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      A curdling at the back of the throat. Thick odours mingling in the sinuses. Sweat and chemicals. Sophie opened her eyes.

      Where am I?

      A knife. I was stabbed.

      I died. Didn’t I?

      She tried to move but found her body stiff, like it was encased in setting cement. It took effort to lift her head from what felt like a cheap pillow and blink the bleariness from her eyes. Opposite, she saw an old woman sleeping fitfully in a narrow bed, a drip stand rising beside her and a tiny blinking monitor to her left.

      I’m in a hospital, thought Sophie. I’m alive.

      But the world has ended.

      Or did I imagine it all? Please say I did.

      She slid an elbow beneath herself and shuffled – painfully – up the bed. Fishhooks tore at her abdomen, yet the pain seemed somehow distant. Her body felt… dull. Had she been given pain relief?

      The room she was in was cavernous, with a shiny wooden floor. A basketball hoop fastened to one wall made her realise she was lying on a trolley bed inside a gym, along with two dozen strangers. A pair of women in white tabards pottered about at the back of the room, which was an area cluttered with cheap desks and wheeled filing cabinets. Only a few of the room’s patients were on their feet, walking gingerly back and forth. All around, monitors beeped in and out of time, each keeping to their own rhythm.

      “Sophie!”

      Sophie jerked her head to the left, and she paid the price as a jolt of electricity shot through her neck. The pain was worth it, though, when she saw who it was running towards her. “N-Nancy? What’s happening? Where are we?”

      Nancy smiled, but the expression didn’t reach her eyes. She hurried through the space between the rows of trolley beds, clutching a mug of steaming hot liquid in a trembling hand. “Everything’s fine, honey,” she said. “You were hurt, but they’ve been taking care of you here.”

      “Where is here?”

      “Edinburgh.”

      “We made it? We made it across the border?”

      “And then some. After that psychopath stabbed you” – Nancy shook her head and scowled, as if the very memory angered her – “you were in a bad way. Luckily, the army found us and brought you here. You almost died, Sophie, but…” She shook her head again, and this time it looked like she was fighting back tears. “You’ve been unconscious for three days. I’ve been so worried.”

      Three days? I’ve been out for three days? “I… I’m sorry, Nancy.”

      “Don’t be silly. All that matters is that you’re okay.”

      Sophie felt tired in every cell of her body. She could barely believe she’d been asleep for so long. “Are things still… bad?”

      Nancy sat down on the bed and offered Sophie her weak-looking tea. Sophie declined. Her throat felt swollen; her stomach was unsettled. All she wanted was to know what was going on. “Yes, things are still bad,” said Nancy, “but I don’t know how bad. From the number of patients coming through here each day, things don’t seem to be getting better, that’s for sure. Although…”

      Sophie shuffled up in the bed a little more, now almost sitting. “What? What is it?”

      “There’s an area everyone goes to at night to relax. I think it was an indoor market before, but now it’s a gathering square where people can get a little alcohol and junk food. Anyway, last night, a group of off-duty soldiers seemed excited about something. It sounded like good news.”

      Sophie rubbed at her eyes, which were still blurry. “We can only hope. Thanks, Nancy… for staying with me. You look tired.”

      “Ha! I’m beyond tired, honey. Tired was two months ago. I thought we were going to die out there on the road. Now that we’re safe and sound, I think it’s all finally caught up with me. I feel like I could sleep for a thousand years.” She covered her mouth with a fist and coughed. “Make that two thousand.”

      Sophie reached out and cupped Nancy’s wrinkled hand on the bed. “How many people are in the city? Do you think Ryan and Aaron could be here? Have you found anything out?”

      Nancy shook her head. “I’ve asked a dozen people about my boys, but nobody knows a thing. They say the North was completely covered by the fungus – no survivors. I hate to say it, Sophie. In fact, I can barely even think it, but—”

      “Don’t give up, Nancy. We’ve made it this far. Ryan and Aaron could have, too. Ryan is strong,” she smiled, “like his mam.”

      Nancy smiled back at her, but it still failed to reach her eyes, which were underscored with dark bags. She sipped her tea and let out a weary sigh. For a moment, they both just sat there in silence, listening to the beep-beep-beep of the monitors. Some of the patients appeared to be in a bad way, hooked up to ventilators and covered with wires. Others were awake, reading magazines and paperbacks. None of them were cheerful. Even if they recovered from their injuries, it wouldn’t make the situation outside any better.

      “Why are these people being treated inside a gym?” asked Sophie. “Surely the city has hospitals.”

      Nancy nodded. “Yes, but they’re all full. It seems half of Scotland made its way here after the invasion. You can barely move outside in the streets.”

      “Invasion? Is that what they’re calling it?”

      “Aliens. That’s what everyone says. Not so unbelievable at this point, is it?”

      “Still, crazy to have it confirmed.”

      There was a sudden kerfuffle at the far end of the gym, causing both Sophie and Nancy to turn their heads. Nancy’s expression turned grim and she put a hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “You’re not going to want to watch this, honey.”

      Sophie was about to ask what she meant, but then fell to silence as a pair of uniformed soldiers marched into the gym, heavy boots clomping against the wood. Their sandy-coloured trousers made it look as though they had just come from fighting in the desert, and each shouldered a combat rifle but ignored them in favour of handguns. A nurse led the soldiers over to a bed where an elderly woman was coughing and spluttering. When the patient saw the armed men approaching her, she wailed and begged. One of her flapping arms was discoloured and strangely elongated.

      Without a word, one of the soldiers shot the woman in the face with his handgun. Her body slumped back against the pillow and the nurse quickly pulled a blanket over her. Blood seeped through the white linen.

      Sophie covered her mouth to keep from yelping. Nancy grabbed her and pulled her into a hug, which caused a stab of pain to shoot through her abdomen, but she didn’t resist it. “Wh-What just happened, Nancy?” she whispered.

      “That woman must have been infected,” Nancy whispered back. “I’ve seen it happen a dozen times. There’s no way to help the infected, and they’re a danger to everyone, so nobody takes any chances.”

      “I… I understand. This is war, I guess.”

      “It’s something all right.”

      The soldiers marched out of the room, and the nurses started spraying the bed down with chemicals. Most of the conscious patients in the room barely reacted. It was clearly a normal occurrence.

      Nancy eased Sophie back down on the pillow. “You need to get your rest, honey. There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      Sophie tried to get comfortable but failed. Her body was still stiff, and a cramp kept threatening to seize her calf. How long had Nancy said she’d been lying here? Three days? That was crazy. The last thing she remembered was walking through a field, then encountering a crazy cannibal who had stabbed her. Her memory was blank after that.

      “Am I allowed to get out of bed?” she asked. “I… I want to stretch my legs and get some air.”

      Nancy raised an eyebrow, the first expression to make it past her mouth. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t feel good just lying here. I want to move about.”

      “Okay. Let me fetch a nurse.”

      Sophie licked at her lips. “Water, too. Thanks, Nancy.”

      “No problem. Just relax.”

      Sophie settled on her pillow and stared at the high ceiling. The events of the last few months filtered through her mind. The chaos early on at the supermarket. Mike and Maisie hiding out in the woods. Her bludgeoning Jake, a boy, to death with a golf club. The nightmare had only grown worse, never better. But now… was she truly safe? Should she stay here and give up the search for Ryan? Perhaps he would find his way here.

      Or is Nancy right? Are you gone, Ryan? Are you gone?

      I can’t believe that. I feel you out there. I know you’re still alive.

      We’re going to find our way back to each other.

      Nancy returned a few minutes later with a plump Indian woman wearing a name tag reading: Shiv. She didn’t look happy about the notion of Sophie getting out of bed, but Sophie persisted until the woman agreed. First, however, she was required to have an assessment, which turned out to be a harsh groping as Shiv checked every inch of Sophie’s naked body for infection. By the time the woman was done, Sophie’s flesh was red raw. The area around her stitched-up abdominal wound was an angry purple.

      “You don’t have any signs of infection,” said Shiv, sounding disturbingly close to disappointed. “I’ll get you some painkillers, but I want you back in bed in two hours. And if your stitches burst, you can bleed out, because we have none to spare.”

      “You need to work on your bedside manner,” said Sophie, but the nurse didn’t dignify it with a response. She handed Sophie some painkillers in a small paper cup, while Nancy handed her some water to wash them down with. Once Sophie had swallowed the medicine, she got dressed – with Nancy’s help – and prepared to leave.

