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After they leave Felicita Mall, Kai drives north to Escondido, and then eastwards on Highway 78. It’s Alice who suggests taking the highway rather than one of the newer, faster interstates, as it’s less likely to have state-of-the-art CCTV surveillance. Sure enough, it’s not long before the traffic thins, and the busy freeway dwindles to a two-lane blacktop. For an hour, they wind through the foothills of the Cuyamaca Mountains, then descend at dusk to the desert.

Dani’s awestruck. The unwavering highway, the shadowy purple of the mountains, the warm air that dries her mouth and leaves a faint, resinous taste on her lips. She gazes out of the open window of the Honda. The only shadow on her horizon is the unresolved argument with Jaleesa.

It hurt, the way she went off at her. It makes Dani wonder whether their friendship has any real foundation, or whether it’s just one of those online, ships-passing-in-the-night things. Because if so, that’s no basis for the shared trust they’re going to need if they’re going to survive. Perhaps she should have spoken up earlier about the hormone thing. In the past, she’s always kept that area of her life private, something that other people don’t need to know about.

They drive for two hours through the flatlands of Imperial County, and by dark they’re in the desert again. It’s at that point that Kai announces that he doesn’t think he can keep his eyes open much longer, and if they don’t stop soon he’s going to end up veering off the road and killing them all. So they turn off at the next exit, which isn’t much more than a dirt track, and after driving for a few minutes, park out of sight of the highway. They scout for wood, Ilya gets a fire going, and Dani cooks them fried chicken and beans.

Everyone’s glad to eat, even if the chicken’s on the tough side, and afterwards they sit around the fire. Alice talks about Don, describing how the success of City of Night delighted him, even as her own personal success infuriated him. ‘It’s as if he was torn apart,’ she says. ‘As if the smart, level-headed producer was at war with the jealous husband.’

‘But what was he so jealous about?’

‘I don’t know, Jay. And honestly, I don’t think he did either. There was just this pent-up anger in him. This rage.’

As Alice talks, Ilya and Kai burn the clothes that the five of them wore at the convention, laying them on the fire item by item. Seeing Alice’s poplin sundress go up in flames, Dani feels a stab of regret. It’s beautiful, and she wishes it could have been hers to keep.

Afterwards they arrange their sleeping bags around the fire. At Ilya’s insistence, they take turns to keep watch. Dani goes first, pacing the moonlit sand and feeding the embers with dried scrub and dead wood. She’s worried about rattlesnakes, and hopes that the fire will keep them away, along with any other night visitors. After two hours, she shakes Jaleesa awake.

‘I literally just shut my eyes,’ Jaleesa mutters blearily.

‘Sorry.’

‘No, it’s OK.’ Jaleesa swings her legs from her sleeping bag. ‘I’ll hand over to Ilya at three, and he can wake Alice at five. Kai needs to get as much sleep as possible if he’s gonna drive all day.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’

‘Dani,’ Jaleesa says cautiously.

‘Mm?’

‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t nice earlier. This whole situation of yours, I should’ve . . .’

‘No, you were right, Jay. I should have let you know.’ She glances upward. ‘Look at the stars. I’ve never seen them shine so brightly.’

‘I’ll count them for you. Go to bed.’

In her sleeping bag Dani pops a Xanax, and goes out like a light.

By seven the next morning she’s kneeling behind Alice, cutting her hair, the snip of her scissors clean and precise in the desert air. It was Alice’s idea that she do this, to make her less recognisable. ‘How do you feel this morning?’ Dani asks.

‘Like, deep-down scared but also madly happy,’ Alice says. ‘Does that make sense?’

‘It makes perfect sense.’

‘Sometimes you just have to take that chance. Force your life off the rails. And then you wake up in the desert with four people you barely know, and the sky’s purple and gold, and the possibilities . . .’ She stretches out her arms and yawns. ‘. . . are endless.’

Beside Dani, Jaleesa is lying on her front, sifting pepper-grey sand through her fingers. As Alice speaks, she looks up. ‘That’s so pretty,’ she says. ‘Your necklace.’

Alice touches the slender gold ring hanging from a chain at her throat. ‘It was my mother’s. I’ve had it since I was six, when she died.’

‘Oh my God,’ Dani whispers.

‘Yup. She died having my baby brother. He died too. So there you go.’ Reaching behind her neck, she unclasps the chain, lets it fall into her hand, and transfers it to her pocket. ‘No identifying items, right?’

From the open door of the Honda, parked on the slanting peak at the end of the track from the highway, comes the voice of a local news anchor: ‘California State Police continue their search for missing actress Alice Temple, sought in connection with the death of her husband, Don Firestone. The City of Night producer was discovered at San Diego’s Marina Conference Center yesterday midday, apparently stabbed to death. State Police Chief Eduardo Sandoz has confirmed that a murder hunt is underway, but refuses to confirm that Temple is its prime suspect. At a press conference an hour ago Sandoz announced: “We need to speak to Ms Temple and to four young people, believed to be fans of the actress, who were seen with her shortly before the discovery of Mr Firestone’s body.” CCTV images of the four, who remain unidentified, have been circulated to local and national media organisations. Asked if Firestone’s death and Temple’s disappearance indicated a case of murder-kidnapping, Sandoz declined to comment.

‘Given the runaway success of the City of Night series, and the popularity of its thirty-six-year-old lead actress, the case has sparked interest worldwide. Speculation is mounting as to the circumstances of Don Firestone’s murder, and the reason for his wife’s flight from the scene. Who are the four fans, and are they implicated? For now, we can only wonder, but Chief Sandoz has assured the public that his force will “leave no stone unturned” in the hunt for Don Firestone’s killer.

‘Alice Temple’s co-star Hayley James said yesterday: “Like all the City of Night family, I was shocked and saddened to learn of the death of Don Firestone. He was a fine man and a visionary producer. We are the poorer for his passing.” Concerning Temple’s disappearance, James declined to comment. A spokesperson for Firestone Productions stated that: “We are all in deep shock at this devastating news, and await the findings of the Police investigation.”

‘In other news, coast-guard units based out of San Diego have intercepted two boats off the coast of Mexico and seized twenty-seven million dollars worth of cocaine . . .’

In the driving seat of the Honda, where he’s reclining with his cap tilted over his eyes, Kai turns off the radio. ‘We’re still unidentified, guys.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ murmurs Alice, gazing out at the dunes, as bright strands of cut hair fall to her shoulders.

‘Twenty-seven million dollars’ worth sounds like a lot of cocaine,’ Dani says, running her fingers up Alice’s neck, and feeling a sharp prickle in place of the soft blonde curls.

Alice shrugs. ‘About what the LA film industry gets through in a week, I’d guess.’

‘Have you tried it?’

‘Like, years ago, in my teens. I had this boyfriend who played guitar with SFB.’

‘Scorpion For Baby?’

‘Uh-huh.’

Dani smiles. ‘I love that old song of theirs. “Stargirl.”’

‘Everyone loves it. That’s why we used it over the credits. Nevertheless.’

‘He was a user?’

‘Big time. Beautiful guy, obviously. Amber eyes, almost gold, and a smile which melted the clothes from your body. But a cokehead, and paranoid, and a habitual liar, and I was only seventeen, so . . . Yeah, I tried it. I tried it pretty hard.’

‘For long?’

‘A couple months. Maybe three. But then this one time I was checking out plastic surgery online . . .’

‘As you do at seventeen.’

‘As you absolutely do at seventeen, especially in London, and I saw a picture of a woman whose nose had collapsed from using coke, some perforated septum thing, and I was so grossed out I never went near it again. Or him.’

Dani walks round in front of Alice, and examines her work. In place of the soft blonde waves, there’s now a short, tight crop.

‘How’s it look?’ Alice asks.

‘Mmm . . . Different.’

‘Back to my roots?’

‘Literally.’ Dani moves back behind Alice. The sun, already fierce, is rising in the sky. From the direction of the fire, where Ilya is preparing breakfast, comes the hiss of bacon on hot metal. Narrowing her eyes, Dani puts the final touches to Alice’s hair. ‘Sounds like you’ve had some . . . problematic guys in your life.’

