace Claire flagged down one of the old cars that served as taxis, standing aside while I clambered in with Gracie in my arms.
The night air was warm and still and the smell of salt mingled with the stink of diesel from the taxi’s engine as we drove out of the city and through the parklands. Once this area had been covered in trees and grass; now it was filled with shanties built by refugees from the north, ragged constructions of tin and canvas and wood. Overhead a helicopter hung in the air, the vertical beam of its spotlight moving restlessly across the rooftops. Claire watched it, unspeaking.
‘What is it?’ I asked. 
She shook her head. ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘It’s just it sometimes seems difficult to believe things got so bad so fast.’
‘They’ll get better again,’ I said, but Claire only looked away.
‘I suppose we have to think that,’ she said. ‘But we can’t go back.’
As we headed westward the suburbs grew more dilapidated, shop windows boarded up or abandoned, the streetlights working less often. Eventually we passed a container yard set back from the road behind a high fence and lit here and there by floodlights. Next to me Claire squeezed my hand.
‘This is it,’ she said quietly. Once the driver had pulled over she helped me and Gracie out, then waited until the taxi had driven away. Once we were alone she pointed at the wire fence that ran down the side of the yard.
‘My friend’s son said the hole in the fence is up there.’
‘And I just find a truck and get on it?’
‘If you can. Apparently once they’ve been loaded it’s possible to climb in without being spotted.’
‘What about security?’
‘There are cameras but apparently they don’t often check the trucks themselves.’
In the orange glow of the lights the yard looked lonely, still, its deserted structures like a vision of a world without humans. 
‘I’ll wait here,’ Claire said. ‘If you have any trouble come back and find me.’ 
I nodded, trying not to look nervous. 
Claire put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Are you absolutely certain you want to do this?’
‘I am,’ I said, and Claire nodded. For a second or two I thought she might say something more, but in the end she just reached into her bag and took out a handful of twenty dollar notes. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Take this. It’s not much but hopefully it’ll help.’
I took the cash and slipped it in my front pocket. ‘Thank you.’
‘I’m glad you came to me, Callie,’ she said.
‘I’m glad too,’ I said.
She looked at me intently. ‘Be careful. And remember you can’t trust anybody. Even if they say they’re going to help, you can’t be sure they will.’ 
Kneeling down she hugged Gracie. ‘Look after your sister for me, will you, Gracie? And make sure you do exactly what she says.’
Gracie nodded seriously and Claire kissed her and stood up.
‘If you find some way back, Callie, come to me. If I can help you I will.’
I nodded, biting my lip. 
I led Gracie along the fence, keeping low as I searched for the gap Claire’s friend’s son had told her about. In the yard figures were moving about in the yellow glow of the sodium lights, and as I scanned the cyclone wire ahead of me I kept darting looks up and in, nervous somebody would notice us. In the end the hole was so well disguised I almost missed it: a series of cuts running upward that had been wound back together with plastic ties. Dropping low I fumbled to undo them, working fast with my eyes fixed on the yard.
As the last tie came loose I pushed the wire, and it separated with a rattle, opening a gap at the bottom of the fence. I slithered through and then reached back for Gracie. She pulled away.
‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’ll be fine.’
She hesitated, then, as if deciding to trust me, she let me help her through. In the long grass on the other side she waited while I replaced the ties.
‘Where are we going?’ she asked when I was finished.
I looked around. A line of containers stood ten or twelve metres from us, their blocky shapes piled two or three high. Along the edge of them were spotlights mounted on poles, casting yellow light on their sides so the logos were illuminated, faded images of ships and names like Shanghai Star and ATRAN. 
‘That way,’ I said. ‘Are you ready?’
Gracie nodded. Bracing myself, I took her in my arms, then, with a last look around, pushed myself upright and ran toward the containers.
Although it only took a few seconds, my heart was beating fast by the time I reached the nearest of the containers and flattened myself against it. Up close it smelled of rust and oil and the sharp, dry smell of metal. I caught my breath then, moving carefully, we made our way to the end of the row and looked around into the yard.
In the open space in front of us a dozen trucks stood in two rows with their backs open, surrounded by crates filled with fruit and packages of one kind and another, while ten or twelve men in reflective vests were at work directing a pair of forklifts or securing the loads. Beyond them several more trucks stood by the gate, presumably loaded and ready to leave.
I knew I had to get to the trucks by the gate. But as I watched the men working in the space in front of me it was difficult to see how I could make it over there without being spotted. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Gracie whispered, her face close to mine.
‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I’m just thinking.’ But as I spoke one of the forklifts whirred past with a stack of plastic-wrapped pallets on its forks. Startled, I flattened myself against the containers, hugging Gracie to me, but the driver didn’t seem to have noticed us.
I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. And as I did I realised that if I could make it to the trucks that were being loaded without being spotted, then, if I timed it right, I might be able to slip between them to the far side and make a dash for the loaded trucks by the gates. 
I swung Gracie up onto my hip. ‘Okay,’ I said, looking at her. ‘I’m going to need you to hold on tight and keep very quiet. Can you do that?’
Gracie nodded, her face serious.
‘All right then,’ I said, watching as the forklift swung past us again. ‘Here we go.’
It was only about fifty metres to the trucks, but that was more than far enough with my pack on my back and Gracie on my hip. As I ran I kept waiting to hear a cry or a shout as one of the men spotted us, but it never came, and a few moments later I reached the closest of the trucks and dropped down into the shelter of its shadow, my breath coming hot and hard. 
Once I had recovered a little I put Gracie on the ground, took her hand and led her toward the front of the truck, careful to stay low and out of sight. It was old, its sides dented and pitted with rust and festooned with graffiti, and as we made our way along it I peered at the machinery beneath it, wondering whether it was safe. 
When we reached its front we stopped and I peered around. Ahead of us the yard was empty, and the trucks seemed to be unattended, so I led Gracie out and around and began to move from truck to truck. The loaded trucks by the gate were still a hundred metres away, and I kept glancing at them, anxious for any sign they might suddenly depart.
At first it looked like we were going to get lucky. But as we came around the front of the fourth truck we found a woman standing by an open panel in its side.
It’s possible that if I’d been quicker I could have darted back before she saw me, but I was so startled I just stopped dead, meaning I had time to watch her glance my way and fall still.
For a second, maybe more, neither of us moved. I had caught her off guard, my presence confusing her, but in the time it took me to realise it was too late to duck away, she regained her presence of mind and began to move toward me.
‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ she demanded, but instead of answering I took a step back out of sight.
‘Hey,’ I heard her call. ‘Hey!’ But I was already in motion, swinging Gracie up onto my hip and bolting back the way we’d come. As I reached the first truck a man appeared in front of me. Not knowing what else to do I darted sideways between the two trucks, but then I heard shouts and glimpsed figures moving in the loading area at the far end, meaning I was trapped.
I didn’t know what to do, all I knew was that I couldn’t let them catch me, so I did the only thing possible, which was to duck down beneath the truck. I landed hard, overbalanced by Gracie’s weight, my free hand scraping painfully against the rough concrete as I struggled not to stumble. In my arms Gracie whimpered, but before she could cry out I pushed her face into my shirt, silencing her as the legs of our pursuers raced by, only centimetres from our faces. 
Moving quickly I shuffled toward the nearest set of wheels and leaned against them. A few metres away people were shouting, demanding to know where I’d gone as they ran up and down the truck on either side. 
I knew there was no longer any possibility of reaching the trucks by the gate. But I also knew that if we stayed here we’d be caught. Taking Gracie by the hand I crawled as far along the truck as I could and looked out. Although I could hear our pursuers shouting I couldn’t see any of them, so I broke cover and raced toward the next truck. As I did I heard a cry. I looked around and saw one of the men standing at the other end of the row.
Cursing I darted back the way we’d come, only to hear somebody hiss, ‘Over here!’ behind me. I turned and saw a figure in the back of one of the half-loaded trucks.
‘Here, give her to me,’ he said, reaching out for Gracie. I hesitated, but then I heard another shout from behind me and I lifted her up to him. He took her and set her down away from the opening, then shoved a hand out and pulled me up after her.
‘Quick!’ he hissed, shoving the two of us down behind a pile of pallets.
I dropped down, scared even to breathe. Outside I could hear our pursuers shouting to one another as they hurried back and forth. After what seemed a long time one stopped somewhere nearby. Somebody called to them from further away, and after a moment’s silence they said, ‘Nah, gone.’
I let out a sigh of relief. In the dark it was difficult to make out much of our surroundings, but as my eyes adjusted I saw what looked like oranges, boxes full of them piled high around us. On the far side of the space I heard our rescuer lean back against the boxes opposite.
‘What were you doing out there?’ he demanded.
Now I could see him better I realised he was only a teenager himself, his face thin beneath dark hair cut short on the sides and longer on the top.
‘Trying to get on one of the trucks,’ I said, irritated by his tone. ‘Not that it’s any of your business.’
‘You almost got all three of us caught.’
‘Well I’ll try to do better next time,’ I said. Gracie pressed herself against me, and I caught myself, realising how frightened she must be. Perhaps sensing the same, our rescuer fell quiet too, which was just as well because a moment later somebody appeared at the back of the truck with a torch. Grabbing Gracie I flattened myself against the pallets again.
‘Anybody there?’ demanded a man in heavily accented English. 
I watched the beam dance around the truck’s interior. Then there was a clanking sound, as he lifted himself into the back of the truck. I put a hand over Gracie’s mouth, pulling her to me as his footsteps drew closer, the light of the torch moving here and there. And then, just as he reached the crate that separated him from us I heard somebody else at the back of the truck, and a woman’s voice asking, ‘Anything?’
The man stopped, so close I could hear him breathing. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I think they got away.’
‘They must have gone that way,’ said the woman.
The man grunted in agreement, his footsteps heading back toward the open door. A second later there was another clatter and a thump as he jumped down, then the door slid shut with a clanging of chains.
‘What happens now?’ I asked in the sudden dark.
‘We wait,’ said our rescuer, although in fact we didn’t, because as he finished speaking the engine hummed into life and the truck jolted forward.
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None of us spoke as the truck accelerated away through the city. With the door closed it was almost completely dark, the only light the shifting glow of the streetlights that leaked in here and there. At first our progress was slow, the truck speeding up and slowing down as it negotiated traffic lights, but after a while I felt it begin the long climb up through the hills.
‘Do you know where we’re going?’ I asked after a while. 
‘Sydney,’ said our rescuer. 
‘Are you sure?’
There was a pause. ‘Yes. Or I think so.’
‘How long will it take to get there?’
‘I’m not sure. Eighteen hours, I suppose. Or perhaps longer.’
Next to me Gracie pressed against me. I stroked her hair.
‘I’m scared,’ she said.
‘Don’t be,’ I said. ‘We’re safe now.’
Opposite me I heard a rustling, as if our rescuer was going through a bag. There was a soft click and a torch came on, illuminating the space around us.
‘There should be lights somewhere in here,’ he said. ‘Let me try to turn them on.’
I watched as he searched along the side of the truck. There was a sort of tension in the way he moved, as if he was angry about something. Yet he didn’t seem violent.
After a few seconds a light came on.
‘There,’ he said.
‘Is that better?’ I asked Gracie. She sniffed and lay against me. 
‘Yes,’ she said. I touched her forehead. She was hot.
‘Are you thirsty?’ She nodded, and as I unscrewed the bottle of water from our bag I noticed how pale she was.
‘Here,’ I said, spreading my jacket on my lap and laying her head on it. ‘Try and sleep.’
Gracie complied without argument. A minute or two later she was asleep with her head in my lap. Leaning back, I saw our rescuer watching us from the other side of the truck.
‘Is she okay?’ he asked.
‘Of course,’ I said a little too sharply. ‘She’s just exhausted.’
He sat down against the side of the truck. At first I thought he had decided to ignore us, but then he spoke again.
‘How old is she?’
‘Five.’
‘And you?’ he asked. 
‘Sixteen.’
‘She’s your sister?’
‘Half.’
‘And your parents?’
I’d learned to be careful who I told about my father. ‘Dead.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘And yours?’
‘It’s a long story,’ he said. Closing his eyes he leaned his head back. At first I thought the conversation was over but after a few minutes he spoke again.
‘What’s her name?’
‘Grace.’
‘And yours?’
‘Callie.’ 
He nodded. ‘Where are you heading?’
‘North,’ I said.
He opened his eyes and looked at me. ‘North where?’
I hesitated. ‘Port Macquarie. We have family up there. An aunt.’
Again there was that pause.
‘You?’ I asked.
He shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ 
For several seconds there was silence. I was aware of him watching me.
‘You never told me your name,’ I said, and he smiled.
‘Matt,’ he said. ‘It’s Matt.’ Then he leaned his head back. ‘We should get some sleep.’
It was difficult to keep track of time in the confines of the truck. At some point I woke, disoriented, and looked around, everything both strange and too clear, as if I had been dreaming. Beneath me I could hear the truck’s engine running smoothly: we had left the undulating roads of the hills behind and were somewhere on a highway. On my lap Gracie had rolled over so she was facing up at me; on the other side of the truck Matt lay on his side, his head on his backpack, his fringe covering his face. Gracie shifted in her sleep, her eyelids fluttering as if she were dreaming; adjusting her weight I slid her aside, and lay down in the space between her and the crates. I must have slept again, because when I opened my eyes Gracie was sitting up, opposite me. She looked pale, drawn. Outside the sun had risen, points of light visible here and there through joins in the truck’s structure.
Matt looked up from the screen he was holding.
‘Where are we?’ I asked.
‘About halfway there,’ he said. 
Sitting up I winced. ‘My neck,’ I said, but he didn’t reply, just returned to his screen.
I motioned to Gracie to come sit beside me. Lifting my hand I touched her face, but she pulled away. 
‘How are you feeling?’ I asked, but she only shrugged.
The day passed slowly. Thankfully Gracie slept a fair bit of the time, which might have meant I had time to get to know Matt, if it weren’t for the fact he seemed uncomfortable talking.
Still I learned a few things. He was a year older than me, and although he had grown up in Adelaide he had been born somewhere further north. I guessed a few others as well: although he was clearly bright he hadn’t spent much time in school, that his parents were either Changed or dead, that he’d grown up in or near one of the camps and as such had probably had experiences I didn’t want to think too much about. At one point he mentioned an older brother and his voice suddenly became gentler.
‘You grew up with him?’ I asked. He didn’t reply at once, just sat, staring at a piece of thread he had been winding and unwinding around his finger.
‘Mostly,’ he said.
‘And where is he now?’
He hesitated again. ‘Up north.’
‘Is that where you’re headed?’ I asked. 
He tensed, his hands falling still. Then he yanked the thread free and cast it aside.
‘You ask too many questions,’ he said, and turned away. 
Eventually the daylight visible through the gaps in the sides of the truck began to fade, and as they did the rhythm of its motion began to change as well, speeding up and slowing down as if stopping at lights and weaving through traffic. Bracing himself on the crates, Matt stood up and walked toward the doors at the rear. 
‘We have to be careful when we get out,’ he said. ‘If they catch us they’ll turn us in to the cops. Or worse.’
‘Do you know where we’ll stop?’
He shook his head. ‘Could be anywhere.’
‘But we can open the doors from the inside?’
He glanced around at them. ‘I think so. We just don’t know what will be on the other side.’
Although I’d never been there I knew Sydney had been transformed since the arrival of the Change. As refugees had flooded in from the north its population had almost doubled, most of the increase crowded into the refugee camps and shanties that choked the city’s interior. Worse yet, as the Change’s effects on the Earth’s climate had become more pronounced, the city had grown warmer and wetter, meaning its already overloaded infrastructure was further burdened by semi-constant rain and flooding.
Perhaps because of the traffic it was nearly two hours before the truck finally came to a halt, noisily reversing over a series of bumps, before stopping with a violent shudder. I grabbed one of the pallets with one hand, the other reaching instinctually to steady Gracie. I shot Matt a glance to find him staring at the rear doors.
‘What now?’ I asked. 
Outside the door to the driver’s cab slammed shut. For a few seconds none of us moved. Then Matt pressed his ear to the doors. 
‘What can you hear?’ I asked, joining him.
‘Nothing. But that could mean anything.’
I looked back at Gracie, who was just visible in the darkness.
‘If we hide at the back we might be able to slip out while they’re unloading,’ I said.
‘Or we might end up trapped with nowhere to hide.’
‘Then what should we do?’
‘I say we go now.’
‘But what if there’s somebody just outside?’
He glanced at me and for a moment I saw not wariness but something else, more like anger.
‘Then there’s somebody outside,’ he said.
For a second or two he stared at me. Finally I gave a small nod, and gestured to Gracie to join us. Grasping the handle that controlled the door, Matt drew it slowly downward.
As the lock released it gave a clank, not loud but loud enough. I tensed, alert for the sound of movement outside, but there was nothing. Taking a deep breath Matt leaned against the door and pushed it open.
We were in some kind of loading bay, a dirty, foul-smelling space with a concrete floor crowded with boxes and crates filled with food and soap powder and cheap clothes. To the right a group of dumpsters had been pushed untidily to one side, their interiors overflowing with cardboard and plastic; to the left a set of stairs led up to a raised area and a pair of scuffed plastic doors.
Matt looked at me, I gave a nod, and with a quick, fluid motion he turned and dropped quietly to the ground. 
‘Quick,’ he said reaching up for Gracie. ‘Give her to me.’
I helped Gracie into his arms and dropped down beside the two of them. There didn’t seem to be anybody around. I glanced at the plastic doors to the left then back at Matt. He nodded in agreement. As quietly as I could I moved along the back of the truck and peered around the side of the truck.
The truck was standing on a shallow ramp that ran down toward a metal roller door and a guard booth, beside which an overweight man in work shorts and a stretched high-vis shirt was talking to a small, dark woman in a security uniform. Perhaps alerted by my movement the woman turned as I noticed her.
Jumping back behind the truck I flattened myself against it, but it was too late: the woman gave a shout and came running up the ramp toward us. Grabbing Gracie’s hand I pulled her toward the stairs. 
‘Come on!’ I said.
I took the steps two at a time, Gracie stumbling after me, Matt behind her. Matt only barely made it up the stairs before the driver appeared around the back of the truck behind us, face flushed and shouting, but we didn’t wait to listen, just raced on, slamming through the plastic doors with my shoulder. 
We burst into a supermarket of some sort, the milk section on one side, a line of ratty-looking Christmas paraphernalia on the other. Directly in front of us a tall man in a dress stood with a plastic shopping basket balanced in the crook of his elbow. No doubt we looked as suspicious as we felt because he stood staring at us, a container of milk in his hand, his face making it clear he was weighing up whether or not to shout for security. Unwilling to give him the chance I smiled as disarmingly as I could and, shoving past him, headed down the nearest aisle, Gracie and Matt close behind.
Once this had probably been an upmarket kind of place; now, like most stores, it was rundown and in poor repair, the floor scuffed and stained, a number of overhead lights blown. And while there was food and goods of various sorts on the shelves, there were as many gaps as there were things for sale.
With our backpacks and grimy clothes we looked out of place, but not that badly: more so even than at home, the people here looked tired and suspicious. By the entrance people were lined up, waiting for the registers; we slipped past them and headed out into the mall beyond.
It was hotter in the mall, the air-conditioning clearly having given in at some point, and the smell of mildew mingled with the thick smell of bodies and wet clothes. Like the supermarket the shops were dingy, and outside several of their owners were seated on plastic chairs, some cooling themselves with little handheld fans that whirred quietly.
Yet the mall was orderly compared to the street outside. As I led Gracie down the escalator to the footpath the noise and humidity hit us like a wall. On every available space vendors had spread goods on blankets: fruit and vegetables, bags of rice, cooking utensils, sunglasses and second-hand clothes, passers-by pushing their way past them or darting across the road through the traffic. 
In the crowd we were just three more faces, but still, I was anxious, worried the guard or the driver might reappear or somebody might notice something odd about Gracie. Surreptitiously I scanned the faces of the people we passed, looking for some sign they were paying undue attention. As we reached the junction of the main road I looked back to see Matt lagging behind, his attention focused on a stall. I stopped, realising this was our chance to slip away and leave him behind. But while I knew that moment had to come, that I couldn’t chance travelling with somebody who might notice Gracie’s condition, I was surprised to realise part of me was reluctant to part from him so soon.
Tightening my grip on Gracie’s hand I willed myself to walk away, but before I could I caught movement on the periphery of my vision and turned to catch sight of a pair of black-uniformed Quarantine officers almost directly in front of me.
I stifled a gasp. One of them was running a scanner up and down the front of a man dressed in dirty jeans and a T-shirt. Her partner stood to one side, but as she finished her sweep he looked over at me and his eyes met mine.
Not knowing what else to do, I turned and headed back the way I’d come, fighting the urge to run and hoping my face hadn’t given me away. But I’d only gone a couple of steps when I heard a shout, and began to run, dragging Gracie behind me. As we passed Matt he opened his mouth to say something, only to notice the Quarantine officers behind me, but to my surprise he didn’t just stand there and let us pass, instead he came chasing after us. 
I dragged Gracie through the crowd and out into the road. A bicycle swerved to miss us and its rider shouted angrily, but I didn’t slow down, just pelted on, pulling Gracie after me. The Quarantine officers were shouting now, their cries drawing the attention of people on the footpaths. Up ahead was the main road, the buildings that flanked it lit up with neon lights and flashing screens. I didn’t slow down, just scooped Gracie up in my arms and charged out into the traffic.
Cars screamed to a stop as I dodged toward the centre of the road. As I neared the middle I saw a tram approaching. Frightened I wouldn’t make it past it in time, I slowed down, but then all of a sudden Matt appeared beside me, and shoved me and Gracie on, into its path. I closed my eyes, tensing for the impact, but it didn’t come, I was still alive, although as I stumbled clear of the tram a motorbike almost collided with us, its driver screaming furiously in Indonesian as he passed. 
Then Matt was beside me again. ‘Come on,’ he said, grabbing my arm. ‘While we have a chance,’ and together we ran for the footpath, and then off down a narrow street lined with trees. The taller buildings gave way almost immediately to dilapidated rows of terrace houses, their front doors set on landings several metres above the street. In the trees solar lights cast a soft glow. In front of me Matt was already heading away down the street, but as I glanced back to look for the Quarantine officers I saw a narrow alley running off to one side. 
‘No,’ I called after him. ‘This way.’ He turned in surprise, then nodded, and together we darted down the alleyway.
‘In here,’ he said, pulling me back into a doorway and out of sight.
At first I couldn’t speak, my heart was hammering so loud. In my arms Gracie was shaking, although whether from fever or fear I wasn’t sure. Behind us I heard the cries of the Quarantine officers heading off up the street.
‘What was that about?’ he demanded. ‘Why did you run?’
I didn’t answer, just stood, panting, Gracie clutched to my chest. I saw realisation dawn on Matt’s face.
‘She’s not sick,’ he said. ‘Is she? She’s Changing.’
I nodded. I expected him to back away, flee, but instead he remained still, clearly caught up in some internal argument.
‘We can’t stay here,’ he said at last. ‘They’ll have backup on the way.’
I nodded, then darted out of the doorway after him and on toward the end of the lane. The road here was wide as well, but on the other side a park was visible.
‘Over there,’ I said.
Matt nodded in agreement, and as casually as we could we hurried out into the traffic and across.
At some point many years ago somebody had scattered the park’s walkways with luminescent paint, so as we moved deeper into the shadow of the trees it was like descending into a magical garden, or might have been if it weren’t for the groups of people standing around under the trees or sleeping on the benches. In the park’s centre there was a pond, the dark water illuminated by the lights from the road; as we passed it the reflections shifted and merged.
Hurrying around the edge of the pond we crossed another main road and turned down a street lined with houses. A block or two further on we came to a tiny park between two houses and sat down.
I was hot and covered in sweat, and now the adrenaline was wearing off I felt sick and edgy. I lowered Gracie onto the seat beside me and tried to wipe her face, but as I did she burst into tears.
Horrified I drew her into my arms. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, we’re okay now.’ But Gracie just sobbed harder.
‘Are you hurt?’ I asked, trying to examine her. She shook her head in a violent motion.
‘Then what?’ I asked.
‘They were after me, weren’t they?’ 
I hesitated. ‘Yes,’ I said.
‘I was scared,’ she said. ‘I thought they would catch me, take me away.’
I squeezed her tight. ‘I’ll never let that happen. Never.’ Against my chest Gracie shook and sobbed quietly. I saw Matt looking at me, his long face pale in the half-light.
‘Thank you,’ I said. 
He didn’t answer, just nodded and turned away.
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Although we were safe for the time being we were in a strange city with no friends, no plan and nowhere to go. I knew we had to find shelter, somewhere to rest up and work out where to go next, but as I sat with Gracie against me the whole question seemed so overwhelming I didn’t know how to begin to formulate a plan. 
Perhaps Matt understood some of this, because instead of interrupting he sat quietly as I calmed Gracie. When he finally spoke his voice was quiet, careful. 
‘We need a place to sleep.’
I looked at him in surprise. ‘We can’t go back where we were.’
‘I may have an alternative,’ he said.
‘What kind of alternative?’ I asked, trying to keep the suspicion out of my voice. It made no sense, the idea of him helping us. He barely knew us, and although he had helped us a few minutes before there was no guarantee he would make that choice again now he knew Gracie was infected. 
‘I have a . . . friend . . . who lives somewhere near here. She might be able to help.’
I stared at him for a moment. His knowledge about Gracie made us vulnerable, which meant the smart thing was to tell him no and walk away. Yet as I listened to Gracie snuffling quietly in my arms I also knew I had to get her somewhere she could rest. Unsure whether I was making a terrible mistake I nodded.
‘Okay,’ I said.
Without a phone or a screen I couldn’t access any information, but Matt had a screen, and so I waited with Gracie while he made a call. Who he was calling wasn’t clear, nor was it possible for me to hear what was being said, but after a few seconds he stuffed the screen in his pocket and said, ‘Come on’, his old brusqueness reasserting itself.
‘You found them?’
‘Hopefully,’ he said, shouldering his bag. 
Shifting Gracie’s weight onto my hip I stood and tried to slip my backpack on.
‘Let me take that,’ Matt said. 
I knew he was trying to apologise, but I was still irritated by his abruptness so I shook my head.
‘Please,’ he said, more gently this time, and I relented.
His friend lived a couple of kilometres to the east, in a tangle of narrow streets crowded with old terrace houses and apartment blocks. Once it must have been a pretty place; now it was broken down, the streets littered with rubbish and the buildings jammed with people who had fled south to escape the Change.
When we reached the door Matt motioned to me to stand back. He knocked and the door swung open to reveal a woman only a couple of years older than me. She was small and thin, with delicate features that were emphasised by her cropped black hair and a pair of rings through her left eyebrow. She glanced from Matt to me, and as she did her expression altered.
‘What the hell?’ she said.
‘Please,’ Matt said. ‘I can explain.’
‘You’ve got to be joking.’
‘Just let us come in. We’ve got nowhere else to go.’
She stared at the three of us, then she shook her head and stood aside.
Gracie and I stood awkwardly in the hallway while the woman stood by the stairs watching us, her arms folded and her face set in a look of fury.
‘This is Callie,’ Matt said. ‘And that’s Gracie.’
Our host didn’t reply. Her black hair was so short the dragon tattoo that coiled around her scalp and down her spine was visible through it.
‘I’m sorry,’ Matt said. ‘You’ve got every right to be angry.’
She looked at him coldly. ‘Really? How good of you.’ 
She turned and stared at Gracie, blanking Matt. ‘She looks exhausted,’ she said, her voice if not quite gentler then certainly less angry. ‘Shall I make up a bed or does she need to eat first?’
I put a hand on Gracie’s head and she leaned against my leg. ‘I think just bed,’ I said.
I followed her warily up the stairs to a room at the back of the house. The room was tiny and furnished in the most cursory way, with a mattress on the floor in one corner and an old blanket pinned across the window. Thanking her I waited until she left and then sat Gracie on the mattress.
Now I saw her in the light she was filthy, her face grimy and curly hair matted. Her clothes were no better and I found myself wishing I’d thought to bring some kind of nightie she could sleep in. Although she’d been asleep in my arms for much of the past hour or so, she was awake now, and as I drew the sheet over her she took my arm and pulled me down next to her. I put my arms around her, feeling the warmth radiating out of her. How long would she want me to do this, I wondered, even if I could get her to the Zone? Once she Changed, would she still be Gracie? Would she even know me? Tears came, suddenly, unexpectedly; swallowing hard, I closed my eyes and pushed them down.
Once her breath had slowed and deepened I sat up, careful not to disturb her. In sleep she looked little different from the way she had on any of a thousand other nights. There were times when I saw myself in her, not just in the colour of her skin, but in the shape of her eyes and the set of her mouth, and this was one of those times, the reminder of Dad, of our shared parentage, suddenly comforting.
As I closed the door behind me and descended the stairs I could hear Matt and our host somewhere beneath me. Although they were speaking quietly it was obvious they were arguing. I slowed down, listening.
‘I don’t care whether it was you or Cain who ripped me off, it was me who ended up paying for it,’ said our host.
‘I know,’ Matt said. ‘And I’m sorry.’
‘And how do I know you won’t bring the cops down on me again?’
‘I won’t. And I promise, it’s only for tonight. We’ll be gone in the morning.’
Briefly I thought she might say more, but one of the stairs creaked beneath my weight and the two of them fell silent. Not wanting them to think I’d been eavesdropping I continued down.
‘She’s asleep,’ I said. 
‘I’m glad,’ our host said, her expression softening for the first time. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to share with her.’
‘That’s fine,’ I said, glancing at Matt.
‘I can sleep on the couch down here,’ he said, and as he spoke I saw something pass between him and our host, not quite a look but a shifting of tension.
‘The toilet’s out the back,’ she said. ‘Don’t put anything down it, the sewers are no good.’
As I was undressing for bed the woman opened the door, a pair of towels in her arms.
‘I thought you might need these,’ she said, placing them on a chair by the door. 
‘Thanks,’ I said. With the light behind her it was obvious how thin she was.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘If we had somewhere else to go we’d have gone there.’
‘Don’t apologise. But Matt should have known better.’
Perhaps I looked confused. ‘You don’t know him very well, do you?’ she said.
‘Why do you say that?’
‘I don’t know, just an impression. Did he tell you how he knew me?’