      What am I doing? All that time on the road and I finally have a chance to rest…

      Why am I so restless?

      Sophie’s tummy turned a somersault. Inside the gym, she was a patient to be looked after, but she had no idea what to expect outside. To add to that, she was in pain, and her body was stiff. Walking around would be an ordeal, so why was she so adamant to do so.

      Nancy and I stayed alive on the road because we kept moving. If we had stayed in one place, we never would have made it.

      It took Sophie almost an entire minute to take her first step, and the razor blades in her abdomen took her breath away.

      “Easy does it,” said Nancy, and she took Sophie under the arm, helping her to amble over to the exit, which was a set of double doors at the far end of the gym. The exit led out into a carpeted reception area with a high desk and a set of chairs arranged around a circular table. Old fitness posters hung from the walls, and a bank of empty vending machines sat against one wall. Shiny brochures littered the floor, advertising a gym that was now a makeshift hospital.

      “New people flood the city every day,” explained Nancy. “Not sure if that’s a good or bad thing.”

      “I suppose,” said Sophie between laboured breaths, “it’s both. At least there are still people surviving. I was beginning to worry we were all that was left. Us and the lunatics.” She rubbed at her bandaged stomach where she’d been stabbed. Surprisingly, it just felt like a severe bruise.

      Nancy rubbed Sophie’s arm. “You’re safe. He got what he deserved.”

      “But he gave me something to remember him by, huh?”

      “Or a reminder of how strong you are.”

      They exited the gym building and stepped out onto a cobbled road that made up a wide thoroughfare. Food banks operated on both sides of the street, overseen by soldiers. Long lines of people trailed off in both directions. The air stank of smoke, tasted like weak vinegar.

      Sophie sniffed. “I smell burning.”

      Nancy wrinkled her nose. “Bodies. Rubbish. Fuel. Fires burn constantly all over the city. Keeps everyone warm, but the smell never goes away.”

      “All these people lining up for food… Is there enough to feed everyone?”

      “Seems to be, for now. Everyone gets a ration ticket every day that they can use whenever they want. I ate this morning. Dried noodles and this horrible strip of chewy meat. I’m hoping it was beef jerky, but I have my doubts. It wasn’t a Maccies breakfast, that’s for sure. Beats starving, though. The nurses will feed you, so you don’t need to worry about queuing up yet. In fact, you’ve got the best of it. I spent last night asleep on the floor of a public library. My back is killing me.”

      Sophie stopped, out of breath, but also wanting to study Nancy. “Are you holding up okay? You look exhausted.”

      “I’m doing better than most. Better than you, in fact. Why don’t we just—”

      A ringing bell cut her off, a noble sound reminding Sophie of church weddings and the News at Ten. It was also jarring. “Wh-What’s that?”

      “The main gates are opening,” said Nancy. “Someone’s coming in or going out.”

      Sophie pictured Ryan staggering into the city and calling out her name. It was ridiculously hopeful, but she couldn’t help herself. “Do you know the way?” she asked. “I want to see.”

      Nancy took her arm again and led them, cautiously, along the thoroughfare. Sophie had never visited Edinburgh before; its majesty surprised her. Every building seemed old and distinguished, witness to kings and queens and the passing of years in the hundreds. Part of the city slept upon a hill, a grey sky hanging over the angled roofs and jagged spires.

      Fortunately, the city gates – which were really just a gap in a vast makeshift wall composed of razor-wire and mesh – were less than a mile from the gym, so Sophie was just about able to make it there with Nancy’s help, although the pain in her abdomen was starting to nauseate her. En route, she had seen the appalling state of the ancient city. Dishevelled, under-fed zombies slept in doorways and bus shelters, while filthy children played in streets without the eyes of parents upon them. A bleak tapestry of misery with barely a bright spark to be seen. Humanity hanging on by a thread.

      Sophie bent over and took in a deep, painful breath. I know the feeling.

      “Are you okay, honey?”

      “Yeah, I just… maybe this was a bad idea.”

      “You want to go back?”

      “Not after coming all this way. I’ll be okay. Let’s just keep moving.”

      “Okay, well here’s the gate,” said Nancy, and she pointed to a roll of mesh that a group of soldiers had pulled back out of the way to create a ten-foot gap across a grassy common. Outside the perimeter, multiple fires burned, sending up black clouds into a sky that had an unusual purple tint.

      A small group of people approached the city gate from a straight road that cut through the park.

      “Identify yourselves,” a guard demanded from a perch atop a green double-decker bus. He had a large rifle with a scope, but didn’t aim it.

      “We’re survivors from Culdrake,” one of the newcomers shouted, a middle-aged man with shaggy brown hair. “The location has been abandoned. There was an attack.”

      “Yes,” said the guard. “We got word of it several days ago. Other survivors have already made it here. What took you so long to reach us?”

      The shaggy-haired man limped forward, a thick branch beneath his armpit being used as a crutch. Close to twenty people stood behind him on the road, most of them bandaged, shell-shocked expressions on their faces. “We’re medics,” said the man. “We stayed behind to help as many of the wounded as we could. Not that many could be helped.”

      “Are any of you infected with the fungus?” the guard enquired.

      “No, and that’s a miracle. When Culdrake fell, some of us camped upon the hilltop behind it so we could tend to our wounds. For several days we rested, intending to move once the fungus got too close. But then, two nights ago…” He shook his head, a smile on his face.

      The guard adjusted his grip on his rifle, like it was growing heavy. “What is it, man? What are you trying to say?”

      “The fungus died. It turned black and shrivelled away like someone had put an invisible torch to it. Culdrake is gone, but the entire area around it is ours again. They did it.”

      The guard turned around, like he was checking in with a superior down below. Then he turned back and readdressed the newcomers. “Who did what?”

      “A group of survivors from the battle at Culdrake headed north.” The man glanced back at his people, who all nodded in agreement. “They said they knew the location of a corkscrew in some village up in the Highlands. Choirikell, I think they called it.”

      Sophie jolted. Choirikell. That’s where Ryan went for his stag do. Could it be…?

      “Yes,” said the guard. “We’re aware of several corkscrews in that location. We tried to secure the village early on but failed.”

      “Yes, well, this group set off for Choirikell right after Culdrake fell. They wanted to destroy the corkscrews in the village because we had received intel suggesting it might strike a blow to the enemy. I think that intel was correct.” The man threw down his branch and stood on one leg. “Two days before we broke camp, I got infected with the fungus. It entered through an open wound on my shin. I was dying, but now, days later, I’m fine. When the fungus died around Culdrake, it died in me as well. It fell right off my skin, and I coughed up the rest. The group that headed north must have succeeded in their mission. The fungus in the North is gone. We can win this war. Finally, there’s a way.” The people behind him agreed excitedly, battered and shell-shocked, but not defeated. In fact, they seemed hopeful.

      The guard on top of the bus shook his head in awe. “That’s unbelievable, soldier. We’ve been receiving reports of the fungus receding in the North, but it’s good to have confirmation. You’re the first person I’ve heard of to be cured of the infection. It is indeed a miracle, if it’s as you say.”

      “It is as I say. All these people are witness to it. We’re healthy, but also tired and in need of rest. Please, allow us inside and we’ll happily quarantine. I’ll give a full briefing concerning the events of Culdrake.”

      The guard remained silent for a moment. Then: “I’m afraid I can’t accept that risk, soldier, but I shall send out a team to investigate. Thank you for making it here to inform us.”

      The man in the road appeared confused. He glanced back at the group behind him and then took a step forward. “May we come inside?”

      The guard on the bus shouted a command, and thunder boomed as a dozen rifles fired through the gaps in the mesh fence. The people in the road danced, their bodies rattling. A few managed to run, but well-placed shots took them in the back and sent them sprawling into the grass on either side of the road. No one escaped. No one survived. Two seconds was all it took to kill everyone. Refugees not just turned away, but exterminated.

      Several soldiers rolled the mesh back into place, closing up the gate. None of them seemed disturbed by what had just happened.

      Nancy grabbed Sophie by the arm and pulled her away. “Come on, honey. It’s time to get you back to bed. The more I see of this place, the less I like it.”

      Nancy appeared sick to her stomach, but Sophie was strangely unaffected. She understood what had just happened and didn’t see a kinder alternative. Letting those people into the city would have been too great a risk. The man had admitted to being infected. Killing the strangers had been a sacrifice for the greater good, and it gave Sophie hope that the city might actually remain standing. She didn’t care about the dead refugees. She cared about something else.