‘My analyst calls it Crashed Ferrari Syndrome. Alpha but damaged.’

‘You deserve better than that.’

‘We all do, Dani. What’s your story?’

‘Nothing long-term.’

‘Now, or ever?’

‘Ever.’

‘That surprises me. I mean, you’re definitely cute. If I was a dude I’d ask you out.’

‘If you were a dude, I’d accept.’

‘Come on. You must get a lot of interested guys.’

‘Interested is easy. It’s finding someone who’ll stick around.’

Alice turns, and holds Dani’s gaze intently. ‘You’ll find someone, I promise.’

Dani smiles. Alice’s attention is like a lighthouse beam. It’s never on you for long, but when it is, it’s dazzling, it’s everything.

‘So are we done?’

‘We’re done. Check it out.’

Alice peers at her reflection in the Honda’s wing mirror. ‘I like the new me. What do we think, guys?’

Kai grins. ‘Phew. Nice work, Dani.’

‘Looks cool,’ says Ilya. ‘Who wants a bacon roll and coffee?’

Dani watches him. She likes the way he’s all glancing curves, from his cheekbones to his shoulders, his elbows to his knuckles. And Jaleesa. Interesting how she’s taken charge. Perhaps Alice has encouraged that. And perhaps Alice knows what she’s about, because Jay’s a clever, strategic planner. There’s just something about the way she issues orders, expecting everyone to fall into place behind her . . . Is that just bitchiness? No, because Ilya’s super-smart, and he doesn’t push himself forward like that. There’s something reckless about Jay. Something dangerous. Like when she punched that customer at the hotel. The guy had it coming, no question. But still.

Striking how different things are in real life. Online, the friendships she enjoyed with the others were an easy mix of obsession, confession, shared longing and mutual reinforcement, all couched in fan-lingo. And now here the four of them are, face to face. At one level knowing each other intimately; at another, total strangers. And Alice, once the remote object of their adoration, now a very physical presence among them. Needing to be worried about, cared for, stroked like a cat.

That weird passivity of hers, just letting herself be swept along. Perhaps that’s how it is for those lit by the star of perfect beauty. The world falls into place around you, effortlessly shaping itself to the satisfaction of your desires. All you have to do is turn up.

In her most secret, never-to-be-admitted dreams, Dani has that power. She sees herself entering a broad interior space, a theatre perhaps, or a restaurant, or the bar of the cinema in Cleethorpes. She’s descending a staircase, or walking along a central aisle, and there are people sitting on either side. Everyone she admires, everyone she wants to impress, everyone who’s ever hurt or disrespected her. As she passes between them, head held high, she senses their eyes on her and knows, with radiant certainty, that they see her exactly as she knows herself to be.

Ilya and Kai are kicking sand over the remains of the fire, burying blackened sticks and chicken bones. In the distance, Dani hears the sound of a helicopter. The five of them watch, motionless, as the tiny aircraft traverses the horizon and disappears behind the mountains to the east.

‘We should get going,’ Jaleesa says.

Dani folds her arms across her chest. ‘I should dye Alice’s hair first.’

‘How long will it take?’

‘Thirty, forty minutes.’

Jaleesa bites her lip and nods.

Kneeling down, Dani lays out the dyeing kit she bought at the mall, and pulls on rubber gloves.

‘Have you ever coloured anyone’s hair before?’ Alice asks.

‘Yes, but we don’t want it to look like an expert job. We need a slightly shit, done-at-home-in-the-bathroom look.’

‘OK. What colour?’

‘It’s called Dark Mink.’ She begins to coat Alice’s ears and hairline with Vaseline.

 

They’re on the road by 8 a.m., and after driving north-east for an hour, Kai pulls into a small gas station. Another hour and they’ve crossed the Colorado river into Arizona.

‘Fact,’ Alice says, running a hand over her newly darkened crop. ‘By crossing the state line, we’ve officially become a federal case. From now on, we’ve got the FBI on our tails.’

‘Yeah.’ Ilya wipes his shades on his T-shirt. ‘They’ll be looking at the CCTV footage from the conference centre. They’ll have checked our biodata with Immigration, and matched us up with our passports. They’ll have visited the hotel, and taken fingerprint and DNA samples from our rooms. Our names and photos will be online, on TV, and on the front pages of newspapers all over the world.’

‘Such a weird thought,’ Dani says.

‘They’ll also have figured out the airport diversion, and that we stole this car,’ Ilya continues. ‘They’ll assume we’ve switched plates, so they’ll be calling in the highway data on this model of Honda from every exit route from San Diego, and cross-checking with owners. When they’ve got the registration number, it’s only a matter of time before the recognition software picks us up. They already have a fairly accurate fix on where we are.’

‘How?’

‘Think about it, Dani. We wouldn’t have gone north towards LA, where there’s a million cops and everyone knows Alice. We wouldn’t have gone south into Mexico because of the border checks. We didn’t drive west into the ocean. That only leaves east, and they’ll assume we’re trying to get as far as we can from San Diego. The only reason they haven’t picked us up yet is that they don’t know which road we’re on.’

‘So what are you saying?’ Kai asks, looking around him. ‘That we should hide out here?’

‘No, we need to get out of here. But we also have to make this car vanish, and get another. Otherwise we’re fucked.’

‘Famous, but fucked,’ Jaleesa murmurs.

‘Exactly.’

Dani stares at the shimmering horizon, and feels her nose and cheekbones burning. She’s fairer-skinned than the others, even Ilya, and there’s not a scrap of shade in sight. No protection from the blazing heat and the splintering light.

They drive. The sky is a cloudless blue, the land a vast plain of dry scrub encircled by mountains so distant as to appear almost transparent. At intervals one-word signs – ‘Pawn’, ‘Liquor’, ‘K-mart’ – announce clusters of low-lying structures topped with air-con units. Dusty pickup trucks stand outside tin-roofed bungalows. The road, seamed with ancient repairs, crawls towards the horizon.

Approaching Prescott they take a side-road which leads them to the former mining town of Mason, now a parched and deserted ruin. Kai backs the car beneath the collapsing, corrugated-iron roof of a lean-to, and they climb out into the furnace heat of the day. Dani tries to sit on the crossbar of an abandoned, rusted winch, but it’s too hot to touch. Jaleesa passes a bottle around. The water’s blood temperature, and Dani thinks longingly of iced gin and tonic at the Feathers.

‘So what do you reckon, guys?’ Kai asks. ‘Keep going along this road?’

Jaleesa nods. ‘At least we’re not likely to run into any CCTV cameras.’

‘Show me where we are on the map,’ Ilya says.

Kai points. ‘Here. On this eastbound track. It’s small but it keeps on going through the hills north of Cottonwood for . . . must be at least an hour, then links up with this road four or five clicks outside Sedona.’

‘We need to avoid Sedona,’ Alice says. ‘LA people have third homes there.’

‘Not second homes?’ Dani asks. She’s pleased with the job she’s done on Alice’s hair. She looks more human, more vulnerable, even a bit goofy.

‘No, second homes are in Aspen or Telluride. Sedona’s more of a fly-in, fly-out, desert spa kind of vibe.’

‘You haven’t got the keys to any of these third homes, by any chance?’

‘I wish.’

At that moment, a helicopter appears over the horizon. Soundless, no larger than a gnat, it hovers for an instant, and then slowly turns through ninety degrees towards them.

‘Black Hawk,’ Ilya whispers. ‘Fuck.’

Dani grabs Jaleesa round the waist, conscious of her bad ankle, and the five of them scramble over the rough ground towards the lean-to and dive inside. The pulse of the helicopter grows steadily louder. Sick with fright, Dani crouches in the slatted half-darkness. Beside her Jaleesa is biting her lip, wincing in pain. Fearfully, they lock eyes.

Moments later the helicopter passes overhead, the clatter of its rotors deafening. It starts to descend, its prop-wash sending dust and sand whirling through the skeletal lean-to, and drops to the ground less than fifty metres away. Through a gap in the planking, Dani watches dry-mouthed as several men in combat fatigues and Legion T-shirts jump from the matt-black aircraft. All have assault rifles slung across their chests.