I shook my head.
‘We were in one of the camps here in Sydney for a while. Me and him and his brother, Cain.’
I didn’t reply.
‘We did some stuff I’m not proud of.’
‘What kind of stuff?’
‘His brother is the sort of guy who knows how to get things people want. He’s easy to like, easy to trust. Matt worshipped him when he was younger.’
‘But?’
‘But in the end the only person Cain really cares about is Cain. I learned that the hard way. I’m not sure Matt ever did.’
‘He said his brother’s up north now,’ I said.
She regarded me carefully, her expression unreadable. ‘Did he?’ I thought she was going to say more but then she seemed to change her mind. ‘You should get some rest,’ she said and turned away, but then she turned back to me. 
‘I’m Tran,’ she said. ‘Just by the way.’
I woke early, Gracie still asleep beside me. For a few minutes I lay quietly, enjoying the sensation of being alone, safe, then I sat up and, taking one of the towels Tran had brought me, headed downstairs to wash.
Matt was still asleep on the couch, his face turned into the cushions. I once read that the way you sleep reflects your personality; and looking at him I tried to remember what it had said about sleeping on your side, but the detail eluded me, and without my phone or a screen I had no way of looking the article up again.
The bathroom was in a sort of concrete shelter just off the backyard; it might have seemed cave-like were it not for the louvres of glass set into the wall. As I entered it was difficult not to be struck by the tropical abundance of the vines and flowers coiling in through the windows: since the Change people had grown so uneasy about plants, about biological matter, that it was unusual to encounter a home where they were tolerated so casually. 
There was plenty of plant life inside as well, especially on the floor and walls of the shower, but it was so good to be able to wash for the first time in the best part of a week that I didn’t really care. Even better there was shampoo, although as I rubbed it through my hair I realised it probably wasn’t Tran’s.
When I emerged I found Matt in the kitchen, a screen open in front of him. In the daylight he looked paler, thinner as well. I saw him take in the fact I was only wearing a towel and look away.
‘You’re up,’ he said.
‘I’m sorry if I woke you,’ I replied. ‘Is Tran up?’
He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. Gracie?’
‘Not when I left her.’
‘That’s probably good,’ he said. ‘I’m sure she needs the sleep.’
‘Tran told me. About how you know her.’
Matt looked around and I saw something flash behind his eyes.
‘You were in the camps?’
He nodded. 
‘She told me about your brother. About how you and he grew up together.’
Matt didn’t reply.
‘Your brother. Where is he?’
‘Up north.’
‘Up north where?’
Matt shot me a look.
‘In one of the army camps.’
‘He’s a soldier?’
Matt nodded, although I could tell he was holding something back. ‘Something like that. And you? Where will you go?’
I hesitated. ‘North,’ I said.
‘To the Zone?’
I didn’t reply.
‘On your own?’
I gave a small nod. 
‘Do you know how to get there?’
I shook my head. Matt glanced at the door behind us.
‘Perhaps I could help you.’
‘Why would you do that?’
‘Because I can.’
I hesitated. ‘Okay,’ I said at last.
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The day they took my father was a school day. I had just arrived home when he appeared at the door.
I was excited to see him – because he’d been shuttling between work and the hospital for the two weeks since Gracie’s birth, he’d been around even less than usual – but it was only as I put down my screen and jumped up to say hello that I saw the expression on his face. Perhaps upset he had frightened me he attempted to smile.
‘Hi, sweetie,’ he said.
I didn’t answer, just stood, staring.
‘What are you doing there?’
I looked down at my screen, confused. ‘Just homework.’
He nodded, and smiled. ‘That’s great.’
I looked at him. ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. 
He hesitated. ‘I’ll explain in a second. For now I have to do something.’
Reaching into his back pocket he took out a flat case and opened it; inside were three small hypodermics. I looked at them in surprise. 
‘This is going to sting a little,’ he said, taking my arm and removing the first of the hypodermics.
Confused, I didn’t resist until the instant the point pierced my skin, but my father held me tight. As he withdrew the needle he released me and I pulled away, tears pricking my eyes, as much at his betrayal of my trust as at the pain.
‘I’m sorry, Callie,’ he said. I thought he would say more but as he spoke Vanessa appeared in the doorway, Gracie in her arms. Seeing him kneeling beside me she stopped.
‘Christian?’ she said in surprise. ‘I wasn’t expecting you.’ 
He stood up and took a step toward her.
‘What is it? What’s happened?’
He didn’t reply, just smiled, his eyes filling with tears. 
‘Christian?’ she said again, but then her expression changed, her face growing pale.
‘Oh no,’ she said. 
He didn’t reply.
‘There must be some kind of mistake.’
‘It’s not a mistake.’
‘But how . . .’
‘Please, Vanessa, we don’t have long.’
‘What?’ I said, moving toward him in confusion. ‘What’s happened?’ 
He knelt back down and gripped my arms. ‘Whatever happens I want you to know I love you,’ he said. As he spoke someone pounded on the door. He gripped me tighter. 
‘Who’s that?’ I asked.
‘It’s for me,’ he said. 
The pounding on the door grew louder, then a woman’s voice shouted, ‘Dr Adeyemi, we know you’re in there.’
My father smiled one more time, his eyes wet with tears. Then he stood up. ‘Look after them for me?’ he said to Vanessa.
‘Please, Christian . . .’ she said, but he was already backing away. 
What happened next is difficult to think about even now. I remember him backing away and the door bursting open, the room suddenly full of black-uniformed bodies, all shouting and shoving. I remember Gracie crying, and Vanessa shouting, the sound both deafening and distant. I remember grabbing my father’s arm, struggling and kicking as two of the Quarantine officers tried to drag me off. And I remember his face as they dragged him away out the door and across the lawn to the waiting van, the way he looked at us as they closed the door, as if committing our faces to memory. 
Although my memories of that afternoon are confused, the days after are preserved with awful clarity. Left alone with a new baby, Vanessa retreated into herself, losing herself in caring for Gracie so completely it sometimes seemed my father had never existed. Once or twice I found her weeping, but otherwise she seemed less sad than blank, as if she was no longer quite part of the world.
Meanwhile I was largely on my own, left to sit around the house and stare at my screen or try to read. Claire came and took me out a few times, but otherwise it was just me and Vanessa and Gracie, so on the Monday after it happened I got out of bed, put on my uniform and set off for school.
I didn’t have to go: Vanessa wouldn’t have made me, and to be honest I’m not sure she even noticed I was gone, but I needed to do it, for myself. 
At first it wasn’t strange: in a way what was worst was how normal everything seemed as I walked the kilometre or so through the streets. Yet once I was inside the school grounds I knew I had made a mistake.
It wasn’t that the other kids were mean to me, it was that they didn’t know how to talk to me, to look at me. Although they made a show of being friendly when they had to speak to me, my friends were wary of me, anxious not to catch my eye as I passed, avoiding my company as much as they could. 
Now I understand they were afraid, not of me or my pain, but of the way my loss reminded them of what could happen to anybody, at any time, but back then I was angry and hurt. Then, near the end of lunchtime on my first day, a girl called Edie McDonald came and sat next to me in the playground.
Edie was short and wiry, with dark hair she wore pulled back hard in a long ponytail and a face that might have been pretty if she didn’t always look like she thought everybody around her was beneath contempt. Although I’d never spoken to her before, I knew she had a reputation for starting fights, and that she had once beaten up one of the boys when he threatened her younger brother, Marley. I also knew that the year before, a week after school began, her mother had Changed, leaving the two of them alone with their father.
She didn’t look at me as she sat down, just leaned back against the wall behind us and folded her arms.
‘Is it true?’ she asked.
‘What?’
‘That your father infected himself?’
I looked at her in surprise.
‘No,’ I said. 
Edie snorted. ‘I didn’t think so. They all talk shit.’ I didn’t reply. A moment later she continued. ‘Have they been avoiding you?’
I nodded. Edie turned to look at me, and all at once I was aware of something savage in her.
‘Don’t let them feel sorry for you,’ she said. ‘They only do it so they can feel better about themselves.’
I hesitated, expecting her to say more. But instead she just looked away again. Following her gaze I looked out over the playground. On the other side a group of girls were trying not to look like they were watching us. One of them – Sophie Yu – was meant to be my best friend, yet that morning she’d carefully avoided my gaze as she passed me on the stairs. Watching Edie I felt something shift inside me, my confusion replaced by anger, yet also by something liberating, a sense that what I was feeling made sense for the first time. For several seconds Edie remained seated, her eyes on me. Then she gave a small nod and stood up. 
‘Any time you feel like talking let me know.’
I hesitated. ‘Thank you,’ I said at last, but Edie didn’t answer, just turned and headed off across the playground, small and angry and alone.
I never did talk to Edie, and a few weeks later she and her brother were gone anyway, whether taken by the Change or moved away, nobody seemed to know. But the way her ferociousness sustained her came back to me as Matt and Gracie and I left Tran’s house: if I was going to survive – if Gracie was going to survive – I had to learn some of that same determination.
Tran had suggested we head toward King Street, where people often arranged rides from the courtyard opposite the train station, and so once we had eaten and dressed we set off through the narrow streets toward Newtown. Although Gracie had slept until almost nine she was tired, irritable, a little feverish, and as we walked she dawdled, meaning I had to pull her after me or carry her for long stretches of the way.
After our brush with Quarantine yesterday I was wary of areas where we were likely to encounter large numbers of people, a caution Matt seemed to understand without needing to be told. I was still unsure exactly why he had agreed to help us, especially when he could be arrested for travelling with us if it could be shown he knew about Gracie’s condition. And I knew there were things he wasn’t telling me about his past, and his brother.
As we drew close to our destination the streets grew busier. Anxious that somebody might bump into Gracie I lifted her onto my hip and held her close.
The place Tran had mentioned was outside the old fire station, a triangular space fringed by people selling fruit and vegetables and broken electronics on blankets. Along the street side a line of minivans and minibuses stood, people milling around in front of them or talking to the drivers who sat in their cabins or stood leaning against the doors. 
Unsure which to approach, we moved slowly along the line, trying to look inconspicuous. As we passed a couple of the drivers came up to ask if we were looking for a ride and I had to resist the impulse to hug Gracie to me, to hide her from them.
Eventually, halfway along the row, a thickset man with Papuan features and greying black hair asked if we were heading north. This time we stopped.
‘Why?’ Matt asked. ‘Are you?’
He grinned. ‘To Port Macquarie.’
‘Have you got room for three of us?’
‘Sure.’
‘How much?’ I asked.
He named a price, and I suppressed a wince. It was more than half the money Claire had given me.
‘When do you leave?’ Matt asked.
‘As soon as you’re ready,’ he said.
Matt and I exchanged a glance.
‘Okay,’ I said.
The driver’s name was Koni, something he told us as if this might reassure us. As we clambered in and took our seats I forced myself to smile at the other passengers. Next to Koni in the front seat was another, younger man who also looked Papuan – a friend of Koni’s, I assumed, or perhaps a relative – while in the back with us were an older woman and a nervous young couple who looked Indonesian.
As we wound our way out of Sydney our fellow passengers were largely silent. Although we’d not had much choice about which seats we sat in, I’d been careful to arrange us so I was between Gracie and the person next to me, meaning she had the window seat.
It was hot in the van, and gradually people grew drowsy and nodded off one by one. Stuck in the middle seat I had to sit up straight, meaning I wasn’t able to fall asleep, so within an hour of leaving Sydney Koni and I were the only ones left awake.
I was glad, in a way, because it left me alone to watch the passing countryside. I’d never been this far north, and so I was fascinated by the landscape outside, the rolling hills broken here and there by sandstone bluffs, the vast swathes of bush. 
Since the Change it had grown warmer up here, wetter, and it showed in the thick profusion of the plant life, the crowding weight of it on every side. Here and there the trees were broken by patches of scorched ground or the shattered bulk of a burnt-out car abandoned near the remnants of some kind of campsite. It was difficult not to feel there was something slightly sinister about the facelessness of the green, a sense in which its blank sameness threatened to swallow all that surrounded it.
An hour or so outside Sydney the road sloped down into a valley and across a huge river. I leaned forward and asked Koni what it was; he looked back with a grin and told me it was the Hawkesbury.
A little while later we pulled into a roadside area flanked by a line of stalls selling fruit and food and bottles of drink. Over to one side an old petrol station could be seen, the sign with its red and yellow logo of a shell still rising up above it.
‘We should eat,’ Matt said as I clambered out. I nodded, fingering my purse in my pocket.
‘Are you hungry?’ I asked Gracie, who was leaning against me, her head pressed against my side, but she didn’t answer. Although she had been okay when she woke up, as the morning had progressed she had grown more withdrawn, her manner glassy, disconnected.
‘Gracie?’ I asked again, trying to detach her from my leg. This time she just shook her head. Looking up I saw a stall selling plastic bottles of water and juice.
‘Would you like a juice?’ I asked, attempting to shift her in its direction, but it was difficult walking with her clinging to my leg. I was afraid to make a scene in case we attracted too much attention, and as I ordered her a juice, mentally calculating the effect on our cash reserves, I smiled brightly, willing the man behind the stall not to look too closely at the two of us.
We sat down in the shade of a tree to drink, and Matt reappeared, several skewers of chicken wrapped in paper in his hand.
‘Here,’ he said, handing me one. Next to me Gracie sucked on her juice and stared at the stalls.
‘How’s she doing?’ he asked, and I shrugged. 
‘Okay, I suppose.’
Matt nodded, tearing at the skewer. ‘If we can get to Port Macquarie by tonight we can get her off the road.’
‘And you can find your brother?’
Matt shrugged. ‘Perhaps.’ As he spoke I felt him tense. I looked up and saw that a pair of black vans with Quarantine markings had pulled into the rest area and parked between us and Koni’s van. As the engines cut out the doors opened and two officers emerged from each.
Tightening my grip on Gracie I got ready to run. At least for now they didn’t seem to be in any hurry, adjusting their jackets and clipping weapons to their belts.
‘I don’t think they’re here for us,’ said Matt. I didn’t reply. Of the four, only one was a woman; as she buckled her gun onto her belt she was already scanning the area, her manner poised, watchful. Once she was done she waited for her partner to finish then began walking toward the food stalls and us.
I didn’t move, just sat, my head turned slightly away so it wouldn’t look as if I was watching her. As they approached us her partner pointed at something in the other direction; she glanced around for a moment and said something I didn’t hear, then turned back and looked directly at the three of us. Although the top half of her face was largely obscured by the metallic goggles Quarantine used to access their systems, she was younger than I had initially thought, probably no more than twenty-four or twenty-five, but with an air of authority that made her seem older. 
Afraid to look like I was trying to avoid her gaze, I met her eye and smiled. Seemingly noticing me for the first time she hesitated, staring at me as if I reminded her of something.
For several seconds nobody moved. I tightened my grip on Gracie’s arm, tensing to run. Next to me Matt had gone still as well. And then, just as I thought she was about to say something or approach us, her partner asked if she was coming and she turned away, resuming their conversation.
I breathed out, only realising then that I’d been holding my breath.
‘Ow,’ said Gracie next to me. ‘You’re hurting me.’
Looking down I saw my hand was still clenched around her arm.
‘We have to get out of here,’ I said, and Matt nodded.
‘We should go now, while they’re over by the stalls,’ he said.
I nodded, still watching the Quarantine officers. ‘What if they stop us?’ 
‘Hopefully that won’t happen,’ he said. Something in his voice made me turn to look at him and I saw that he had gone very pale.
‘Okay,’ I said, reaching over to adjust the neck of Gracie’s T-shirt in case her skin was visible.
Koni’s van was parked on the far side of the rest area, which meant we had to walk past the stall where the officers were ordering skewers and noodles. As we approached, the woman turned to watch us, and although this time I was careful to avoid her eyes, I could feel her staring at us, her face unreadable behind her goggles. 
If it had been difficult walking past her, walking away was even worse. I felt as though her eyes were boring into my back and my legs began to shake. I had to will myself to stay calm and to keep my eyes focused on the open door of Koni’s van. But as we reached it I heard a voice call out behind us. 
‘Hey!’
At first I didn’t move, couldn’t move, but then, Gracie’s hand still in mine, I slowly turned to find her standing behind us.
‘You dropped this,’ she said. Numbly I realised she was holding Bunny in one hand. Next to me Gracie leaned toward me and hid her face in my side.
The officer stared down at Gracie. Then she pushed up her goggles and knelt down, Bunny in her outstretched hand. Beneath the goggles her eyes were startlingly blue.
‘Go on,’ she said gently. ‘Don’t you want him back?’
Gracie looked at me. I nodded, trying to force myself to smile, to ignore the way the other three officers were gathering not far behind her.
‘Go on,’ I said, aware of how false my voice sounded. ‘Don’t be shy.’
A second ticked by, then another. And then, just when I thought she wasn’t going to move, Gracie extended a hand and took Bunny. The officer smiled, her eyes not leaving Gracie’s face.
‘What’s your name?’ she asked.
As she spoke I suddenly realised our names would be in Quarantine’s system.
‘Tara,’ I blurted. ‘Her name’s Tara.’ I squeezed Gracie’s hand, willing her to keep quiet.
The officer nodded. ‘Pretty name. Where are you from?’
‘Melbourne,’ I said. ‘We’re on our way to see our aunt in Port Macquarie.’
As I spoke I tried to keep smiling, hoping Gracie wouldn’t say anything to contradict me. The officer stood up slowly and stared at me, the moment stretching out. 
‘Be careful then,’ she said, and with a last glance at Gracie she turned back to her companions.
Back in the van I sank into my seat, but as I did I noticed Koni watching me in the rear-vision mirror. Although he didn’t say anything, I could tell he’d been watching the whole encounter. I smiled, but he didn’t smile back.
We drove on through the morning and into the afternoon, the landscape scrolling past outside. In the years since the Change most of the population had headed south, away from the exclusion zones. As a result the people up north tended to be those who could not afford to leave or refugees and illegals who had no choice but to take work picking fruit or working on those farms that were still operating. There were others up here as well, of course, people who didn’t want to be found, or preferred to live away from the cities, but as we passed the half-empty towns and abandoned petrol stations it was difficult not to feel the passing landscape was already abandoned.
As the afternoon wore on, our progress became slower, held up by broken-down vehicles and damage to the road. Just after lunch we passed a roadblock, black-suited Quarantine officers scanning the trucks and their loads for signs of infection, trucks and cars backed up along the road behind them. As we approached it, panic gripped me, my eyes focused on the woman standing in the middle of the road flagging down the traffic; only as we reached it and I realised they were only stopping the traffic heading south did I relax. 
The roadblock was not the only sign of the battle being fought to hold back the Change. As we went further north the patches of scorched earth along the roadside and scattered across the fields beside the road grew more common. Sometimes they were small, no more than a couple of hundred metres across; sometimes they were larger, stretching a kilometre or more: each one recording a site where evidence of Changed biology had been detected and the ground sterilised. 
It was almost seven by the time we reached Port Macquarie. The air smelled of smoke as we stepped out into the heat. To the west the sun was low, its orb swollen and huge through the haze. Along the main street cars and scooters were parked here and there, but the shops were mostly closed, boarded up and abandoned.
For the last hour of the drive Gracie had been restless and whingy, struggling in her seat and demanding to know when we would arrive. In a way I was happy: as the times when her attention drifted and she was distant and uncommunicative grew more frequent, any sign of her behaving like a normal five year old was welcome, but still, it had been difficult not to lose patience with her. Now we were out in the street she clutched my hand and whimpered each time a scooter roared past.
‘She doesn’t like loud noises,’ I said to Matt, who was watching her.
He nodded but didn’t answer. I could see that he, like me, was uncertain of where to go next, confused by the straggle of the street. Beside the van Koni was watching us; suddenly certain we needed to put some distance between us and him, I tightened my grip on Gracie’s hand and pulled her toward a side street.
Off the main road, the shops gave way to blocks of flats and old weatherboard cottages, many of them seemingly abandoned or hidden behind gardens overgrown with long grass and lantana. 
‘Do you think he’ll report us?’ I asked.
‘Hopefully not,’ Matt replied. ‘After all, it’s not like he knew anything for sure. And he may have his own reasons for staying clear of Quarantine.’
I nodded, unconvinced. Something about the way Koni had been looking at us as we left the bus made me wonder whether he had alerted somebody about his suspicions.
‘We need to find somewhere we can rest,’ I said, glancing up and down the street.
‘If we get away from the centre we might be able to find an empty house somewhere,’ Matt replied.
I didn’t like the idea of breaking in but I also didn’t like the idea of wandering the streets all night or trying to book into a motel.
‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Let’s head north and see what we can see.’
As we moved away from the centre of town the houses grew more rundown, the streets less well tended. Once or twice we passed houses with burnt-out cars on the front lawns, or with dogs that leapt snarling against the fences as we passed. Occasionally music could be heard, or the sound of voices on a screen, but for the most part it was quiet. Finally we came to a cul-de-sac where half-a-dozen houses stood seemingly empty, their fronts mostly hidden behind thick vegetation. Although it was now fully dark, none had lights on.
‘Wait here,’ Matt said. Dropping his bag he slipped down the drive of the nearest house and peered through a window. After a moment he stepped back and peered down the side again, then gestured to us to join him.
‘Shall we try the door?’ I asked as we drew level with him.
‘Somebody might see. Let’s try around the back.’
The backyard was overgrown with banana trees and creepers. As we approached something shrieked and crashed somewhere inside the mass of vegetation, and Gracie gave a cry.
‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘It’s just a bat.’
Matt tried the back door without success.
‘Shall we try next door?’ he asked. 
I looked at the fence between us and the next place then shook my head. ‘Wait here,’ I said. I let go of Gracie’s hand and crossed to the nearest window. I tried to slide it up but it was shut tight. I moved to the next one. This time it worked, the window sliding up with a loud squeak.
Taking the torch from my backpack I clambered in. It was pitch dark and smelled closed up and musty, but when I switched on my torch there were no signs of habitation. I tried the door but it was deadlocked, so heading back to the window I motioned to Matt. He passed Gracie to me and then followed himself, and together the three of us made our way through the empty rooms.
Whoever had lived here hadn’t been home for a while, and from the way the cupboards had been left standing open, most of their contents removed, it seemed safe to assume they weren’t coming back. Judging by the mess in what I assumed had been the living room, somebody else had slept here for a while at some point, but for the most part the place seemed reasonably clean and untouched.
‘I don’t like it,’ Gracie said.
‘Why not?’ I asked.
‘It’s scary.’
‘It’s just a house,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of.’ But Gracie didn’t look convinced.
‘It’s only for tonight,’ I said, trying to reassure her.
Just then Matt appeared from the kitchen. ‘Look what I found,’ he said, holding up a box of candles. 
‘Great,’ I said.
I made up a bed for Gracie on the sofa in the living room and sat down on the floor beside her, stroking her hair as I waited for her to fall asleep. In the low light of the candles she was beautiful, her skin glowing, her eyes luminous and dark, but as I touched her skin she felt too warm, the Change burning through her. After a while she closed her eyes, and a minute or two later I removed my hand, but as I did she spoke.
‘It feels like I’m moving,’ she said.
‘What?’ I asked, confused.
‘When I close my eyes it feels like I’m moving. Like I’m in the van.’
I stroked her arm. I was tense and restless after so many hours on the road.
‘That’s just because we were in the van for so long,’ I said. ‘It’s not real.’
‘I know,’ she said. ‘You’ll be here, won’t you? All night?’
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’ll be right here beside you on the floor,’ but she was already asleep.
Drawing my knees up to my chest I looked across at Matt, who was sitting in an armchair watching me.
‘She’s getting worse, isn’t she?’ he asked, but I didn’t answer, just turned away and lay down.
Deep in the night I woke suddenly to find Matt kneeling over me. Startled, I opened my mouth to speak, but he put a finger to his lips and, turning, pointed at the window.
Outside it was still dark, the only light the moon. At first it was silent, but then I heard footsteps, and glimpsed the light of a torch somewhere outside. Looking at Matt I mouthed the words ‘Who is it?’ but he only shook his head. Reaching out I placed a hand on Gracie. Suddenly torchlight appeared at the window. I dropped my face onto the sofa and held my breath. For several seconds I lay motionless, waiting for someone to call out or react, certain they must have seen me or Matt. But then the torch beam moved again, dancing quickly around the room and away, followed by the sound of footsteps moving off down the side.
For half a minute there was silence, then the torches reappeared, this time at the back of the house, their lights moving restlessly across the walls and floor. Again somebody spoke, then I heard the handle turn, somebody rattling the door in its frame. 
I was certain the door would give, that they would burst in and find us, but then the noise stopped, and I heard a voice I recognised as Koni’s say, quite distinctly, ‘Anything?’ and a man answer, ‘No, nothing.’
‘Are they gone?’ I hissed once it was quiet again.
‘I think so. For now,’ Matt said. I felt him move closer in the darkness.
‘Shall I stay here?’ he asked. 
At first I didn’t answer: I wasn’t sure about having him so close.
‘All right,’ I said at last, shifting myself up and in, pressing my face to Gracie’s sleeping warmth.
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It was a long time before I fell asleep again. Instead I lay there, in the dark, listening to Matt’s breathing on the floor below me, Gracie’s beside me, my body tensing every time I heard a scratch or a cry in the darkness outside. Yet somehow I must have slept again, because when I awoke it was light, and Gracie was gone.
I sat up. I could hear voices coming from the back of the house and, rising, I went out to find Matt and Gracie sitting on the floor by the back windows. Gracie had a pen in her hand and was drawing on an old piece of paper, her face intent, absorbed in what she was doing. Matt looked up at me.
Seated there he looked different: less angry, certainly, but also gentler. He smiled but didn’t speak. Next to him Gracie paused, then began to colour something in.
She had only started school a few months before, but being Gracie she had taken to it with the effortlessness with which she took to all things, making friends, charming her teacher, learning to read almost immediately. Although I had always been good at school none of it had ever come easy to me, quite the opposite in fact, and although I worked and worked, it often felt as if I was pushing toward something I didn’t really understand.
Standing there I could see the effect Gracie had had on Matt, the way she’d relaxed him, and it filled me with love. But even so I knew it couldn’t last; the presence of the Change in her system meant I was slowly losing her. 
Perhaps I made a sound, because Gracie looked up.
‘What are you doing?’ I asked, willing my voice not to break or quaver.
‘Drawing.’
‘I found the paper in the cupboard,’ Matt said. ‘I thought you needed the sleep.’
I didn’t answer. All at once I was irritated by the whole scene. 
‘We should get moving,’ I said.
Matt looked up, surprised. I realised I wanted him to object, but he didn’t, instead he just placed a hand on Gracie’s.
‘I think we need to get moving,’ he said. 
She looked at me, and I found myself immediately regretting my tone.
‘Can I draw some more later?’ she asked, and Matt smiled.
‘Sure,’ he said, standing up.
‘Go get your things,’ I said to Gracie, gesturing to the room where we had slept. I waited until she’d gone and then looked at Matt. I could see from his face he was confused by my irritation. 
‘We need to get out of here,’ I said.
‘We do,’ he said. 
‘We can’t go by road though, can we?’
Matt shook his head. ‘It’s too risky.’
‘So we walk?’
‘I think we need to stay off the highway as well.’
He looked past me at Gracie.
‘What?’ I asked.
‘Do you think she can make it?’
‘I don’t think I have a choice.’
He nodded.
‘You don’t have to come with us,’ I said, the words spilling out before I could stop them. ‘If we get caught they’ll arrest you as well.’
He looked at me. ‘But you won’t.’
‘Won’t what?’
‘Get caught.’
I looked at him. Not for the first time I found myself wondering why he had elected to come with us.
‘That was Koni last night, wasn’t it?’ I said.
Matt nodded.
‘Do you think they followed us from the van?’
‘I don’t know. Possibly.’
‘Why?’
Matt shrugged. ‘There are rewards for catching people who are trying to evade Quarantine.’ He hesitated.
‘What?’ I asked.
‘I don’t know. I’ve heard stories about people up here . . . doing things to the Changed.’
‘Hurting them?’
He nodded. ‘And worse.’
I hesitated, trying to imagine Koni hurting Gracie. Despite his suspiciousness the day before it seemed difficult to believe he would do such a thing.
‘Why didn’t they come inside?’ I asked at last.
‘I don’t know. I was sure they’d seen me.’
I stared at him, aware how little I knew about him. ‘I’d better go and get Gracie,’ I said.
We took a back road north and followed it westward toward the river. As we left the town behind, the houses gave way to low bush and trees, broken here and there by wide pools of water that shimmered in the sun. Although it was still early the sun was already hot, the air filled with piercing light and the metallic pulsation of insects.
I felt and Matt agreed that it was too risky to head back into town to look for food. But that meant that although we had managed to fill our water bottles at a tap in the yard of one of the houses on the edge of town, none of us had eaten, and as we walked it was difficult not to be aware of how empty our stomachs were.
Our plan was simple: walk as far and as fast as we could. At the same time we hoped to be able to mostly avoid the highway by heading inland once we had crossed the river. But as we made our way toward the river that plan seemed increasingly fanciful. More than three hundred kilometres lay between us and the Zone; even without Gracie that meant weeks of walking; with her in good health it might take a month or more, with her so distracted and feverish it seemed an impossible feat.
As we walked questions kept repeating themselves in my mind. What would we eat? What would we drink? Where would we sleep? It was hot now, but what if it got cold or started to rain? Even I knew that people died in the bush. Did we have enough clothes? Were we taking too much of a risk travelling in the daylight? But behind them all was another question, one I couldn’t keep at bay: what would happen if Quarantine caught us?
There were other risks as well. Between us and the Zone lay the Transitional, a swathe of countryside more than a hundred kilometres wide patrolled by Quarantine and the Army. The Transitional was designed to create a buffer between the unaffected regions and the alien wilderness of the Zone, a way of preventing incursions from the north. But it was also designed to discourage anybody who chose to run, because anybody found there would be shot on sight, meaning entering the Transitional was as close to suicide as you could get.
Watching Matt ahead of me I wondered about his story about his brother, why he was being so vague about where he was stationed, what it was he was running from back in Adelaide. 