      Ryan, are you still alive? Are you one of the heroes who destroyed the corkscrews in Choirikell?

      Somehow, she felt it in her bones that Ryan was alive.

      And closer than ever.
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      Aaron felt like he started every morning waking to the sound of Cameron’s snoring. It was like sharing a room with a hedge trimmer. The sun had risen, but thick curtains kept most of it out, allowing only a peep of light in around the edges.

      Another day had begun, but Aaron didn’t welcome it. Slumber beckoned him back to its warm embrace, and he wanted to duck beneath the covers and stay right where he was. He couldn’t stay in bed, though. There was too much to do.

      The quaint greystone bed and breakfast was an environment Aaron was unfamiliar with, especially since the world had ended, and it felt like an extravagance, waking up in an actual bed with clean blankets and plump pillows. Despite the comfort, though, he ached terribly and felt a burning in his shoulder where his arm was missing. In its place hung a sinewy green tentacle punctuated by a talon. He was a monster – one of the infected – yet somehow still himself. He existed in a fever dream, not always sure of reality versus dream, and constantly felt that he might suddenly wake up, back at home with his mam making breakfast downstairs and Ryan lazing on the sofa watching the morning news before whatever dead-end job he was attending that day.

      It’s as if that reality never even existed.

      Aaron struggled out from beneath his duvet, finding it difficult to manoeuvre with only one arm. His tentacle was sinewy and boneless. He could do nothing with it; the talon at the end was incapable of grasping.

      Maybe I can learn how to swing with it like a monkey.

      Rather than wake Cameron up, Aaron crept quietly to the door. They’d been trekking south for over a week now, having crossed the English border three days ago en route to a corkscrew reportedly near Stoke. The journey hadn’t been easy, especially for Aaron, who had been weak and disorientated since leaving Choirikell. The infection, although halted, had ravaged his body. His left eye was tinged a putrid green, and a thick black vein bulged in his lower lip. His left arm, of course, was missing. Mentally, he was in no better state.

      During the last few days, he had experienced several bouts of delirium, not knowing who or where he was. It had demanded a slow and cautious journey, culminating in their current stay at the four-star Dew Drop Inn, where everyone agreed a bit of downtime was in order.

      Aaron crept down the creaky, carpeted staircase into the Dew Drop’s tiny lobby. It had no reception desk, only a small wooden side table with a signing-in book and a plastic box full of various pamphlets. Aaron imagined a sweet old retired couple living out their dreams of running a B&B here, but truthfully, he had no idea who the hotel had belonged to. Where the owners were now was anybody’s guess.

      Ninety-nine per cent chance they’re dead or infected.

      One per cent chance we find them sipping tea in the loft waiting for this whole thing to blow over.

      Aaron found the others sitting on bar stools in the lounge. Helen, Fiona, and Teddy were usually up at the crack of dawn, and this morning had clearly been no different. They were propped against the bar, eating a strange breakfast of crisps and pork scratchings. The Dew Drop Inn was well stocked with food and water, and both its lounge and dining room featured open fireplaces that were easy to get going. Everyone agreed it would be a great place to stay if not for their mission.

      But safety wasn’t a luxury in their immediate future. After destroying the corkscrews in Choirikell and reclaiming the land, they had a duty to continue the fight. Momentum was difficult to regain once lost.

      We have to keep going. We have to destroy more corkscrews.

      It was staggering how much the landscape had changed during their trek south. Black ash – from dead fungus – covered everything, and infected corpses littered the ground. In fact, anything that had originally emanated from the corkscrews in the Highlands was now dead. Eventually, Aaron and his companions expected to encounter new fungus emanating from corkscrews further south, but for now, they were safe.

      When Aaron crossed the lounge, Helper, who was standing at the back of the room, flinched and raised his fans. Ever since leaving Choirikell, the big blue alien had been wary of Aaron, behaving as though he expected him to attack at any moment. Ranger, too, the group’s friendly German Shepherd, was distrustful – obvious from the way she lowered her tail whenever he got too near.

      Aaron’s human companions, likewise, no longer fully trusted him. He saw the way they shuffled back whenever he approached, and the way they stared at him when they thought he wasn’t looking. It struck at his heart, knowing they would never again see him as they once did. He would forever be an abomination to them.

      But what he had done, he had done for them, and paid a colossal price. Perhaps that was the burden of a hero: to be alone, even when among company.

      Fiona peered across the dusty wooden bar at Aaron and smiled, then gave him a small wave before sliding a pack of crisps in his direction. Instinctively, he went to grab the packet with his left hand before quickly realising he no longer had one. Correcting his mistake, he turned sideways and grabbed the crisps with his right hand, then opened them with his teeth. Sitting down on a stool a few feet away from the others, he ate them one at a time.

      “Sleep well?” Helen asked him. “I was out like a light. Have to say, I love this place. This morning I saw a fox, just standing there, right out in the open, without a care in the world. Hey, Fi, maybe it was related to your childhood friend.”

      Fiona chuckled. “That’s a nice thought. I’m just glad there are animals left that are uninfected. Gives me hope.”

      “It should give you hope,” said Teddy, bumping his fist against the bar triumphantly. “We did something nobody else could back in Choirikell. Soon, there’ll be wildlife everywhere, and we’ll get to start over. Who knows, maybe this time we can do better.”

      Aaron rolled his eyes. The thought of humanity doing better seemed naïve to him. Even with all its technology and a population of billions, mankind had been found utterly defenceless against the invasion. Even if the Earth was reclaimed, humanity would be more vulnerable than ever before. What if there was another attack, or some other alien species out in the universe eyeing up the planet like a tasty gumball?

      We’re just ants in a vast garden beyond our understanding.

      Despite his dark thoughts, Aaron didn’t wish to lower his companion’s moods. Since crossing the border, their spirits had been high, and even Helen managed a smile from time to time. She even spoke about her dead son, Andy, without falling to pieces.

      “Hey,” said Aaron, “when all this is over, we should go bowling. Or swimming. There are so many things I miss. Actually, on second thoughts, swimming might be a bit of a struggle.”

      Everybody remained silent for a moment while they thought about it. Eventually Teddy spoke. “I miss scoring goals,” he said with a wistful smile, obviously recalling his time as a semi-professional footballer. “I was a defender, so scoring wasn’t exactly my forte, but now and then something would just come over me – the ball would stick to my feet and it was like my legs would move all by themselves – and I would bury the ball in the back of the net. The crowd would go wild, my teammates would pat me on the back… There’s no feeling like it. Pure joy, man, I swear. That’s what I miss. I miss that.”

      Fiona slumped forward across the bar. Aaron realised she was drinking a beer. “I miss getting high,” she said with a haunted chuckle. “Now, now, don’t judge me. Drugs were my downfall, I know that – the reason I couldn’t keep a job, the reason I stole, took stupid risks. Whenever I was high, I didn’t fit into society or understand its rules, but I can’t lie… it felt pretty great sometimes. Sitting on the couch, smoking a bowl in front of the television, and just melting into my own thoughts. Processing things without fear or guilt. That’s what I miss most. Besides, there’s no society left to fit into any more, and no laws left to obey. What exactly would be the harm in becoming a junkie?”

      “Good point,” said Helen. “Maybe, when this is all over – when we destroy the next corkscrew – we can call it a day and go find a nice beach somewhere, with enough mind-altering substances to last us a decade. Sounds a pretty good life to me.”

      Aaron cleared his throat and tried not to show his concern. He understood a thing or two about pain – and he knew booze had certain medicinal properties when it came to soothing the mind – but he had seen the state Helen had fallen into back at Culdrake because of booze. Likewise, he liked Fiona for who she was now, and it filled him with dread to imagine what she might become under the influence of drugs and beer. From the stories she had told, it didn’t sound like a pretty picture. Their mission was too important to take their eye off the ball. Everybody needed to keep their heads.

      “We can’t fight and go through all this just to abandon who we are,” said Aaron. “The reason we’re doing this is so that there’s something to live for afterwards. I… I need you all with me. I need you to be strong.”

      Helen shook her head and seemed annoyed. Fiona blushed and looked away.