Two of the men unbutton and start pissing on the ground. A third, a thin-faced guy with a blond moustache, lights a cigarette. ‘Fuck we doin’ here?’ His voice carries on the dry air. ‘I didn’t sign up for this missin’ person bullcrap.’

‘Oh yeah?’ One of the pissers swings round, sunlight flashing on the gold-tinted lenses of his aviator shades. ‘What did you sign up for?’

‘Fight the deep state. Some dumb-bitch actress goes awol with a bunch of kids, who gives a shit?’

‘Mr Cornelius gives a shit. A very big shit. One way or another, we need to find Alice Temple before the feds do. Mr C wants the kids too.’

‘What for?’

‘Skin ’em alive to make lampshades? Fuck do I know?’

Thin-face flips his cigarette to the ground. ‘So we gonna search this place?’

‘Yeah, let’s do it.’

Dani glances sideways, barely daring to breathe, and catches Alice’s terrified gaze. Beyond her, Kai and Ilya are staring through the planking, a band of white sunlight drawn across their eyes. The men have taken half-a-dozen steps towards the lean-to, when there’s a shout from the helicopter.

‘Say again?’

‘Drone’s picked up movement at Corlena. Need to check it out.’

‘Thank fuck. Ain’t nothing alive here.’

They crouch in the lean-to, unmoving, until the sound of the Black Hawk has been swallowed up in the desert silence. Dizzy with the release of tension, Dani drags warm air into her lungs. At her side, Jaleesa is staring blankly. Ilya, his hand unsteady, holds out the canteen of water. They all drink.

‘I thought we were finished there,’ Alice murmurs, when she’s taken her turn.

‘We all did,’ Dani says.

‘You’re my guardian angels. My lucky stars.’

‘We should get out of here,’ Kai says, pulling the Honda keys from his pocket.

The track is unvarying. Bordered by rock and scrub oak, and intersected at intervals by dry watercourses, it winds erratically through the parchment-coloured dunes. There are no tyre tracks, no signs or mailboxes, no indication that anyone has passed this way in months or years.

‘Have to pull up soon,’ Kai announces. ‘The engine’s gonna overheat.’ He coasts downhill until the land flattens, and switches off the ignition. Nobody moves.

‘I need a pee,’ Jaleesa says.

Dani watches as she picks her way downhill through the scrub. ‘That ankle’s still really troubling her.’

Kai pulls on the handbrake. ‘She’s toughing it out.’

‘She’s a soldier, our Jay,’ Alice says.

When Jaleesa returns, she’s smiling. ‘There’s a creek at the bottom of the hill. Looks like fresh water.’

They follow her down the slope and she’s right. Snaking through the valley, a couple of hundred metres below. A narrow stream, all but concealed by trees.

‘Perhaps one of us should stay with the car,’ Alice says.

‘It’s locked,’ Kai says, holding up the key-fob.

They scramble downwards, Dani last in line. ‘Tail-end Charlie,’ Kai grins.

‘I’m scared of poisonous snakes,’ Dani says. ‘I’ve never actually seen one, but I have nightmares about them.’

‘We’ve got plenty in Oz. I wear boots when I’m working on the farm.’ He wipes his forehead. ‘Jeez, that seems a long way away.’

‘I know. Home doesn’t seem real any more.’

‘Perhaps it isn’t.’

‘They’ll know by now. Your parents. Robyn. My dad. Ilya’s mum and sister. Jay’s cute friend Beth. Everyone.’

The stream is barely a metre wide in places. Boulder-strewn, with sandy shallows and shadowy deeps, it’s all the more enticing for its barren setting. Stripping to her underwear, Alice steps into a shadowy pool, and sits down on a submerged shelf of rock. Closing her eyes, she sighs. ‘Fuck, yes.’

One by one, they follow her. Dani unlaces her trainers and rolls up her jeans, trailing her feet in the water, luxuriating in its steely coldness. She glances at Alice, at her sunburn-flushed face and ivory-pale shoulders. Alice is wearing a stretch-cotton bra marked with sweat-stains, and has – why has she never noticed this before? – a tiny tattoo on the back of her left hand, between her thumb and forefinger. Five dots arranged as if on the face of a dice.

Ilya, stripped to his boxer shorts, has submerged his entire body in the narrow stream. Almost a minute passes before he surfaces, shakes his head like a dog, and hauls himself onto the bank. Dani watches him, enjoying his silence, his loping walk, and the hesitant way he holds himself. As if he hasn’t quite grown into that tall, sinewy body. She often senses his eyes resting on her, but when she meets his gaze he looks away. She wants to reassure him, to let him know it’s fine. He can look at her all he wants.

Beyond Ilya, Jaleesa’s sitting on a rock, her eyes closed, bathing her ankle in a glassy pool. Dani watches her for a moment. Things seem fine between them now. Digging her toes into the thin gravel of the streambed, Dani tilts her face to the sky. She blinks, and her eye is caught by a tiny, metallic flash. Something’s hovering in the air high above them. Impossible to tell its size against the hazy glare of the sky. Then there’s a crack like a whip and the object pinwheels from the air, striking the rocks with a faint clatter fifty metres away.

‘Don’t move. Not a fuckin’ muscle.’

A man has appeared out of nowhere. Dani registers the rifle first, then the unblinking stare. The guy’s wearing faded combat gear. He’s old, and looks borderline crazy, but the hands holding the weapon are steady.

‘Is there a problem?’ Alice says.

‘That was a long-range drone I just picked out of the sky, lady. And it was watching you and your friends. So in my estimation, yes. There is a fucking problem.’

‘We’re lucky you were here, then.’

The guy peers at her. ‘Well, I’ll be goddamned. You’re that actress. Killed your husband, out on the coast.’

‘You’re actually wrong about that,’ Alice says.

‘Nope. Saw the report this morning. Said you was travellin’ with four others. Photographs, everythin’. And that drone kinda confirms it. Wait up while I check it out.’

He picks his way downstream, briefly vanishes from view, and Dani hears a crunching sound. Moments later he reappears. ‘Bad news. That shitbird I just put a rock through is strictly military slash law-enforcement.’ He points at the Honda. ‘That yours?’

‘Yeah.’ Kai nods.

The guy stares at him for a moment. ‘Get back up there. Drive till you reach a dog-leg, follow the trail down, and get the vehicle under cover. Rest of you, come with me.’

‘You’ll help us?’ Jaleesa asks, as Kai starts to climb the slope.

‘I don’t want no government agency buzzin’ my land, that’s for sure.’

Alice pulls on her Felicita Mall jeans. ‘I didn’t kill my husband. I should’ve, but I didn’t.’

His mouth twitches. ‘Fake news, huh?’

Dani ties the laces of her trainers. Her feet are cool to the touch after their immersion in the creek. Her eyes meet Ilya’s. He looks back at her steadily. Beside him, Jaleesa is pulling a wet ponytail through the back of her baseball cap.

They pick their way alongside the creek. As far as Dani can see, there’s nothing ahead except boulders, scrub, and stands of desiccated pine. And then, like an optical illusion, the terrain resolves itself into a series of irregular shapes. A trailer and two battered pickup trucks, all painted a matt sand colour, shaded and concealed by camouflage netting.

Beyond the encampment the Honda coasts into view, and Kai is directed under the netting with a casual swing of the guy’s rifle barrel. ‘They’re lookin’ for that thing,’ he says. ‘Tan Honda, fifteen years old. California plates.’

‘Have they named us?’ Jaleesa asks.

‘Oh yeah. Names, descriptions . . . You kids are famous. Regular Bonnie and Clydes.’

‘So what’re you gonna do?’ Alice asks.

‘Me? Nothin’.’ He shrugs. ‘You wanna gut your husband like a hog, that’s your prerogative.’ He works the bolt of the rifle. ‘I’ve taken lives myself. Plenty of ’em.’