By eleven Gracie was too tired to walk any further, so we found a quiet spot under some trees and sat down. I let her drink, then took the bottle from her, the unpleasant warmth of the water reminding me of how hungry I was. Once I was finished I studied Gracie’s face. All morning she had seemed pale, distracted, her manner curiously dislocated. I tried to tell myself it was nothing sinister, that she was just tired and hot, but it was difficult to believe. 
‘We have to get some food,’ I said to Matt. 
He nodded. ‘When we get to the highway there will be somewhere.’ He looked tired, and slightly glassy.
‘I hope so,’ I said.
As we approached the highway the trees gave way to open grass and then a wide area of ruined dirt and stubble marking the site of a sterilisation. This one was large, the scorched ground spreading hundreds of metres in every direction. I glanced over at Matt and saw he had a curious expression on his face, his jaw set and eyes fixed in front of him. 
Gracie was dragging her feet; for what seemed the thousandth time I pulled her arm, urging her to hurry up, which she did for a step or two before dawdling again.
Once we entered the sterilised area the highway was clearly visible ahead, the road rising toward a metal bridge, its cage of beams enclosing two lanes of traffic. At some point the middle section had given way – presumably in a flood – and been rebuilt with some kind of temporary structure. On the approach a line of cars and trucks were banked up, which I assumed at first was the result of the bridge being damaged. But as we grew closer I suddenly noticed a group of uniformed figures standing by the entrance to the bridge.
Next to me I felt Matt hesitate. 
‘Don’t stop walking,’ I said, careful to keep my eyes forward.
‘What are they doing?’ he asked.
‘Searching the cars,’ I said. As I spoke one of them ran a detector on a stick under a car and called something to one of the others.
‘Why are they stopping the traffic heading north? I thought they were only interested in people heading south.’
‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it’s some kind of surprise operation.’
‘We have to get out of here,’ Matt said.
‘In a second,’ I said. ‘They’ve probably got drones as well, so if we run they’ll know.’
‘Then what?’
I glanced back down the line of cars and across the road. ‘Over there,’ I said. ‘If we keep going they’ll probably assume we’re just out walking.’
Matt followed my gaze. On the other side of the road the grass began again, spreading down toward the river.
‘And if they don’t?’
‘We’ll worry about that then,’ I said, pulling on Gracie’s hand and slipping behind a truck. I scanned the opposite lane and then shot across and down toward the river.
‘What now?’ Matt asked.
‘Just keep walking,’ I said. ‘And don’t look back.’
As we picked our way toward the treeline I tried to stay calm, willing myself not to break into a run. In my mind I could feel the figures on the bridge watching us, hear a drone hovering overhead, transmitting images of us to one of Quarantine’s databanks, searching for a match. Only as we reached the trees did I glance back. And as I did I saw one of the Quarantine officers staring back along the line of traffic, her face suddenly, unmistakeably familiar.
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As soon as the bridge was out of sight I broke into a run, dragging Gracie after me. I had no reason to think the Quarantine officer had seen us, but I knew it couldn’t be a coincidence that she was here now: she had to have realised who we were and set off after us.
‘What is it?’ Matt asked. 
‘The officer on the bridge. She’s the one who spoke to us yesterday.’
‘At the truckstop?’
I nodded.
‘Then that roadblock, it must be for us,’ Matt said.
‘It would explain why they were stopping the cars heading north.’
Behind me Gracie stumbled. Turning I scooped her up and hurried on with her on my hip.
‘Why didn’t we cross the bridge?’ Gracie asked.
‘Because the people who were looking for us were there,’ I said, staring ahead.
‘Are they coming after us now?’
I shook my head. ‘No. Or I don’t think so.’
I crashed on for another five or ten minutes, silently cursing myself and glancing back over my shoulder and skyward. Finally I heard Matt come to a halt behind me. I turned back to find him sweating and panting.
‘I think we’re safe for now,’ he said.
‘They could have sent someone after us.’
‘If they did they’d be here by now,’ he said. 
I hesitated. Gracie shifted in my arms, and all of a sudden I was aware of the ache in my shoulders and back from carrying her.
‘Okay,’ I said, lowering Gracie to the ground. 
Matt took a step toward me. ‘So what now?’ he said, staring out over the river at the opposite bank, two or three hundred metres distant. 
I followed his gaze. ‘I don’t know. I guess we head downstream, look for somewhere else to cross.’
We walked along the riverbank for most of the afternoon. In places the bush had been swept away by the water at some point, leaving high mounds of red earth and flattened grass, but most of the time the trees and undergrowth crowded close to the bank, making it necessary to clamber through them or climb down and wade in the muddy shallows. 
Once, only a few weeks ago, Gracie would have loved what we were doing. Although most children had been taught to fear the natural world due to the possibility of infection in uncontrolled environments, Gracie had always been happiest picking flowers or scratching around in the dirt. 
Occasionally I had wondered whether this was something she got from Dad, whose fascination with the processes of life, with the way things lived and breathed and grew, had filled his life. Once, a year or so after he Changed, I asked Claire about him, about why he had become a scientist, and she said she didn’t think he could have been anything else: more than anybody she had ever known he saw beauty in the way the world worked, in the infinite complexity of life.
‘For him understanding the world was a way of loving it,’ she said.
‘So the Change must have made him sad,’ I said, and Claire smiled.
‘At first, I suppose. But I think he was fascinated by it as well, by the idea of it. Alien biology, as ancient as the Earth’s or older. It’s incredible, really.’
As Claire spoke I heard something in her voice I had not expected; not hate or anger, but something more like wonder. I stared at her, appalled. ‘You sound like you admire it.’
She shook her head. ‘Of course not. It’s monstrous. But the scientist in me can’t help but be amazed by it, and neither could the scientist in your father.’ She paused. ‘The Change isn’t the real enemy, Callie, our fear is. Fear stops us thinking, makes us dangerous. If we give in to it we’re lost. Your father knew that, that’s why he worked so hard to understand the Change; because he knew that the only way to stop it is to understand it.’
Finally, late in the afternoon, I glimpsed the remains of a second, smaller bridge stretched across the river in the distance. I poked Matt and pointed it out to him. He nodded, then glanced skyward.
‘What is it?’ I asked, and he looked around.
‘If they’re guarding the highway they may well have drones patrolling other crossings.’
I looked up as well.
‘I don’t see anything.’
Matt nodded. ‘No, neither do I.’
Perhaps this bridge had been the original, a relic of the time before the bigger one on the highway was constructed, perhaps it had always been a second bridge, serving a back road; but either way it was now in ruins, the central span long since swept away so only the broken skeleton of the approaches and a line of piles protruded from the water. Shimmying up the bank I looked across: the road on the far side was closed, the asphalt broken and choked with undergrowth.
‘What do you think?’ Matt asked. The first pile was six or seven metres away. 
‘We’ll have to swim whatever happens,’ I said.
‘Can you make it?’
‘I can,’ I said. ‘I don’t know about Gracie.’
‘If one of us helps her?’
‘As long as the water’s not flowing too fast. What about our bags?’
‘We can throw them,’ he said.
I looked at him sceptically.
‘I’m not sure we have another option.’
Unwilling to strip off in front of Matt I took off my shoes and rolled up my pants, stuffing the shoes in my bag while Matt did the same. Then, balancing my bag on my head, I waded out toward the first pile. 
The river was warm, the bottom unpleasantly soft, and as the water rose around me I had to struggle not to slip.
The water was up to my chest by the time I reached the first pile. Hefting my bag up I jammed it into a gap in the timbers and I turned back toward Matt and Gracie. 
‘Wait there,’ I called to Gracie. Wading back toward her I extended my arm and led her into the water. Once she was next to me I hefted her up onto my hip, fighting to keep my balance on the muddy bottom. With Gracie in the water Matt waded out as well, slipping past me and splashing out toward the first pile. When he reached it I followed, grabbing hold of the pile and bracing Gracie between me and it.
It was only another six or seven metres to the next pile, but the water was deeper, meaning we would have to swim, and although the surface was unbroken it was still moving quickly, the weed shifting and pulling in the current beneath.
‘I’ll go first,’ Matt said, but I shook my head. 
‘No,’ I said, ‘let me.’
I pushed out into the stream, aware of a rush of cooler water as the bottom fell away and the current caught me. Anxious not to swallow any of the foul-smelling river water I paddled hard, keeping my head high, but the stream was too quick, and before I knew it I was being swept downstream past the pile. I put my head down and kicked harder, frantically levering myself through the water with my arms, but the current was too strong, so with a final, frantic effort I lunged toward the pile, one hand grabbing desperately at its slick sides, searching uselessly for a handhold until, just as I was about to be pulled away, I felt my hand close on something, the force of the water wrenching my shoulder painfully. Hanging in the water I tried to catch my breath. Then I pulled myself back around and clambered up onto the pile.
Straightening up I looked across at Matt. ‘Throw me the bags,’ I called, willing my voice to be steady.
Matt hesitated nervously. ‘Are you sure?’
I told him I was. With a doubtful expression he picked up his bag and hefted it over to me. Somewhat to my surprise I managed to catch it. Matt waited until I had secured it beside me and threw mine after it. Once it was secured as well I climbed down and dropped back into the water.
This time I was better prepared, but even so, I had to swim hard not to be carried away, meaning I was out of breath by the time I reached Matt and Gracie. 
‘I’ll try to catch you,’ Matt said as he helped Gracie down into my arms and pushed out into the stream.
‘I’m scared,’ Gracie said as he stroked his way to the next pile. I squeezed her tighter.
‘You just hang on to my shoulders and we’ll be fine.’
I hoped my voice sounded more confident than I felt, because as I pushed back out into the water with Gracie on my back I felt a jab of panic. I had angled myself forward, into the stream, in the hope that swimming into the current meant the current didn’t move me so quickly, but as soon as I began to paddle I realised I had made a mistake, and swimming with Gracie on my back was going to be more difficult than I had expected. Just as before I felt myself moving quickly downstream, but this time I wasn’t able to swim effectively, instead floundering messily through the water, my breath coming fast and shallow. On my shoulders Gracie whimpered and clasped her arms around my neck, the pressure making it difficult to breathe.
‘Not so tight,’ I gasped, trying to keep my eyes focused on Matt, but Gracie didn’t listen, just gripped me harder. I altered my stroke, trying to frog kick instead, and then with a deep breath dove under, pulling myself forward as fast as I could. It was difficult to ignore the weed that brushed against my face and fight down thoughts of it wrapping around my neck and dragging me down. Looking up I saw the dark shape of the pile through the murk and gave one more, convulsive kick, and as I did a hand closed over my arm. I broke the surface to find Matt gripping the pile with one hand, the other outstretched and wrapped about my own; frantically I scrabbled in and up, passing Gracie to him as I crawled from the water.
Once I had caught my breath Matt offered to take Gracie next time but I shook my head.
‘I’ll do it,’ I said. 
We repeated the operation twice more, Matt swimming ahead, me coming after with Gracie. Each time was harder than the last. Each time we paused by one of the piles I scanned the sky, checking for any sign we were being observed from above, trying to ignore the clumps of grass and branches that clung to the piles several metres above our heads and their reminder of the hidden power of the water and the violence of the floods that must have destroyed the bridge. As we reached the last pile I caught Matt watching me wipe the water from my face as I emerged from the stream.
‘What?’ I asked.
‘There’s no point being afraid,’ he said.
‘Of what?’
‘Of the water. Of getting infected.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I saw you trying not to swallow it but it’s useless. If there are spores here they could be anywhere: in the water, in the soil, in the air, on Gracie.’
‘Then why aren’t you afraid?’
I saw something shift behind his eyes. ‘Because it’s pointless.’
‘What’s pointless?’
‘The restrictions, Quarantine, all of it,’ he said, his words coming in a rush. ‘We lost the day the Change arrived, we’re just delaying the inevitable.’
I wasn’t sure why his words made me so angry but they did. But before I could reply I saw Gracie watching me and caught myself. He couldn’t be right that everything we were going through, everything I had given up, was for nothing. Swallowing hard, I looked past him toward the next pile.
‘You’re slowing us down,’ I said coldly.
As we clambered up onto the far side Matt held his hand out to help me up, but I ignored it, pushing Gracie ahead of me and dragging myself up behind her. Out of the water I was suddenly conscious of my T-shirt clinging to my wet skin, so as I dried my feet and put my shoes back on I pulled at it to loosen it. Once I was done I shouldered my bag and indicated a break in the trees above us. 
‘Come on,’ I said, grabbing Gracie’s hand. ‘We need to keep moving.’
Although this side of the river had looked like forest from the other side, in fact the trees soon gave way to an old road, half overgrown, along which stood a series of small properties, some close to the road, others further back along rutted driveways and dirt tracks. Most were deserted, so although there were occasional signs of habitation – a dog moving restlessly along a wire fence, a group of cows grazing in a field, once a child playing on a plastic slippery dip – many were already choked by the pressing green of the bush, trees filling the fields, grass and bushes clustering along the fences and gardens.
Gracie kept falling behind, dragging her feet and shuffling. Still angry with Matt I found myself growing impatient with her, pulling her after me roughly and telling her to hurry, my irritation so palpable that eventually she burst into tears. Horrified, my anger gave way to shame, and I knelt down and hugged her, telling her I was sorry. She nodded, leaning her head against my shoulder, and looking past her I saw Matt had stopped a little way ahead of us.
‘Gracie needs to rest,’ I called as Matt turned back to us.
He gave a small nod. ‘Sure,’ he said.
‘We need to find somewhere to sleep anyway,’ I said. 
‘There was a place back there that looked empty.’
I nodded, remembering the wooden house set back from the road. ‘I’ll go take a look,’ I said, but Matt shook his head.
‘No, let me go.’
For a second or two I considered resisting, but then I gave in. 
As Matt disappeared back down the road I led Gracie to the shade of a tree and sat down. Exhausted, she slumped down, resting her head in my lap. I stroked her hair, painfully aware of her thin limbs and tiny frame.
‘You did well today,’ I said in a quiet voice. Although Gracie didn’t answer I knew she had heard. 
After a while she said in a small voice, ‘Are we almost there?’ 
My hand stilled against her hair. ‘No, sweetie,’ I said. ‘We’ve only just begun.’
‘But we’ve come so far.’
‘I know, but we’ve got further to go.’
‘Those people, on the bridge, they were there for us, weren’t they?’
I hesitated. ‘I don’t know. Perhaps.’
‘Will they find us?’
‘I hope not.’
‘Matt said that if they caught us they’d take you away as well. Is that true?’
I didn’t know how to answer her, but before I could Matt appeared around the bend. ‘Don’t worry about that,’ I said. ‘Here’s Matt now.’
When he reached us Matt said the house was empty, so we trudged back toward it, Gracie on my shoulders, her chin bumping hard against the top of my head. Ordinarily I would have told her to stop, to sit up straight; today she was so tired I didn’t have the heart.
The house was old, a weatherboard cottage half concealed behind tall grass and scrub. Although the doors were locked, several of the windows had been broken; pushing the fly screen back with his arm, Matt waited while I lifted Gracie in.
Inside it smelled of damp and cat urine, but when we jimmied the back door open we found a wide verandah with old seats on it.
‘We can sleep in the living room,’ said Matt.
I looked dubiously at the floor littered with leaves and old paper. Then, mostly for Gracie’s benefit, I smiled brightly. ‘Sure,’ I said.
On the back verandah we opened our bags and took out what was left of our food. Besides a few biscuits and a couple of olives we had almost nothing left. As Matt watched I divided what we had three ways and gave one share to him and the second to Gracie, before wrapping the third and putting it away so Gracie would have something in the morning. When I was done Matt slid his share back to me. I looked at him in surprise; he gave me a small nod, and I took half gratefully, already aware of how hungry we were going to be by tomorrow morning as I chewed the biscuits.
Gracie finished first. Standing up she walked to the edge of the verandah and stared out. Behind the house the land sloped up to an old shed of some sort, its shape half obscured by thick, brilliantly green grass. 
‘Don’t go too far,’ I said. ‘And stay out of the long grass, there are probably snakes.’
As I watched she began to gather flowers, arranging them at the base of the gum tree that rose up on one side of the yard.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said, not looking at Matt as I spoke. ‘About getting angry before.’
‘It wasn’t your fault. I deserved it.’
‘Did you really mean what you said? About it being pointless?’
He nodded. ‘Think about it. The spores are everywhere: in the ocean, in the plankton, in the plants we eat. Pretending we can prevent it spreading is a fantasy.’
‘But Quarantine? The Zone? The disinfecting?’
‘They slow it down and keep the outward manifestations under control, but they can’t stop it. Pretending they can is like pretending doctors at a hospital washing their hands can eliminate bacteria. All they can do is prevent transmission.’
‘Then what is it all for? All the quarantines and lockdowns and sterilisations?’
Matt shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we just don’t know when to give up.’
‘Some people might call that hope.’
He snorted. ‘Or magical thinking.’ As he spoke I saw a flash of something he didn’t quite know how to control bubble to the surface. He swallowed hard, then, jaw tightening, he looked away, locking whatever it was away again.
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As it grew dark the world seemed to contract, pulling in until the only space was the room in which we had made our beds, the trees whose dark shapes were visible outside. Even the house itself seemed smaller, its empty rooms silent save for the creak of the cooling metal of the roof, the occasional rustle of a possum or some night creature.
Gracie was exhausted, but as I got her ready for bed she seemed distracted, her gaze wandering over my shoulder as I spoke. In the darkness it was clear the tracery of the Change was spreading, its glimmer visible now on her throat and hands. As I pulled her dirty T-shirt off I tried to ignore it, to tell myself it was no worse than the night before, but as I lifted my eyes to her face I saw her staring past me at the window. In her eyes the glow of the Change moved, like light glimpsed through deep water, but that unsettled me less than the glassiness of her gaze, the sense she was not simply tired or distracted, but somehow somewhere else, her eyes fixed on things I could not see.
Although I had known this would come I don’t think I’d really believed it until this moment, and even now it was here I didn’t want to accept it. I put her T-shirt down and picked up the cleaner one she had been sleeping in; Matt was watching me from the far side of the room, his dark eyes unreadable. I knew he had seen it as well, but he did not speak, only sat staring for a few seconds, then he stood up and stepped out the back door into the night. In front of me Gracie blinked, and was herself again.
She fell asleep almost immediately. I followed Matt out onto the verandah. He was standing, staring out into the darkness.
‘We need food,’ I said.
He nodded. ‘If we can get back to the main road tomorrow we should be able to buy something.’
‘I haven’t got much money left,’ I said. ‘Have you?’
He looked at me and shook his head. ‘No.’
‘What happens once we’re out of money?’
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But we’ll think of something.’
I was struck again by the risk he was taking travelling with us. Most people would have simply abandoned us, or worse yet, reported us, but he had chosen to help us, even though he barely knew us.
‘Will your brother have money when you get to him?’ I asked.
He hesitated. ‘Of course.’
‘He’s older than you, right?’
‘Five years,’ he said. I looked at him, aware something about the conversation was making him uneasy.
‘Do you remember your parents?’ I asked, changing the subject.
Matt shrugged. ‘Not really. I was only a kid when we lost them. I remember my mum reading to me and practicing music with me, swimming with my dad, but it’s just images mostly. We had a dog though, I remember that.’ I saw his teeth glint in the dark and knew he was smiling. But when he continued his voice trembled. ‘If you weren’t in the camps it’s difficult to explain what it was like. All those people, so much confusion. And then just years of waiting.’
I didn’t reply. I knew enough about what the people displaced by the Change had experienced to understand how terrible life in the camps had been, and how hard it had been to build new lives, even once they were resettled or escaped.
‘We were lucky, I suppose. Cain made friends with a guy called Ronan. Ronan was older than us, but he was good at getting things, and moving things around, things people wanted. And Cain learned fast.
‘I’m not sure we would have made it without Ronan. But he made us pay for his help. We did things for him, things I . . . didn’t like.’
I hesitated, remembering Tran’s words about Cain.
‘But Cain was okay with it all?’
Matt hesitated. ‘Mostly. After we got to Adelaide he started it all again.’
‘And you?’
He looked away. ‘I did too,’ he said at last. ‘I didn’t want to, but I did.’
I waited for him to say more but he just stood staring silently out at the dark.
The next morning I woke early, my stomach knotted with hunger. Matt was already up, his bag half packed. ‘We should get out of here,’ he said as I sat up. ‘Find water and food.’ 
Out on the road the sun was still low, the cool a relief after the heat of the previous day, and for the first kilometre or two we made good time. Yesterday Gracie had been complaining her feet hurt, but today her grumbles had been replaced with a calm I found oddly discomfiting. 
After an hour or so we came upon a side road, marked on one corner by an old sign almost swallowed by greenery. I pushed my way toward it and, pulling at the vines that covered it, saw it pointed to a roadhouse. I turned: over the rise of the next hill stood a white weatherboard building.
‘There,’ I said, pointing.
Although it was rundown the building didn’t seem to be abandoned. As we approached, the door opened and a man stepped out and climbed into an old car parked out the front. We stopped and waited until he had driven away.
Matt reached into his pocket and drew out a couple of notes. ‘You go,’ he said. ‘Get whatever you can. I’ll wait here with Gracie.’
Inside the shop was dirty, the shelves scattered with an odd assortment of cans and dried foods. Careful not to look like I was in a rush, I picked up a few packets of biscuits and some cans of stew and chocolate bars and bottles of water and headed for the counter.
The woman there gave me an appraising look. ‘Haven’t seen you round here before,’ she said. 
I kept my eyes low. ‘I’m staying with my brother,’ I said. ‘Down the road.’
‘Really? What’s his name?’
I looked up. ‘Paul,’ I said, keeping my eyes steady, daring her to contradict me or call me a liar.
A long moment passed, then she nodded and packed the last of my things into a bag.
‘Here’s your change,’ she said, handing me a few coins.
Back on the road I shoved the coins into my pocket and hurried back to where Matt and Gracie were waiting.
‘Here,’ I said, handing them one of the packets of biscuits as I opened one of the bottles of water and took a deep swig.
‘How did it go?’ Matt asked.
‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘But we should get moving.’
As the day wore on it grew hotter but we kept walking. Once the land we were passing through must have been beautiful, rolling farmland and trees, with farmhouses on the hills and animals grazing in the fields. But with each passing kilometre it grew wilder, less kempt, as if the bush was already reclaiming the land, swallowing it up, covering buildings and invading houses. 
We stopped in the late afternoon, and made camp in an old barn set back from the road. Just as it had last night, the darkness came quickly, but this time I found myself aware of the space around us, the great sprawl of the land and the birds. Somewhere to the east a storm moved against the horizon, lightning flickering from time to time, and watching it I was aware of the touch of a breeze from it.
The next morning I woke in the soft light before dawn; next to me Gracie still slept, her body curled in on itself. A little way off Matt lay sprawled on his back, his arms thrown out and his chin tilted upwards. I walked out into the pale light: to the east the storm was gone; in its place low cloud shrouded the rising sun. It would be hot again today, I thought – although it was still early I could feel the heat massing in the air – yet despite that I felt suddenly happy, and free.
I tried to hang on to that feeling as the morning dragged on, but it was difficult. The sun was hot and Gracie was feverish and needed to be carried for long stretches. For the past couple of days I had been able to rely on Matt to help me with that at least some of the time, but since yesterday he’d been distant, his long face pale, as if he were growing ill. I tried to think through what we would do if he was getting sick, whether I could risk staying with him if he couldn’t travel or if it would be better to leave him and move on. Would he leave us? I wondered. 
Because of the heat we were all drinking more than I had expected, and by midday the bottles I had bought yesterday were beginning to run low. I suggested filling our bottles at one of the creeks or looking for a water tank in one of the abandoned houses we passed from time to time, but Matt was against the idea, saying we couldn’t run the risk of one of us swallowing some kind of parasite and falling ill.
At about eleven we came around a bend to find a house set back from the road behind a high fence. At first we assumed it was abandoned, but as we approached it two dogs appeared and began to bark savagely. We stopped, staring up at them. 
‘Do you suppose anybody’s home?’ I asked.
Matt wouldn’t take his eyes off the dogs as they hurled themselves against the fence. With their sleek black and white fur and massively muscled forequarters and thick, powerful heads, they didn’t look like any breed I knew, instead they looked like creatures somebody had bred to hurt people. ‘You’d think they’d come out if they were.’
‘I could go see if there’s somewhere we could get in where the dogs can’t get us.’
Matt shook his head. ‘I’d be surprised if there was. And anyway, it’s too dangerous. If they caught you they’d tear you apart.’
I nodded, kneeling down beside Gracie, who was sitting slumped on the verge. In the sunlight she looked ghostly, her eyes sunken and dark.
‘Would you like me to carry her for a while?’ Matt asked. I hesitated, then nodded, grateful for the chance to rest a bit. I was about to thank him when I heard a car engine, and saw a ute coming around the bend, and froze.
It wasn’t the first car we’d seen, of course, or even the first person – yesterday we’d seen a pair of kids playing in front of a house – but those other times we’d had enough warning to step away from the road and hide. This time the sound had been obscured by the barking of the dogs and the bend in the road.
The dogs fell silent as the ute skidded to a halt in the driveway. For a moment everything was still, the only movement the cloud of dust that was slowly dissipating behind the ute. The driver rolled down his window.
‘You looking for me?’ he asked. Beneath his close-cropped hair his face was obscured by dark glasses, and although he hadn’t made any overt threat I felt myself grow tense at the edge of menace in his voice.
Matt took a step forward. ‘Is that your place up there?’ he asked.
‘Why’d you want to know?’
‘No reason,’ Matt said. Behind him I forced myself to stay still, uncomfortably aware of the way he kept looking past Matt to stare at me and Gracie.
‘What are you doing out here anyway?’
‘Just walking,’ Matt said. ‘We’re staying up the road.’
The man ignored him. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ he asked, indicating Gracie.
I took a step forward, shielding Gracie from his gaze. ‘She’s just tired,’ I said.
The man stared at me. ‘Would you like to come in?’
‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But we’re fine. We should just get her back.’
‘I could drive you.’
‘No,’ I said, taking a step backward. ‘That’s okay.’
‘Be careful then. We get bad people through here.’ His eyes didn’t leave me and Gracie. ‘And runners.’ At this last he smiled unpleasantly. 
Waiting only to see that Matt was following me I began to walk away, willing myself not to run, tensed for the sound of the engine in case he came after us. Only once we were around the bend did I look back, catching one last glimpse of the back of his ute still parked in the same spot.
‘Here, give Gracie to me,’ Matt said as he caught up to me, but I shook my head.
‘No,’ I said. ‘Just keep walking.’
‘But what if he comes after us?’
‘If he was going to try to catch us he’d have done it already.’
As I spoke we reached a stand of trees. ‘Here,’ I said, grabbing Matt’s arm and pulling him toward them. 
‘What are you doing?’ he asked.
‘Didn’t you see the way he was looking at us? He knew something was up.’
‘We need water.’
‘I know,’ I said. ‘But if he calls Quarantine or comes after us, none of that will matter. Come on.’
Although I was trying hard to sound like I had a plan, I really didn’t; all I had was the certainty that something terrible would happen if we stayed on the road.
The spot where we’d left the road was wild scrub, a tangle of grass and ferns and undergrowth which scratched at our faces and pulled at our clothes. Frightened I would lose my footing with Gracie on my shoulders, I lifted her down and tried to hold her on my hip and push forward with my shoulder, but almost immediately a branch hit her in the face and she cried out.
‘This is hopeless,’ Matt said, but as he spoke I broke through another bush and found myself on soft bark and leaf litter beneath a stand of trees.
‘This way,’ I said.
I’m not sure how long we kept running. It felt like forever but it was probably no more than half or three-quarters of an hour. After that initial break we managed to find a track of sorts which we followed for a while, then we came to an area where the ground gave way to black water and marsh. Skirting around we emerged into a sort of clearing, not far from an old shed, its roof fallen in and walls half-sunk. I lowered Gracie to the ground and looked around, trying to spot some kind of landmark.
‘That hill,’ I said. ‘It was on our right this morning, wasn’t it?’
Matt looked at it, then up at the sun.
‘I don’t know. I’ve been trying to keep the sun on the left so we know we’re heading north, but it’s too high for it to really work.’ 
When I didn’t answer he looked down again. ‘We’re lost, aren’t we?’
I shook my head. ‘No. Or perhaps a bit. But it doesn’t matter: we have to keep moving.’
We walked through the afternoon and into the evening. Eventually the bush gave way to abandoned farmland, before the trees took over again, but other than the shed in the clearing we came across no other signs of habitation. In the late afternoon we stopped for a while beneath some trees under an outcrop of rock. It was hot and we were all hungry and desperately thirsty. For the past hour or two Gracie had been asleep on my shoulders: now she was awake she had started complaining she was thirsty, ignoring my repeated response that we had no water so I couldn’t do anything about that.
‘We can’t keep going much longer,’ said Matt. ‘Gracie has to rest and we need somewhere to sleep for the night.’
‘I know,’ I said irritably. ‘Perhaps if you’ve seen a house or hotel I’ve missed you could tell me?’
‘I’m thirsty,’ Gracie whined.
‘I know,’ I said. ‘And I’m sorry, but we haven’t got any water.’
‘Perhaps I could go ahead and try to find somewhere?’ Matt said.
‘What happens if you can’t find your way back?’
‘I won’t get lost.’
‘Are you certain? Because I’m not.’
‘I’m thirsty,’ Gracie said again.
‘I know,’ I said, more tersely this time. ‘But like I said, we haven’t got any water.’
‘When can we get some?’
‘I don’t know,’ I snapped. 
‘Perhaps I should go and find some,’ said Matt.
‘Not without us.’
‘I really am thirsty,’ said Gracie.
‘I know!’ I snapped. ‘We don’t have any water!’
There was silence for several seconds after my outburst. Finally Gracie began to cry, long, choking sobs, and Matt sat silently, looking as if he wished he was anywhere other than here.
I reached out and pulled Gracie toward me. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to shout at you.’ But she didn’t answer. Instead she just lay against me, small and hot and quietly sobbing.
Whether because she was thirsty or because the Change was burning through her, Gracie refused to settle, so I found myself unable to leave her until after it grew dark and she finally fell asleep in my lap, and even then I was afraid to slip free for fear of waking her again. But eventually I gave in, unable to bear the ache in my back and the stiffness in my legs any longer.