      “Easy, man,” said Teddy. “We’re just fantasising, blowing off a little steam. Sometimes it’s the only way to stay sane. None of us is getting high, but we can at least dream about it, yeah? Maybe it’s as close as we’ll ever get, but it’s tough keeping our shit together twenty-four-seven. Either way, we’re with you, man. We understand the assignment.”

      “We’ve all sacrificed, Aaron,” said Helen, staring down at the bar and running an index finger along its grooves. “No one needs reminding of what’s at stake. No one needs a lecture.”

      Aaron nodded. He wasn’t always the best at reading people’s feelings, but obviously he’d said the wrong thing. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Bit early in the morning, I guess. I’m just glad we’re all here together, working as a team, that’s all I’m saying.”

      Teddy turned to Helen, sitting on the stool next to his. “So, Hel, what about you?”

      “What about me, what?”

      “What do you miss?”

      She shook her head at him and glowered. “What do you think? I miss my son.”

      Teddy recoiled. “Shit, sorry, I…”

      She waved a hand at him. “No, I’m sorry. It’s okay.” She laced her hands together and took a few deep breaths. “I miss the bench outside our house. Sometimes, on a Sunday morning, I would make bacon sandwiches for us, and we would take them outside to sit on the bench beside the road. We would just watch the world go by while we ate, and it was perfect. Andy loved people. He would have been something really special, my daffodil.”

      Fiona rubbed Helen on the back and whispered something. Teddy remained embarrassed. He hadn’t been there when Helen had lost her little boy, Andy, but he knew about it. They’d got to know each other well over the last week, good stories and the bad.

      Aaron took a crisp from his packet and tossed it on the floor for Ranger. The dog crept forward tail down, and then gobbled it up. Her tail wagged for a moment, and then she returned to Helper’s side. The alien and dog seemed to have formed some kind of budding friendship. Helper had even learned how to pet her, stroking her head gently with his fans.

      “So, are we still planning to spend another day here?” asked Teddy. “My legs still ache, even after spending a night in a proper bed.”

      “I think we still need the rest,” said Aaron. “Maybe, if I get another decent night’s sleep, I’ll stop slowing us down. I’m sorry I’ve been a burden.

      “Don’t be sorry,” said Helen, grabbing Fiona’s beer and taking a swig from it. “You haven’t done any ’arm.”

      Fiona’s eyes went wide and Teddy gasped. Aaron stared at Helen for a moment, processing what she’d said. His condition was a great big, diseased elephant in the room, and while everyone cared for him and made allowances for his condition, no one dared mention it out loud. Helen had just broken the taboo.

      Aaron burst into laughter. “Piss off, Helen. Don’t make me come over there and whip your arse.” He flicked his tentacle and let the talon clunk against the bar. Everybody’s eyes fixated upon it.

      Then everybody erupted into laughter.

      Helen’s sour expression lifted. Fiona opened another beer. Teddy lightened up too.

      Cameron entered the room, rubbing sleep from his eyes and yawning. “What the hell ye gobshites cackling aboot? Did someone rip a wee fart?”

      “Nope,” said Aaron. “I just offered to build us all a nice warm fire tonight. I’m going to do it single-handedly.”

      Cameron frowned while everyone else continued to laugh.

      

      The day passed by pleasurably enough. They had stuffed their faces with snack food and tinned peas from the kitchen, before stuffing as much as they could carry in their backpacks. As promised, Aaron got a decent fire going in the lounge for everyone, but doing it one-handed had been a tedious affair. He was slowly becoming better abled as he adapted to his condition, but it was oftentimes frustrating. His chin had become an indispensable appendage, used alongside his right hand to grip things.

      After eating, everyone had then spent most of the afternoon outside on a small weed-covered patio, watching the birds in the trees and the squirrels bolt out of hiding. It was a mystery where the animals had taken refuge during the invasion, but they were back in force now. The countryside was renewing itself.

      When night arrived, they retired back inside the Dew Drop, and they were now sitting in a semicircle around a blazing fire. Everyone had been drinking all day, so Teddy quickly fell into a stupor, half-asleep in his padded chair. Fiona swayed to and fro, seemingly unable to stay still. Helen stared intently at the flames, seeming to mumble to herself, while Cameron sang barely recognisable songs. They had shut themselves down for the night, which they thoroughly deserved to do, but it left Aaron feeling lonely.

      Maybe I should just grab a bottle and get drunk with the rest of them. It sure seems to take the edge off. But my head is so fuzzy I’m struggling to put one thought in front of the other. I worry what booze might do to me in my current state.

      I want to stay present. I need to keep a grip.

      Aaron patted Ranger to his right. The German Shepherd seemed to have decided to trust him for the time being, so long as he made no sudden movements. Helper, however, was a different matter. The blue alien stood in Aaron’s blind spot at the corner of the lounge, and every time Aaron turned to look back at him, the alien’s big black eyes were fixed on him. Aaron had spoken with the alien several times during the day, and Helper still named him FRIEND, but something had changed between them.

      My alien buddy no longer trusts me. Or perhaps he’s just worried about me.

      I’m worried about me.

      “Ye all right, Little English?” Cameron leaned in towards him, bushy red brows raised high above his bleary eyes.

      “All good,” said Aaron. “It’s nice to have some time to think. Or not to think. I’m not totally sure.”

      “Aye, I get yer. My mind’s a hellscape at the best of times, too. How’s the, um… arm?”

      Aaron glanced down at the tentacle dangling by his side – although it was more like a vine, really. “It’s weird. If I’m not looking at it, I forget it’s there, and it feels like I have my old, normal arm again.”

      “Aye. Phantom limb syndrome. Was a fella what lived in the village who lost a leg what told me aboot it one time. Must be horrible, but I’m glad yer still alive. It could have been worse, eh?”

      Aaron looked him in the eye, although Cameron was incapable of focusing. “Are you glad?”

      “Glad ye alive? Aye, of course I am, ye bampot.”

      “There’re enough bedrooms in this place for all of us to sleep alone, but you shared a room with me last night. Because you don’t trust me, right?”

      Cameron grunted, and he didn’t reply for a moment, but then he nodded. “Aye, I nae trust ye, lad.” He seemed angry at himself for even saying it, and he shook his head again. “Actually, that’s nae true. I do trust ye, Little English. It’s that slithery bit of alien hanging off yer shoulder I nae like. Ye’ve been losing yer heid oot on the road. Couple times, it looked like ye was gonna lash oot and hurt someone.”

      “I’m getting a handle on it. The infection is… I think it’s going away. I haven’t had any fits today. Or yesterday.”

      “I’m just worried, lad, eh? We all are. We’re a family and one of us is sick.”

      “I’m not sick, Cam. I was sick, and this is what’s left of me. Maybe I should go on alone. You’re all safe here. It would be stupid to leave.”

      “It’s nae a question of ye going on alone. We’ve all got a nag in this race.”

      “I’m just saying I have nothing to lose.”

      “Neither does anybody else.” He looked at Helen, who was still staring into the crackling fire and mumbling to herself. She turned and caught Cameron looking at her, then made a slight gesture with her head, pointing her chin towards the lobby.

      Cameron glanced back at Aaron and patted him on the knee. When he almost touched his tentacle, he recoiled and pulled away. “Um, aye… well, I’m turning in, Little English. Tell ye what, I’ll let ye have the room to yeself tonight, aye? Show I trust ye.” He stood up and put a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “Whatever ye think, lad, yer nae alone.”

      Aaron nodded. “Thanks.”

      Cameron got up and exited the lounge. A minute later, Helen tucked her brown hair behind her ears, got up, and exited after him. That left Aaron with Fiona and Teddy, and for a few minutes, none of them spoke. Then Teddy raised an eyebrow and nodded towards the lobby. “Them two… them two shagging, like?”

      Fiona shrugged. “Good for them if they are. Wish I had someone to keep me warm at night. Christ, I don’t even know how long it’s been since I had an orgasm.”

      Teddy winked at her.

      “Not you.”

      “Oh, but you wouldn’t kick Cameron out of bed?”

      She chuckled. “I didn’t say that, did I? Cam’s a good guy, so I can’t blame Helen for wanting his strong arms around her.”

      “I guess,” said Teddy. “He’s a bit of an oaf, though.”

      “Yeah, but he’s a good oaf.”

      “The best,” said Aaron. “Anyway, count yourselves lucky. What chance do I have of ever sharing a bed with someone, with this?” He nodded at his tentacle, which flopped by his side.