Fuck, Dani thinks, momentarily unable to breathe.

‘Anyone I know?’ Alice asks coolly.

‘You lost any friends called Nguyen?’ His mouth and jaw form a mirthless smile. ‘Put at least thirty-five of those in the ground.’

‘You were in Vietnam?’

‘Yes, ma’am. Fourth Marines, sniper platoon.’

‘Long time ago,’ Dani says.

‘Not to me, kid.’

‘You know our names,’ Alice says. ‘So what’s yours?’

‘Stent. Virgil Stent, but folks call me Snake.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘’Cause I can shimmy through the grass like a motherfucker.’ Again that puppet smile. The lower half of the face moves but the eyes remain flat and expressionless.

‘So how do we get away from here without being seen?’

‘Depends where you wanna get.’

‘East.’

‘Figurin’ you’d say that. Right now y’all need to stay under cover. Every day passes, they spread the net wider.’

‘So you’ll help us?’

‘I ain’t got no love for the federales, that’s for sure. If y’all wanna lie up here for a coupla days, go right ahead.’

‘Thank you,’ Alice says.

That grin again. ‘Us killers gotta hang together. Or like the man said, we’ll all hang separately.’ He brews them a pot of coffee, strong and earthy-tasting, then announces his intention of going out to shoot their dinner. He asks Ilya to accompany him, and soon the pair of them are marching up the hillside into the heat-shimmer.

‘Oof,’ Kai says, watching them go.

‘Dangerous?’ Dani asks. ‘Or just weird.’

Alice smooths sun-cream over her cheekbones. ‘He’s not so strange. Just an old, outsider-type.’

‘He recognised you,’ Dani says.

‘He’s well organised,’ Kai says. ‘See that antenna? That’ll be linked to a cell signal booster and a long-range router in the trailer. We had the same set-up at home.’

Jaleesa turns to Alice. ‘Look, this guy might be friendly, more or less. But that doesn’t solve our problem. We need another car, which means we have to get to a town and figure out a way of stealing one. And that’s a whole other issue, because we’re not near anywhere. Sedona’s too small and rich, there’ll be a lot of cops there, and the only other real possibilities are Flagstaff, which is fifty kilometres away, or Phoenix, which is more like a hundred and fifty.’ She frowns. ‘Maybe we could offer Snake some of our remaining cash to drive us to Phoenix.’

‘Could we catch a train from there?’ Dani asks, narrowing her eyes as a splinter of sunlight pierces the netting. ‘A train eastwards?’

Jaleesa turns to Alice. ‘Can you buy a rail ticket without ID? Do they check passengers getting onto trains?’

‘God knows. I’ve never caught a train in this country in my life.’

‘Helpful,’ Jaleesa murmurs, tracing a line in the dirt with the toe of her sneaker.

Alice shrugs. ‘Sorry, sweetie, but it’s true.’

Jaleesa smiles. ‘We’re gonna get you there. To Tennessee. You know that, don’t you?’

Alice lays her hand on Jaleesa’s shoulder. ‘I do know that, Jaybird.’

Dani closes her eyes. She feels sweaty and lank-haired, mugged by the heat.

‘Shall we finish checking the supplies?’ Kai asks her. From somewhere near the horizon, barely audible, comes the sound of a helicopter. The four of them freeze, and the distant flutter fades.

There are five rucksacks and five sleeping bags. In each rucksack is a couple of changes of clothing, washing kit, a towel, sun cream, insect repellent, a compass, a water canteen, purification tablets, a pocket knife and a flashlight. In addition, Jaleesa has a first-aid pack, a suture kit and wound dressings. Dani has the hairdressing scissors, and a small bag holding her syringe and needles, oestrogen vials and spiro. The Xanax, which she doesn’t want Jaleesa to know about, lives in her jeans pocket.

The four of them are washing clothes in the creek when the sound of a gunshot drifts across the hot, still air. Dani looks up at the shimmering, heat-washed hills.

‘Hopefully that’s our dinner,’ Kai says.

Alice lays a wet T-shirt over a rock. ‘Yeah, not an act of ritual sacrifice.’

Another helicopter materialises from the blue haze at the horizon, hangs over the distant hills like a dragonfly, and vanishes. Minutes later, Ilya and Snake return.

‘Hope y’all are hungry,’ Snake says, lowering a bag to the ground.

‘What’s for dinner?’ Alice asks, stretching languorously.

‘Rattler. There’re six of us, so I’m gonna need some help, someone handy with a knife. Could be a job for you, Hollywood.’

Alice winces. ‘I think I might go for the vegan option.’

‘I’ll help,’ Dani says. ‘Tell me what you want me to do.’

Snake looks at her for a moment, and nods. ‘Take the meat outta that gunny bag, and clean it up on that rock. Knife’s in the bag.’

Nervously, Dani looks inside the bag. Coiled at the bottom is a large rattlesnake. Its body is as thick as her forearm, its head is a bloody mess.

‘Don’t be scared, it’s good ’n dead.’

Dani grits her teeth, grabs the snake by its sinewy neck, and lifts it from the bag. It’s heavy, the colour of dirt, and several feet long.

‘OK. Now lay him down on the flat rock, take the knife, and cut off his head.’

Desperately, Dani saws at the gristly neck. The snake’s flesh is whitish and pearlescent, its blood a thin red. Following Snake’s instructions, she runs the knife longways down the ivory-coloured belly, laying open the guts.

‘Lookin’ a little pale there.’ Snake grins. ‘Guess you’re new to this kinda work.’

Dani steadies herself. ‘It’s good to learn.’

‘You’re right about that. So you teach me something. Why do you wanna be a woman?’

‘Why do you want to be a man?’

‘I don’t have a choice.’

‘Neither do I.’

He narrows his eyes. ‘You know the story of Prometheus?’

‘Is he a super-hero?’

‘Kinda. Ancient Greek myth. Prometheus defied the gods, and they punished him by chainin’ him to a rock.’ Reaching down, Snake slips his fingers behind the rattlesnake’s blue-grey guts, and rips them from its body. ‘Every day, an eagle flew down and tore out his liver, and every day, his liver grew right back.’

‘Nice.’

‘Yeah, well. You’re like Prometheus. You’ve defied the gods, and made your own destiny.’ He looks around at the grey-brown desert, and tosses the guts behind a rock. ‘I’ve defied the gods too, in my time. There’s a price to be paid, but I don’t need to tell you that. I’m guessin’ you’ve felt the eagle’s beak and claws.’

‘Yes,’ Dani says. ‘I have.’

They stand there in silence. ‘Now you’re gonna take that rattler’s skin, grip hard, and peel it back from the body. Yeah, like that. Kinda satisfyin’, ain’ it? You still afraid of that thing?’

‘No.’

‘Good, cause it’s just flesh ’n bone. Was alive, is dead. Ain’t no mystery to it.’

By the time the cooking is completed, the sun has set behind the western mountains. Snake directs them to the fire-pit, hands out dented tin plates, and serves up rattlesnake on the bone, served in sweet potato gravy. ‘Know why snipers like eatin’ snakes?’ he says. ‘Cause when you fry ’em, they don’t give off smoke.’

‘Never knew that.’ Jaleesa sinks her teeth into a six-inch section of rattler. ‘This is good, by the way.’

Alice is unconvinced. ‘Looks like fried dildo.’

Ilya grins. ‘Tastes like chicken.’

‘Maybe. I’m not putting my mouth anywhere near it.’

‘You’re missing out,’ Jaleesa says. ‘Solid protein.’

‘I’ll take that chance.’ Alice raises her tin cup. ‘This booze isn’t bad though. Like tequila, but with a gasoline after-taste.’

Snake pauses his chewing. ‘It’s called pulque. There’s a guy over at Camp Verde, old hippie type, makes it out of cactus. You think I’m crazy, you should meet Harry. He sees visions.’

‘What kind of visions?’ Kai asks.