She didn’t stir as I slipped myself free and stood up, stretching my arms above my head and rolling my shoulders to release them. Overhead the sky was bright with stars, yet down here, amidst the trees, it was almost pitch dark. Earlier, aware we could go no further, Matt and I had tried to clear a space where we could sleep, picking over the leaves and dirt to remove stones and avoid ants and other bugs, both keenly aware how hard and unyielding the ground was; now, with the light gone, the forest seemed ominous and eerie, the wind shifting through the trees, and owls and nightbirds crying out in the dark, as if the creatures that inhabited the Zone ahead were filtering into the trees around us, seeking us.
I looked around, wondering where Matt had gone. At some point not long after dusk he had stood up abruptly and wandered off, saying he’d be back in a few minutes. Even ordinarily I would have been worried he had not returned, but after the events of the afternoon I was even more uneasy, so with a glance at Gracie I began to pick my way along the rock face in search of him.
Although it was dark it was possible to make out shapes in the starlight, even so I had gone twenty or thirty metres before I glimpsed Matt sitting against an outcrop of rock, his dark shape almost invisible. 
Something in the way he sat, the stillness of him, brought me to a halt, and for a few seconds I just stood, barely breathing, watching him. He was half turned away from me, his knees drawn up, his arm huddled into his chest.
Moving quietly I approached him, worried he was sick or injured in some way, but he didn’t seem to register my presence, so it was only as I knelt down beside him and he turned to look at me that I saw the shimmer on his skin and the light moving in his eyes and finally understood. Matt was Changing as well.
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In the split second after I saw the phosphor of the Change on Matt’s skin I took a step back in surprise. It was not deliberate, more an instinctual reaction, but even in the starlight it was possible to see Matt’s face change, his shock and distress at being discovered hardening into defensiveness and anger.
‘Please,’ I said, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’
He stepped back into the shadow of the rock face, his face disappearing into the darkness so all that was visible was the liquid glint of his eyes, the faint shimmer of the Change in the outline of his face.
‘Well, you do now.’
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
He snorted derisively. ‘Why? So you could give me some medicine? Make me better?’
I hesitated, stung by the anger in his voice. I had seen enough of him to know this anger wasn’t him, or at least it didn’t have to be, that it was his way of protecting himself. Keeping my voice level I tried a different tack. ‘How long have you known?’ 
He looked away. ‘Since before I left Adelaide.’
‘So you’re heading for the Zone as well?’
He nodded. 
‘And the story about your brother, about him being up north?’
He shook his head. ‘Cain is in Adelaide.’
‘Does he know?’
Matt looked away, and nodded.
‘Oh, Matt,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry.’
He didn’t answer. Somewhere nearby a bat shrieked. I turned and looked back the way I had come.
‘I have to get back to Gracie,’ I said. ‘Will you come with me?’ As I spoke I extended a hand.
Matt looked down at my hand and shook his head. ‘Maybe later,’ he said.
That night was one of the worst I’ve ever known. Unable to sleep I lay in the darkness listening for Matt, hoping he would return, more frightened with each passing hour that he was gone for good, a prospect that suddenly seemed unbearable. Next to me Gracie slept fitfully, shivering and shifting uncomfortably on the hard ground.
Sometime deep in the night the moon rose, and for a time I lay staring up at it and the great girdle of the Milky Way. Its brightness stretched from horizon to horizon, and I imagined myself falling upwards, leaving all of this behind and losing myself in its light. Once we had dreamed of travelling to the stars, of becoming explorers; now we scrabbled and fought to survive. What else lay out there, I found myself wondering. Were there other worlds, other possibilities? Or was this all there was, this chaos and fear and sense we were running from something we could not outrun? At some point I realised I was crying; surprised at myself, I tried to wipe my face, but the tears kept coming.
I’m not sure how long I lay staring upward, all I know is that eventually I slipped into sleep, only to wake in the pale light of the pre-dawn as if from a shallow slumber. 
Matt was crouched beside me, his head lowered as if he was afraid to be seen. 
‘What –’ I began, but he lifted a hand to silence me.
‘There’s somebody out there,’ he said in a whisper. He lifted his finger to indicate I should listen, and sure enough, I heard it, the crunching of feet and then, quite distinctly, a man’s voice saying ‘This way,’ followed by a cough and the sound of somebody spitting.
‘Who are they?’ I asked. 
Matt shook his head. ‘I don’t know, but we need to get out of here.’
I sat up quickly and, grabbing my coat, began stuffing it into my bag, but Matt shook his head urgently. ‘Leave it,’ he said. Next to me Gracie was stirring; I grabbed my shoes with one hand and Gracie’s arm with the other.
As I pulled her to her feet Gracie began to complain, but I wrapped the arm that held the shoes around her face to silence her.
‘Listen to me,’ I whispered, my face close to her ear. ‘There’s somebody out there and we think they’re looking for us. We have to get out of here as quickly as we can, but it’s important we don’t make any noise so they don’t realise we’re here. Can you do that?’
Gracie nodded, her eyes wide. I released her, but suddenly there was a volley of barking from somewhere nearby. Matt and I exchanged a glance and I saw the same fear I had seen in his eyes last night. I picked up Bunny and closed Gracie’s hand around him.
‘Here,’ I said quietly. ‘You hold on to Bunny. Make sure he’s okay.’
Gracie nodded, squeezing Bunny to her chest.
‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’
We picked our way along the rock face as quickly as we could, following its curve upward toward the ridge. Although the hill wasn’t steep it was hard going: the ground was rough and I almost cried out several times as it cut into my bare feet. As we reached the top I motioned to Matt to slow down so I could pull on my shoes, then I knelt in front of Gracie and began to help her into hers. 
‘Hurry up,’ Matt said, but just then a shout came from lower down the hill.
‘Over here!’
‘Shit!’ Matt hissed. ‘They’ve found our stuff. They must be tracking us.’
I finished tying Gracie’s lace then took her hand. ‘Come on,’ I said.
With our shoes on we moved faster, but less quietly, although the noise we made was at least partly disguised by the noise of the birds whooping and shrieking in the trees overhead. Up on the ridge the trees grew further apart, the ground between them mostly clear, so without much sense of where we were going we raced on, following the line of the hill sideways and down.
As we ran I kept Gracie’s hand clamped in mine. Although I had not had time to look at her carefully I had seen the light of the Change in her eyes when she woke, its glow a reminder that whatever process was overtaking her body was hastening, leaving her weaker and more confused. Ahead of us Matt kept stopping to let us catch up, before outpacing us again.
As we crested the hill I heard a dog bark behind us, the sound followed by a series of excited yelps. Gripping Gracie’s hand tighter I charged on, running faster as the hill dropped away, until all at once Matt skidded to a halt in front of us, only just catching himself before he pitched over a rock face. 
‘I don’t want to climb down,’ Gracie said as we drew level with him.
‘That’s okay,’ I said, glancing wildly from side to side. ‘We’re not going to climb down,’ I said. To the left the clifftop was covered with a tangle of trees, but where the hill sloped down to the right the ground was clearer.
‘This way,’ I said, pointing. I thought Matt was going to argue but just then we heard a crash and turned to see two men on the hill above us. One had close-cropped blond hair and a pair of dogs straining on a leash in front of him. The other, I realised with a sick feeling of inevitability, was the man we had spoken to on the road yesterday.
Matt stood staring at them, his face pale. I reached out and grabbed his arm.
‘They won’t catch us,’ I said, and pushed him ahead of me, then ran after him, Gracie’s hand still clutched in mine.
The ground along the edge of the rock face was rough, broken by stones and roots and fallen branches, but we barely noticed as we scrambled on. Behind us the dogs were barking wildly, the sound growing closer as we slipped from stone to stone. Although we didn’t speak it was obvious the sound of the dogs terrified Matt, his white face and wide panicked eyes testament to his fear they would be released. 
Frightened he would bolt I came to a halt between two ledges of rock. Below us I glimpsed a series of ledges that seemed to offer a route to the bottom of the rock face. 
‘Here,’ I said. ‘Take Gracie.’ Scrambling down I lowered myself onto the first ledge, then reached up. Matt handed Gracie to me. The dogs barked again, closer now, and he flinched.
‘Now you!’ I said. He stared back, then swung his legs over the edge and dropped down beside me. 
‘This way,’ I hissed, slipping on down with Gracie over my shoulder. The ledge was rough and the path narrow, so I had to fight not to lose my balance or slip. Halfway down Matt clambered past me.
‘Here,’ he said, holding out his hands for Gracie. 
There was a shout; I looked up and saw the men above us, the dogs straining on their ropes.
I handed Gracie to Matt and he slid down off the ledge and onto the next, and then the next, Gracie clutched to his chest, until finally he reached a small slope covered with leaf litter and slithered down to land with a thump. I followed as quickly as I could, my heart hammering in my chest.
On the forest floor the trees grew closer together, undergrowth crowded between them, but we threw ourselves forward, ignoring the way we slipped and fell. Behind us the barking of the dogs grew closer, broken now and again by a frantic whining or a cry from one of the men.
‘Follow me!’ Matt cried as we burst from the undergrowth into an open patch of ground. We headed for the stand of trees on the far side, vaulting the low bushes and long grass in a frantic, stumbling dash. As we ran I tried to take my bearings again, taking note of the broken shape of the hill visible in the pale light to our left, but it was difficult to concentrate with the sound of the dogs so close behind. Then we were across the clearing and amongst the trees again. 
The undergrowth was thinner on this side of the clearing, but Matt was struggling to keep running with Gracie in his arms. A few hundred metres in we came to another rock face, but as we did Gracie gave a piercing shriek and stretched her arms out back the way we’d come. Matt came to a halt, his eyes wide with shock, and I skidded to a halt next to them.
‘What is it?’ I asked.
Gracie reached out her arms. ‘Bunny!’ she cried.
‘You dropped him?’ I asked. ‘Where?’
‘There!’ Gracie cried, pointing back the way we’d come. 
I turned, staring wildly for some glimpse of her toy. 
‘No, Callie,’ Matt said. ‘They’re too close,’ but as he spoke I caught sight of Bunny a couple of hundred metres behind us.
‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I see him.’
‘No,’ Matt said. ‘We have to leave it.’
I looked at Gracie, who was still wailing. Over the past few days I’d looked at her more than once and wondered how little of her remained behind the altered eyes and glassy stare, but now all I could see was a little girl who had lost the only thing she had left of her old life.
‘I have to,’ I said. ‘You take Gracie and keep going. I’ll catch up.’
‘No,’ Matt said. ‘Callie . . .’
‘Go!’ I said.
Matt took one more look at me then nodded. 
It only took a few seconds to reach Bunny, but that was long enough for me to see our pursuers appear through the trees. I reached down and grabbed the toy, then turned and bolted back the way I’d come, shouts and barking echoing after me. As I reached the rock face I scrambled around the side, frantically searching for a path upward again. The dogs were only a hundred metres or so behind me now, and as I ran I tried not to think about what would happen if they caught me, my legs wavering beneath me as images of their jaws tearing at my legs and arms or ripping at my face crowded my mind.
At the top of the rock face the path levelled out and then, to my horror, divided, one branch heading upward, the other down again. A sick feeling rising in my stomach, I stopped, looking for some sign of which way Matt had gone: although the route up was rougher it looked safer compared to the other, which plunged back down into the undergrowth. Frantically I looked over my shoulder, only to see our pursuers already nearly at the point where I’d left Matt and Gracie. Looking back at the two paths I took a breath and decided to head downward, back into the undergrowth.
At first it seemed I’d made the right decision: the path was easy, the ground clear and unbroken, but almost at once the path seemed to vanish, petering out into a mass of bushes. Our pursuers were very close now, so not knowing what else to do, I began to push forward, shoving myself through the bushes as hard as I could, one arm up to shield my eyes as I tried to ignore the way the branches scratched and tore at me. After ten or fifteen seconds the scrub thinned, replaced by grasses and ferns; desperately I stumbled on, but then the ground beneath me gave way and I pitched forward into some kind of bog, landing hard on my wrist and elbow, the pain making me cry out. I rolled over frantically, trying to regain my feet, but my ankle caught on something and I fell again, harder this time, the force of the impact knocking the wind out of me. Behind me there was a crash and with an explosion of barking the dogs burst out of the bushes behind me, dragging the man with blond hair I had glimpsed on the hill behind them.
I froze, terrified, but at the last second their handler yanked them back, the jaws of one snapping shut so close I could feel its hot breath on my face.
‘Gotcha,’ he said. 
I couldn’t move, paralysed by the dogs’ teeth flashing and snarling in front of me. But then I remembered Gracie and Matt and began to drag myself to my feet. 
‘I wouldn’t,’ the blond man said. As he spoke the man we had seen on the road appeared beside him. Out of his car he looked frighteningly powerful, and he carried himself as if he was fully aware of the menace he exuded. Yet it wasn’t his manner that frightened me the most, it was the shotgun in his hands.
He stepped past the dogs and stopped in front of me. 
‘Where are your friends?’ he asked.
When I didn’t reply he gave a humourless smile, his lips curling back to reveal nicotine-stained teeth.
‘Perhaps you’d like to get to know the dogs a little better?’ he asked. As he spoke the blond one gave his charges some slack and they leapt forward, baying. Despite myself I flinched, and both men laughed, the sound provoking a cold rage in my belly.
‘Do it!’ I spat, surprising myself. The man with the shotgun stared at me coldly. Then he turned back to the blond man. 
‘Here,’ he said, handing him the shotgun. ‘You and Ryan go after the other two. I’ll deal with this one.’ Reaching down he grabbed my arm and dragged me to my feet. I twisted away from him angrily, but he wrenched my arm around and behind me, the motion sending pain shooting through my bruised elbow and wrist.
‘Don’t even think about it,’ he said.
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As the sound of the dogs receded my captor tightened his grip on my arm. Uncomfortably aware of the knotted strength in his hands and arms, I resisted the impulse to struggle.
‘Don’t try anything,’ he said. I heard a rustling, as if he was taking something out of his pocket and a moment later he looped something around my wrists and jerked it tight. I cried out and he gave a mirthless laugh.
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s get moving.’
I limped back up the hill with him behind me. Although he had released his grip on me once my hands were tied, he didn’t let me stray far, stepping forward to shove me in the back if I slowed down or stumbled. As I walked I was dimly aware of the pain in my shoulder and elbow, my bruised foot and the scratches on my face and arms, yet they seemed of little importance compared to the fact of my capture and the thought that Matt and Gracie were still out there somewhere. Unbidden the image of the shotgun came back to me, and I almost choked, imagining the two of them shot or worse, the thought bringing everything that had happened that morning crowding in on me, filling me with a sick sense of failure. Tears rose, and I almost gave way, but then I remembered my captor behind me and I blinked them away, unwilling to give him the pleasure of seeing me cry.
As we reached the spot where the two tracks had divided he shoved me toward a rock to one side.
‘Sit,’ he said.
I obeyed, lowering myself to an outcrop of rock with a wince. I could feel his eyes on me but I refused to look up or meet his gaze. As I tried to process what was going on I kept returning to the idea that this couldn’t be happening, that it didn’t seem possible that we’d made it this far only to fail. Dimly I realised I must be in shock.
‘You think you’re pretty tough, don’t you?’ he asked after a minute or two but I didn’t respond. He laughed again.
‘We’ll have your friends soon, then we’ll see how tough you are.’
At this I glanced up, despite myself, and caught him staring at me. He smiled, and I realised he’d been goading me, looking for this response. I looked away again, and he laughed.
I’m not certain how long we sat there. An hour, maybe two. After a while he got up and paced around, clambering up the rocks and peering off through the trees, although he never went far enough for me to make a break for it. For a while when his back was turned I watched him. As well as the gun he had a long knife in a sheath and some kind of walkie-talkie, but while the knife and the gun frightened me there was a sense of coiled power in his movements that suggested it would be a mistake to underestimate his speed or reflexes. 
As we waited I tried not to think about what lay ahead. I wanted to believe Matt would manage to get away but it seemed difficult to believe he could, particularly with Gracie. Worse yet, every time I circled back to the thought of what that would mean, of what might happen to Gracie if they caught her, I wanted to break down and cry. I hated myself for failing her.
Eventually my captor took out a bottle of water and took a swig. Although my throat was dry and my head tight with dehydration, I was careful not to let him see how much I wanted a drink, but in the end it didn’t matter because once he had drunk his fill he put the bottle back in his belt.
A few minutes later his walkie-talkie trilled and he unclipped it.
‘Well?’ he asked. There was a brief silence.
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’m going to head back. You can meet me there.’ He paused, then laughed. 
‘Yeah, I reckon I’ll be okay,’ he said.
He replaced the walkie-talkie on his belt. ‘Get up,’ he said.
I just sat, staring at him. He shook his head and leaned forward to grab my arm.
‘I said get up,’ he said, and wrenched me to my feet.
The walk back took a couple of hours. After the first hour or so we joined what seemed to be an old fire track or logging road that wound its way through the hills. As the sun rose the day grew hotter, but I barely noticed.
Eventually the track joined the road, and not long after that we came to the ute we’d seen yesterday. My captor opened the back door and shoved me in, slamming the door behind me.
‘You keep your eyes on the road,’ he said as he started the car. ‘And if we pass anybody don’t try anything.’
The trip back to his compound only took a few minutes, the landscape outside flashing by with surprising rapidity. After a week of walking it was a shock to be reminded of how easy travel was when you had machines. 
At the entrance to his compound he decelerated and swung the ute up the drive, pulling up in front of the gate we’d seen yesterday. Up close it was bigger than it looked from the road, heavier as well, its steel structure strung with vicious-looking razor wire, the whole arrangement controlled by some kind of electronic device my captor kept in his pocket. 
Once we were inside he parked the truck, opened my door and ordered me out. I considered making him drag me but something about the way he looked at me made me decide against it.
He marched me over to a shipping container that stood at the back of the yard and opened the door. A wall of heat struck me, thick with the stench of urine. Grabbing my wrist he dragged me toward a chain attached to the back wall and fastened it to my ankle. Once he was done he stepped back and gestured toward a reeking bucket in the opposite corner.
‘You know what to do.’
‘What about water?’ I asked. ‘What do I drink?’
He made a sound, perhaps of amusement, perhaps of derision and turned away.
‘Hey!’ I shouted at his retreating back. ‘Hey!’ 
A minute later he returned with a plastic bottle full of water and tossed it to me.
‘Don’t drink it all at once,’ he said, and slammed the door of the container shut.
‘Where are you going?’ I demanded, pulling on my chain and straining toward the door. ‘You can’t leave me here like this!’ But there was no reply, and after a few more shouts I fell silent.
Not knowing what else to do, I slumped down against the wall, trying to keep as far from the bucket as I could. Opening the bottle I gulped a mouthful or two, fighting the urge to drain it in one go. Glancing at the bucket standing in the shadows by the other wall I tried not to think about the fact I obviously wasn’t the first person who had been kept here, or to wonder what had happened to those others.
Eventually it occurred to me that despite the gloom it wasn’t completely dark, and looking up I noticed a hole had been cut in the wall above me then covered with some sort of grille.
Standing I reached up and tested it with my hands. It was a little less than thirty centimetres long, and perhaps fifteen or twenty centimetres high; too small for me to fit through even if I could have broken through the grille, but if I pushed my fingers through the grille it was possible to pull myself up and peer out, the fresh air cool on my face after the heat of the container. 
It was uncomfortable hanging there with my hands pressed close to my face and the grille cutting into my fingers but I clung on long enough to establish the back of the container faced a clearing of some sort. To one side was a small rise and then the fence, on the other a shed of some sort with a covered area in front of it, under which stood three old armchairs. In the middle of the space was a mess of scorched, blackened material that might once have been branches or rubbish, or something much worse.
When my fingers hurt so much I couldn’t hold on any longer I let go and crouched on the floor. I felt ill from the heat, but more than that I was sick with fear about what was going to happen to the three of us.
I’m not sure how long I sat there: a few hours perhaps, although in the heat and the dark it was difficult to be certain. But then I heard the sound of a car, and a few seconds later the gate. In my chest my heart began to race, a sick feeling of inevitability making me light-headed. I stood up, careful not to let the chain make too much noise, and listened for Matt’s or Gracie’s voice.
At first it was hard to hear what was being said, but then I heard car doors slam and my captor’s voice raised in irritation.
‘Did you backtrack?’
‘What? You think we’re stupid?’ said a voice I recognised as that of the blond one. ‘Of course we did. But they were gone.’
At this I felt my heart leap. Matt and Gracie had got away! Pressing myself closer to the door I tried to hear more.
‘We got this though,’ said a third voice. There was the sound of yelping. Somebody laughed.
‘Fine,’ I heard my captor say. ‘Put it around the back.’
Somebody passed down the side of the container. There was a brief silence, and I wondered whether they had left again, but then I heard the blond one’s voice. 
‘She’s in there?’ he asked quietly. 
‘For now,’ my captor replied. Something in his tone told me he was the real power in this group.
‘What do you want to do with her?’
There was silence. ‘That depends on her,’ he said at last.
As the day wore on, the heat in the container grew worse. Although I did my best to stay awake it was difficult to stay focused when all I could think about was the heat, my thirst. Sometime during the afternoon I lay down, trying to ignore the heat rising through the metal beneath my face, and gave way to my exhaustion.
I don’t know how long I slept, all I remember is being woken by a clanging noise and glaring light and the figure of a man crouching beside me. Blinking and confused I sat up and shrank away.
‘Don’t worry,’ he said, leaning back to give me some space. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’
I tensed, ready to pull away if he reached for me. As my eyes began to adjust I saw it was the man who had brought me back.
‘Here,’ he said, offering me a water bottle. ‘You probably need it.’
I took the bottle and, lifting it to my lips, drained it in quick gulps, aware of his eyes on me. 
‘I’m sorry we got off to a bad start. I’m Travis.’ His voice was quieter than it had been this morning, gentler, but I wasn’t deceived: I could hear the threat that lay behind his fake charm. I wiped my mouth and watched him warily.
As if reading my thoughts, he smiled and I saw again the coldness in his eyes, the calculation in his manner, and wondered whether others were fooled by him. 
‘Don’t worry. We’re not monsters. Nobody’s going to hurt you.’
When I didn’t answer he stood up.
‘I’m going to come over and undo that chain, okay?’
I hesitated then nodded, my eyes moving to the light outside.
He smiled again. ‘If you’re thinking of making a break for it, the front gate is locked.’
I looked back at him but didn’t say anything. Finally he reached out and undid the shackle, then extended a hand to help me up. Refusing his hand, I drew myself to my feet on my own.
‘That’s better,’ he said.
Once I was outside I saw it was late afternoon, the sun already low. He waited while I took in my surroundings, then he asked if I was hungry.
I didn’t answer.
‘You must be,’ he said. ‘Come with me.’
He led me past the container toward the back of the house. Once it must have been a handsome farmhouse, wide verandahs on all sides, but over the years the verandahs had been fenced off to create storage areas and an ugly extension with a wide covered space had been constructed at its rear. The blond one was seated in an old armchair in the covered space, a beer in his hand. As we approached he gave me a small nod of greeting, although it was difficult to mistake the threat behind it.
‘You’ve met Jared,’ Travis said with a smile. When I didn’t reply he pointed to a table. ‘Sit down and I’ll bring you something to eat.’
I seated myself as instructed, aware as I did of Jared’s eyes following me.
‘What?’ I asked, not keeping the dislike out of my voice.
Jared snorted but before he could reply Travis reappeared with a plate with a white bread sandwich on it. Placing it in front of me he smiled. ‘Sorry it’s nothing fancier.’
The sandwich was Vegemite, which I hate, but I was so hungry I ate it anyway.
When I was done Travis sat down opposite me.
‘So, perhaps you should tell us your name.’
I took a sip of water, trying to wash away the taste of the Vegemite. 
‘Sophia,’ I lied.
Travis glanced at Jared and nodded.
‘Pretty. So, Sophia, perhaps you could tell us what you were doing out there.’
‘I don’t have to tell you anything,’ I said.
Travis nodded. ‘No, you don’t. But if you help us we might be able to help you.’
‘Help me how?’
Travis looked at Jared and the two of them smiled. ‘You’re a long way from where you belong, Sophia. There are all sorts of dangerous people out here. But we might be able to get you home again.’
Something about the way the two of them smiled at each other made my stomach clench, but I kept my face blank. 
‘So that girl you were with. She was your sister, right? And you were heading north with her, toward the Zone?’
When I didn’t reply he continued. ‘I understand why you’d do that, but you’re not helping her, not helping any of us.’
‘But you’d help her, I suppose?’ I said before I could stop myself.
Travis smiled blandly. ‘Better we help than she dies out there on her own.’
‘She’s not on her own,’ I said before I could stop myself.
‘No. Which is the next thing we want to know about. Your friend with the dark hair. Who’s he? Brother? Boyfriend? Or is he one of them as well?’
‘Does it matter? You’ll never catch him.’
‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that. But if you help us it might go better for him.’
‘Even if I did know where they were I wouldn’t tell you.’
Behind Travis Jared shook his head. ‘I told you she wouldn’t help us.’
Travis shot Jared a warning glance then looked back at me.
‘We’re not your enemies, Sophia.’
‘No? Then why’d you lock me up in a cage?’
Travis paused, his eyes not leaving mine. Then he stood up. ‘Put her back in the container,’ he said to Jared. ‘We can talk again when she’s feeling more cooperative.’
Jared approached and took my arm, but before he could drag me to my feet I stood up.
‘What are you going to do with me?’ I demanded.
Travis looked back and paused. ‘That’s up to you,’ he said, then turned away, dismissing me.
Jared left me with another bottle of water, locking the door. Now the sun was off it, the container was a bit cooler, but it was still stultifyingly hot, so I was careful not to drink the water too fast. Now I was alone again I found myself more frightened than ever: although I was pretty sure they didn’t know how to find Matt and Gracie, I knew it wouldn’t be long before they started to think about what they could do with me. The way I saw it they didn’t have a lot of choices: if they let me go they ran the very real risk that I would go straight to the police. It was possible they might be able to get around that by turning me into Quarantine, who might be less concerned about the way I’d been treated, but really there was no way they could let me go without putting themselves at risk. 
But if they didn’t let me go, what then? They could keep me here, locked up in this box, but they couldn’t keep me forever, surely, meaning they’d have to make a decision sooner or later whatever happened.
Thinking back to Travis’ manner I suspected that wasn’t a decision he’d put off for too long. Which brought me back to where I’d started. 
Finally I gave up and slumped back against the wall. Outside it grew dark, the sound of the birds mingling with the murmur of a screen somewhere, before giving way to the ponk ponk of frogs and the rustle of the night.
An hour or two after dusk I heard the sound of a car pull up somewhere nearby, then the rattle of the gates, followed by voices somewhere behind the container. Standing up I crossed to the grille and pulled myself up to peer out.
The open space behind the container was illuminated from one side by a floodlight, its glare casting long, looming shadows. Travis and a third, younger man I guessed must be Ryan were sitting on the chairs I’d seen earlier. Ryan had a bottle of something that looked like whisky in his hand, Travis a beer.
Something told me they were waiting for something, so I wasn’t entirely surprised when Jared appeared, dragging something on a rope.
Because the grille was small and I had to keep dropping down to rest my hands I couldn’t see what he had with him immediately. But as he finished tying it up and stood back I realised it was a dog, or had been once.
I had seen photos and videos of Changed animals before, but the reality was more unsettling than I had imagined. Although it was still recognisable as a dog its proportions had been subtly altered, its legs stretched and its chest deepened, so it resembled some kind of spectral greyhound. Its fur had grown thinner as well, and its skin translucent, but where one might have expected to see blood and muscle, pale light pulsed and rippled, as if inside some creature drawn up from the ocean depths.
Disquiet gripped me. It wasn’t that it looked disgusting or monstrous, it was that it seemed wrong somehow, a thing that should not be. 
At first nothing happened. Jared moved back toward Travis and Ryan. Ryan passed him the whisky bottle and he took a swig. But then, almost as if a signal had passed between the three of them, Travis picked up a short, truncheon-like stick from beside one of the chairs and began to circle in toward the dog.
Although he approached it with studied casualness, it was obvious he meant the dog harm. Yet whatever he intended to do he wasn’t in a hurry to do it. When he was still a metre or so away from the dog he stopped and half-turned to look at Ryan and Jared, the stick swinging loose in his hand, his manner deliberately casual. 
The dog wasn’t fooled. It shrank back, making a weird high-pitched noise halfway between a growl and a whimper.
Travis continued his pantomime for a few seconds, and then, with a swift, startling savagery he spun and jabbed the stick into the dog’s side. There was a flash of light and a spitting sound, and the dog shrieked, whipping away in distress. Startled, I stifled a cry, but Travis didn’t press his attack, instead he backed off, swinging the stick, which I now realised was some sort of electrified prod, back and forth while the dog whimpered and moaned, straining on the rope around its neck.
Jared and Ryan gave a sort of cheer but Travis didn’t turn or acknowledge them in any way. Instead he circled in again, watching the dog, the prod tracing an arc through the air in front of it. As before he didn’t strike at once; instead he held off until the dog had begun to recover, then lunged forward and hit it on the shoulder and – when it jerked and jumped to escape – on the rump, the prod showering sparks where it struck the creature’s skin.
Seemingly satisfied, he turned away and walked back to where Jared and Ryan stood. Although they watched him he did not look at them. Jared stepped forward to take his turn, advancing on the poor creature with a cricket bat. 
If Travis’s assault on the animal had been restrained, Jared’s was deliberate and cruel, eliciting yelps of agony and fear from the creature. Yet horrible as the dog’s cries of distress were the look on Jared’s face was worse, not just the focus of it but the smile that played across his lips each time the dog cried out or yelped.
When Jared was done Ryan took the bat from him, its length rising up and striking downward over and over again until at last a look passed between Travis and Jared and the two of them closed in as well, kicking and striking until the creature lay on its side.
Unable to keep watching I let go of the grille and dropped down, trying to block out the sounds of the creature’s shrieks, the shouts of pleasure from Jared and Ryan. Only when the creature fell silent and I heard the sounds outside change once more, did I climb back up and look out again. The dog lay unmoving in a pool of blood, its faint luminescence staining the ground. Jared nodded to Ryan, who walked out of sight for a few moments, only to return with a can. Opening it he began to splash petrol over the remains, then, taking a box of matches from his pocket, he lit one and let it fall on the dog’s body, stepping back as it caught fire.