      “Yeah,” said Teddy. “That might be a bit of a mood killer. Sorry, bud.”

      “Not your fault. Least it’s my left arm, right?”

      Fiona smirked. “Every cloud.”

      “Speaking of which, I’m going to go get some air,” said Aaron, and he stood up, causing Helper and Ranger to twitch. Both eyed him warily, so he waved his good hand at them and tried to put them at ease. “Relax. I’m just going outside. It’s getting a little stuffy in here.” The truth was, he was feeling a little woozy.

      “The air’s all wrong,” said Teddy. “Smells like vinegar.”

      Aaron nodded. He hadn’t wanted to mention the acidity of the air, or that, bizarrely, breathing it in revitalised him. “I’ll be back in a minute,” he said. “Try not to miss me.”

      “I’m sure we’ll cope,” said Fiona, giving him a wave. Her tattoos shimmered in the firelight, as did the thick scar her brother had given to her.

      To save her life. Ryan was a hero. Right until the end.

      Feeling glum, and a little light-headed, Aaron stumbled out of the lounge and into the Dew Drop’s tiny lobby. As he passed by the guest book, he gave it a quick glance. The last message was from several months ago. It read:

      

      We had a wonderful stay here and can’t wait to come back. Thanks for being so welcoming. Jeff and John.

      

      It was pretty unlikely Jeff and John would ever get to return, so their message would remain an eternally unfulfilled promise. Most likely, the two of them were dead.

      Were they together or alone when they died? Does it even matter?

      Not wanting to dwell on the hypothetically tragic end of strangers, Aaron exited through the front door, disturbing the bell hanging above it as he passed. His feet crunched down on the gravel driveway outside. He took a deep breath of vinegary air, tipping back his head and closing his eyes.

      Am I still human? Or am I a monster?

      Does it even matter?

      Aaron opened his eyes again and peered up at the sky. For a moment, he thought his vision was tricking him, but then he grew sure that what he was seeing was real. Bright colours swirled overhead like paints mixed together – purples, oranges, and greens. The starless night sky was a dayglow satin sheet. He’d never seen anything like it.

      He closed his eyes again and took a deep breath, holding it in while thinking quietly to himself, Why do I have a feeling things are about to get worse?
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      A new morning began and, like a band of adventurers, they were sitting around a bar discussing the world’s peril.

      “So,” said Cameron, “the sky were the colour of a gay man’s vest, ye say?”

      Teddy shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not sure what that means, man, but I’m pretty sure it was homophobic.”

      Cameron frowned. “What? I’ve nae problem with that kind of stuff. It’s just an expression.”

      “Pretty sure it ain’t, bro, but whatever. Anyway, yeah, the sky was all out of whack – like someone had tossed a shitload of paint up at the sky. Fiona, Aaron, me… we all saw it.”

      Aaron cleared his throat. “You and Helen were, um… busy. We didn’t want to disturb you.”

      Cameron blushed, but Helen gave no reaction. She just sipped quietly from a can of cider. Fiona had her hand around a beer, Cameron a can of coke. “Aye,” said the big Scot, “it were a long day. I needed an early night.”

      Teddy nodded. “Yeah… right. Anyway, what do we think it means? What’s wrong with the sky?”

      “Same thing what’s wrong with everything else,” said Cameron. “Aliens.”

      “But this is new,” said Aaron. “I can’t be sure, but I think the colours in the sky were moving.”

      Fiona took a swig from her beer and belched. It was unladylike, yet somehow she pulled it off. There was something alluring about the way she was always so authentically herself. “Well, without a telescope or a bunch of scientists,” she said, “I think we’ll just have to focus on what we know, which is that destroying the corkscrews gets rid of the fungus. That’s our mission, so let’s stick to it. If we stress out about anything else, we’ll only get distracted. Or overwhelmed. Or killed.”

      Aaron drummed the fingers of his right hand against the table, thinking things through. “The sky changing could be something terrible, or it could be nothing at all. Either way, Fi’s right, we can’t do anything about it so let’s just stay focused.”

      “Whatever comes at us,” said Cameron, “we’ll kick its arse. After what we’ve been through, what is there to worry aboot?”

      Nobody had an answer to that, so a silence descended upon the bar, which was eventually broken by Helper, who flapped his fans and produced a grunting sound. Eventually, the big blue alien found a word in his vocabulary and produced it with a vibration of his left fan.

      People.

      Aaron turned and looked over his shoulder. “People?”

      People. Allies. Humans.

      Cameron slid off his stool and marched across the bar. He parted the curtains covering one of the lounge’s windows and peeked outside. For a moment, he said nothing, arching his neck back and forth to alter his view. Then he seemed to spot something, grumbling to himself and swearing. “It’s the army.”

      Teddy stood up. “The army?”

      “Aye.” He let the curtain fall back into place and faced the room. “Five guys, armed with rifles.”

      “Should we go out and meet them?” asked Teddy. He started to fidget.

      “Why not?” asked Fiona, shrugging and sipping from her beer. “It was only a week ago we were part of the army ourselves.”

      “Speak for yeself,” said Helen. “I was only at Culdrake for the free food and booze.”

      Teddy chewed at his lip for a second, then shook his head. “Not all army guys are good, yo. Have you forgotten about Gerard?”

      “Nobody’s forgotten about the mad quack,” said Cameron. “Locked us up like animals.”

      “Exactly. Do we even know who the soldiers outside are with? Do you recognise them?”

      Cameron shrugged. “Probably friendly.”

      “Great,” said Teddy. “Probably.”

      “Um, guys?” Aaron slid off his stool and cleared his throat to get their attention. “I’m not sure they’re going to want to see me.” He lifted his tentacle in the air, waving it gently. “What if they shoot first and ask questions later?”

      Cameron’s lip curled. Apparently the thought of somebody hurting Aaron angered him, which was a relief because Aaron had been unsure whether he still had the big Scot’s affection.

      “We’ll pop oot and see what the situation is, eh? Aaron, ye best stay oot of sight. Last thing we need is a misunderstanding.”

      Aaron agreed, but he felt a looming dread – a certainty that the peace of the last twenty-four hours was due to end. The army was outside, and there was no way of knowing what their mission was – or what they might do.

      Cameron put a finger to his lips and shushed everybody as they assembled in the lobby. Aaron stayed back, moving over to the window in the lounge. He parted the curtains and peered through the gap. Half a dozen soldiers marched down the Dew Drop’s shingled driveway, probably on the lookout for supplies. They were well equipped and professional, marching in a line with rifles held at identical angles. Insignias covered their uniforms, but that meant little to Aaron.

      Cameron appeared outside on the driveway, both hands above his head. He, perhaps, wasn’t their best diplomat, but he had got on well with the soldiers back at Culdrake and had an intimidating aura. Hopefully things wouldn’t become unpleasant. Fiona, Teddy, and Helen backed Cameron up. Ranger remained in the lounge with Helper and Aaron.

      Before the soldiers got too close, Aaron twisted the handle on the single-pane window and cracked it open a few inches so that he could hear whatever conversation might ensue.

      Cameron stood in place with his hands raised towards the sky. He made no sudden movements and waited patiently for the soldiers to arrive. Once they had, they kept their rifles pointed at the ground and behaved pleasantly enough, but it clearly surprised them to find somebody out here in the middle of nowhere.

      “Can I help ye fellas?” asked Cameron, lowering his hands slightly. He sounded jovial, like everything was normal, but things were far from normal, of course.

      One soldier broke free of the others and gave Cameron a nod. “I’m Sergeant Ridgeway. Nice to see you folks.” He eyed the Dew Drop. “How long have you been here?”

      Cameron shrugged nonchalantly. “Not long. We were at Culdrake when it fell. Them left alive scattered in every direction, and we ended up here.”

      The sergeant nodded, still eying the Dew Drop. “Culdrake, you say? Heard things turned pretty bad there. At least there were survivors.”

      “Aye, but not enough. We won the battle, but it nae felt like it.”

      The sergeant lowered his gaze and looked at Cameron directly. “Well, the fight goes on, brother. So… are you folks all stocked up? Supplies? Food?”

      “We have some to spare, if that’s yer meaning, but dinnae take liberties. We might be unarmed, but that nae means we’re defenceless.”

      The sergeant laughed and put a hand up plaintively. “We’re not here to rob you, sir. The New Scottish Leadership Party has sent patrols out from the capital to offer aid. The fungus has receded north of the border, so anybody alive and well is to head there at once.”