A faint breeze reddens the coals in the fire-pit. Snake picks a bone from his mouth. ‘Apocalyptic shit. Harry was a miner years ago – copper mostly, a little silver – and one day he was prospectin’ outside some ghost town in the hills and fell through an old, disused shaft. Found himself in a network of tunnels, leading to a giant underground chamber lit by some kinda floatin’ gas. He saw gold spears, wall carvings, mummified remains, all manner of things, and when he finally found his way out he marked the place with a pile of rocks. Of course ya’ll know how the story ends. Went back the next day and no rockpile. Searched the whole damn valley, and never found the place again. Been lookin’ ever since, way he tells it.’

‘And you believe him?’ Kai asks.

‘I’ve heard a hundred versions of this story and I’d love to believe ’em all. Y’all heard of the Watchers? Tall dark figures on the mountain ridges at nightfall, starin’ down at travellers. Get too close, they disappear.’

‘You ever seen them?’

‘All these hills have their legends, and some say they’re best not discussed. Navajo legends in particular.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Protect the culture. Prevent the stories they teach their children from being stolen by outsiders. Besides, we got our own legends. Y’all read The Odyssey?’

‘Sure,’ Ilya says.

Snake stares into the fire-pit. ‘It’s the story of a man who’s been a soldier, who’s killed other men, and taken satisfaction in that killing. And now he has to find his way home. Back to the world.’ He pokes a mesquite branch into the embers. ‘It takes him ten years.’

‘How long has it taken you?’ Alice asks.

‘Fifty and countin’.’

She regards him thoughtfully. ‘Have you been back there? To Vietnam?’

‘Last time I was there, in seventy-one, Charlie had a price on my head. Ten thousand dollars. Far as I know, that bounty ain’t been lifted.’

‘Charlie?’

‘Victor Charlie. Viet Cong.’

‘Being a sniper?’ Ilya asks. ‘Was it . . . exciting?’

‘The hunt? Sure. Charlie was a brave and skilful enemy. If you could track him through that jungle – monsoon rain for days on end, suckin’ mud, leeches, mosquitos – and at the end of it put a round through him at eight hundred metres, then you were doin’ well. Savin’ the lives of your fellow Marines. But the killing itself? No, sir. Took no pleasure in that. No pleasure at all.’

‘Did you lose many friends out there?’ Alice says.

‘I did. And when I close my eyes at night, I still see their faces. Reb, Huey, Goofyfoot . . . all grinnin’ an lollygaggin’. “Time to saddle up, Snakeman, time to rock ’n roll . . .” Good men, good Marines. An’ not a damn one of us could tell you why we was there.’

‘So you were one of the lucky ones.’

‘Wasn’t luck, Hollywood, it was happenstance. That war changed everything. By the time I rotated home, America wasn’t America no more. We was spit on.’ He shakes his head. ‘There are times, thinkin’ about those dead boys, all I wanna do is join them.’

‘You’re still here, though.’

‘Yeah. I’m still here.’

‘And America?’

‘Today, America’s anywhere a man stakes a claim and sets himself against the system. This hootch is America. That’s why I’m not callin’ y’all in.’

‘Thank you,’ says Alice. ‘We appreciate that.’

He nods. ‘So here’s a plan. Hundred or so clicks to the south-east, near Globe, there’s a freight depot. Place called Quartz Lake. Trains carryin’ mining loads across New Mexico and Texas. Tomorrow, you kids’re gonna drive one of my pickups to Quartz Lake. Wait


























After a sweaty, restless night in the bomb bay of S-Susan, Ilya wakes to discover that he’s been attacked by mosquitos. There are raised weals on his legs and chest, a couple in his groin, and a particularly anguishing, unreachable one halfway down his back. There’s also a smear of blood down one thigh, suggesting that he’s managed to kill at least one of the little fuckers.

Within minutes, and despite knowing that it will only intensify the fiery itching, he’s clawing at the bites helplessly. There’s some AfterSting cream in the medical kit in the back of the Dodge, and he resolves to hike the three hundred-odd metres to the truck, even if it means missing out on the breakfast of coffee and cactus-seed bread that Davy’s preparing.

He’s hauling the rucksack out of the cargo bay of the truck, when he hears the distant sound of a vehicle behind him. Without pausing to think, he flattens himself to the ground, and crawls beneath the low-slung body of the Dodge. As he peers between the wheels, the black SUV that was following them yesterday crests the hill, pauses for a moment, and begins the descent, leaving a thin trail of dust.

Less than a minute later it comes to a crunching halt beside the Dodge. Lying dry-mouthed beneath the pickup, his cheek pressed to the warm grit, Ilya watches as the driver’s door of the SUV opens. He sees faded jeans and military-style desert boots, soon joined by a second pair of legs, similarly clad. The two men walk around the Dodge. Neither speaks. They try the doors, but the keys are in Ilya’s pocket. One glance beneath the pickup and they’ll see him, but the glance never comes, and the men start to walk towards the airfield. They move at a steady pace, swiftly covering ground without breaking into a run.

Ilya watches them go, praying that they won’t turn round. Warily, he crawls backwards and rises to a low crouch. Moving across to the SUV, a Porsche, he kneels, and silently unscrews the dust cap from the wheel valve. Pushing a tiny pebble into the valve to hold it open, he replaces the dust cap. With a barely audible hiss, the tyre starts to deflate. Ilya’s moving to a second wheel when one of the men looks back over his shoulder.

Within seconds both are running back towards him, and Ilya, his heart racing, is unlocking the cab of the Dodge and scrambling inside. With shaking fingers, he manages to work the key into the ignition. The engine whines, and the station wagon lurches and stalls. Clutch, he tells himself, drawing on his meagre driving knowledge. Clutch pedal out, gas pedal in. And handbrake, idiot. The wheels spin, and the Dodge races jerkily forward. Somehow Ilya manages to get it under control. The two men are almost on him now, and coaxing as much power as he can from the gas pedal, he swerves between them. He catches a momentary glimpse of outflung arms and angry features and then he’s clear, gathering speed and heading for the B-52 cluster.

The others have seen what’s happening and are hurrying towards him, followed by Beanie, who’s shouldering a backpack. Ilya hauls on the handbrake, inadvertently throwing the Dodge into a shuddering swerve. He sees Jaleesa limping towards him, and jumps from the cab to help her. Kai takes his place in the front with Alice, and the others, including Beanie, haul themselves into the cargo bed, rolling among the rucksacks. Then Jaleesa’s banging on the back of the cab yelling: ‘Go, go, go,’ and they’re swerving past the two men, bypassing the static Porsche and climbing the hill in a choking plume of dust.

Ilya and the others clutch each other, every bounce of the tyres lifting and slamming them into the steel bed of the cargo bay. He can feel Dani’s face pressed between his shoulders and Jaleesa’s fingers gripping his forearm. Beanie’s hair, smelling of coconut oil and sweat, is inches from his face. ‘What the fuck, man?’ she gasps, wrenching her arm from beneath his ribs as the Dodge lurches over the crest of the hill.

‘Sorry about that,’ Ilya says. ‘Some people we’re trying to avoid.’

‘Yeah? They looked pissed.’

‘They’ve been following us. I think they’re Russian gangsters.’

‘Shut the fuck up!’

‘Seriously.’

Releasing Ilya’s arm, Jaleesa pushes herself up into a sitting position. Her face is ghostly with dust. ‘We seem to have lost them, eh?’

‘Maybe, maybe not.’ Ilya blinks and rubs his eyes.

Up front, Kai is coaxing all the power out of the truck that he can. His exhaust repairs are holding up; the knocking noises have stopped and the Dodge is running smoothly. Behind him Dani, Jaleesa and Beanie are sitting shoulder to shoulder with their backs against the cab, while Ilya is crouching among the packs and the repair tools, searching for the tube of AfterSting.

For half an hour, as the sun climbs in the sky, they move through a hazy wilderness of rocks and scrub. A triangular sign pocked by shotgun pellets reads Rattlesnake Area, and it’s just as they’re passing it that the truck’s engine cuts out. They freewheel a few metres, then come to a halt amid a vast silence.

Kai climbs down from the cab. ‘We’re out of gas. I nursed her as carefully as I could, but the fuel gauge must be crook. Said we still had at least ten clicks in the tank.’