The smell of the creature as it burned was foul, unnatural, fleshy and sweet like flowers or rot, and as the smoke leaked into the container, it mingled with the stink of the bucket and my own body. If I had been in any doubt before about the fate of the Changed once Travis and the others caught them, they were gone, as were any doubts about what lay in store for me. 
From outside I could hear Jared and Ryan whooping, their voices raised in a kind of war cry, the sound chilling, deranged. Who were these three? Did they have families, friends? They must have, and unless those people knew about this, they must be able to pass as normal, to seem plausible, when underneath they were cold, cruel killers. Or – and this thought ran through me like ice – was it possible everybody was this way underneath, that this madness was always there, in all of us, just beneath the surface? 
I closed my eyes, trying to push the thought away, but then I heard the lock clank at the other end of the container and Travis swung the door open and stepped in.
In the half-light I couldn’t see his face but I knew he was watching me, and despite myself I drew my knees in tighter. Perhaps he noticed, for as he approached he smiled.
‘I just wanted to check you were okay in here,’ he said, standing over me.
‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Great.’
‘I’ll have Jared bring you some more water.’
When I didn’t answer he looked up at the grille.
‘We should have that thing closed over.’
‘Is that what you do to all of them?’ I asked, my voice trembling with anger.
Travis looked down at me and smiled again. ‘All of who?’
I gestured at the bucket. ‘Whoever you kept in here before me.’
Travis shrugged. ‘And if it is?’
‘What kind of person does that?’
With a suddenness that shocked me Travis dropped so his face was right next to mine in the darkness.
‘You don’t think it’s them or us?’ he demanded.
Willing myself not to shrink away, I shook my head.
‘Even if it is, nobody deserves to die like that.’
‘You think that . . . thing . . . deserved to live? That the Changed deserve to live?’
‘What kind of person does what . . . what you just did out there?’
‘Don’t waste your pity. They don’t feel pain like us. And even if they do, better them than us.’
I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t believe that.’
Travis made a sound of disgust. ‘You’re weak,’ he said. ‘Your kind always are. And then when things go wrong you come crying to people like us. People who know how to do what needs to be done.’
‘Better weak than a monster,’ I said, regretting the words as soon as they left my mouth. But Travis didn’t hit me, although for a long second I thought he would. Instead he just stood up.
‘We’re going to find your sister,’ he said. ‘I think it would be in your interests to help us.’ 
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As I lay there in the fetid heat with the mosquitoes whining about my head something gave way inside me. I was trapped. Even if I did help them I knew there was no way they could let me go after what I had seen. My only chance of survival was escape, but that seemed impossible, and in the unlikely event if I found some way to break out of the container I had no idea how I would ever find Matt and Gracie again. 
For a long time then I wept, my body huddled in on itself as if I might contain the loss I felt. It was so unfair. Anyone I loved seemed to get taken away from me: Gracie, Dad, even Matt. 
Yet as I sobbed I found myself thinking about Travis and the others, about them hearing me, knowing they had made me feel like this, and something shifted within me at the thought of giving them that satisfaction. Taking a breath I tried to steady myself, to swallow my sobs, and as I did I realised I wasn’t frightened any more, or sad. I was angry. Angry at Travis and Ryan and Jared, angry at Quarantine, angry at the world for doing this to us, for making us live like this. And so I reached a decision: I wasn’t prepared to just die, not for them, not like this.
After that I slept, I think, because I remember being woken again, just after dawn, by a sound from outside.
For a while I just lay there, my mouth parched and my head thick. Then I crawled over to the door and started beating on it. ‘Hey!’ I shouted. ‘I’m thirsty! I need water!’
At first nothing happened. I could hear people moving around outside, dogs barking, followed by the clatter of things being loaded and the slam of the tailgate on one of the trucks. Then I heard footsteps approaching and somebody threw the lock on the door, light flooding in.
I backed away, one hand raised to shield my eyes. Jared was standing there, his lean shape silhouetted against the morning light. Without speaking he walked toward me. I had to fight not to flinch at his touch. 
‘Don’t move,’ he said, kneeling down beside me and unlocking the chain around my ankle. I looked at his broad back and neck and for a split-second imagined striking him, but before I could act he was on his feet in front of me. 
‘Turn around,’ he said. I took a step back and he snapped a hand out, grabbing me and twisting me around so my back was to him. Yanking my arms together behind my back he snapped a zip tie tight around my wrists and then turned me and shoved me out into the light.
Outside Travis and Ryan were leaning against one of the trucks. As we drew level with them Travis straightened and turned to face me.
‘So,’ he said. ‘I see you’re up.’
I stared back at him. 
He laughed. ‘Still with the attitude, I see.’
I looked at the truck. Several kitbags of equipment lay in the back.
‘Where are you going?’ I asked.
Travis smiled. ‘I think you know the answer to that. The real question is whether you’re going to help us.’
I didn’t reply. Travis stood staring at me. Then he looked at Jared.
‘You know what to do,’ he said, his voice flat and cold and final, and turned away. Behind me Jared tightened his grip on my arm, but before he could pull me away I twisted away from him.
‘Wait,’ I said.
Travis turned back.
‘What?’
‘I’ll help you.’
‘Help us what?’
‘Find my sister.’
Travis nodded. ‘Really? And how will you do that?’
I hesitated. ‘I know which way they will be heading. I can show you.’
Travis smiled. ‘And why should we believe you?’
I looked from Travis to Jared. ‘Because you’re right. Whatever my sister was is gone. And it wasn’t people who took her, or all the rest of them, it was the Change.’
Travis laughed. ‘Clever girl,’ he said, ‘clever girl.’ Then, so fast I barely had time to react, he reached out and grabbed my hair, twisting my head down and leaning in so his face was close to my ear.
‘And why should we believe you?’
I winced, trying to twist away from him.
‘Well?’
‘Because what you said made sense: whatever she is, she’s not my sister any more.’
‘And?’
I hesitated. ‘And because I don’t want to die,’ I said. Travis snorted and released his grip. I stood up, rubbing my head with my bound hands.
‘Show her the map,’ he said.
Although my grasp of the local geography was hazy I knew there was another road to the west, and since that was where we had been heading before we were ambushed I hoped Matt would have kept going in the same direction. But yesterday we had passed a sign pointing the way to an old hiking track, so when they showed me the map I pointed to the track and told them that was where we’d been heading and that if they wanted to catch Matt and Gracie the best thing they could do would be to head north and lie in wait for them. Even as I said this I had to reassure myself I wasn’t making a mistake by assuming Matt would have stuck to our original plan.
‘You’re sure that’s the way they’ll have gone?’ Travis asked.
‘I know it,’ I said, willing my voice not to waver.
Travis stared at me, looking perhaps for some sign I was lying. I stared back, defying him to contradict me. Finally he nodded.
‘Put her in the car,’ he said to Jared.
As the utes bumped back onto the road I tried to disguise my anxiety about what came next. Because escape from the container was as good as impossible, and even if I could get out into the main compound the dogs were there, my only option had been to convince them to let me out of their own accord. But seated next to Travis in his ute it dawned on me that even if my deception had got me out of the container I was in no less danger than before. 
As we drove I kept my eyes on the road and the passing scenery. Once this would have been fields and bush; now it was a mass of green grass rising waist high and higher along the roadside, lantana choking the gullies and creeks, as if the forest was trying to return, to swallow and consume all sign humans had ever been here. Once that would have made me uncomfortable, but after last night I wondered whether that mightn’t be for the best.
After ten or fifteen minutes we turned onto a second road which led westward through low hills, before turning back toward the north for several kilometres and passing over a small bridge. Once we were over the bridge Travis swung his ute onto a dirt track and Jared pulled in after him.
Travis climbed out and exchanged a few words with Jared. Then he opened the door and told me to get out, grabbing my arm to make sure I didn’t make a run for it. By the other ute Ryan was pulling on a pack while Jared unloaded the dogs; as they snapped and snarled I felt my terror of them behind me in the bush rise up unbidden. Closing my eyes I fought down the feeling that what I was about to attempt was naïve, laughable.
Once they were ready Travis stepped toward me. ‘Here’s how this is going to work,’ he said. ‘We’re going to walk back to the bridge and you’re going to find somewhere to sit down while we take up positions out of sight. When your friends arrive you give them a wave and call them over, then we’ll come out and take over. You try and run away, or warn them, and we’ll shoot you. Is that clear?’
I forced myself to meet his eyes. Part of me wanted to leap at him, hurt him the way he planned to hurt Gracie, but I knew that if I did there was a good chance they would just get rid of me here and now. 
‘Sure,’ I said. 
It was hot by the bridge, and difficult not to be aware of the presence of Travis and the others in the trees, watching me. As the sun rose higher the air grew thicker, the screech of the insects rising glassily in the still air. 
From where I was sitting I could see Ryan through the foliage. Unlike Travis and Jared he was close by, presumably to make it harder for me to run away. After a couple of hours I decided that if I was going to try this it needed to be now, so I stood up and stepped away from my allotted spot.
Ryan reacted exactly as I’d expected, climbing to his feet and stepping into view.
‘What are you doing?’ he demanded. Steeling myself not to look back to where Travis and Jared were concealed, I took a few steps in Ryan’s direction.
‘I need to go to the toilet.’
Ryan looked uncomfortable, just as I’d hoped.
‘Go where you are,’ he said.
I folded my arms and tried to look incredulous. ‘No.’
It took him a second or two but he picked up on the hint.
‘Jesus,’ he said, stepping forward. ‘Well you’re not going over here.’
I looked at the trees behind me. Jared nodded, hitching up his jeans. ‘Okay,’ he said.
I led him into the forest, looking around for somewhere private. Eventually I saw a clump of bushes and headed toward it. 
Ryan followed, but as I went behind the bush I looked back at him and he stopped, grinning in a way that told me he’d been intending to follow me.
‘Really?’ I asked. Ryan stared at me for a moment and then backed away. 
Once Ryan was gone I knelt down and looked around. I was relieved to see I was hidden from Travis and Jared here.
‘This may take a while,’ I said, giving a little groan for emphasis. Ryan made a disgusted sound and I heard him move away. Knowing I probably only had a minute or two I began to back away into the undergrowth, moving as quickly and as quietly as I could.
My breath was shallow and my hands trembled. I knew I had to put as much distance as possible between myself and the men if this was to have any hope of working, and with each passing second the chance Ryan would become suspicious of my silence grew. Thankfully the ground was damp and littered with dead ferns and leaves, meaning it was softer and less noisy than it might have been. After a few metres I turned and began to run as fast as I could, my body bent low to keep out of sight. 
I was lucky, I suppose, because I’d had time to put a couple of hundred metres between Ryan and myself before I heard him call out, the sound making my heart skip. Knowing I might only have seconds until they were after me I ran faster, shoving on through the undergrowth. The dogs would be able to track me whichever way I went, but I also knew if I didn’t put enough distance between us they wouldn’t need to track me, they’d be able to see me, and if they could see me they could catch me. Or shoot me.
Behind me I heard Ryan shout to Jared, then the sound of the dogs barking and people crashing after me through the trees.
When they had put the map in front of me I had committed as much of it to memory as I could, but the detail I had been most careful to take note of was the direction of the road, which lay a few kilometres east of where I was. Earlier, by the bridge, I had tried to orient myself, but now I was amongst the trees again the best I could do was keep heading in a straight line and hope I had it at least vaguely right. Behind me the dogs were barking again, the sound sending a wave of fear racing through me: although Jared had held them back last time I knew this time I wouldn’t be so lucky, and the thought spurred me to run faster. 
A few seconds later I reached a dense line of scrub and vines, its mass disguising the remains of a fence; glancing back I searched for some sign of pursuit but for now at least there was none, so I shoved myself on and through, scratching and pulling as I struggled through the crowded branches and limbs.
On the other side there was an open space of sorts; without thinking or slowing down I flung myself out across it. The grass was waist high in places, and disturbed here and there by the shapes of fallen trees and stumps, which was perhaps why I didn’t see the water until I landed in it, my foot plunging down into black sludge so I lost my balance and went sprawling face first into a stinking bog. 
Scrambling to my feet I stumbled on, my feet slipping beneath me. Now I was upright it was clear the whole space was one big marsh, the water extending a hundred metres or more toward a small rise surmounted by a line of trees. Behind me I heard the dogs again, closer now. Leaping and splashing I threw myself forward and up the slope toward the trees. But as I reached them I heard a shout behind me and turned to see Travis and Jared appear through the scrub by the fence, the dogs straining on their ropes in front of them. Travis raised his gun.
‘Stop!’ he shouted. Ignoring him I turned and charged on through the trees and down the other side of the rise. I heard them crashing through the water, then coming up the slope, gaining on me, yet it was only when I looked back that I realised how much ground they had made up. Frantic, I pushed on, stumbling and tripping through the undergrowth and down the slope, knowing even as I did that it wouldn’t be enough, that I had failed, that they were going to catch me, the thought too horrible to endure. And then all of a sudden I saw something in front of me, a road, or some kind of clearing, and as I did I realised I must have arced back and this was the road we had come in on. With one final effort I shot out onto it, almost falling as I hit the cracked asphalt, glancing up in time to see a black car swerve sideways to avoid me, the sudden rush of air and heat and noise hitting me like a physical thing. With a screech of brakes it skidded to a halt a few metres away, its shape suddenly familiar, but before I could process why, Travis emerged beside me, followed by Jared and the dogs and then Ryan. I took a step back, my eyes trained on the dogs, tensing to run, but before I could a woman’s voice cracked through the space.
‘Keep those dogs under control!’
I looked back at the car and then I realised why it looked familiar. Standing there, a gun drawn and trained on Travis, was the Quarantine officer from the bridge.
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For several seconds nobody moved. Finally the Quarantine officer took a step forward.
‘You!’ she said, nodding at Travis. ‘I want you to take that gun and place it on the ground.’ Travis didn’t move. ‘Now,’ she said in a hard, calm voice that made it clear she meant it.
Once Travis had lowered his gun she turned to Ryan and Jared. ‘If you’ve got weapons I want them on the ground as well.’ As she finished one of the dogs barked. 
‘If either of those dogs comes a step closer to us shoot them,’ she said to her fellow officer. ‘And then shoot him.’
The male officer trained his gun on Jared and the dogs. Jared stared at him and then carefully wound the dogs’ leashes around his wrists, drawing them toward him.
Finally the Quarantine officer looked at me. ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you could tell me what’s going on.’
It took more than an hour for backup to arrive, time Travis and the others spent seated by the roadside, their hands secured behind their backs with the same sort of plastic zip ties they had used to secure me. I probably should have been pleased but instead I was numb.
It turned out the officer’s name was Kostova, something she told me just before she asked me in a careful way that made it clear it was necessary I answer truthfully whether I was all right and whether they had done anything to me. When I told her they hadn’t she nodded, then told the other officer – Egan – to get me some water.
Eventually a second van arrived, and once Travis and the others were loaded into it, Kostova and Egan returned to the car and climbed in, the doors clunking shut behind them. As Kostova started the car she glanced over her shoulder at me. With her helmet off she had a severe sort of beauty, the pale blonde hair she wore pulled back emphasising the cool certainty of her manner.
‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ she asked. 
I gave a small nod. ‘What will happen to them?’
Kostova glanced at Egan and I saw something pass between them.
‘That’s not our responsibility. But you’ll need to give us a statement.’
‘And me?’
She looked away. ‘You’re in a lot of trouble, Callie.’
A minute or two later we were on the road, but although I had assumed we would be heading south, we appeared to be heading north.
‘Where are we going?’ I asked, leaning forward. 
This time it was Egan who answered. ‘Our local base. You’ll be processed there and sent back south.’ He looked away then, as if I was of no further relevance. 
The drive took almost an hour, the road winding north until finally we reached a wire fence behind which a group of buildings was visible. At the gate a pair of guards, their faces hidden behind goggles and masks, checked the vehicle, glancing at me in the back seat and making a note on their tablets. Inside we drove past a series of low buildings and army trucks and vehicles and then pulled into a parking bay behind a second fence. 
Kostova climbed out and headed in through the doors, leaving Egan to escort me out of the car. At first I thought he might drag me out, but in fact he stood back and let me get out on my own before indicating that I should walk ahead of him through the door.
Once we were inside he directed me to sit on a bench by the wall. I was surprised: I had been expecting to be placed in a cell, yet this looked more like a hospital, right down to the white walls and lino flooring. On the other side of the corridor were two closed doors; further along a heavy door blocked my view, but if it hadn’t been for the red lights in the corners of the ceiling to remind me there were cameras watching me and the heavy thump of the door we had come through, I might easily have been in any one of the thousand anonymous government buildings.
After ten or fifteen minutes I began to wonder whether I had been forgotten, so I stood up and began to walk back toward the entrance, but as I did the door behind me clicked open and Egan appeared. I jumped, concerned I was being observed, but if his arrival was connected to my decision to get up and walk around, he gave no indication. Instead he just walked toward me and, placing a hand on my arm, indicated I should move forward again, deeper into the building.
Behind the door the corridor turned to the right, passing a series of rooms that looked more like laboratories or hospital wards than cells, their doors emblazoned with the four concentric circles in a green triangle that indicated the presence of Changed material. Once or twice I glimpsed people moving inside, or what seemed to be medical equipment of some kind, but the windows in the doors were small and the one time I caught somebody’s eye they stepped forward as if to block my view.
Eventually I was brought to a small room with a narrow bed in it. Egan directed me to lie down, and a woman in white scrubs appeared. Egan handed her a tablet and she made a few notations and handed it back to Egan, who closed the door behind himself and left me alone with her.
She was small and slim, with an odd, almost greyish tinge to her skin, and dirty blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. Although she was youngish she had an air of anger and exhaustion that made her seem older. She didn’t look at me at first. Instead, pausing by a cupboard opposite the door, she pulled on latex gloves and slipped a surgical mask over her face. 
‘Lie back,’ she said as she turned to face me. I complied, lying still as she swept a scanner about the size of an old mobile telephone over me, listening to the clicking tone it emitted and pausing now and then as the sound rose in intensity. When she was done she stared at the scanner with a slightly irritated expression. Crossing to the desk she checked something on the tablet and then picked up the scanner again.
‘Turn over,’ she said. 
A few seconds later Egan reappeared.
‘How is she?’ he asked.
The woman looked at me. ‘I’m not sure. Although she’s definitely been in contact with Changed matter in the past few days, there’s no sign of any engagement at a cellular level.’
‘But?’ Egan asked.
‘I’m getting anomalous readings.’
‘Could it be the scanner?’
The woman nodded. ‘Possibly.’
‘Other injuries?’
‘I haven’t had a good look. But she’s clearly dehydrated and I think we’re going to need to stitch up some of those cuts.’
Egan glanced at me. ‘I think Kostova needs to speak to her now.’
The doctor stared at me again. ‘Make sure you bring her back. I want to run some more tests.’
Egan led me to a small room with a table and three chairs in it and directed me to sit. After a few minutes Kostova appeared at the door. Closing it behind her she glanced up at the security camera in the corner, then drew out a seat and sat down opposite me.
‘Interview with Callie Adeyemi,’ she said, the movement of her eyes behind her goggles telling me she was directing them to record our conversation. ‘Commenced at 12.19 pm.’ Her eyes focused on me. ‘Before we begin I want to be clear why you’re here. Whatever happened with those three men we arrested this morning will be dealt with in due course, but that’s a police matter. You’re here because you’ve been assisting an individual infected with the Change to evade Quarantine.’
‘My sister,’ I said.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘It wasn’t an individual I assisted, it was my sister.’
She stared at me, and for a brief moment I was acutely aware of the camera in her goggles that was no doubt recording and analysing my responses.
‘You think others haven’t lost people they’re close to?’ she said in a flat, hard voice.
I didn’t say anything. She sighed, collecting herself.
‘I understand she was your sister, Callie. And that you lost your father a few years ago. But that doesn’t change anything. We’re in a war, and the rules aren’t there to help individuals, they’re there to protect all of us.’
‘Except the Changed.’
‘Let me ask you a question. Have you ever seen somebody who’s Changed? Ever spoken to them?’
She paused briefly, as if to give me time to answer.
‘You haven’t. And that’s because you can’t. Once they’re Changed they’re gone, Callie. Whatever they were, their individuality, their sense of self, all the things that made them what they were are gone. They become part of that . . . that thing. There are no exceptions, no second chances, no cure. Your sister, your father, anybody who’s infected, they’re dead from the instant it begins.’
‘You don’t know that.’
She nodded. ‘I do, Callie. I don’t like it; in fact I hate it, we all do. But it’s the truth, and the fact it was your sister or your father doesn’t alter it. All you were doing by helping her was putting other people’s lives at risk.’
When I didn’t reply she looked at me, her expression softer. ‘Let me ask you another question, Callie. What did you think was going to happen once you got her to the Zone? How did you think you’d survive? And once she was gone, once the Change really had her, what did you think you’d do then?’
When she finished speaking I looked away, blinking back tears, although not of anger. The tears were because I knew she was right, that after all we had been through the thing that had driven me had been so stupid, a child’s fantasy.
‘You don’t know where she is, do you?’
I shook my head. Kostova nodded. 
‘It was her the three men were after, wasn’t it?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m sorry you had to go through that.’
Her voice was sympathetic yet something in it caught my attention. Looking back at her I realised she was scrutinising me carefully. I nodded, keeping my eyes on hers.
‘I need to ask you some other questions though,’ she said. ‘About what happened in Adelaide.’
I didn’t respond, just sat staring back.
‘We know you had help.’
When I didn’t reply she smiled and sat forward. ‘It’s okay, you won’t be betraying anybody by talking to me. We already know most of it. We just want to clear up a few details.’
As she spoke I felt myself grow tense, aware of the watching eye of the camera in her goggles. Was this what she really wanted from me? Information?
‘It was your father’s friend, Claire, who helped you, wasn’t it?’
Despite myself I froze. Kostova smiled.
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said.
‘No?’ As she spoke she touched the table in front of her and an image flickered into life. With one hand she spun it around so it faced me.
At first I didn’t understand what I was looking at. It was dark, one corner of the image blown out by a streetlight. But then I recognised it as a corner near the university. At first nothing happened, then I saw two figures walk into frame. One a woman, the other a girl with a child on her hip. I looked up without waiting to see their faces.
‘You’re in a lot of trouble,’ she said. ‘You understand that?’ 
When I didn’t reply she tapped the table and the image disappeared. She looked at me. ‘I want you to listen to me, Callie, and think about what I’m about to say. You’re not a bad kid, I can see that. You’re brave and resourceful and you want to do the right thing. But you’ve picked the wrong side in all this. You might have done that for the right reasons but it doesn’t change the fact you made the wrong call. But there’s a way out. All you need to do is help us. I can’t guarantee you won’t be punished but I can promise you we’ll put in a good word for you, and that matters.’
I folded my arms and looked back at her, unspeaking.
Kostova sighed. ‘Let me ask you something else then. How much do you know about your father’s work?’
I stared at her in surprise. ‘What?’
She stared at me impassively. ‘The work your father was involved with when he Changed. What do you know about it?’
I shook my head. ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Or, I mean, I know it had something to do with the Change, but not a lot more. He was a biologist.’
Kostova nodded, her eyes not leaving my face. ‘So your father never discussed his work with you?’
‘No. I was just a kid when he Changed.’
‘And you never discussed your father’s work with Claire?’
‘Claire didn’t do anything wrong,’ I said, more hotly than I had intended.
‘No? By helping you protect your sister she may have helped expose others to the Change, caused others to be infected.’
As she spoke I remembered Matt’s words, about the Change being everywhere, in the water, in the soil, in the air.
‘But that’s not true, is it?’ I said. ‘Because the Change is already here, all around us.’
As my words registered, something shifted in her expression.
‘You think we’re the enemy, Callie, but we’re not.’ I thought she might say more but there was a knock on the door and Egan appeared.
‘They want her back in Medical,’ he said. ‘There’s something in her readings they need to clear up.’
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My heart was racing as Egan led me back to Medical. Was I infected? Had I somehow been exposed back there in the forest? Had the same spores that had infected Gracie infected me? Was I Changing as well? 
The room he placed me in was almost identical to the first one I had been in: windowless, its bare walls devoid of colour. Left alone I sat down on the bed and tried to calm myself. 
After a quarter of an hour or so the doctor who had examined me the first time reappeared. Opening a drawer beside the bed she took out a tourniquet and wound it around my upper arm. A vein bulged in the soft flesh of my elbow; she took a needle and slipped it in, waiting while the syringe filled with dark, venous blood.
Once she was done she withdrew the needle and placed the vial full of blood in a sealed container. As she wrote a number on the label there was a knock at the door and a younger woman stepped in.
‘Check her knee,’ the doctor said, her attention still on the sample. ‘I think it needs stitches.’
Once the doctor was gone the younger woman pulled on gloves and assembled swabs and saline. She was smaller, dark-skinned, with a square, friendly face, but like the doctor she seemed unwilling to speak to me. When she had her materials she told me to lie back, and almost wordlessly began to flush out the cuts on my hands and arms with saline before applying glue and medistrips to the worst of them. Once my hands and arms were done she directed me to sit up and began work on my legs. As she probed the gash on my right knee I winced and she glanced up at me.
‘It’s deep but I think we can probably get away without stitches,’ she said. When I didn’t reply she placed a finger by the wound. ‘I can put some anaesthetic spray on it if you like.’
I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s fine.’
She looked at me for a moment and then returned to her work.
‘What will happen to me?’ I asked at last.
She looked up at me again, then back to her work.
‘That’s nothing to do with me,’ she said. ‘But I assume you’ll be taken south to one of the correctional centres.’
As she spoke she drew the wound shut, pressing the sides so they sealed while she attached a line of medistrips with her free hand. I bit my lip against the pain but forced myself to keep my eyes open. When she finished she stood up. 
‘What happens now?’ I asked.
She unpeeled her gloves. ‘Normally you’d be sent south immediately, but there are some anomalies in your readings, so you’ll be staying here overnight.’ 
I hesitated, remembering Kostova and Claire’s questions about my father and his work. Something was nagging at me, something I almost remembered. ‘What kind of anomalies? Am I infected?’
She looked at me then away, her expression changing, as if she was worried she had said something she shouldn’t have. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, her face telling me further questions were useless.
Without speaking she led me to a larger room with four other beds, two of which were empty, one of which was curtained off. Like the examination room and the cell there were no windows, just the medicinal reek of soap and antiseptic. Once I was inside, she handed me a gown and told me to put it on, which I did, undressing quickly in the small bathroom and pulling it closed around myself. 
The clothes I had been wearing were filthy, and as I folded them it was difficult not to be aware of how bad they smelled, but as I handed them to the nurse I found myself suddenly reluctant to release possession of them, as if they were one of my last connections to the outside world. 
‘What will happen to my clothes?’ I asked as she placed them into a bag. 
‘They’ll be incinerated,’ she said, her words cutting into me.
I lay down gingerly, trying not to knock my various bruises and abrasions. Although it was barely a week since I had fled with Gracie, it seemed a lifetime since I had lain in an actual bed, and there was something immensely comforting about the sensation of clean sheets and a mattress beneath me. Once I was settled, the nurse placed a cannula in the back of my hand and hooked me up to a drip.
‘Here,’ she said, holding out a handful of pills. 
‘What are they?’
I saw something flicker across her face. ‘Pain relief,’ she said. ‘And antibiotics.’
Realising I had no choice, I placed them in my mouth, two by two, and swallowed them. Her eyes didn’t leave me until they were all gone.
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back in a while.’
I don’t know what was in the pills, but whatever it was made me sleep. When I awoke the room was in darkness, the only light coming from the hall outside. I looked around, confused. The last thing I remembered was taking the pills, but if you had asked me I was not sure I would have said that I had slept at all, simply that I had closed my eyes and then reopened them. Next to me the curtains had been swept back and the bed was empty, the sheets drawn up neatly as if it had never been occupied; on the wall a poster reinforced the importance of reporting Changed biology. 
For a few minutes I lay staring up at the ceiling, trying to orient myself. I felt spacey and dissociated, as if the pills had contained some kind of sedative. Finally I sat up, but as I did I heard a sound somewhere outside. At first I thought it must be a wild animal – a monkey perhaps, or some kind of night creature – but then I realised it was human, or almost human, that somebody was crying out in pain or fury. I sat listening, trying to locate the sound, wondering vaguely whether it was coming through the ventilation system.
Gingerly I placed my feet on the ground, and as I did so I heard the heavy swoosh of a door opening in the hall outside and the sound of footsteps hurrying toward me. Swinging my legs back up onto the bed I dropped onto my side and closed my eyes again, but the footsteps passed by.
There was a muffled shout and the screaming stopped. I lay, straining to hear, to make some sense of what had just happened, but there was no other sound until a minute or so later when the door at the end of the hall opened again and somebody walked quietly down the corridor and, pausing by my door, stepped into my room and approaching my bed, adjusted something on my drip.
Careful not to move I focused on my breath, attempting to keep it quiet, regular, slow, while also trying to ignore the awareness that my unidentified observer was standing, watching me, that they might already know I was not asleep, until at last I heard them move away and out the door.
Once I was sure they were gone I sat up again. The floor was cool underfoot, as was the air against my back where my gown gaped open. Placing my finger on my wrist I tried to withdraw the cannula, first gently and then, when that failed, with a quick tug and a stifled yelp of pain. Aware of the warmth of blood spilling forth I grabbed a handful of my gown and pressed it against the back of my hand while I looked around.
Although it was dark there was enough light to make out a cupboard over by the door; I crossed toward it, hoping to find something I could wear or use. Inside there was a plastic jug and some spare cups, a magazine and, neatly folded on a shelf near the top, two pillows and a cotton blanket. 
Pulling the pillows down I shoved them into the bed to create the illusion I was still lying there. It wasn’t an effect that would fool anybody for very long, but as I glanced back at it from the door it at least made the bed look occupied to a casual observer.
Outside in the hall it was dark as well, although as I peered up and down the corridor I could see a light on behind the security door at the end. Moving quickly along the wall I hurried toward it. Through the window in the door I could see a nurse’s station of some sort, its small space a pool of light in the darkness, yet the heavy door was locked.
When the nurse had led me through earlier I’d had time to notice the door was operated by security card, meaning I had no way to open it, and even if I could break the glass or pry it open somehow, it seemed likely it would almost certainly trigger some sort of alarm.