      “What about anybody who’s not well?” asked Fiona.

      Sergeant Ridgeway frowned at her. “Strange question to ask, ma’am. Is somebody here sick?”

      “No, but before we crossed the border, there were infected people trying to survive, here and there. What help is the capital providing them?”

      “A merciful end. What else is there? There’s no cure for the infection, and no way to help those who catch it. Part of our mission is to euthanise anyone showing signs of infection, for their own good. You all seem well enough, though, so I’ll simply urge you to head to the capital. Grab whatever supplies you have and leave this place today. It’s only a matter of time before the fungus returns.”

      “That’s not true,” said Cameron. “Us here are the reason the fungus is gone north of the border. We destroyed the corkscrews in Choirikell… Yer welcome.”

      The sergeant raised an eyebrow. Then men behind him chuckled. “That’s a grand claim, sir. Truth is, nobody knows for sure what made the fungus recede in the North, but whatever the reason, everybody is to head to the capital at once. Government orders.”

      Cameron sniffed. “Sorry, pal. We have other things to do.”

      The sergeant raised his rifle ever so slightly. “I’m afraid it’s not a choice, sir. There’s a quarantine in place, and everyone in this area, along with all of Scotland, is to return to the capital without delay. We need to gather everyone who is still healthy, and ready ourselves for the battles ahead. I believe I’ve made myself clear, so if you won’t go willingly, then—”

      Cameron took a step forward, closing the gap between them. “Then what, Sarge? Yer’ll shoot me dead, eh? What kind of man would that make ye?”

      “I have orders.”

      “Ye can wipe yer arse with yer orders. Wake up, pal. Nae one’s in charge any more. It’s us and the enemy, and that’s it.” He nodded to Fiona, Helen, and Teddy behind him. “We cleared the fungus in the North. Now we’re heading south to do the same. Ye really want to pull us away from that mission, pal? Maybe I want to see ye try, eh?”

      The sergeant glared. “I promise you do not want to see me try.” His rifle rose a little higher. So did those in the hands of the men behind him. “You’ll do as commanded.”

      “I’ll do as I feckin’ well please, ye milk carton.”

      Aaron held his breath, peeking out from behind the curtain. He saw the soldiers lift their rifles.

      I need to do something.

      “Just hold up,” said Teddy. He stepped up beside Cameron and put both of his hands out. “We don’t need to do this. We shouldn’t do this. Look, I’m all for blindly following orders, man – life’s easier that way – but sometimes there’s a line, you know? Cam, here, is on the level, all right? We destroyed the corkscrews in some village up in the Highlands, and it made the fungus go away. We’re hitting back at the enemy, yo. You might have your orders, but man to man, human being to human being, do you really want to stop us from doing what needs to be done? We’re all in this together, right? So don’t… don’t be a fascist, eh?”

      Sergeant Ridgeway eyeballed Teddy. “Kid, do you even know what that word means? It’s not something you should bandy around.”

      Teddy shifted awkwardly. “Maybe I don’t know what it means exactly, but I do know that you have no right to tell us what to do. We’re trying to save people out here. Once upon a time, I’m guessing you signed up to do the same.”

      “Um, Sarge,” said a soldier standing behind Ridgeway. “You know, we did hear a rumour back in the city that destroying the corkscrews is important. Top brass all but confirmed it in our last briefing. If these guys are planning to do what they say they are, then the capital would probably want us to leave them to get on with it.”

      Sergeant Ridgeway glanced back at his man and seemed to think about it. He lowered his rifle and sniffed. “I suppose orders change in the field. Thank you for your input, Corporal.” He turned back to Cameron and raised an eyebrow. “You really destroyed a corkscrew? Or are you just full of shit? Most people who’ve survived this long have a few screws loose.”

      “Not us,” said Helen. “We’re all painfully sane.”

      “Beer helps with that,” said Fiona, who revealed she was holding a fresh one in her hand.

      The sergeant chuckled and adjusted his helmet in a relaxed gesture. “All right. Then, I suppose, good luck to you.”

      Aaron sighed. Maybe there was hope yet. As long as people could continue to work together…

      He moved back from the window, letting out the breath he’d been holding. As he did so, he felt a sudden jolt up his spine, and before he knew what was happening, his tentacle had lashed out and struck the curtain, hard enough that the rock-hard talon on the end shattered the fragile glass window pane.

      Ranger let out a startled yip!

      Aaron froze. “What the fuck? What the fuck did I just do?”

      Outside, the sergeant yelled. “What the hell was that? Who’s in there?”

      “Just our dog,” said Cameron, but he put little effort into the lie. “Off ye pop, pal. Nowt to see here, all right?”

      “Is somebody sick inside? Are you hiding them?”

      “No,” said Fiona. “Just go away.”

      “Okay, that’s enough. Inside, all of you. Any sudden moves and you’ll be shot.”

      “Teddy was right,” said Helen. “You are a fascist.”

      Damn it!

      Aaron turned and found Helper standing directly behind him. Aaron. Danger.

      Aaron nodded. “I know, I know. Danger is coming. Or… hey, do you mean me?”

      Aaron. Danger.

      The Dew Drop’s front door opened, jingling the bell. It caused Aaron’s heart to sprint, and he rushed over to the bar, ducking beneath the hatch and stooping down so that he wouldn’t be seen. Cameron and the others entered the lounge with five soldiers behind them holding rifles at the ready. Aaron watched through a tiny gap between two sections of the old wooden bar.

      Army. Fighters. War.

      “Jesus Christ!” Sergeant Ridgeway yelled. “What the fuck is that?”

      “Dinnae shoot,” said Cameron testily. “He’s harmless, eh?”

      “He’s… He’s the one, isn’t he?”

      “One of what?”

      “He’s the visitor from Culdrake. The capital received reports from the outpost before it fell, concerning a captured alien friendly. We’ve been searching all over for it. Shit, I’m gonna get a promotion for this.”

      “Ye ain’t getting nowt,” said Cameron. “He’s with us.”

      “He helped destroy the corkscrew,” said Fiona. “He’s not a prisoner or a slave. He came to Earth voluntarily to help us all.”

      “Exactly,” said the sergeant, awed but no longer hysterical. “Don’t you think he would be of better use in the capital than out here in the middle of nowhere with you?”

      Helper. Ally. Friend.

      “Yes,” said the sergeant. “Friends. I need you to come with me.”

      “He ain’t going nowhere,” said Cameron. “I said he’s with us.”

      “Just leave,” said Fiona. “Or things will get nasty.”

      “Come on, guys,” Teddy protested. “Chill.”

      Ranger barked.

      Helper. Friend. Ally.

      The sergeant growled. “Everyone, back up. I’m placing you all under arrest and escorting you back to Edinburgh. You can explain everything there.”

      “Feck off,” said Cameron. “Ye gobshite.”

      Aaron grimaced behind the bar.

      There was the sound of a scuffle, grunting and punching. Men yelled warnings but, mercifully, no shots were fired. Teddy yowled, begging for everyone to stay calm, but someone smashed up against the bar. When Aaron looked up, he saw Sergeant Ridgeway being forced back by Cameron’s massive forearms. In his right hand, the man held a pistol, which he fought to aim at Cameron’s head. “Let. Go. Of. Me.”

      “Feck off, ye bawbag. Why could ye nae mind yer own?”

      There was an ear-piercing bang.

      The sergeant’s pistol discharged, burying a bullet in the ceiling. Plaster dust rained down on the bar.

      “Shoot him,” the sergeant roared to his men. “Shoot him.”

      Aaron gritted his teeth. No fucking way. He grabbed a pint glass from beneath the bar and leapt up. Immediately, he spotted a soldier aiming his rifle at Cameron, trying to get a bead on the big Scot as he fought with the sergeant. The other four soldiers pointed their rifles elsewhere, keeping Helen and the others in place. Aaron took aim and tossed the pint glass at the soldier aiming for Cameron. He likely couldn’t have pulled it off a second time, but the glass struck the man right in the centre of his face and shattered. It caused him to grasp at his eyes in a panic, rifle swinging from a strap around his shoulder. The other soldiers wheeled around, confused by all the screaming.

      Cameron won his battle with Sergeant Ridgeway, yanking the smoking handgun free and turning it against the other man’s temple. “Tell yer fuckwits to drop their weapons. Now! Do it or I’ll put a bullet in ye thick heid.”