‘You’re sure,’ Jaleesa says. ‘It definitely won’t start?’

‘You’re welcome to try.’ He holds out the key to her.

‘Let me,’ says Beanie, snatching it irritably. She climbs into the cab, stabs the key into the ignition and stamps on the gas pedal. The engine coughs and whines, but it’s clear that Kai is right.

Ilya’s eye is caught by a blue-white glint on the horizon behind them. For a second it doesn’t register, then as the faraway vehicle vanishes into a dip in the road, he hears himself yell ‘Cops!’ Amid avalanches of dust and dirt, bodies skid down the roadside slope into a long-dry stream bed. Dani’s beside Ilya, and he covers her hand with his as they press themselves into the powdery bank.

‘Where’s Beanie?’ Jaleesa hisses.

‘Stayed in the truck.’ The voice is Kai’s.

‘Shit.’

‘No, it makes sense,’ Ilya whispers. ‘They’re not looking for her.’

Above them, a heavy vehicle slows to a halt. ‘Y’awright, ma’am?’ The gravelly voice just audible over the running engine.

‘Just fine, thank you,’ Beanie says coolly. ‘Stopped for a call of nature.’

‘Then I won’t detain you, ma’am. Watch out for those rattlesnakes.’

‘That I will. You have a good day now.’

The vehicle, a silver interceptor with black state markings, speeds away. A minute later, as the others are dusting themselves down and telling Beanie that her performance deserved, at the very least, a Golden Globe award, Ilya’s standing in the back of the pickup, trying to hold the rifle-sight steady. It’s as he feared. Approximately two miles ahead of them, he can see the tiny but unmistakeable shapes of further police cars.

‘Road block,’ he announces flatly. ‘They’re waiting for us at the next intersection.’

Everybody stops talking and stares at him.

‘If we want to get to Quartz Lake, we have to walk there. Through the desert.’

‘How far is that?’ Jaleesa asks Beanie.

‘By road, half an hour. Across country? Fuck, I don’t know. You’d be crazy to try it.’

‘We don’t have a choice,’ Ilya says.

‘Then we should find somewhere to lay up till the sun goes down. Do the walking at night.’

‘There’s nowhere to hide, Beanie. No shade anywhere. And we can’t risk staying near the car.’

She’s silent for a moment. ‘Then we turn back. To Corlena.’

‘Corlena’s two hours’ walk in the wrong direction,’ Ilya says. He doesn’t add that the police will almost certainly raid the airfield when the road block proves a failure.

Beanie closes her eyes, and lets her head hang forward. ‘You people. Fuck.’

‘Why don’t you go back to Corlena?’ Jaleesa says. ‘We’ll be OK.’

‘No. You won’t be OK. You’ll die. And you’ll fucking deserve it.’

Ilya flicks a glance at Jaleesa – leave it to me. ‘We’ve got food and water, a compass, and protective clothing,’ he says. ‘Everything we need to make it to Quartz Lake and the railyard by sundown. The walk’s not going to be fun, but getting picked up by the state police or the FBI would be worse. Beanie, I’m guessing you can’t get maps up on your phone?’

‘Nope. No signal for miles.’

‘So here’s what I suggest. Quartz Lake’s due south of here, right?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘And we know the rail tracks run east-west.’

‘Yeah.’

‘So if we take a compass bearing to the east of the town, we know that as soon as we hit the railway, we have to turn right.’

‘Why not aim straight for Quartz Lake?’ Jaleesa asks.

‘Because without an exact bearing, we could miss it. We could hit the railway track and not know which way to turn. Aiming off means a slightly longer journey, but we won’t get lost.’

‘Neat hack,’ Beanie says. She inclines her head questioningly. ‘So who the fuck are you people? Seriously? Like, I know you want to avoid the cops, which is cool. Everyone does. But you’re not road people. You’re not even American, except for Miss Whatsit over there. I’d say you were spies if you weren’t all so fucking clueless.’ She eyeballs the group one by one. ‘Here’s the deal, people. I’ll walk with you to Quartz Lake, take you to the jungle, and get you fixed up with a ride. But I’m gonna need to know exactly who you are and what your stories are. I want the truth, the whole truth, and no fuckin’ bullshit.’

Ilya looks at the others. No one dissents. ‘Deal,’ he says.

They load up. Ilya volunteers to carry the jerrycan of water and the medical kit. It makes for a heavy load, but he’s spent enough time on forced marches at the cadet school to know the trick of hefting a big pack. Instinctively, he checks that the others are properly kitted out. Sunhat, shades, water canteen, correctly laced boots.

‘I’m sorry we’re dumping the truck,’ Kai says. ‘I feel bad about that. Snake was a decent guy.’

Jaleesa shrugs. ‘We don’t have a choice.’

Kai nods, and caches the keys inside the driver’s-side headrest, as Snake requested. ‘Sorry, dude,’ he murmurs, and pulls the door shut.

‘So who’s gonna be my storyteller?’ Beanie asks.

‘That’ll be me,’ says Alice, taking her place beside her. The others pair up: Ilya up front with Dani and the prismatic compass, Alice and Beanie in the middle, Jaleesa and Kai bringing up the rear. Ilya sets the compass on a south-south-easterly bearing. Lines up with a toad-shaped rock on the horizon. ‘OK, let’s move out.’

The heat encloses them, presses on them from above, rises in waves from the earth. Beneath their boots the ground has a thin, baked crust that crumbles with every step. Behind him, Ilya can hear the low murmur of Alice’s voice and, at intervals, gasps of surprise from Beanie. ‘You’re her?’ Really and truly? Oh my God.’

Ilya concentrates on walking. He tries his best to ignore the sweat running into his eyes, and the backpack straps biting into his shoulders. There are signs that people once lived here, and tried to wrest a living from the unforgiving terrain. Sagging fence posts trailing strands of rusted barbed wire. Bleached planks, half-submerged in the grey sand. Drift-blown tracks, leading nowhere.

They march into the white glare of the sun. They pass the toad-shaped rock and Ilya holds them on a steady course, moving from feature to feature. It’s not easy in this baked, unvarying landscape. The compass grows slippery in his grasp, and Ilya has to force himself to concentrate, to remind himself that if he loses his bearing, and they get lost in this merciless heat and light, they will not survive.

After twenty minutes have passed, or maybe forty, he glances behind him. Alice has fallen silent. Her neck is shining, and between her shoulders and beneath her arms her T-shirt is dark with sweat. Beanie, who by now knows who the lean, crop-haired figure next to her really is, is staring at her, fascinated. Behind them Kai is slouching along, head bowed, but Jaleesa’s step is uneven. ‘Can we stop?’ she calls out to Ilya.

‘Problem?’

‘My ankle’s giving me trouble.’ She winces. ‘I need to strap it up.’

Swinging the pack from his shoulders, Ilya finds the first aid box. Jaleesa takes out a bandage, binds her ankle with brisk efficiency, and pops a painkiller from its blister card.

‘How bad?’ Dani asks.

‘I’ll live,’ says Jaleesa, lacing up her boots and taking a swig from her canteen. ‘Ilya, can you walk with Kai. I’ll pair up with Dani.’

‘Sure.’

‘We should saddle up,’ Beanie says. ‘Longer we’re out in this heat, worse for us all.’

Has she done time in the military? Ilya wonders. She doesn’t look old enough. But she’s got a gung-ho way about her which sits oddly with her hippyish, free-spirit appearance.

‘Listen up, bro,’ Kai murmurs. ‘Need to tell you something. Jay’s telling Dani the same thing.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Chloe’s dead. Murdered.’

For several seconds, the words are just sounds. Ilya con-tinues walking, the base of the rucksack grinding against his sweat-drenched back. ‘You’re serious? Murdered?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How do you know?’

‘News broadcast.’

‘When?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘Yesterday? Why didn’t you say anything?’

‘It was impossible with those Corlena people watching us. It would have looked weird if we were in little huddles, whispering to each other. Plus . . . Alice.’