I turned back and headed toward the other end of the corridor. The first room I passed was empty, but as I peered into the second I saw a shape lying in one of the beds and heard a soft snore and shut the door again as quickly as I could.
I was almost at the other end of the corridor when I glimpsed movement through the window in the security door in front of me. For an instant I froze, preparing to dart back into the nearest room, but then I remembered the sleeping form. On the other side of the door whoever it was paused and I heard the lock click, so not knowing what else to do I flung myself forward and pressed myself into the corner beside the door.
How he didn’t see me I don’t know, but the door opened and a man in scrubs appeared. Turning aside he used his body to hold the door open as a woman stepped past him, the backs of his legs less than a metre from my face. Once she was through he released the door and followed her into the corridor.
My heart hammered in my chest as they moved away, but glancing sideways I saw the door swinging slowly closed beside me. For a split second I hesitated, unsure what lay on the other side, then I darted through, the door closing with a heavy whoosh behind me.
The corridor was dark, the only light coming from the door at the far end. Aware I might only have a few seconds before somebody else appeared, I moved quickly and quietly along it.
Just as in the medical area the corridor was lined with doors. Some were clearly entrances to storage areas and cupboards; others were larger and had panels of glass set into their top halves, below which were pasted the symbol indicating the presence of Changed biology. Pausing by one I peered through: in the gloom I could see what looked like a laboratory with a steel table at its centre, as if for medical examination. Or dissection, I suddenly realised, remembering the screaming.
Further along the corridor I came upon a pair of doors marked with male and female symbols. Gently I leaned against the female one, opening the door a crack; inside was some kind of locker or changing room. It seemed to be unattended so I slipped inside and hurried across to the line of lockers that stood against the side wall. The first couple were empty, but the third held a lab coat and a black canvas bag. Glancing at the door behind me I groped through the pockets of the coat. But as I dropped to my knees to unbuckle the bag, I heard voices in the hall. Heart racing I shoved the bag back in and darted around the corner into the toilets and slipped into one of the stalls.
I crouched on the toilet and held my breath. For a minute or two they stood, talking, then I heard the showers in the next room come on. At first I was too afraid to move, but finally, I stepped down and opened the door of the stall. Seeing no sign of movement, I slipped out and peered around the corner. A pair of bags sat on the bench by the lockers, a T-shirt and a pair of jeans on the hook above one, a shirt and what looked like cargo pants above the other.
With a quick glance in the direction of the showers I darted across to the bench and snatched the jeans and the T-shirt and pulled them on, but as I pulled the T-shirt over my head the pipes in the next room creaked and one of the showers shut off. Grabbing my gown I balled it up and stuffed it into a bin by the door, but as I did I noticed a plastic ID card attached to the other pair of pants, so I shot back and unclipped it, then dashed out the door into the corridor. 
I knew I only had a minute or two until the women in the locker room realised their clothes were missing, so I raced for the door at the far end of the corridor and pressed the card against the security pad. At first nothing happened, then there was a click and the lock released. Shoving the door open I sprinted through. 
This next stretch of corridor led to a junction. Reaching it I paused, looking first one way and then the other. To the left the passage terminated in a heavy door, its front emblazoned with the symbol denoting Change infection; to the right it led to another heavy door, this one free of the Change symbol.
Deciding I was more likely to find an exit by moving away from the bio-secure areas, I ran toward the second door, but then I heard a wail of agony from behind me. Like the cry I’d heard earlier this one sounded female, yet like no human voice I’d ever heard. 
For a few seconds I couldn’t move. I knew I had to get to that door, find a way out, yet I also had to know who or what was making the sound; every part of me rebelled at the idea of walking away from such distress. I turned around back toward the doors with the bio-hazard symbol.
Like the other doors, this one had a pair of windows set into its top half. Pressing myself against it I angled my face so I could peer in. It was a large room, fitted out in the same pale hospital shades as the others. Yet unlike the others one side was partitioned off by some kind of grille, or bars. At first I wasn’t sure what they were, but then I realised it was a line of cages, or cells, each about three metres wide and containing a low bench and a toilet. 
A sick feeling crept through me as I shifted position, trying to make out the interior of the cells. The first few were unoccupied, but at the far end I could see a figure sitting on one of the benches, their knees drawn up to their face as if they were crying. Or afraid. I searched for the source of the cry and spotted a pair of gurneys, a few metres apart, on which a woman was being held down by two Quarantine officers.
I couldn’t see her face, but I could see the markings of the Change on her arms, the patterns of colour and light, and I could see her desperation as she fought to escape. On the far side of her the doctor who had attended me stepped into view, a hypodermic in one hand, and as the officer stepped aside she inserted it into the woman’s arm.
Whatever it was it worked fast, the woman’s struggles subsiding almost immediately. Perhaps as a precaution the two officers waited until she was still, then, at a glance from the doctor, one of them unlocked the gurney and moved it out of sight.
Horrified, I stepped back, but not before I saw the other officer begin to move toward the figure in the cage. I felt sick. Part of me wanted to beat on the door, distract them, try to save whoever it was in the cage; another part wanted to push through the door and attack them, not because I didn’t care they might catch me, force me down, but because I wanted them to, because I wanted the release of the anger, its capacity to wipe me away. And yet another part again knew I could do neither, that the only thing I could do was turn and try to get as far away from here as possible.
Although it seemed to last forever, I suppose I only stood outside that door for a few seconds, struggling to convince myself I had no choice but to run. From inside I could hear sobbing again, a boy’s voice this time, perhaps no older than me. I clenched my fist, and then, willing myself not to listen, moved away, slowly at first and then at a run. 
Beyond the door at the corridor’s far end was a security area of some sort, a small room with an observation area behind a window on one side and a walk-through scanner, yet like the corridors in the clinic it was dark, the observation room unattended. Stepping through the scanner I saw its red light play over me, followed by a click and then a beep, and looking behind me I saw a panel flashing red. At first I was confused, but then I realised it must be some sort of ID check. I grabbed the card and touched it to the panel. For a second or two nothing happened, then the beeping stopped and a green light came on at eye level and I hurried through.
On the far side was a door, the window in it looking out onto the night sky. I bolted toward it, pushing it open and staggering out into the open air.
Outside it was warm, the air filled with the scent of the forest and a whiff of smoke. I was standing on a small platform of some sort; beside me a shallow ramp ran down to the ground. In front of me stretched a floodlit open space covered with grass. On the far side a tall wire fence was visible and beyond that, the dark shapes of trees.
I hesitated. I knew the obvious thing to do was to make for the fence, but for the time it took to cross the grass I would be in full view of anybody who came after me. Turning, I looked to my right. In the darkness another structure was visible, the space between it and the building I had emerged from in deep shadow, so I vaulted the rail of the ramp and took off in that direction, hoping I might be able to find a less obvious route to the fence.
As I rounded the corner into the space between the two buildings I looked back to see the door I had exited through swing open; ignoring the stones that cut into my bare feet I raced on, and a moment later emerged into some sort of car park, half-a-dozen Quarantine vehicles standing gleaming in the moonlight. On the far side of the car park stood the fence; bending down I weaved between the vehicles toward it. Somewhere not far away people were shouting, and as I sprinted across the final few metres of the car park I half-expected to hear a shout or a shot from behind me, but neither came, and a few seconds later I was standing in front of a high fence topped with rolls of razor wire. 
Knowing I had no time to waste I wound my fingers into the wire and began climbing, doing my best to ignore the pain as it pressed into my bare toes and feet. At the top I stopped, clinging to the fence while I probed the razor wire with one hand, trying to find a way to take hold of it without it tearing my flesh, dismayed by the way it twisted and flexed. As carefully as I could I reached up with my free arm and, lying it on top of the wire, I pressed down gingerly, then climbing higher I swung one leg over, hoping to somehow vault across, but once I was straddled across the wire with it pressing into my legs I realised I was caught, and if I tried to jump free the wire would slice into me. 
I only had a few seconds to decide what to do. From the car park behind me came voices, and the beam of a torchlight cut across the fence. Closing my eyes I took a deep breath and swung my leg up and over, trying not to cry out as the wire sliced into my arm and ankle and thigh, or as I landed, heavy and hard, on the fence’s far side. 
Half-stunned I lurched to my feet. Dimly aware of somebody shouting behind me, I didn’t look back, just turned and stumbled away into the darkness.
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I don’t know if they came after me, all I know is that I kept on running, and when I couldn’t run any more I walked, and when I couldn’t walk any more I stumbled. All I cared about was putting as much distance between me and that place and what I had seen there. 
Eventually I emerged from the trees onto some kind of old fire track or logging trail, its rutted surface stretching off into the distance, pale in the moonlight; seeing no sign of cars I limped along it until, quite suddenly, I felt my gorge rise and, turning aside, threw up, once and then again and then again, until finally I was done, and I slumped to the ground and wept.
Eventually the sky began to lighten. Numbly I sat up, and began to inspect the places the wire had torn my skin. The sudden, searing pain I had felt when the metal cut into me had passed, replaced by a deep, dull throb. Although it was difficult to see much in the half-light, I could feel the extent of the damage. The cuts on my arm and ankle were deep and painful, but it was the one on my thigh that was the worst: where the wire had sliced into my leg my pants hung loose in a great flap, the material soaked with blood, while underneath my fingers could make out the line of the wound, the skin peeling back along its width. There was something irresistible about it, the fact of it drawing my fingers back in fascination, as if my mind needed to feel it to believe my body had been damaged like this.
Just before the sun appeared I stood up and began to walk again, willing myself to keep going despite the pain in my leg. With no map I didn’t know where I was or where I was heading, although I knew from the lightening sky ahead of me that the track led roughly eastward.
After an hour or so the track joined a road. It was still early, and around me the trees were filled with the shriek and call of the birds. With nothing to tell me which way to go, I turned northward. 
Another hour passed, then another, and then, in the distance, I heard an engine. Quickly I stepped off the road and concealed myself behind a tree, peering back up the road. I didn’t know whether Quarantine would be looking for me but I couldn’t take the chance. 
When the vehicle finally appeared it turned out to be an old truck, its back piled high with what looked like bananas. Still wary after my experience with Travis, I hung back for as long as I could, trying to catch a glimpse of the driver through the smeared and insect-speckled windscreen, but at the last instant I gave in and stepped out onto the verge, waving and shouting.
At first I thought I’d left it too late, because the truck didn’t stop, but then, ten or fifteen metres past me, I heard the brakes engage and it shuddered to a halt. Trying not to limp too much, I hurried after it.
The driver was small and dark, with a square Indonesian face. He looked down at me as I approached the cabin. I can’t imagine how I must have looked: barefoot, filthy, covered in blood.
‘Are you okay?’ he asked. 
I stared up at him. ‘I need a ride.’
He leaned out to glance back the way I’d come, presumably concerned I wasn’t alone. Apparently satisfied he opened the door and helped me up into the cabin.
The seats were hard, worn things designed to be cheap rather than comfortable, and as I sat back on them I could smell dust. But the rest of the cabin was clean and bare, the air scented with some kind of air freshener. 
‘Where have you come from?’ the driver asked. 
I forced a smile. ‘It’s a long story,’ I said. I saw his expression change, concern overtaken by wariness. For a long moment he didn’t speak, then he nodded.
‘I can take you into town. There is a doctor there.’
I hesitated. ‘No,’ I said. ‘Not a doctor.’
He looked at my leg, the blood. ‘Your leg is bad, I think.’
I tried to smile. ‘It’s okay. I’ll be all right.’
He didn’t answer at once, then at last he nodded. ‘Perhaps you come with me. My wife, she can help.’
I didn’t know what to say. Finally I just said, ‘Thank you’.
As he started the engine I looked away, gazing at the forest outside. I was exhausted, and the pain in my leg was like a low throbbing that clouded my mind. 
‘What is your name?’ the driver asked as he pushed the truck up through its gears. Briefly I considered lying, but for some reason it seemed wrong.
‘Callie,’ I said.
‘I am Agus,’ he said, and grinned. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ 
To my surprise I laughed. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Pleased to meet you as well.’
‘Are you from around here?’
I shook my head. ‘No.’
Once again he seemed wary, but this time he looked gentler.
‘Neither am I,’ he said.
As we drove he told me something of his story. He had grown up in Java, where he had been a schoolteacher, but after the Change he and his wife fled south, managing to board one of the last boats before they sealed the borders. I knew enough of what had gone on – the naval blockade, the machine-gunning of boats on the beaches to keep the infected away – to guess at something of what he had been through, yet if he bore any anger he did not show it, save perhaps for a brief hesitation as he described reaching the shore. Like many refugees they had been resettled in the north, where he had taken work as a fruit picker. 
As he spoke he kept his eyes on the road, and I had time to look at him. He was small, but had a compact strength in his arms and legs, and a kindness about his face it was difficult not to respond to. 
After a while he fell silent, and I closed my eyes and rested my head against the back wall of the cabin. The truck was noisy, the engine vibrating heavily as it negotiated the hills and turns, and I could feel it rumbling against my scalp, the feeling not unpleasant. For a while I was happy just leaning back like that, and then, at some point, I slept.
When I awoke we were outside an old weatherboard cottage, the front shrouded in bougainvillea. On the verandah carved shutters and a carved door sat incongruously against the utilitarian structure. Agus was looking at me.
‘We’re here,’ he said. ‘Would you like to come in?’
I opened my door and climbed down. 
‘How long have I been asleep?’ 
Agus shrugged. ‘Not long.’ As he spoke the door to the house opened and a woman emerged. She was slightly younger than Agus, but had some of the same kindness about her face. Seeing me she stopped and then looked at Agus.
‘This is Callie,’ he said, then something in Indonesian I didn’t understand. She looked at me and replied, also in Indonesian.
‘This is Amalia,’ Agus said. 
Amalia clasped her hands together and nodded at me. Awkwardly aware of my appearance I did the same. When I finished I caught Agus looking at me.
‘Please,’ he said. ‘Come inside.’
Like the truck the inside of the house was bare but clean and carefully maintained. In the main room there was a screen and a sofa, as well as a low table; on the walls a few pictures hung in frames.
‘Are you hungry?’ Agus asked.
I nodded. ‘Yes,’ I said, although in truth I wasn’t, or not really: instead I felt battered and exhausted and like I might dissolve into tears without warning. Amalia smiled and indicated I should step through into the kitchen.
‘You eat now,’ she said. ‘Maybe after you can wash.’ As she spoke I caught her staring at Agus.
‘Thank you,’ I said.
They gave me rice from a rice cooker by the stove, along with cucumber and sambal and a chicken curry of some sort. I had almost forgotten what real food tasted like, and once I began it was difficult to stop.
While I ate, Amalia and Agus spoke across me in rapid bursts of Indonesian, Amalia’s voice tense, almost angry, Agus’s reassuring, in between which Agus would look at me and smile in an oddly placatory manner, while telling me Amalia was curious about how I liked the food, even though I knew she wasn’t.
When I was finished I laid down my fork.
‘Thank you,’ I said. 
By the sink Amalia inclined her head. ‘Would you like to wash?’ she asked. ‘When you are clean I can look at your leg.’
I thanked her again, and she led me to a small bathroom at the house’s rear. Handing me a towel she showed me how the water worked, then backed out, closing the door behind her.
I sat down on the side of the bath. Despite their kindness I knew I couldn’t stay here, but for now I was happy to have somewhere to wash and some food in my belly.
I cleaned myself as best I could, scrubbing at my hands and feet. My fingernails were filthy and in addition to the stitches in my knee there didn’t seem to be a square centimetre of me that wasn’t scratched or bruised or grazed. But it was the cut on my thigh I kept returning to. Now it was light I could see it was smaller than I had thought – perhaps only twenty centimetres long – but it was deep, and as I tried to wash the blood caked over it away I yelped at the pain and it began to bleed again.
When I emerged Amalia was waiting, a pair of khaki cotton pants and a worn white T-shirt folded in her hands. On top was a pair of sneakers and a foil pack of painkillers.
‘For your leg,’ Amalia said. I smiled and thanked her, then paused, looking at the clothes, which were clearly not Amalia’s. Looking up I saw Amalia watching me.
‘They were our daughter’s,’ she said.
‘She won’t mind?’ I said. 
Amalia fell still. ‘No,’ she said. All at once I understood.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said, but Amalia just nodded.
‘Come,’ she said. ‘I will look at your leg.’
She made me sit on a towel in the kitchen, and while Agus sat opposite me and watched, she began to clean the remaining dried blood away with a bowl of water and a cloth.
‘Amalia was a nurse,’ Agus said, smiling. ‘Back in Indonesia.’
I winced and tried to smile back.
‘I have no anaesthetic,’ she said as she finished. 
‘It’s okay,’ I said. 
Amalia was careful, but it still hurt horribly. Aware of Agus watching me I forced myself not to whimper, instead clenching my hand and trying to focus on that until it was over.
When she was done Amalia stood up and went to wash her hands at the sink. Agus was still watching me so I turned to look at him.
‘Amalia is worried you are in trouble, and that if we help you we will bring trouble on ourselves,’ he said.
I shifted my leg, wincing at the pain. Although Amalia did not turn around I was aware she was paying close attention to what I said.
‘She’s right,’ I said at last. ‘I am in trouble.’ At the sink Amalia turned the tap off but didn’t turn around. 
‘I haven’t done anything bad, or not bad like that. But it’s probably better if I go.’
There was a long silence. Then Amalia turned and looked at Agus, and something seemed to pass between them.
‘No,’ Agus said. ‘You should stay, at least tonight. Tomorrow I will take you wherever you need to go.’
All morning I had been fighting images of Gracie in a room like the one back at Quarantine, and although part of me knew I needed to stay here, to rest while I could, another part wanted to be out there looking for her as soon as I could. 
‘Thank you,’ I said at last.
The day passed slowly. After lunch Agus went out again, the truck grinding back out onto the road and away. With Agus gone Amalia seemed content to leave me to rest in the living room, appearing occasionally to offer me food or water but otherwise keeping herself busy on other tasks. In the late afternoon I went through to the kitchen and found her seated at the table preparing food; I asked if I could help her. 
When she didn’t reply I seated myself opposite her. She placed a knife and a pair of cucumbers on the table and pushed them in my direction. I took them and began to chop, aware of her watching me.
‘How is your leg?’ she asked at last.
‘Sore,’ I said. ‘But better, I think. You did a good job.’
She didn’t answer, and after a while I continued. ‘How long have you lived here?’
‘In this house? Eight years.’
I nodded. ‘Before, when you told me about your daughter, I wanted to say how sorry I am.’
‘Thank you,’ she said at last.
‘My father, he Changed as well.’
‘Is that why you are here?’ she asked, not looking up.
I shook my head. ‘No. I was with my sister and a friend. We got separated.’
‘Perhaps it is better if you don’t find them.’
I paused, surprised. ‘No. I have to find them.’
Amalia didn’t reply, just nodded and kept on chopping.
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The next morning Agus drove me westward. I wasn’t sure exactly where to direct him, but he let me guess, and eventually I found the road we’d been on when we ran into Travis. He talked as he drove, telling me about the country around here, the slow emptying of it as people fled southward, away from the Change. Before we set off from his house he had given me a backpack, an old sleeping bag, food, water, even a creased paper map, and part of me knew that if I asked him to come with me to help find Gracie and Matt he wouldn’t hesitate, even if that meant placing himself at risk.
Eventually we passed Travis’s property; the sight of it making my stomach twist and knot as I fought the urge to sink back in my seat and hide, the feeling lingering even after the compound had disappeared in the rear-vision mirror.
I didn’t have much to go on, just the knowledge I couldn’t go back, and that I needed to find Gracie and Matt. With the map Agus had given me I tried to work out where Matt might have gone after we were separated, and how far they might have got. Although it seemed a lifetime it was only three nights, and I doubted they’d been moving quickly. It was possible, of course, that they were out there in the forest still, lost or injured, but I had to believe they had found their way back to the road and continued heading north. Yet which road? There were several, not just the highway but also two smaller roads and various tracks. Eventually I decided I would follow the road closest to where I thought we had been when we were separated, and showing Agus, had him pull over and drop me.
I got out and he climbed down as well. I could see he wasn’t happy about leaving me here. 
‘Are you sure I can’t drive you further?’ he asked, but I shook my head. I couldn’t bear the thought of Quarantine stopping him with me in the car after he had been so kind to me.
‘You’ve done so much already. I’m so grateful.’
‘Be careful,’ he said.
‘I will,’ I said, and thanked him again.
It was hot, the sky overhead glassy and blue, and as I walked I quickly grew sweaty, my leg throbbing with a deep, dull ache. I knew what I was doing was hopeless, yet I also knew I had to do it, that I had no choice, a feeling I was becoming used to. Yet as I walked up that road it was difficult not to feel the enormity of what I was attempting bear down on me. I was on foot, alone, searching for two people who could be anywhere. But I also needed to believe it was possible I might find them, that Matt and Gracie were okay, that even if I didn’t find them they might make it to the Zone.
As the day wore on I felt the emptiness begin to seep into me, hollowing me out. From time to time I passed houses or buildings of one sort another, many of which were burned out or in ruins, yet every time I approached one, calling out or knocking on the door to see if it was occupied, all I had in reply was silence. Each time I passed a track I turned up it as well, marching out into the forest or across the fields and calling out at the top of my voice. 
Toward midday I passed through a long line of banana plantations, the green leaves weirdly incongruous – too green, too tropical – and after them a small town, its buildings standing empty and abandoned, where I sat beneath the verandah of an old store and ate some of the rice Amalia had wrapped for me, along with a couple of the painkillers she had put in my bag. Afterwards the road began to rise again, the bush closing in on either side. 
As the afternoon wore on I saw no sign of habitation, only trees and the crowding bush. Occasionally I passed areas torched by Quarantine, great scars that exposed the earth and rock, but for the most part it seemed to spill on forever. 
By the time darkness came I realised I wasn’t going to find a building to sleep in, so I found a spot a little back from the road and unrolled my sleeping bag.
In vids and stories people sit by fires in the wilderness and look like explorers, but I didn’t feel like an explorer. Instead I felt lonely, isolated, uncomfortably aware of the darkness around me, of the movement of the wind in the trees, the cries of the animals in the distance. Time felt shapeless, immense, as if I might lose myself and disappear into it.
The next day was little better. All morning I passed through forest, followed by plantations of bananas and sugar cane. Once or twice a car or a truck passed me – each time I had enough warning to step away, out of sight, emerging only to watch the vehicle disappear down the road – but for the most part I was alone. Here and there amongst the bananas and the cane I glimpsed sheds or even houses; every time I approached them, checking for any sign of Matt or Gracie, every time I was disappointed. 
In the middle of the day I found a space under a tree and ate some more rice and rested for a while, looking out across a field of cane. According to the map Agus had given me there was a town about thirty kilometres ahead, but I knew Matt was unlikely to have made it that far with Gracie in tow, which meant that if I was on the right road and I kept walking I would catch up with them. But as the afternoon wore on and my leg and hand began to ache more and more I started to worry I had chosen the wrong road, or that even if I was on the right road they had been sleeping or resting when I passed, and I had missed them.
That night I slept in a shed that stood a little way back from the road. The ground was dirty, the earth stained with some kind of fertiliser and the stink of diesel, and as I tried to sleep I was painfully aware of movement in the darkness around me, the sound of small bodies moving. Not long after I fell asleep something ran across my face, startling me awake with a cry; grabbing for my torch I flicked it on in time to see a huge grey rat disappear behind one of the bags at the end of the shed.
Brushing myself frantically, I leapt up trying to rid myself of the sensation of the rat on my skin. Shining the torch around I saw rats everywhere, their eyes shining as they scuttled along the walls and across the floor and around my feet. Convulsively I grabbed my backpack and sleeping bag and stumbled back, almost tripping as more darted away around my feet, then I turned and fled out the door and into the night.
Nerves jangling I paced around in the field outside the shed, trying to decide what to do next. Overhead the stars were bright, although on the ground it was so dark I could barely see my hand in front of my face. I knew I couldn’t go back into the shed, but I didn’t know where else I could go, so finally I shouldered my bag and walked a small distance until I found a hollow of some sort and lay down, trying to ignore the rustling in the leaves around me.
I woke at first light, tired and aching after a night of disturbed sleep on the hard ground. As luck would have it the spot I had chosen in the dark was clean and dry, but as I stood up I had to brush stones and sticks and leaves from myself. Taking out my pack I ate the last scraps of the food Agus and Amalia had given me, and swilled the dregs of my water. 
Overnight I had decided that if Matt and Gracie were still free they must be behind me somewhere, or perhaps on a different track, and with this in mind I began to retrace my steps, wandering back along the road. The heat was especially oppressive that day, the air singing with humidity, and as I walked my thirst grew more intense with every passing hour. In the middle of the morning I stopped at an abandoned house with an old water tank in its backyard. Trying to ignore Matt’s warnings about drinking unboiled water and my own concerns about contact with spores I drank thirstily, splashing the water over my face and head in an effort to cool myself before I refilled my bottles. On my way back to the road I passed a passionfruit vine tangled across an old shed and hungrily picked an armful of fruit, ripping them open with my fingers and teeth and sucking down the sweet, acidic pulp and slick black seeds.
Around midday I reached the outskirts of the forest in which I had spent my first night, and for a time I considered waiting out the afternoon where I was in order to avoid spending another night under the trees, but in the end I decided to press on, telling myself that if the worst came to the worst I could just keep walking in the dark until I came to some kind of shelter. By the road I found a banana tree; the clustered bananas were woody and green, but I was hungry so I ate them anyway, stuffing them into my mouth greedily.
By the time I reached the far side of the forest it was dark, so I trudged on, looking for somewhere to sleep. This time I was lucky, coming upon a house a small distance back from the road which stood empty. I broke in by torchlight and although the rooms were dank and smelled of mildew I slept on an old sofa I found in one of the rooms.
The next morning I woke with cramps in my belly; feeling shaky I hurried for the door and crouched under a tree, trying not to pay attention to the thin, watery mess that came from me. I had read somewhere green bananas were meant to stop diarrhoea, but the ones I had eaten last night seemed to have caused it. Afterwards I cleaned myself as best I could, gathered my things and continued back down the road.
According to the map there was a second road, ten kilometres through the bush to the west. Although there was nothing marked on the map I had seen a path running off in that direction the first time I passed this way, so rather than walk back to the nearest cross road I thought I might take the track, and cut across that way.
My stomach was still tight and uncomfortable by the time I reached the track, which ran off by a bend in a small valley. It was narrow and overgrown – presumably it had originally been a fire track or something similar – and as I followed it the trees seemed to close in around me.
I walked for two or three hours, until at last the track petered out. For a while I stood in the high grass, staring at the trees and broken ground ahead of me; then, tightening my grip on my bag, I began to walk again.
Without the track I went more slowly, looking for some sign of the road I thought must be somewhere ahead. But by mid-afternoon I was beginning to grow worried. Had I misunderstood the map? Was the road not where I thought it was? Or was I simply walking in circles or lost? As I struggled on I could feel panic beginning to rise in my chest, a feeling that only grew worse when my water began to run low again. After an hour more stumbling through the bush I decided I needed to turn back, but by the time the light began to fade I still hadn’t found the track again, and I realised I was facing the prospect of another night outside with little water and almost no food.
At first I tried to push on, but as the light drained away I realised I had to stop or risk becoming even more lost than I already was.
Forcing myself to be calm I made camp on a patch of clear ground by a rock face. The encounter with the rats was still fresh in my memory and I checked the area around me as best I could, poking the bushes with a stick and making as much noise as I could. Once I was done I settled down and, taking off my shoes, drew my sleeping bag around myself. The ground was hard and lumpy, but I was so tired I didn’t really care. For a time I thought the pain in my belly would keep me awake, but eventually I slept, slipping down into a shallow, restless sleep filled with dreams about horrible things I could not quite remember. 
At some point, perhaps around midnight, I woke to the sound of something shrieking in the dark, the sound so eerily human I felt my breath catch, but then it came again and I realised it was some kind of nightbird. Without a phone or a screen I had no way of knowing what time it was: I might have been asleep for an hour or six, but eventually I slept again, this time tumbling into a deep, dreamless slumber.
I woke just before dawn. At first I was not sure what had woken me: there was no sound. While I had been asleep the wind had shifted; now it came in warm gusts from the north, rustling the leaves. Overhead the stars had disappeared, blocked out by cloud; to the east I could hear the rumble of thunder.
Sitting up I smelled rain, and a few seconds later I felt the first drops begin to fall, fat and warm at first, then heavier. I stood up and scrambled to roll up my sleeping bag and gather my things into my pack.
I headed for a tree, trying to find shelter, but before I could lightning struck, the crack of the thunder so close I felt it, and the rain grew heavier, white sheets of it pouring from the sky and soaking me.
I thought at first it would pass quickly enough, but it didn’t. Although the thunder gradually moved off, rumbling and cracking in the distance as the storm moved through, the rain kept falling, occasionally lessening slightly for a few minutes before growing heavier again. Eventually dawn came, then the morning, although it was so dark beneath the clouds it was difficult to tell.
Despite being drenched I had the presence of mind to fill my bottles, holding them under the runnels of water which thundered down off the branches above. As I drank I found myself wondering where the water had come from, uncomfortably aware of the proximity of the Zone. The thought that this water, which seemed so fresh, might be contaminated with spores gave me pause, until at last I reminded myself that you never really knew where water came from, that the spores were everywhere anyway. 
Eventually I decided I was so wet there was no point trying to shelter, so, standing up, I began to slog back through the trees in search of the road, but it was hard going. The rain plastered my hair to my face, getting in my eyes and making it difficult to see. A rivulet ran down my back behind my pack, even my shoes were soaked, the fabric inside them squelching with every step.
Worse still, the landscape was even more difficult to recognise through the murk of the rain and cloud. And although it was not cold, I was beginning to shiver, my body heat leached away by the water.
After an hour or so I came to an open space, realising as I did that I was now completely lost. But as I picked my way across it I noticed a building of some kind on its far edge. Squinting through the water that coursed down my face I trudged toward it.
It was a stock shelter of some sort, a sloping tin roof open on three sides over a raised concrete floor. That it had been abandoned for some time was obvious from its general state of disrepair, but the roof was good, and if nothing else it would mean I was out of the rain.