      “Do it and you’ll be dead before my body hits the ground.”

      Cameron yanked the sergeant away from the bar and placed the man in front of him as a human shield. Then he wrapped a thick arm around the sergeant’s throat and aimed the handgun over his shoulder. “How aboot I take a few potshots at yer men and see if they’re good enough to hit me without hitting yoo first?”

      The sergeant tried to struggle, but Cameron was too strong. He grunted in defeat. “Fine. Everyone… put down your weapons.”

      Reluctantly, and with much harsh language, the soldiers placed their rifles down on the ground.

      “I’ll take that,” said Teddy, grabbing up one of the rifles and shouldering it. Fiona and Helen followed suit, grabbing the others. Suddenly, they were armed and the soldiers were not. Things had turned out okay.

      Aaron leant on the bar with his right hand and let out a breath. “That was a little hectic for first thing in the morning. At least no one had to die.”

      “You need to stand down,” said Sergeant Ridgeway, a trickle of blood coming from his eyebrow. “This has got very serious, so stand down while you still have a choice.”

      “No,” said Helen. “And we’re taking yer guns as payment for the feckin’ rudeness.”

      “We’ll hunt you people down.” Sergeant Ridgeway’s cheeks turned red with fury, but when he turned and glanced at Aaron – and saw his long, sinewy tentacle – he gasped and turned pale. “Wh-What the hell? What… What are you people involved in? This man is infected.”

      “We still think of him as a wee boy,” said Cameron. “And he’s only half-infected. If ye want to come after us, we’ll be heading south, pal. Otherwise, shut yer yap.”

      The sergeant locked eyes on Aaron, licking his lips. “You’re a danger to everyone around you, boy.”

      “I’m not dangerous. The infection didn’t take root. I’m still human.”

      “Look at yourself. You’re far from human. You’re one of them, one of the enemy.”

      “No.” Aaron shook his head defiantly. “I destroyed the corkscrew in Choirkell. You have no idea what I’ve done. What I’ve lost.”

      “Clearly too much. You’re a monster.”

      Cameron jabbed the sergeant in the ribs. “Shut it. Yer jabbering on things yer know nowt aboot.”

      The sergeant doubled over with pain and grunted, but he quickly straightened up again and continued glaring at Aaron. “Your friends are senseless keeping you around. You need putting down like a cancer-riddled—”

      Another jolt rushed up Aaron’s spine, and suddenly his tentacle whipped up and over the bar, slicing downwards in a diagonal arc and making a loud crack.

      Sergeant Ridgeway gasped. His lips moved, but no words came out. A thin red line appeared across the side of his neck and quickly widened into a crimson valley. Then a dam burst, blood cascading down his chest as it gushed from a torn-open jugular vein.

      Cameron staggered back from the bar in complete shock as the sergeant crumpled to the floor at his feet. Without seeming to realise it, he pointed his handgun at Aaron.

      Aaron placed his right hand in the air. “I… I didn’t…”

      “He’s a monster,” one of the soldiers yelled – the corporal who had spoken in their defence outside. The young man rushed forward, but Cameron turned and pointed the handgun at him. Rather than pull the trigger, he brought the pistol grip down on the other soldier’s nose and dropped him in the middle of the floor.

      “You stupid bastard!” The corporal grabbed his face and groaned. “What the hell are you playing at?”

      Aaron glanced at the other soldiers and was relieved to see them cowed. None made a move. They just stood there, under guard by Helen, Teddy, and Fiona.

      Cameron dragged the wounded soldier up to his feet and shoved him back to join his colleagues. He kept the handgun at the ready, cupping it in both meaty hands. “Yer boss should have left when he had the chance. We nae wanted this.”

      “So whad are you godda do dow?” asked the corporal. “Execude us? We work for de gubernmend. You’d be commidding—”

      “No one is killing anyone,” said Cameron. “We’re all good guys here, but yoo lot happen to be a bunch of pricks too.”

      “You’re de ememy.” The corporal glared at Aaron over his blood-soaked hand cupping his face. “You killed de sergeant in cold bwud.”

      “He has a few issues,” said Fiona. It was a ridiculous thing to say, but she appeared to mean it. “Don’t we all? Anyway, what Cameron said is right, you brought this on yourselves.”

      “Sucks, but it’s true,” said Teddy. He knelt down beside Ranger and petted her. The dog was snarling, tail tucked between her legs. “We were just here minding our own when you came along. Never asked for no trouble, did we?”

      Cameron glared at the soldiers, shaking his head in disgust. “Ye can have this place, eh? It’s safe and well stocked, so take a day to yerselves before heading back to whatever hole ye crawled oot of.”

      “And if we cub abter you?” the wounded corporal enquired.

      Cameron chuckled and aimed his handgun. “I’ve taken a bullet before and lived. Wanna find oot if yer as lucky?”

      The soldier was smart enough to keep quiet.

      “We should tie ’em up or something,” said Teddy. “Give ourselves a head start before they run back across the border to grass us up.”

      “There are ties around the curtains,” said Helen. “See if they’ll do.”

      Teddy and Fiona headed over to the windows.

      Helper shuffled up beside the captured soldiers and lifted his fans. Humans. Friends. Ally.

      The wounded soldier grunted and spat blood. “You give us too much credit.”

      Cameron moved back to the bar and leant in to speak with Aaron on the other side. “Ye okay, Little English?”

      Aaron peered over the bar at the dead sergeant on the floor. Blood still pumped from the man’s torn-open neck.

      I did that. I killed him. In cold blood.

      No, I was protecting Cameron.

      “I had everything in hand,” said Cameron, seeming to sense Aaron’s thoughts. “It nae had to go like that.”

      “I… I didn’t mean for it to. I’m sorry.”

      “Another one of yer fits?”

      Aaron shrugged, not knowing. “It’s like I suddenly lost control of myself. There was this jolt running through my body and then… I didn’t mean to kill him, Cam. I swear.”

      Cameron looked down at the dead sergeant and sighed. “He forced the situation, so dinnae blame yerself. All the same…”

      “All the same, what?”

      “Yer dangerous, Little English. Next time ye lose control, it could be one of our throats ye slit.”

      “What? No! Never.” As if to sabotage himself, Aaron’s talon whipped across the bar and left a bloody smear on its surface.

      Cameron hopped back and pointed his handgun again. “Yer making me nervous, lad.”

      “I… I would never hurt any of you. Cameron, you know that, right? Please.”

      Cameron sighed and walked away from the bar, leaving Aaron alone on the opposite side. Suddenly, he missed Ryan more than ever.

      I’m alone. Any connection I had to my old life has been destroyed, and now even Cameron doesn’t trust me.

      Can I blame him? I am dangerous.

      Fiona and Teddy tied up the soldiers while Helen kept them at gunpoint. Once secure, they gathered supplies and filled up the soldiers’ extra-large rucksacks – which were now their rucksacks – with whatever would keep on the road. Not only were they murderers, they were now robbers.

      “Hey, I found something,” said Helen as she rooted around one of the rucksacks. She pulled out a small metal box and placed it on the ground. “Should I open it?”

      Cameron shrugged. “I like to gamble.”

      Carefully, Helen lifted a clasp and opened the box’s lid. Inside were three identical objects, each the size of a fist. Helen whistled at the sight of them. “Grenades. Might come in handy.”

      “Or they might blow us to bits,” said Teddy. “HE2. That’s, what, high explosives, yeah?”

      Aaron pointed to the inside of the lid. “The box is airtight and padded. I think it’ll be safe to carry them. We can use them to destroy the next corkscrew we find.”

      Cameron nodded. “Aye. It’s a good plan. Bring ’em along, Hel, but try not to blow us up.”

      Helen nodded and carefully put the box back into the rucksack.

      “Okay,” said Cameron twenty minutes later as he shouldered one of the combat rifles and stuffed his combat trouser pockets with a pair of spare magazines. “Let’s hit the road.”

      “No rest for the wicked,” said Fiona with a wistful sigh, “but I enjoyed it while it lasted.”

      Helen prodded one of the bound soldiers with her foot. “Take care of this place, lads. We might want to come back someday.” The soldier glared at her in silence. “Oh, calm down. Yer sergeant seemed like an arse, so we probably did ye a favour. Count yerselves lucky we’re not executing ye all on the spot. If it were my vote, I’d but a bullet in yer throats.”