‘What about Alice?’

‘They found Chloe somewhere in Malibu, and uh . . . She’d been stabbed to death.’

Ilya’s silent. He concentrates on putting one foot in front of the other. ‘I don’t know what to say. That’s horrible. Chloe was a good person. And our friend.’

‘Yup.’

‘Did they say what the police . . . is Alice a suspect?’

‘They didn’t say. But I’m guessing yes.’

Ilya shakes his head, digs his thumbs beneath the shoulder straps of his pack, and hoists it higher on his back. ‘Why would anyone kill Chloe? Especially Alice?’

‘No idea. Doesn’t make sense.’

‘None of it makes sense.’ Ilya blinks away the sting of sweat and melted sun cream, and glances over his shoulder. Jaleesa’s face is unreadable, Dani’s tense with anxiety. He struggles to clear his mind. If the same person killed Don and Chloe, which seems like a reasonable assumption, Chloe’s murder gets Alice off the hook. Because while she might just conceivably have killed Don, given the way he abused her, there’s no imaginable reason for her to have killed Chloe. It must have been some crazy person. Someone with a grudge against the studio, or the series. But if so, why Chloe? Don’s death made a kind of sense, given that he ran the studio and conceived the series, but a make-up artist? Someone with zero power, completely removed from the decision-making process?

Just suppose for a moment that Alice did kill them both. Might Chloe have known something that incriminated her? Something so terrible that Alice was prepared to commit murder to keep her quiet? It’s possible; Chloe must have known all sorts of stuff about her boss, some of it probably quite dark. Was she Alice’s intended victim all along, and Don merely a witness who had to be silenced?

‘I can see that Don Firestone might have had enemies,’ Kai says. ‘He was clearly a nasty piece of work. But Chloe? Why would anyone want to kill her? She was a sweetheart.’

‘She was. But also, why would Alice kill Don? She’s a smart woman. She could have divorced him, gone public with the abuse, and come out of the whole thing more powerful than ever. Why stick a knife in him in the middle of Con of Night? If we hadn’t been there, she’d be in jail. As it is, she’s wanted for murder.’

Ilya fixes his gaze on the pale, shifting horizon. In front of them, Jaleesa is still limping and Dani is placing her feet with exaggerated care. He glances at his watch. They’ve been walking for almost three hours now. ‘Let’s take a break,’ he calls out.

They lower their packs, and refill their canteens. For Ilya, it’s bliss just to stand there without a twenty-kilo weight hanging from his shoulders. ‘Show me your feet,’ he tells Dani. As he suspected, her heels are skinned raw, with weeping blisters. ‘Are the boots too small?’

‘No,’ she winces. ‘My feet are too big.’

‘There’s a trick.’ He takes a tin of Vaseline from the medical kit. ‘Smear this inside the heel of your boots and on the inside and outside of your socks. It’ll stop the rubbing.’

He needs to piss, so walks away from the others and turns his back. Despite having drunk more than a litre of water, his urine is dark. A short distance away, Alice is squatting out in the open, her jeans round her knees.

They move on. The light, sharp and splintering, is reflected by mineral particles in the sand, so that the desert glitters around them. For Ilya, time blurs. Sweat glazes his body, and his back, abraded by the heavy pack, stings as if it’s been sandpapered. Ahead of him he sees Jaleesa pop another painkiller, and wash it down with a swig from her canteen. Beside her, Dani paces with grim determination, sweat dripping from her chin.

‘Warm enough for you?’ Like Beanie, and weirdly, Alice, Kai looks as if he could keep going forever.

‘Not yet,’ Ilya forces a smile.

‘Why don’t I take a turn carrying the water?’

‘You sure?’

‘’Course I’m sure. Hand it over.’

Ilya swings the pack off his back and helps Kai shrug it on. ‘How’s that?’

‘Snug as a bug.’

Without the heavy pack, Ilya feels as if he’s floating. The backs of his hands are burnt brick red, and there’s a strip on the back of his neck which feels flayed too, but the relief at not having his back pounded to raw steak is overwhelming, as is the urge to simply lie down in the desert and close his eyes. Around him, the scrub oak bushes and the cacti drift and shimmer. He has never, in his life, felt so utterly drained. He glances at the compass. ‘You OK, bro?’ he whispers, his voice thick with dust.

‘I am now,’ Kai answers. ‘Look.’

Narrowing his eyes against the haze, Ilya makes out a horizontal line ruled across the desert. The railroad.

Within thirty minutes they’re approaching Quartz Lake. There’s a Taco Bell on the edge of town, and as Jaleesa limps inside to buy food – they agree it’s unwise to be seen in public as a group, and there’ll certainly be CCTV cameras inside – the others subside exhaustedly against the brick exterior wall. ‘How is everyone?’ Ilya says.

‘Fucked,’ Dani murmurs, loosening her bootlaces. She closes her eyes, and opens them moments later. ‘And desperate to pee.’

‘Go inside,’ Kai tells her. ‘Fill your boots.’

‘I was planning on using the toilet.’

Jaleesa returns with a bag of tacos.

‘Oh my God,’ Alice breathes. ‘Those look so good.’

‘Enjoy,’ Beanie says. ‘No restaurant car on a freight train.’

‘Have you ridden them a lot?’ Ilya asks her.

‘Yeah, been all over. Union Pacific, BNSF, Norfolk Southern . . . No feeling like it, but I’m not gonna bullshit you, it’s dangerous. Kids get dragged under the wheels every year.’

Ilya watches Beanie squeeze a lemon slice over her taco. Crouched over the food, her jaws working steadily, she looks like an insect dismembering its prey.

‘Something I wanna ask you,’ Beanie says to him, lowering her voice.

‘Sure.’

‘Did she do it? Alice? Did she kill that dude?’

‘No.’

‘If you say so.’ She inclines her head. ‘And that trans chica.’

‘Dani?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What about her?’

‘Are you and she . . .?’

‘We’re friends.’

‘She really likes you. You know that, right?’

Beanie doesn’t want the group to arrive at the jungle too early, so they spend the afternoon wandering around the outskirts of Quartz Lake. Ilya walks with Dani past the town courthouse and jail. It looks deserted, with the dreamy, not-quite-real look of a film set. Crossing the street, he glimpses a black vehicle moving through an intersection a couple of blocks away. It’s there for a moment, floating in the heat haze, and then it’s gone. He stares after it. Was it the Porsche?

‘What’s up?’ Dani asks.

‘Nothing.’ He entwines his fingers with hers. ‘Where do you think everyone is? It’s like there’s been some kind of event, transporting the townspeople to another dimension where they’ll stay for ten years before reappearing with their memories wiped clean.’

‘Or maybe they’re vampires, waiting for sundown.’

‘And right now they’re sleeping in darkened rooms with the curtains drawn, bloodstains around their mouths . . .’

‘You could kiss me,’ Dani says, looping an errant strand of hair behind her ear.

Alice and Jaleesa walk round the corner, silhouetted against the white glare of the day. Ilya releases Dani’s hand and squints at them. ‘Hey.’

‘Ghost town,’ Alice says.

When they finally set off for the railyard the heat is still intense, but the shadows are lengthening. They skirt a grid of new-build homesteads and descend through boulders and mesquite shrub to a track running alongside a highway. Ilya turns Dani’s words over in his mind. He could kiss her. It would be good. Freight trucks, bound for the railyard, hurtle past them with desultory abandon, and he thinks of Valia.

Valentina Alexeyevna Bylova, the older sister of Maya’s friend Nastia. Ilya must have been sixteen, nearly seventeen, when they found themselves seated together at a Metallurg Morozkino hockey game. At the end of the game, which Metallurg lost, Valia edged up to Ilya on the wooden bench and asked if he wanted to go for a walk. Outside it was cold, five below at least, and snowing. They went to the old amusement park, where Valia smoked three cigarettes in fast succession, leaning against the trunk of a pine tree, and pulled Ilya to her. She had wide-set grey eyes, glossed lips, and frosted blonde highlights in her hair. He had never kissed anyone before. Her mouth was warm, and tasted of spearmint and tobacco smoke. Her teeth nipped his tongue, and then in a single movement she unzipped her white snow jacket and hoicked up her sweater and bra, freeing her breasts.