I huddled against the back wall, rubbing my arms and trying to warm up. Everything in my pack was soaking, so I had nothing I could use to warm myself, and it was so wet there was no way I was going to get dry.
As the day wore on the rain began to ease off, settling into a steady downpour rather than the cataracts that had cascaded from the sky when the storm first hit. I suppose I should have been impressed by the sheer volume of water, but I was too cold and hungry to care, and the more it rained the more I found myself worrying about Matt and Gracie. Were they out here as well? Had they found shelter? Gracie was so small, so sick, there was no way of knowing whether she could cope with being cold and wet. Closing my eyes I breathed deeply, trying to stop my teeth from chattering as I tried to shut out the fear, to focus my mind on Matt, my faith that he would look after her as best he could. I didn’t know why I trusted him, all I knew was that I did.
Late in the afternoon I noticed the water in the field outside beginning to rise. To begin with it seemed like a small thing, the ground beneath the tall grass slowly disappearing into a grey gulf of water. But as the afternoon wore on it began to rise faster, creeping up the side of the concrete slab the shelter rested upon.
At first I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just stood staring out at the rising tide of water around me. It seemed hard to believe it could keep rising for long, or that it would be able to cover the floor of the shelter, which stood a metre or so above the rest of the open space around it. But then, some time late in the afternoon, I noticed a movement in the water, and the surface began to rise more quickly. 
Peering out through the rain I tried to make out the source of the rising water. Off to one side there was a small break in the trees where the land rose slightly, from which I could see water spilling in on a dirty tide, its surface broken here and there by branches and the limbs of trees.
With a start I felt water around my feet, and looking down realised it had already risen above the level of the floor. Over by the back wall my pack began to move, floating with the tide. I raced over and picked it up, and then made for the opposite side of the shelter.
The water in the field was up to my waist and rising fast as I attempted to move ahead of the rising water. Once, years before, I’d been swimming in a big surf when I lost my footing and was swept toward the gleaming wall of the oncoming wave, suddenly frighteningly aware of the sheer power of the water. This was like that except much worse because it was so relentless. I could feel the water pulling at me, trying to suck me off my feet, pull me down, and each time I took a step I knew I wouldn’t get a second chance if I slipped or tripped. Worse yet were the branches and rubble floating in the water around me.
Somehow I made it to the edge of the field, stumbling unexpectedly onto a patch of higher ground. I splashed forward, the water still rising about me. I could feel the force of the current, its pressure dragging me sideways, deep, inexorable.
There were trees around me now, the bottoms of their trunks submerged; urging myself forward I reached out for the nearest, but just before I could grab it something struck me from behind and knocked my feet out from under me. For a heartbeat I was more surprised than frightened; startled, I glimpsed a huge branch, leaves still on it, then it was on top of me and I was underwater, being dragged along, rolling and turning through the roiling water.
Even now I can feel the fear of what followed like a physical thing. Pinned under the branch in the dark muddy water I didn’t know which way was up, which was down, and no matter how I struggled I couldn’t find the surface. At some point I opened my mouth and water flooded in, the muddy taste of it choking me. Each time I thought I had regained my footing I lost it again, until at last I no longer believed I could.
Then something strange happened. As I flailed in the water I seemed to divide in two. Part of me was there, in the roiling terror of the moment, thrashing and fighting and choking on the water that kept forcing its way up my nose and down my throat as I swirled over and over in the rushing water. But another part of me seemed to be outside myself, drifting calmly above it all. That other part didn’t feel frightened so much as baffled. It seemed ridiculous I should have come all this way only to die like this. 
I suppose that dissociation was my brain reacting to the lack of oxygen, because at some point I felt myself going limp, my body giving up the fight. I realise now I should have been afraid but I wasn’t, instead I just seemed to be drifting away, my body already forgotten.
Perhaps I would have died then. Certainly I came close. But just as I began to let go the branch struck something and rolled over again, dragging me spluttering into the light before it dragged me under again. 
I cannot have been above the surface for more than a second or two, but it was enough: I was awake again. Then it happened again, and again, and each time I gasped at the air, struggling to keep myself there, above the water. The log was rolling, I realised, over and over, and I was caught on it. On the fourth or the fifth roll I managed to twist myself around and, thrashing outward, pull myself free. Gasping I turned over and filled my lungs with air as I tried to fight down the panic that had almost overwhelmed me. I was in a sort of stream, moving through the forest in a tide that bore branches and logs and detritus with it, the water coursing and racing over the ground beneath. There were banks of a sort to either side, but I didn’t think I could swim to them without being struck by some other piece of debris so, not knowing what else to do, I hung on to the branch that had almost drowned me, allowing it to drag me on.
I’m not sure how long I was swept along. Fifteen minutes? Half an hour? But eventually the water reached an open area and began to spread out and slow down. A second later I felt ground beneath my feet, and then again; although part of me wanted to let go at once, another part told me to hang on, that if I let go here I might just get struck again, dragged under. And then, off to one side, I saw a house rising above the flood on a stretch of higher ground. As it drew closer I let go, relieved to discover the water was only waist deep, and began to half-swim, half-crawl toward it. 
This time there were no logs to strike me, no broken ground to slip on, and in a few minutes I was crawling across wet earth toward a verandah.
I don’t think I’d considered the question of whether the house might be inhabited or not, yet as I staggered toward the front door I was surprised to see a figure appear in front of me. For a long moment he didn’t move, just stood, staring at me. I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out, but it didn’t need to, because he was already stepping down and reaching out to take me in his arms. 
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As he bore me up onto the verandah I stared at him in disbelief. A few minutes before I had thought I was about to die, and now here I was, not just alive but with Matt. No doubt he felt the same, for he kept touching my face, trying to look into my eyes and asking me if I was okay, and I just kept nodding and saying ‘Yes, yes,’ over and over again, the words tumbling out of my mouth, and then all at once I was crying, although whether out of relief or happiness I’m not sure.
Once we were clear of the water I fell sideways, and he caught me, embracing me as he lowered me to the ground. Closing my eyes I pressed my face to his thin chest, losing myself in the sound of his heart through his shirt. Then I pushed him away.
‘Gracie . . .’ I began, and he nodded.
‘She’s okay,’ he said.
‘Where?’ I asked.
‘Inside,’ he said glancing toward the house.
Behind the door the house was dark, the sound of the rain outside echoing through the empty rooms. Unlike the last few places we had stayed it had once been nice, its wide floorboards sanded and oiled, the walls and doors rubbed back and painted. Matt ushered me through a door into a room in which a figure lay curled up in one corner.
I rushed over and knelt down beside her. At first I thought she was asleep – her face was blank and her mouth slightly ajar – but then I noticed her eyes were partly open, the eyes behind them staring blankly. I felt Matt crouch down behind me.
‘Is she . . .’ I began. Behind me I could feel Matt’s hesitation.
‘Asleep, I think. Or something like it.’
‘Has she been like this long?’
‘On and off, the last day or two.’
I touched her cheek. She stirred, her eyes flickering open. Once, when she was three, I woke up to find her standing beside my bed, staring down at me. Although her eyes were open she was still asleep, and I remember the unnerving blankness of the way she looked at me, the sense she was there but not there. Looking at her now I was reminded of that night, except that this time it was not simply an absence I was seeing. Instead it was as if everything that was Gracie had been emptied out and in her place there was something else, something cold and inhuman. 
I recoiled but Gracie didn’t react. Then she blinked, and all at once that other presence disappeared, and some semblance of the child I knew returned.
‘Callie?’ she said, and I nodded, my terror falling away as I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her neck.
‘I thought I’d never see you again,’ I said, but as I spoke I realised there was something wrong with the way she felt, with the way she lay in my arms, a lack of responsiveness. Releasing her I sat back, trying to hide my distress.
‘It’s raining,’ she said in the same unsettlingly affectless voice, her eyes travelling past me to the window behind me.
I nodded. ‘A lot,’ I said. 
Gracie looked at me again. ‘You’re wet.’
Despite the hollow feeling in my gut I smiled. ‘I know.’
Matt placed a hand on my shoulder. ‘We have food if you want it. And you need to get dry.’
I turned to find him looking at me, his face set in an expression of careful concern. For an instant I had to fight the urge to lash out at him, to blame him or hurt him, as if that might undo what I had just seen. 
‘Okay,’ I said.
Although they had no clothes I could wear, Matt’s blanket was still dry, so while his back was turned I stripped down to my underwear. As I picked up the blanket to wrap it around myself he turned. I fell still, aware of his eyes tracing the lines of my body, his face taking in the string of bruises and abrasions on my stomach and arms, the puckered line of the wounds on my ankle and thigh and knee and hand. Finally he lifted his eyes to mine, a question forming in them. But when he didn’t speak I tightened my grip on the blanket and drew it about myself.
To my surprise Matt produced a tin of baked beans and a jar of jam, items he said had been liberated from a house two days before. There was no way to heat the beans but I didn’t care: even shovelled into my mouth with my fingers they were perfect.
While I ate I watched Gracie. She had moved toward the window and was standing staring out into the rain, her arms at her side. She hadn’t spoken since our last exchange and although she had done nothing peculiar or unnatural there was something disturbing about her stillness, the way she seemed to be looking at something invisible to Matt and myself.
‘She’s been getting worse since we lost you,’ Matt said after a while. ‘It’s like she’s only here half the time, and even then she’s like this.’
I didn’t reply. Outside it was growing dark, and although the landscape had mostly disappeared beneath the water the rain still fell heavily. I knew I should ask Matt how he was as well, whether the Change was hastening in him in the way it was in Gracie, but I couldn’t find it in me, the question hurt too much to make it real.
‘Thank you,’ I said at last. 
Matt looked at me. ‘What for?’
‘Looking after her.’
Matt shook his head. ‘You don’t need to thank me,’ he said, his voice suddenly, unexpectedly abrupt. Confused I looked at him but he looked away and wouldn’t meet my eye. When he spoke again his voice was gentler.
‘What happened? How did you get here?’
I shrugged. ‘It’s a long story.’ When I didn’t continue he reached out, put a hand on mine.
‘And you?’ I asked.
He shrugged. ‘We were lucky. We found this place last night, before the rain began. I almost made camp a kilometre or so back down the road but something made me keep going. Seems like a good decision now.’
‘And before that?’
Matt paused, looking at Gracie. ‘We looked for you.’
Over the next half an hour or so Matt told me the story of what had happened. On the day I was captured he had taken Gracie and run as far and as fast as he could, eventually swinging down a rock face and sheltering in a cave. ‘They were right there,’ he said, ‘above us, so close I could hear the dogs panting and the two of them talking to each other above us.’ But eventually they left, and after a time he and Gracie clambered out and confronted the fact I was gone.
‘I was certain they must have caught you,’ he said, ‘but I also knew that if there was any chance they hadn’t we had to find you.’ So after a while he and Gracie began to retrace their steps, working their way back to the campsite and then finally to Travis’ compound.
‘We found a spot a little way off where we could watch and see whether they had you,’ he said. ‘For a long time we didn’t see anything, but then, that night, we saw them take you out of that container. I had to stop Gracie calling out to you, because it was obvious you were being kept as some sort of prisoner. When they put you back in there I knew we had to get you out, it was just a question of how and when. I waited until Gracie was asleep, then I snuck up to the fence and tried to call out to you, but I couldn’t make you hear me, and the dogs were barking, so I crept away again. When I woke up in the morning I decided I had to get in there no matter what, but before I could they loaded you into the car and drove away with you. We waited all that day and that night, and after a while I really began to worry, but then Quarantine turned up and I knew we couldn’t wait there any longer.’
At this last he looked pained, and glanced across at Gracie. ‘You know I would have waited, don’t you? If it wasn’t for Gracie.’
I nodded, and this time I reached for his hand.
‘I thought I was never going to see you again,’ he said.
Eventually the dim light of the day gave way to the night, leaving us alone in the darkness of the house. Matt opened another can of beans and gave them to Gracie, who ate them slowly, mechanically, and then allowed me to put her to bed. There were moments when she almost seemed herself, but they were few and far between, and for the most part she seemed blank, empty. And although Matt was not as far gone he too was different, his attention elsewhere half the time, his eyes focused on things I couldn’t see. 
I lay beside Gracie as she fell asleep, my face pressed into her hair. Until now it had been comforting to lose myself in the warm smell of her, yet tonight there was another odour mingled in with her familiar scent, an earthy smell like moss, and under it another note, something sickly and overripe like jasmine or musk, and although I didn’t notice it at first, once I had smelled it I couldn’t unsmell it, reminders of it clinging to my face and hands as I lay waiting for Gracie to sleep.
This time she slept normally, her eyes fully closed as she slipped down into a drifting slumber. Only two weeks before she had been so full of life, now she was barely here at all.
The rain was loud on the roof overhead, and occasionally thunder rumbled or lightning flickered outside, but after a while I slept as well.
When I woke it was still raining. Next to me Gracie had rolled away from me; in the pale light from outside I could see the outline of her face turned away from me. While I slept the blanket had slipped free of my shoulders and in the damp air my skin was cold, numb; reaching down, I drew the blanket back around myself. 
At first I thought Matt had gone somewhere, but then I heard his breath over the sound of the rain. Although he didn’t speak, something in the quality of his breathing made me certain he wasn’t asleep either, that he was lying there, listening to me. 
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I asked quietly. 
‘Because I was ashamed. Because I didn’t want you to feel sorry for me.’ He paused. ‘Because I was frightened.’ In the darkness his voice was close, intimate, yet simultaneously distant, like a voice on a phone.
‘Does your brother know?’
He hesitated. When he spoke again his voice was less certain. ‘When I realised I went to him, told him. I . . . I thought he would know what to do, would be able to help me.’
‘But?’
‘He told me he would call Quarantine, that I disgusted him.’
I didn’t reply. Instead I turned and reached out to him. His face was almost invisible, but as my hands found him in the darkness I felt him start, as if electricity moved through him.
‘No,’ he said, pulling down the neck of his T-shirt to show me the shimmer of the Change running like veins beneath his skin. 
Without speaking I let my hand move up, brush his cheek. He shivered, and for a second I thought he would pull away, but then he turned his face into it, pressing his lips to my fingers until I drew his face to mine. My skin was cold, almost numb, and I was afraid of what I would find when I kissed him, yet as I pressed my face to his skin, his lips, he felt warm, alive. Reaching down he drew his T-shirt over his head; I touched his chest. My stomach lurched as he let his hand slide down my back to the hem of my T-shirt; looking up I met his eyes, their opaline depths painful to see but beautiful; I hesitated, part of me not wanting that moment to end, then I nodded, and he drew it up, our bodies skin to skin as we fell into one another.
And afterwards, when it was over, we lay beside each other, the point where he ended and I began not quite clear in the dark, and he looked up and said, ‘The rain, it’s stopped.’
I woke alone. In the corner Gracie still slept, but otherwise the room was empty.
Standing up I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders. The night before seemed both very real and like a dream that was already fading, but as I pressed a hand to my lips I could still taste his mouth, feel his body against mine.
Matt was outside, leaning against one of the posts on the verandah. As I emerged he looked at me and smiled, then looked away again. 
Somewhere in the night the sky had cleared, the only cloud a line of broken cumulus to the northwest. To the east the sun was visible above the hills, but in front of us a sea of water spread out in every direction, its surface broken here and there by the shapes of trees or bits of debris.
It was beautiful, I suppose, especially in the dawn light, but it was also difficult to make sense of. At first I thought it was a lake, but as I looked more carefully I realised it was not a lake but a vast stream flowing steadily past. Beside me I could feel Matt watching me; when I looked at him he didn’t look away but neither did he say anything to suggest the night before had happened. 
‘I think it’s still rising,’ he said.
I looked at him in surprise. ‘What?’
He smiled. ‘The water. I think it’s still rising.’
I looked down at the ground in front of the verandah, saw the water was indeed almost at the line of the posts.
‘There must be more water upstream,’ I said. ‘Flowing down.’
‘That’s what I thought.’
I looked to the west. ‘The sky is clear up there, so the rain must have stopped there as well. So at least there’s a limit to how much will come.’
‘The only question is how much more.’
I looked at the water by the posts again. ‘We can keep an eye on it,’ I said. ‘See if the rate it’s rising at gets any faster.’
Matt glanced behind us at the house where Gracie still slept. ‘Hopefully it’ll go down soon. We haven’t got a lot of food and I’d be wary of drinking this water.’
I thought he might say more but as he spoke Gracie appeared at the door behind me. She looked dirty, and the marks of the Change were clearly visible on her skin, but she looked dazed rather than Other.
‘Hey, Gracie,’ I said. She didn’t answer, just stared at me.
‘Are you okay?’
Still she didn’t answer. I took a step toward her and knelt down. Her gaze followed me, just slightly too slowly.
‘Gracie?’
‘I’m hungry,’ she said. I nodded, catching my hand before I reached to touch her cheek.
She turned away: as I watched her go I felt a sudden stab of sadness, as if she had already slipped out of my reach.
While we waited we discussed what we would do once the water had receded. According to the map Agus had given me we were only a couple of days walk from the Transitional, but because unauthorised personnel were forbidden to enter it, crossing was likely to be riskier than anything we had tried so far.
‘It’s patrolled, and they’re permitted to shoot on sight,’ Matt said.
I didn’t answer: both of us knew the reason Quarantine could shoot on sight was as much to discourage runners as it was to prevent the Changed from coming south.
‘And we have to get past the fences.’
I nodded. After my experiences with Travis and Quarantine I was less prepared to be put off by a fence than I had been. ‘We can get past the fence.’
Matt looked sceptical. 
‘What about food?’ We’ve been lucky so far but there are a hundred kilometres between the two lines and who knows what we’ll find when we get to the Zone itself. We can’t go wandering off with two cans of beans and some jam or we’ll die.’
‘Once the water goes down we need to find food,’ I agreed. ‘And do something about water. But we can’t afford to wait here any longer than we have to: it’s too risky.’
Not for the first time Matt looked at me in a way that suggested he knew I wasn’t telling him everything about what had happened in recent days. 
‘You’re right,’ he said.
The day passed slowly. Despite the rain the sun was hot, and by midday heat hung over the house in a glittering pall, the glare from the water shimmering on the ceilings inside. For a time in the morning Gracie seemed to recover, talking and even laughing, but it didn’t last, and by midday she had retreated into herself again, sitting or standing and staring out the windows. At one point I was sitting watching her when Matt came in. Gracie was standing by the window as she had been the night before.
‘North again,’ he said, watching her from the doorway.
I looked around. ‘What?’
‘When she’s like this she looks north. Toward the Zone.’
I tried to ignore the flatness in his voice, the sense of disconnection, as I replayed the morning in my head, searching unsuccessfully for an instance to prove him wrong.
‘And you?’ I asked. 
Matt looked away.
‘Are you afraid?’ I asked.
He shrugged. ‘Perhaps. Yes. I don’t know.’
I took a step toward him and put my arms around him. Last night the thought of losing him had been unbearable, now it filled me with a sadness so immense I didn’t know what to do with it. Matt buried his face in my neck. Finally he looked up.
‘The water,’ he said quietly. ‘I think it’s dropping.’
I released my grip on him and he led me toward the front door. Outside the glare from the water was so great I had to lift an arm to shade my eyes. Descending the steps from the verandah we advanced on the water’s edge and looked out at the shimmering expanse. It was as if the whole world was moving, flowing downstream toward something, and briefly I was struck by the sense of the landscape as a living thing, a process that stretched into the deep past and the future, immense, beautiful, yet also indifferent.
Matt stepped down and stood beside me, his feet sinking into the sodden ground. Without looking around I reached out and took his hand in mine, the pressure of his hand anchoring me, holding me there.
By the time it grew dark I was hot and edgy, the reality of caring for Gracie almost too much to bear. That Matt understood something of my feelings was obvious from the way he kept his distance. No doubt he felt something of it as well, although he chose to keep it to himself. 
That night I didn’t lie down with Gracie, instead I settled her into her bed and then leaned back against the wall to watch her sleep. Across the room I could feel Matt’s eyes on me; once she was asleep I went to where he sat and, taking his hand, drew him down to lie beside me, grateful for the chance to lose myself in him again.
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I sometimes wonder whether Matt and I would have found each other if the world wasn’t so messed up. We might have passed each other in the street or stood together on a bus, our bodies so close yet never noticing each other. Yet without him I would be a different person, one I’m not sure I would recognise.
This is what love does, of course. It transforms us, makes us somebody new, somebody different, somebody better. And while it does not always last forever, there is no going back, no way to unwind or undo its alterations. 
We didn’t call it love. That would have been unbearable. We had travelled to the edge of everything, the place where all things ended, only to find something we could not stand to lose. There were times when we kissed I felt so raw I could hardly bear to be touched; other times when we lay alongside each other, our bodies intertwined, I found myself wondering where I ended and he began. And although I knew we could not turn back all I wanted was to let go, forget everything, be with him.
By the next morning the water was lower, and as the day passed it dropped further, bushes and clumps of grass emerging, still startlingly green against the dirty grey of the water. In places the landscape looked almost unaffected: although the grass had been flattened, oftentimes it looked little different than it might have after a heavy downpour. Yet elsewhere the damage was clearer: trees swept over and channels cut through the earth, leaves and sticks and branches tangled in the limbs of trees, stones and mud heaped up against ridges and logs tumbled on every side. And where the water had yet to subside, trees and bushes emerged from it like ghostly remnants of a drowned world.
As the water level dropped, Matt and I paced around the perimeter of the house, exploring the remains of the garden and the other buildings nearby. On the lower ground behind the house there was a shed; wading out to it we pulled the door open, only to find a small space that smelled of mud and motor oil, in which various bits of refuse floated in thigh-deep water. Further off a ruined chicken coop stood on a lunatic angle, the wire walls the only thing holding its collapsing structure together.
I wasn’t sure what we were looking for or what I thought we might find, all I knew was that by exploring I could keep myself distracted. Gracie was no worse than that first evening but she wasn’t any better either, and although there were times she spoke to the two of us or sang in a low, tuneless voice, the periods when she was herself were now far fewer than those she was not.
When darkness came we slept less easily than the night before, both of us aware that tomorrow we had to begin moving again. For some reason it felt as if everything that had gone before had merely been a preliminary and the real journey lay ahead. Yet it wasn’t just about the journey, it was also that we were so close to the end, and that neither of us really knew what that might mean, or what came afterwards. 
In the morning when we woke, the water had receded further again, leaving the road exposed a couple of hundred metres down the slope, its edges still submerged here and there. In the grey light of dawn the pools of water looked like mercury. 
Broken cloud still moved across the sky, and as we made our way down the slope to the road the world was wet and cool, water beading on the leaves and pooling about our feet as we walked, the sound of dripping echoing through the trees. We were apprehensive, I think, but even so it was a relief to be moving again.
As the morning wore on it grew hotter, the water on the ground seeming to leach up into the air so that it grew thick and humid. Now and again thunder rumbled in the distance; each time Matt and I glanced at each other, apprehensive about the possibility of more rain, but it never came closer.
Now and then we passed houses and buildings set back from the road. Unlike the one we had sheltered in most were on lower ground and had been flooded, their interiors a riot of mud and refuse, the stink of mildew already thick on the carpets and floors. Yet still we searched the kitchens, a process that turned up several tins of soup and, in one particularly lucky moment, two bags of rice and a box of pasta, all of which we packed away in Matt’s bag. 
Gradually the ground began to rise, the wreckage of banana plantations and fields of cane giving way to forest again. Around midday we stopped, seating ourselves in the shade of a huge gum tree and sharing some of the food we had found. After some discussion we agreed we would save the pasta and rice, and that of what was left we were best off eating the soup and sharing some of the bananas. Without a fire we had no way to heat the soup but it didn’t really matter: I was so hungry I was happy to eat the glutinous mess from the tin.
Although Gracie sat near us she wasn’t interested in the food, barely seeming to notice when we offered it to her. Instead she sat still, staring ahead, and when we moved off again she walked steadily and seemingly without tiredness, her back straight and eyes focused on something I could not see.
In the afternoon it grew a little cooler, the sun disappearing behind banks of cloud, although there was no more rain. At one point we passed a sign, knocked sideways so the grass grew around it, its paint faded and pocked with rust, on which State Forest was still discernible; there was something oddly mournful about those two words, a sense they were an echo of a time when the world was a quite different place.
Toward dark we came upon the remains of a stock shelter rather like the one I had taken refuge in during the storm. It was set back from the road in a space of open ground that stretched up the hill toward the trees. It was empty, of course, and looked as if it had been old even before the Change arrived, its roof and walls rusted out in places. Not far from it an old tractor sat sunken into the grass, its metal frame like the bones of some great animal left to rot where it fell.
We made camp there for the night, watching as the light faded across the land below. Although we were out in the open we slept well, which was probably for the best because we both knew that the next day we were likely to reach the edge of the Transitional.
Much of that next day went by without incident as well. Once a helicopter passed overhead, its rotors beating out the same high rhythm as a lawnmower; twice we saw cars and took shelter in the forest as they passed: one was a Quarantine van, the faces of the officers inside obscured behind helmets and goggles, the other a beaten-up white van driven by a pair of men with Chinese features. 
As the afternoon drew on we followed the road as it snaked between a series of hills that rose steeply on all sides, its path cutting here and there through the rock, the ground rising gradually. As we climbed higher the air seemed to change, becoming drier, although the vegetation did not. 
In the mid-afternoon we passed a sign warning the Transitional was five kilometres ahead, one side of it dominated by the concentric circles of the Change symbol; then a kilometre or so further on we came around a corner and found ourselves looking down at a wide valley, its surface bisected by a long strip of bare ground and in its middle a high fence, its metal links glistening in the sun.
Standing there, looking down, it was difficult not to search for some sign of the infection that lay in the space beyond the fence. Yet from the vantage point of that hill nothing stood out other than the scars of past sterilisations. Instead the land stretched on, unbroken, empty, expectant.
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For as long as I could remember, the Zone had been the place where meaning ran out, where the map ended and uncertainty took over. What lay within it was only partially understood, yet what we did know was that it was alien, unknowable, blank, that a journey into it was almost always a one-way trip, the few that did come back returning altered, or Changed themselves.
These thoughts were in my mind as we approached the fence the next morning. Its ordinariness did not make it less forbidding or disguise the fact it marked a point of no return. 
The Transitional acted as a barrier, a ribbon of land wide enough to allow incursions from the Zone or infection sites to be contained. Cut off from the rest of the continent by the fence, it was patrolled by Quarantine and squadrons of drones equipped with instruments capable of detecting Changed matter.
These drones were dangerous for us, simply because it would be all too easy for one of them to detect Gracie or Matt without us realising and send a patrol after us. But they were not the only risk. Once we were in the Transitional we were no longer protected by the law, instead we became non-people, able to be shot on sight, or arrested and imprisoned indefinitely, or simply made to disappear. And after what I had seen in the Quarantine base I knew what capture might mean for Gracie and Matt.
The fence itself ran along the middle of a strip of cleared ground several hundred metres wide, a scar in the earth poisoned to prevent incursions from the other side. The ground gave off a chemical reek that only made us feel more exposed as we approached the fence itself.
Although it was high, it wasn’t impossibly so, standing three metres or so tall, its wire mesh surmounted by a tangle of razor wire. Although I had been worried it might turn out to be electrified or guarded in some way, it was not; instead it simply stood impassively, blocking our path.
Matt looked up and down its length. The night before, camped in the lee of the hill from which we had sighted it, we had discussed the best way in. The most obvious route, that of the road we had been following for the past two days, was almost certainly impossible, the point where it met the fence no doubt marked by a guard station of some sort. Yet, as I had reminded Matt last night, there must be other ways through.
With this in mind we had approached the fence looking for some kind of gap or break, but now we were standing in front of it, it was difficult to believe there was such a thing. And, more worryingly, we were very exposed standing where we were.
Knotting my fingers through the wire I pulled on it, hard, trying to sway the fence or find some weakness in its construction, but all I did was hurt my hand. 
Matt looked up at the wire along the top. ‘Perhaps we could climb,’ he said
I gestured to my thigh and Amalia’s stitches. ‘I don’t recommend it.’
Matt stepped back and looked to the west. 
‘Let’s go that way then. Perhaps we can find a hole or something.’ 
I nodded. If we headed west we were moving away from the road, making us less likely to encounter Quarantine. 
After ten or fifteen minutes Matt stopped again and knelt.
‘Perhaps we can dig under it,’ he said, attempting to scratch at the ground with his hands.
I looked doubtful. ‘What if there’s something in the soil?’
Matt didn’t answer, just started scratching at the ground with his fingers. Behind me Gracie stood unspeaking, her eyes fixed on some point in the middle distance. Although she looked dazed I could see it was more than that: all morning she had been unsettled. In another context her manner might have worried me, but for some reason I found this less frightening than the vacancy she displayed at other times, a reminder there might still be something of her left inside. Stepping closer I put an arm on her shoulder and followed her gaze. Seen from here the landscape on the other side of the fence seemed unremarkable, merely an extension of the landscape on this side. But the more I stood staring the more that sameness seemed to suggest something uncanny, as if some meaning lurked beneath its surface, immense and incomprehensible.
By the fence Matt grunted and sat back on his heels, wiping his forehead with his arm. I was suddenly aware of how sick he looked, of the marks of the Change spreading across his skin, how much it must be costing him to remain here with us, with me. I clenched my hands, steeling myself against the urge to weep, and concentrated on the matter at hand. Although Matt had not managed to dig far, it was easy to see the fence extended down as well as up, its base rooted in the hard, lifeless earth.
‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’ll keep looking.’
We walked all morning, until at last the wide valley ended in a series of mounded hills. In an effort to avoid the steepest parts of the land the fence arced northward, before resuming its path west, yet despite that there were several points where it encountered rock faces and small screes. 
Like the land in the valley below these patches of broken ground had been poisoned, so the rocks lay bare and desiccated, and in places attempts had been made to flatten them out with explosives, leading to several patches of shattered stone and rubble. Yet unlike the sections of fence down in the valley, the wire in these sections was held in place by piles of rubble and did not seem to extend far below the surface.
When we reached the first of these spots Matt knelt down and began pulling rocks aside, but I stepped forward and, placing a hand on his shoulder, gestured overhead.
‘Not here,’ I said. I took Gracie’s hand and scrambled up higher to a patch of ground beside which a rock face loomed only metres away from the fence, granting a degree of shelter. Leaving Gracie by the rocks I looked up and around for any sign we were being observed, then knelt down and, with Matt beside me, began to scrabble the stones out of the way.