It’s not that these were uninteresting to Ilya. Quite the opposite, they were awe-inspiring. It’s just that he felt completely dissociated from everything that was happening. He’d watched enough porno films with his father, often featuring Maksim’s protegée Kshusha, and her favoured partner Viktor, to know what was expected of him. The blow job, the multiple insouciant penetrations, and the big finish all over her waiting face (or, as Kshusha sometimes decreed, into the shallow declivity at the base of her spine). All this demanded an interweaving of physical dexterity, mental fortitude and Stanislavskian performance which was undoubtedly all in a day’s work for the sturdy Viktor, but far beyond Ilya.

‘My tits are turning blue here,’ Valia said, her voice muted by the falling snow, and Ilya tentatively reached out his hands. Her breasts were, indeed, very cold. He cupped them in his palms for a heartbeat, but she turned away, pulled down her sweater, and started to walk back towards the park entrance.

‘Valia, please. I really like you.’

She didn’t look back. He watched her go, her footprints soundless, until she disappeared into the pines.

‘Nearly there, people,’ Beanie announces. The railyard entrance is ahead of them, with its guardhouse and electronic gates. On either side of the gates is a chain-link perimeter fence, partially concealed by trees and scrub.

‘OK,’ Beanie says, ‘we need to walk parallel to the fence. The railyard’s oval-shaped, and in a few minutes we’ll be out of sight of the guardhouse.’

‘How long’s the fence?’ Jaleesa asks.

‘Long.’

‘And the jungle could be anywhere along it?’

‘Yep.’

‘Are there cameras?’

‘Yeah, but plenty of blind spots. The jungle will be in one of them.’

‘Won’t we be picked up by the cameras anyway?’ Alice asks.

‘Long as we’re outside the wire, the bulls don’t give a shit. We’re just bored kids looking for somewhere to smoke weed or have sex. The cameras are there to warn them if the fence is breached.’

They walk for half an hour, picking their way along a stop-start trail. Signs attached to the fence read: Restricted Area, Off Limits to Unauthorized Personnel. There’s trash everywhere – discarded pallets, burst mattresses, overspilling garbage bags – and a never-quite-absent smell of shit. There’s also the ceaseless clank, squeak and sigh of the railyard, interrupted at intervals by the long groan of air horns. Through the trees Ilya can see a line of linked freight cars with battered steel sides.

‘Those are jennies,’ Beanie says. ‘They’re for transporting iron ore. They’re dirty and dangerous. Avoid.’

‘They do look kind of uncomfortable,’ Alice murmurs.

‘This was the old jungle,’ Beanie says. ‘We cut through the fence with bolt-cutters, but the bulls found the hole and repaired it.’ She points to a chain-link panel half-concealed by a spiny shrub. ‘Watch out for those thorns. They’re a bitch if they break off in your skin.’

Having snagged his hand on a trailing mesquite branch ten minutes earlier, Ilya nods in rueful agreement. He squeezes his swollen knuckle, trying to force out any remaining splinters.

‘Is that painful?’ Jaleesa asks.

‘Kind of.’

‘I’ll put something on it when we get there. Don’t want you getting a staph infection.’ She turns to Beanie. ‘I hope this place isn’t much further.’

‘Me and you both, sister. I’m not loving this any more than you are.’

Dani steps alongside Ilya. Slips her hand round his bicep. ‘Fucking Jay,’ she murmurs.

‘I thought you and her were good.’

‘This shit she tries to pull. Like she’s Alice’s chosen one, and this gives her the right to order everyone around.’

‘That’s not fair. She feels responsible for us.’

‘Nobody asked her to.’

‘Dani, she is who she is. We have to . . . you know.’

‘I know, I just . . .’

‘What? Tell me.’

‘I can’t see where it ends. Do we just go on and on? Day after day, night after night?’

In front of them, Beanie and Jaleesa stop dead. Their way has been blocked by a tall, glowering figure. A man of about forty, patchily bearded. ‘Deke,’ Beanie says. ‘What’s happening?’

His eyes narrow. ‘Who you got here, Beanie?’

‘Tramps like us, Deke.’

He stares at them one by one. When his gaze alights on Alice he frowns, as if trying to recall why she looks familiar. ‘Y’all lookin’ for Bernardo?’

‘Sure are,’ says Beanie.

‘You got tribute?’

‘Yep.’

‘Thisaway.’ He leads them along the path for several more minutes and into a scorched clearing. At the far end is a green pup tent, with its flaps closed. Mattresses and loaded backpacks are stacked alongside airtight boxes and a pyramid of canned goods. A camouflaged sheet is stretched overhead.

‘Bernardo’s walkin’ the yard right now,’ Deke says. ‘Coupla oogles catchin’ out tonight.’

‘So how does this work?’ Jaleesa asks. ‘Everyone goes through Bernardo?’

‘Naw, just the ones don’t know the system. Bernardo’s got the knowledge, see. The yard manifest, frequencies, ghost list, everythin’. It’s all up here.’ He taps his head. ‘Uses a scanner, but doesn’t need it. Listens to the air, man. Hears the squeal of those big-ass gondolas, and he knows, man. He knows.’

‘So what’s this tribute?’

Deke looks her up and down. ‘You pass through the jungle. You leave something for those who come after you.’

‘Like what?’

‘Canned food, spare water canteen . . .’

‘OK, we’ll see what we got.’

While Jaleesa is attending to the tribute, Ilya inspects the railyard and tries to ignore his throbbing right hand. The jungle is situated midway between two searchlight pylons. In front of him is a gravel bank, beyond which the iron-ore jennies extend out of sight in both directions. Beyond the jennies waits a second train, also of unknowable length, made up of double-stacked containers.

There’s a distant crunch of ballast, and a man and a woman come into view, running and keeping low. Falling to their knees a few metres from Ilya, they prise back a section of the chain-link fence, and squeeze through.

‘That was gnarly,’ the woman says. She’s late twenties, with glossy chestnut hair and a patch on the ass of her jeans reading Poor Little Bitch Girl. The guy’s pale and intense-looking. ‘We’re catching out in an hour,’ he says. ‘Heading for Fort Worth.’

Poor Little Bitch Girl looks around her. ‘Where’re you folks—?’

‘California,’ Jaleesa says decisively. ‘Oceanside.’

‘Cool. I’m Skyla, by the way, and this is Artie.’

‘No names,’ says Jaleesa, turning away from him. She walks over to Ilya. ‘Let’s see that hand. I’ve got some magnesium sulphate in the first-aid kit.’ She drops her voice. ‘We’ve got to get Alice out of here until these two are gone. They might recognise her, and I don’t trust them.’

‘Leave it to me.’

When Jaleesa’s treated his hand, Ilya sidles over to Alice and suggests that they take a walk. Looking at her, he’s reassured by how ordinary she looks now. It’s not her that’s likely to be recognised, he realises, it’s the five of them as a group. Is it time to think the unthinkable? That they should split up?

‘Chloe’s dead,’ he says. ‘Murdered. Stabbed.’

Alice lifts her sunglasses from her face, rubs her eyes, and blinks. Ilya waits for her to ask him how he knows, but she just stands there, staring blankly out at the desert. A kilometre away, a truck crawls along the approach road towards the railyard entrance.

‘She really cared about you,’ Ilya says. ‘Don’s abuse, the bruises . . . She didn’t know who to tell. So she told us.’

Alice nods distractedly. ‘And you came. You crossed the world to save me.’

‘We did,’ he says. ‘But I’m not sure what happens next. We have to be very careful. That couple. Artie and Skyla.’

‘Yeah, I’m keeping out of their way. Making myself invisible.’

‘How do you do that?’

She gazes at him and becomes that other Alice, so luminously beautiful that he draws back. Then she seems to fade, and is her dusty, fugitive self again. ‘It’s just a thing,’ she says. ‘A thing I’ve always done.’
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