It didn’t take long. Within a few minutes we had exposed the bottom of the wire, and after another ten or fifteen minutes we had managed to create a space beneath it large enough for us to crawl through.
I went first, pushing my bag ahead of me and wriggling through on my back before turning and reaching to help Gracie and Matt through. Although we were no more exposed than we had been on the other side of the fence, it was difficult to shake the feeling we were being watched as we brushed ourselves off and shouldered our bags, a sensation that followed us as we slipped and skidded down the hillside toward the edge of the vegetation.
Nor did the sense we were being observed disappear once we were back amongst the grass and bushes. Instead it followed us, nipping at our heels as we pushed on toward the line of wooded hills that rose to the north. No doubt it was the knowledge we were now in hostile territory that accounted for my lingering unease. Yet as we pushed on, it was difficult to shake the feeling that in crossing the fence we had entered a stranger, wilder place. 
After an hour or so we reached a patch of ground in which sprawling gums stood amidst broken rock and grass. We stopped for a while to rest, and as we sat there amongst the trees a flock of what looked like birds flew overhead, a ragged line of black shapes that called mournfully in disturbingly human voices. 
I watched them pass without speaking, but as I looked down I caught Matt watching me and knew he felt it as well. 
We didn’t speak of it then, instead we picked up our bags and moved on. Although we knew it was likely to be patrolled we had decided to head east and find the road again, partly to speed up our progress, partly because we were both worried about not having enough food and we both knew there were more likely to be opportunities to scavenge if we stuck to the road. Yet as we walked I found myself wishing for the road because I was uncomfortable out here, exposed in the landscape.
It was late afternoon before we found the road again, coming over a low rise to find ourselves almost on top of it. Turning north we set off along it, looking for somewhere we could stop and spend the night.
Although the country on the other side of the fence had been rough, it was different here: wilder, more overgrown, as if the bush sought to wipe away all trace of human life. Even the road itself looked more neglected, its asphalt broken and the verge choked with lantana and grass.
As dusk was approaching we came to a line of buildings strung along the road. There were half-a-dozen of them, mostly small fibro shacks, and in the centre an old weatherboard building with a sign saying General Store. Like everywhere else in the Transitional they had been abandoned in the first months after the Change arrived, and it showed: several of them were little better than ruins, their windows smashed and clogged with leaves and branches, and all were half swallowed by the pressing green of creepers and banana trees.
From the front the store looked little better: despite the faded cheer of its sign its weatherboard structure was rotted, its paint chipped and peeling, and the screen door hung by one hinge. But when we pushed our way through the foliage to the back door we discovered it was open. Inside it was dirty but dry, the rooms scattered with half-empty boxes and old paper, as if the owners had left in a hurry. We were not the first ones to come through here: in the store at the front the shelves were empty, but through a door to one side we found a small storeroom in which stood a cupboard containing a cache of tins.
While Matt kept an eye on the road through the front window I began to sort through the tins. Most were soup, although there were several tins of corn and a few of beans. Better yet there were matches and a saucepan, which meant we could cook some of our rice and warm up the food.
Elsewhere we found other things: a fridge in which a few old bottles of soft drink lay tumbled about, although when I took one out and opened the lid it didn’t hiss and the contents smelled rank; a freezer in the bottom of which lay a black soup of ruined food; some stale chocolate bars. But even though none of them were any good, it didn’t change the fact we had food again.
I didn’t wait to eat, wolfing down handfuls of wet rice with food from the tins while trying to ignore the way Matt and Gracie only picked at their food. Although it was warm the dark felt heavy, oppressive, weighed down by the dark foliage and the emptiness. At one point, as we ate, a flying fox blundered noisily through the branches a few metres from where we sat, shrieking and crashing; lowering my spoon I watched as it launched itself skyward with a noisy screech, its leathery wings beating heavily as it rose to join its companions overhead, its shape quickly lost in a great stream of flying forms, all flowing northward, toward the Zone.



23
Although our bags were full when we set off the next morning, it was clear our mood had grown more sombre. Walking in silence we made good time, pausing only to rest and eat when we needed to. Sometime during the early afternoon the road rose through a range of hills, their flanks covered with forest, as we made our way into their shadow I became convinced we were being followed, the feeling not fading even once we had left the trees behind.
At dusk we made camp in the remains of a farmhouse in an empty field. A windmill was still turning a little way behind it and its exterior was shaded on three sides by a wide verandah; the rooms seemed to have been left untouched since the previous inhabitants left, their furniture and belongings still sitting as they must have been when the Change arrived a decade earlier.
‘Perhaps they were away when this area was evacuated,’ Matt said as we looked around.
I opened a door into what was obviously the bedroom of a girl about my age, the walls plastered with posters of horses and pop stars.
‘Or they were trapped further north or overseas,’ I said.
Although much of what was in the farmhouse was ruined, plenty was not, and for as long as we had light we opened cupboards and drawers and pulled things out, trying things on and taking anything that looked useful. As the light finally disappeared Matt appeared in the doorway of the living room with a box of candles, the flickering light dancing on the walls.
I looked at him uneasily: despite the decision to cook the rice the night before we had made a point of not using lights or fires in case we were detected. 
Matt smiled. ‘This room faces away from the road,’ he said, ‘and if there are drones overhead the curtains and the verandah should stop them detecting any light.’
I nodded. Matt put the candle down and crossed the room to the piano that stood against one wall.
For a long moment he didn’t open it, instead he just stood in front of it, one hand resting on the lid. It was a proper piano, made of some kind of polished wood.
‘Can you play?’ I asked, stepping closer.
He glanced at me and smiled, then flipped open the lid and pressed a couple of keys. The notes rang out, soft, sweet.
‘It needs tuning,’ he said.
‘Can you do that?’
He smiled and shook his head. ‘No. Although it’s not as bad as I might have expected.’
As he spoke he pushed the bench back and sat down, and with a practised air picked out a few notes, his long thin hands moving quickly across the keys.
Gracie had appeared in the doorway and was watching us. Although she seemed to be listening it was difficult to tell: all afternoon she had moved with a shuffling gait, as if she were no longer in her body, and even though she seemed more herself now she was still distant.
‘Play something,’ I said. Matt glanced at me, one finger striking a particular key over and over again, as if assessing the sound that emerged. Then he smiled and, carefully at first, then more easily, he began to play a piece of music I didn’t recognise, picking the keys in ones and twos so the notes caught and faded and interwove, repeating a tune that seemed half remembered, like a dream.
‘What is it?’ I asked after a minute or so, and Matt grinned.
‘Satie,’ he said. ‘One of the Gymnopédies.’
I smiled, leaning against the piano, losing myself in the music and the look on Matt’s face, until at last the music was done, and he sat back and looked up at me and smiled, something so perfect in the way he looked at me that I didn’t look away.
The music seemed to calm Gracie, so while we ate, Matt played other things. It seemed impossible to me that I hadn’t known he could do this. He must have spent so much time learning to play yet I had known nothing of it, the fact of my ignorance a reminder of how little we knew of each other, of the strangeness of the bond between us. I wanted to know everything about him, to lose myself in him, although later, once Gracie was asleep and I joined him on the bench beside the piano, I found I could not form the words to tell him so. 
Perhaps he felt the same because instead of speaking he began to play a song, humming the words quietly as he let his fingers follow the melody. I didn’t know the tune, but there was a sort of perfection to it, a sweetness made more fragile by Matt’s wavering voice.
‘What was that?’ I asked when he was done and he blushed. 
‘Just an old song my mum used to play when I was little.’
I didn’t reply, suddenly overwhelmed by the sadness of how much we would never have, all that music and wonder that we were leaving behind, and as I kissed him I felt tears running down my cheek and knew I couldn’t let go, that I loved him, the salt of my tears mixing with the moisture of his mouth until we could kiss no more and he pressed me to his chest and I listened to his heart beating in his chest, the hot sound of his blood moving through that fragile cage of bone.
At some point deep in the night I woke. Reaching out I realised Gracie was no longer beside me. I sat up and looked around: she was sitting on the floor a little way off. In the darkness I could not see her face but I could see the scattering of phosphor on her face and neck, the cat-like glow of her eyes.
I spoke her name quietly, aware of Matt next to me. At first I thought she hadn’t heard me, for she didn’t move, but then, just as I opened my mouth to speak again, she spoke.
‘I can hear them,’ she said. ‘In my head.’
I didn’t reply at once. Although she seemed to have spoken to me she had not moved and she didn’t seem to be looking at me. And there was something unsettling about her voice, a flatness, as if she were asleep or not fully there.
‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘Who can you hear?’
Again there was the hesitation. I remember reading about the Mars mission, the one that went up just before the Change arrived, the way their conversations had to be staggered because of the time lag, and listening to Gracie was a bit like that, as if she was speaking from somewhere far away.
‘All of them,’ Gracie said.
Kneeling up I moved toward her, but just before I reached out to hold her I hesitated, something about her, about the way she held herself, making me pause. Up close her eyes were deep with light.
‘Gracie?’ I asked. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ 
But before she could reply I heard Matt’s voice from behind me.
‘It’s true, Callie. I can hear them too. I’ve been able to for a while.’
‘Hear who?’ I asked again. Behind me Matt’s eyes were glowing as well.
‘The others. In the Change. It’s like they’re all speaking at once, whispering.’
‘You mean you can hear their voices?’
Matt shook his head. ‘We can hear their thoughts, Callie. And I think they can hear ours as well.’
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We walked for two more days, resting when we could. The weather stayed hot and dry, clouds moving across the sky in long ribbons. Although it was hard I found I wasn’t always afraid, that there was a sort of peace to be found out here, just the three of us, a sense that we had already escaped, and all the pain and fear of the past weeks was behind us. It was not a feeling undisturbed by sadness, for Gracie’s transformation seemed almost complete, and the reminders she was no longer my sister but something else came often enough. Yet now the sadness was different, as if I had found some peace with it. Nor was it just about Gracie. Sometimes Matt would take my hand or look back at me and smile, and everything we had been through would fall away and all that would remain was the knowledge that we were here now, together.
By the end of that fourth day in the Transitional we were, we thought, only a day or so from the Wall, so when we made camp for the night it was in the knowledge that tomorrow might be the last day before we reached the Zone. A week ago that possibility would have terrified me, but now I felt surprisingly calm. Yet still, neither Matt nor I was naïve enough to think there mightn’t be trouble ahead.
The next morning we broke camp early, gathering our things and heading off in silence. In the night we had been woken by the sound of a helicopter in the distance, its lights moving restlessly across the ground, its presence an uncomfortable reminder this region was not as empty as it seemed, and as we wound our way northward it was difficult not to keep scanning the sky for a glimpse of a drone or a helicopter overhead.
After lunch the road reached a fork, the asphalt heading eastward, an overgrown dirt track continuing north. After a brief discussion we chose to take the track in the hope it would get us to the Wall more quickly.
Although we had been walking through forest for much of the past few days, it seemed different once we were off the asphalt, the trees closer, the undergrowth denser. Once, a decade or two ago, this path had been a fire track or something similar, but now it was little more than a slightly clearer ribbon snaking through the trees, even its surface half obscured by long grass and ferns. And although the forest was mostly quiet we quickly came to realise we were not alone in it, that things moved out there, shrieking, chittering, the sound of our approach sometimes startling hidden animals and sending them crashing noisily off through the undergrowth.
For the first kilometre or two the path ran steadily uphill, following the line of one of the hills, but once it crested the top it began to drop again, taking us down into a valley. It was wetter here, lusher, and through the trees it was sometimes possible to hear the sound of running water. As we descended I found myself aware of some new quality to the light and the air. I’m not sure I could describe what it was exactly, yet there was a sort of charge in the air, as if the world had grown brighter, more vivid.
Glancing at Matt I saw he had noticed it too, and next to me Gracie was walking differently as well, her head held higher, as if she were alert to something in the air around us, as if she were waiting for something.
That something came a few seconds later, when I heard a noise overhead, and looking up glimpsed something as it slithered away out of sight.
Matt pointed into the undergrowth, where a clump of plants were twined around a tree. They were red and brown and white, and looked a little like huge pitcher plants. Yet there was no question they were part of the Change, for they were unnaturally fleshy, like huge fungi of some sort, and as we moved closer they rustled and moved as if aware of our presence.
Tightening my grip on Gracie’s hand I drew back and looked at Matt. Something about the plants or fungi or whatever they were had unsettled me on some visceral level, a sense of wrongness, and I could see Matt felt it too. Still facing the plants he edged past them, keeping his distance until he was clear of them. I followed, pulling Gracie after me. 
Slightly further on, the road had collapsed along one side, perhaps in some landslide, and as we clambered down I turned to help Gracie, only to turn back and find Matt standing still, staring at what lay ahead.
It was a pool of some sort, created by a tangle of fallen logs and boulders that had blocked the creek just past the point where the track had once crossed it. It was not big: perhaps eight or ten metres wide and twice as long, and at the far end the water could be heard spilling down into the creek bed beyond. But it wasn’t the water that had stopped Matt in his tracks, it was the scene that surrounded it. 
Once, possibly not so long ago, the pool had been surrounded by the same tangle of trees and ferns that filled the valley above. But now it was surrounded by other things, alien things. Some were like the pitcher plants we had already seen but there were others as well, winding cords of green swollen bulbs that looked like fungi and peculiar shell-like plants that grew upon the trunks of the trees, red flowers that sprouted from leathery feet anchored in the earth, like weird anemones. I remember my father telling me human brains are programmed to be afraid of fungi, that evolution has taught us to be wary of them by lending their unnatural colours and swollen shapes a queasy sense of wrongness, and as we stood staring at the growths around the pool it was difficult not to wonder whether this was true: certainly there was something profoundly wrong about what I was looking at. I could feel my mind rebelling at the sight of it, refusing to process it, telling me to flee.
Yet what was worse was the fact they seemed to be moving, shifting and writhing. I tried to take Gracie’s hand again, but she pulled away, lifting her face to gaze at me as she did, her eyes blank, alien. Taking a step back in shock I looked at Matt, saw he too seemed different; for a moment I felt sick, the memory of his hands on me, his body close to mine suddenly, horrible.
Matt stepped forward. Uneasily I followed, trying to keep my distance from the moving plants. It was difficult to take it all in, to make sense of what I was seeing. On the tree beside me a clump of things that looked like stalks, each surmounted by a black dot horribly like the eye of a snail, shifted and twisted to follow me, their movement making me step back convulsively. 
It was only then that I realised they were making sound as well, a hissing, chittering chorus that moved on the edge of hearing. Looking at Matt I could see he could hear it as well.
As we advanced toward the pool it became clear the infection was centralised on it, that it was spreading slowly up the line of the creek and into the trees, as if the whole place were an infected wound, with ribbons of invaders snaking out from it. 
‘It’s beautiful,’ Matt said, his voice oddly distracted. 
I looked at him in shock. He looked thin, ghostly. ‘It’s horrible.’
‘I know. But it’s beautiful as well, don’t you think?’
At first I thought it was the Change speaking, but then I looked at him and saw that it wasn’t, it was Matt, or some version of Matt I had not understood existed until now, a version for whom all this was a way of leaving something behind, an escape. 
I shook my head, watching a line of the pitcher plants twist and rustle. ‘We need to keep moving.’
Matt nodded, continuing toward the pool. ‘We can climb over up there,’ he said, pointing at a rotting tree that had fallen across the creek a little way back. 
‘What about Gracie?’ I asked. Matt looked at Gracie. She was standing, looking upward, lost in some kind of rapture.
‘I can carry her.’
I nodded. ‘Let’s go then,’ I said, but Matt didn’t seem to hear me: instead he was kneeling down beside one of the plants, a swollen translucent protrusion covered with tiny cilia that shifted and shivered. 
‘Be careful,’ I said. Matt didn’t turn around, he just smiled and, extending a hand, waved it above the cilia, which twisted and stretched toward his fingers. 
‘It’s as if it knows I’m here,’ he said. I was about to reply when I caught a glimpse of something in the sky. At first I thought it must have been my imagination, that my mind, no doubt struggling with what we had encountered, was playing tricks on me. But then I saw it again, and realised it wasn’t my imagination but a drone, hovering silently a couple hundred of metres above us.
‘Matt!’ I said. He looked around, his eyes following mine upward until he too froze.
‘We have to go,’ I said. ‘Now, before it sees us.’ But even as I spoke the drone began to descend, its lenses swivelling and extending as its cameras focused on us.
‘Come on,’ I said, reaching for Gracie, my eyes still fixed on the drone as I began to back away. 
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With Gracie in my arms I splashed out across the pond, trying not to think about what might be moving in the water as I pushed her up the bank on the other side and scrambled after her. As before, the track was choked with grass and ferns, making passage difficult, but as we left the pool behind us there were fewer Changed plants, suggesting the infected area was concentrated on the pond and the creek. 
As we ran I kept looking up, searching the breaks in the foliage for some sign of the drone; although I didn’t see any I wasn’t reassured: I knew it had seen us, that even if it wasn’t following us there must be others up there by now, searching the area with infra-red or scanners capable of detecting Changed biology.
After about forty-five minutes I heard the sound of a helicopter approaching. I took Gracie’s hand and pulled her back into the cover of a tree. The path had curved up around the flank of a hill, and from where we were crouched it was possible to see out across the valley below; as we watched the helicopter passed overhead and on in a long arc toward the pool.
The helicopter was big and black, its fuselage bulging here and there like an insect swollen with blood. As it reached the centre of the valley it slowed down and circled a few times, before some kind of valve opened in its belly and a shower of liquid began to rain down onto the trees below.
The spraying continued for several minutes, the helicopter swinging in slowly widening circles before it finally rose upward again. A great gout of flame rose from the forest beneath, rolling upward in a fireball before bursting and dissipating, the flames beneath it licking skyward.
Next to me Gracie cried out, her eyes rolling back in her head, and for a moment she wavered on her feet as if she were about to fall.
‘Gracie!’ I said, but she only moaned and jerked away from me.
‘It hurts,’ she said. 
Horrified I glanced at Matt, who was staring at her. He looked sick, frightened.
‘We have to get her out of here,’ I said.
He nodded and, extending a hand to support Gracie, stood up. ‘Let’s go,’ he said.
By the time we had put another kilometre or two between us and the fire Gracie seemed to have recovered, although Matt still looked frightened. I was scared as well but the couple of times I tried to stop and speak to him, to try to reassure him, he just shrugged me off, unwilling to discuss it with me.
Late in the afternoon we stopped for a while to drink. From where we were it was possible to see the sky to the east, the light already fading, and for a time I stood and stared out, searching for some sign we were being observed. I found nothing and allowed myself to feel a flicker of relief. Yet when I turned back I saw Matt sitting staring ahead, his manner as distracted as Gracie’s.
As soon as we could we pushed on again, driving ourselves north. As the afternoon faded we moved faster, as if the knowledge we were almost at our destination would not let us give way. At one point I turned and glimpsed Matt behind me, his long face drawn and pale in the fading light, his body thin beneath his filthy clothes. I could see the light of the Change on his skin, in his eyes, saw the way he was receding, and I knew his time was running down. Beside me Gracie moved steadily, her eyes blank and her face a mask emptied out of emotion.
It was already dusk when we heard the first of the helicopters. A searchlight passed over the trees off to the east, followed by the whirr of a drone overhead. Gracie tightened her grip on my hand, and instinctively I looked down, seeing once more the frightened child I had done this for. Then the helicopter banked left, the beam of the searchlight swinging toward us, the finger of light dancing through the trees. 
‘The drone must have spotted us,’ Matt said. ‘We need to move fast.’ But I was already moving, stumbling on through the trees, following the faint outline of the track, the roar of the helicopter rising and falling as it swung back and forth above the canopy, the beam of the searchlight dancing though the trees behind us.
I’m not sure how long we ran – fifteen minutes, perhaps, maybe more – certainly we were beyond caring; all we knew was that we had to keep moving, to stay ahead of the beam. Once or twice we lost the helicopter, slipping down a bank or scrambling through a patch of undergrowth, but each time it found us again, the shock of it almost too much to bear. And then without warning the forest came to an end, the trees giving way with shocking abruptness to a wide expanse of scorched, stony ground, beyond which, its concrete bulk almost invisible in the gathering dark, stood the Wall that separated the Zone from the Transitional.
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In the seconds after that first glimpse of the Wall I forgot about our pursuers and just stood, staring. We had been travelling so long there was something unreal about realising we were finally here, almost as if despite its bulk the Wall might easily prove to be a dream or a mirage and disappear if we took our eyes off it.
My distraction was quickly dispelled however. Almost as soon as we emerged the beam from the helicopter swung across toward us. Looking up I raised an arm against the intense glare: combined with the noise and the wind from the rotors the light felt like a physical thing, holding us there, pinning us. In my arms Gracie began to scream, fighting to hide her face from the light.
‘We have to get back out of sight,’ I shouted. 
Matt looked at me, wild-eyed. ‘And go where?’
I shook my head. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said, but before I could say more a voice rang out from the helicopter. 
‘You are in contravention of the regulations governing the Transitional. Lie down on the ground with your arms above your head or we will have no option but to shoot.’
I looked at Matt. It seemed impossible it should have come to this.
‘Lie down,’ the voice boomed again. In my arms Gracie had fallen still, her eyes trained on the helicopter, her face uncannily calm and devoid of all emotion other than a cool, affectless curiosity. Shaken by the sense I was holding some kind of changeling I had to fight not to drop her. Beside me Matt’s face told me part of him wanted to give up, to do as he was being told, and although I understood, I knew I couldn’t allow it, that if he gave himself up now they would kill him. 
‘No,’ I said, shaking my head as he began to lower himself to the ground. ‘Don’t do it.’
He hesitated, staring at me. 
‘We have weapons ready,’ said the voice from above. Moving slowly I looked up, squinting into the glare of the searchlight. Then I turned, and in one desperate movement made for the cover of the trees.
‘Stop!’ shouted the voice. ‘Stop or we’ll shoot.’ But it was too late, because I was already back amongst the trees, crashing back into the darkness. Glancing back wildly I glimpsed Matt running after me, then two shots rang out, the sound shockingly loud.
‘No!’ I shouted, terrified he had been hit, but before I could say anything else he was there in front of me, one hand on my arm, his face near my own.
‘It’s okay! They missed!’ he shouted, and I must have looked confused because he said it again, and then we were running once more, westward this time, following the line of the trees with the helicopter’s beam raking the canopy behind us.
As we ran I tried to come up with some idea about what to do next. We couldn’t just keep running: sooner or later – and probably sooner – one of us would grow tired and stumble and they would find us and start shooting again. Yet neither was there any way we could reach the Wall and escape that way: not only did several hundred metres of open ground separate us from it, but it was also apparent that getting over it was likely to be extremely difficult, even if we had time to try. 
The Wall had been constructed in the first year or two after the Change arrived, its line of high concrete slabs positioned one beside the other like palings, bisecting the landscape in an effort to keep the Change and the Changed from moving south. While I had seen pictures of it before I hadn’t really understood how big it was, the way its eight metre high slabs extended in both directions as far as the eye could see.
Behind us the helicopter was gaining, the searchlight darting here and there, something I kept wanting to see as a good sign, an indication that they had not yet located us. Yet still I knew we were highly unlikely to escape.
Then as I glanced at the Wall I saw something I had not before, a bulge in its shape, almost hidden in the darkness. Realising it was an observation area of some sort, and the shadow beneath it was a ladder, I grabbed Matt’s arm with my free hand and pointed at it.
‘There!’ I shouted. 
Matt stopped and stared. Behind us the beam of the searchlight moved closer. 
‘We’ll never make it,’ he said.
I shook my head. ‘We have to. We haven’t got a choice.’
‘They’ll see us.’
My arms aching I lowered Gracie to the ground. ‘Maybe we could double back, get behind them. Or find some way to distract them.’
As I spoke the helicopter’s downdraft struck us again. Matt looked up, squinting against its force. Then he turned back to me and gripped my arm. I felt something twist in my stomach.
‘Take Gracie,’ he said. ‘And run as fast as you can.’
‘No,’ I said, but he had already let go of my arm. I reached for him and dragged him back. Pressing my face to his, I held him tight.
‘You can’t,’ I said. ‘There has to be another way.’
‘You know there’s not,’ he said. ‘And this way you can save her, save yourself.’ As he spoke he unclasped my hands and backed away.
‘Matt,’ I said. ‘Please . . .’
But he just smiled and, turning, ran back toward the helicopter, breaking free of the foliage and arcing out across the open ground away from us.
For several seconds I thought he might be okay, that the helicopter might not have seen him, but then I saw it turn and begin to follow him, the beam tight on his thin figure as he weaved back toward the line of trees.
Next to me Gracie was staring after him, her face blank. I felt sick, battered by the dull apprehension this had all been a terrible mistake, that I should just have let her be taken when she began to Change. My sister was gone, after all, or at least in every way that mattered; all that remained was a shell, this alien thing that had once been a person.
In the distance I heard the loudspeaker on the helicopter ring out a warning, followed by two shots, and then I was on my feet, Gracie in my arms, stumbling toward the ladder, tears streaming down my face.
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I tried not to look back as I clambered up the ladder with Gracie ahead of me, not sure I would be able to keep moving if I thought too hard about what we were leaving behind. Up close the Wall seemed even larger than it had from a distance, meaning we were surprisingly high by the time we emerged onto the platform I had seen from the trees. 
I am not sure what I had been expecting, but it wasn’t what I saw. Even in the darkness it was obvious we were looking down at an alien landscape. Where one might have expected the familiar outlines of gum trees stood other, less familiar things, fantastic arrangements of leaf and fleshy tube, in the depths of which were visible the soft glow of bioluminescence. Beside me Gracie had paused and was looking down, her hands on the railing; reaching out I touched her head and she turned, looking up blankly. 
Despite the strangeness of what lay in front of me I had little time to waste, so, crossing the platform, I established there was another ladder, this one retracted. Looking down at it I felt a flicker of disquiet about why that might be, what kind of creature they might fear would use it, but as I groped about in the darkness I found a lever, which I pulled, and the ladder telescoped down with a clang. In the distance the helicopter was still circling; unable to look back I took Gracie’s hand and, going first, began the climb down.
Just as on the other side of the Wall the first three hundred metres or so of the Zone was bare ground, the earth poisoned and burned. Uncertain of whether the helicopter would follow us now we were here I dragged Gracie across it as quickly as I could but the helicopter remained on the far side of the Wall.
As we grew closer I became aware of a sort of whispering, and from time to time I caught a breath of perfume, something thick and sweet and slightly rotten. Here and there lights moved, darting and scurrying, living things in the trees, and on the trunks of the trees ghostly banks of fungi or something similar glowed palely. 
When we reached the edge of the trees Gracie began to move more steadily, heading forward into the darkness as if following some unspoken directive. Uncertain what else to do, I followed her, trying to make sense of what I saw as I went.
Although it was dark our way was lit by the luminescence of the trees, from which globes of light hung. Yet even with light it was difficult to make much sense of what I saw. Where once trees had stood, there were now huge tuberous structures, their sides fleshy and swollen, like massive rhododendrons; elsewhere canopies of what seemed to be roots snaked down from central platforms. Around and on top of both grew other organisms, many disturbingly suggestive of animate forms. Several were creatures – whether plant or animal – I recognised from the pool, things with cilia and flowers that unfolded like anemones, but others were new to me: layers of shells or scales that clung to the roots of the treelike structures, fat balls that lay about the roots, long strands that threaded downward from overhead.
Yet it was not their alienness that was most unsettling. Instead it was the sense that as we moved through the darkness the forest was watching us, the cilia swivelling to follow our movement, not individually but almost as one, a shiver of sound moving with them. 
I am not sure how long we walked: I was too exhausted, too deranged by grief, too confused by what I saw to make sense of time. At some point it dawned on me we were not wandering at random, but following a path; glancing back, suddenly aware we were not alone I wondered who – or what – had made it, but there were only the trees, the weight of the forest’s presence. Eventually though the path turned and began to head up along the side of a hill, before finally emerging into a sort of clearing, the sky overhead open to the stars. On its edges I hesitated, unwilling to step out where I might be spotted by a drone or a helicopter, but before I could think through what to do next I saw figures entering the clearing from the other side. 
There were perhaps a dozen of them, and although it was too dark to see them clearly, in the starlight and the glow of the Changed plants I could see they were human, or had been. As they filed in from the trees there was something eerily purposeful about the way they moved and the way they held themselves, a quality I knew from watching Gracie. 
I reached down and grabbed Gracie’s hand, meaning to pull her away, but she didn’t stop, just turned her face to me, her expression not so much blank or hostile as indifferent, as if I was simply an irrelevance to her.
Shocked, I let go of her hand, and in the same steady pace she had set through the forest behind me she began to walk toward the group of figures who stood on the other side of the clearing. Two of them – a man and a woman – stepped out to meet her. Gracie stopped, the three of them standing unmoving, almost as if some silent meaning were passing between them. Then they turned as one, and moving as quietly and resolutely as they had arrived began to disperse back into the trees.
Sudden terror gripping me I followed, crashing after them into the vegetation. In here the forest was thicker, darker, yet it didn’t seem to slow the figures of the Changed who moved ahead of me; despite moving steadily and unhurriedly they soon began to leave me behind, disappearing into the darkness.
I suppose I could have called Gracie’s name, cried out to her to stop, but something told me it would not matter, and that to do so would only bring unwanted attention down on me. Even when, a few minutes later, I lost sight of them for good, I didn’t cry out, instead I just crashed on, searching for some glimpse of them in the dark, saying her name over and over to myself, as if by doing so I might bring her back. 
In the end I only stopped because I couldn’t go on, stumbling to a halt by a rock and falling to my knees. At some point I had started crying, and now the tears filled my mouth and nose, left me barely able to see, choking on the knowledge it was over and I had lost, that Gracie was gone, and Matt was dead, and I was here, alone, lost in the Zone, unable to return. I wanted to take the plants, rub them on myself, take the Change into myself, lose all of this, all this pain, let it go, but something – perhaps fear, perhaps some instinct for survival – held me back, so instead I just lay there, in the dirt, sobbing brokenly. And then behind me I heard a voice say my name.
I turned in confusion, then froze, a word forming on my lips.
‘Dad?’
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