      Fiona put a hand on her back and eased her away. “Come on. Let’s go, Hel.”

      Aaron was glad to be out of this place. The sergeant he’d killed was starting to stink. The man’s bowels had emptied themselves. The Dew Drop was no longer the sanctuary it had once been. He had spoiled it by killing a man.

      Ridgeway. His name was Ridgeway.

      Trying not to think about who the man was, or the life he might have had, Aaron shouldered his weighty rucksack and stepped out from behind the bar. His friends eyed him warily as he joined them, barely able to hide their mistrust.

      Maybe they’re not my friends any more.

      Aaron looked back at the dead sergeant one last time.

      Maybe I’m the enemy.
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      They walked for three hours without stopping, putting plenty of distance between them and the soldiers back at the Dew Drop. When they finally did come to rest, it was in the grassy centre of a large traffic island. Once it might have been landscaped, but now the grass was covered in black ash and was only just starting to regrow.

      Aaron sat down on a small metal sign advertising part-worn tyres while Cameron nodded to a large blue sign at the edge of the circular road. Handprints crisscrossed it, showing someone had been by and cleaned it. The sign labelled one exit as leading to Edinburgh, apparently only thirty miles away. “Anyone fancy a wee trip to the capital?”

      Aaron leant forward and rubbed at his ankles with his right hand. “I wouldn’t blame anyone,” he said, groaning. “It’s probably safe in the capital, while we’re heading right into danger. It’s sound if anybody wants to leave. I can do this on my own. Like I did in Choirikell.”

      Cameron gave him an odd look, then turned away, grumbling to himself. Helen, too, looked at him unkindly.

      Aaron shrugged. “What? I’m just saying we don’t all have to risk our necks.”

      “Because you’ll save the day?” said Helen. “You might have destroyed the corkscrew in Choirikell, Aaron, but we all helped you get there. We all did what needed to be done, and we’ll keep on doing it. This isn’t your fight. It’s our fight.”

      “But only I paid the price.” He whipped his talons gently by his side.

      Helen snarled. “We all paid.”

      “Of course,” Aaron said, backtracking. She had understood him all wrong and he wasn’t trying to argue. “I just… I don’t want anyone else getting hurt, that’s all. I’m already fooked, so it’s not like I have anything else to lose.”

      Helen huffed, but then she shook her head and grinned, which filled Aaron with relief. “Yer nae more fecked than most lads yer age.” She glanced back at Helper, who was examining a crop of dandelions sprouting around his three enormous feet. “And family comes in all shapes and sizes.”

      “So,” said Teddy. “Is that a nah to heading into the city? Got to admit, it’s kind of tempting to just give up and let someone else watch the walls for a while.”

      “We’ve been there and done that,” said Fiona. “Being surrounded by armed soldiers isn’t as safe as you’d think. Culdrake taught us that. If you were there, you’d know.”

      “Aye,” said Cameron. “There’s only one way left for us now, and that’s south.”

      “And hell to follow,” said Helen. “If we’re lucky.”

      Teddy stared off in the capital’s direction. He hadn’t been in the fight as long as they had, and not so long ago he’d been robbing survivors out on the road. Did he truly want redemption, or was he just looking for an easy life? Aaron wasn’t sure.

      This is far from the charmed life of a professional footballer. I don’t think he’s truly come to terms with what he’s lost.

      Have any of us?

      They were currently in a built-up area, surrounded by ash-covered housing estates and looted shops. While the fungus had died off for miles around, its remains coated every surface. Surprisingly, however, the grass and weeds were already beginning to grow back, as if they had merely been lying dormant beneath the soil, waiting for a chance to burst forth and reclaim the land.

      Hopefully, Mother Nature can save us.

      Among the few things untouched by both the ash and the renewed foliage were the many cardboard signs that spotted the landscape every few hundred metres. Each one directed people to return to the capital, by order of the New Scottish Leadership Party.

      Cameron put a hand on Teddy’s shoulder. It seemed to shake him loose from his thoughts. “So, Ronaldo, which way ye heading?”

      Teddy peered around at everyone. Then, when he saw Ranger wagging her tail beside Helper, he seemed to make up his mind. “I’m with yous, ain’t I? Spent my whole life dreaming of being someone special. What better way is there than by saving the world from an alien invasion? South I go.”

      Cameron patted him on the back, hard enough to send him forward half a step. “Good lad. We’d best not hang aboot then. Who knows how close the nearest patrol is?”

      “Yeah,” said Fiona, readjusting the rifle hanging from a strap around her neck. Some of her dark hair had fallen in front of her face and twirled under the force of her breath. “We’re better armed than before, but I would still rather avoid a fight.”

      “Who the hell is this New Scottish Leadership Party, anyway?” asked Helen. “I certainly never voted for them. Although, to be fair, I never voted for anyone.”

      Cameron shrugged. “Doubt we’ll get back to democracy after all this is over. Power will go to whoever’s quickest to grab it by the short and curlies. Hey, maybe I’ll have a go at becoming the next king of Scotland.”

      Everybody groaned.

      Helper shimmered his fans. People. Humans. Friends. He seemed to look off into the distance. They had travelled with the alien long enough to accept him as an early warning system, so it was time to go.

      Everyone shouldered their rucksacks and got moving. Ranger and Helper hurried ahead, side by side as usual. Now and then, the alien would attempt to pet the dog with its fans, and sometimes Ranger would jump up at Helper. Dog. Friend. No bite.

      As they exited the traffic island, Aaron’s legs suddenly deserted him. Fiona was closest, so she was able to grab him before he fell. “Whoa! You okay?”

      Aaron clutched his forehead and tried to stand up straight, but he couldn’t manage it and had to lean into her. “Y-Yeah. I just…”

      “Get away from him!” Cameron grabbed Fiona and pulled her back.

      “Cameron,” she protested. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Aaron fought to regain his balance, and for a split second his vision turned green. “H-He’s worried I’m going to hurt you.”

      Fiona pulled a face at Cameron. “What? That’s crazy.”

      Cameron seemed embarrassed, but it didn’t stop him from pulling her back even further. “I’m just saying we need to be careful, lass. After what happened this morning…”

      “That was different. Aaron would never hurt any of us.”

      “Are you sure?” said Teddy. “Got to admit, he ain’t himself lately.”

      It hurt to be condemned by those closest to him, yet he couldn’t summon an argument because they were right. “You should be afraid of me. I didn’t kill that sergeant back at the Dew Drop; something inside me did – something I’m not fully in control of. It’s best if you keep your distance.”

      Fiona tutted. “Aaron, I trust you.”

      “And we can handle ourselves, kid,” said Helen. “Try to take a swipe at me and I’ll shove that sparkly talon up yer jacksie.”

      Aaron chuckled. “I don’t doubt it. All the same, I would feel better if everyone stayed back. If I were to hurt one of you…”

      Teddy nodded. “All right, man. We’ll keep our distance, but that don’t mean we ain’t got your back. We’ll just pretend you got the flu or something. Best not to get too close and all that, yeah?”

      Aaron chuckled joylessly. Suddenly he felt tears coming. “I’m a freak.”

      “Hey, I was a black kid living in Scotland on eight hundred quid a week. I know a little something about standing out in a crowd. It ain’t so bad if you embrace it.”

      Aaron nodded. “Yeah, I guess. Anyway, we should get out of here.”

      “You sure you don’t need to rest up?” asked Fiona. She slid a beer out of her rucksack and twisted off the top.

      “I’m fine. Cheers, though. All of you. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I can’t believe we started out as strangers. It’s like destiny or something, you know?”

      “Give over,” said Cameron. “We’re just a bunch of badasses with a common enemy.”

      Aaron chuckled and tried to ignore his tentacle flapping all by itself. “Well, I’m just glad you badasses are with me.”

      “Hey,” said Cameron. “I’m not with yoo. Yer all with me.”

      Teddy saluted. “Boss badass.”

      “And dinnae ye forget it. Now march, ye wet lettuce.”

      Everyone got moving again, and the weariness slowly left Aaron’s legs. He wondered if the infection was still changing him, or if he was now simply sharing his body with something malignant, something that took the reins now and then whenever it was bored – or bloodthirsty. The inside of his head was overcrowded, like his thoughts were being pushed aside by whispers. Whispers from voices that didn’t belong to him, with emotions that weren’t his. Pain, hatred, fear.

      I don’t feel right.

      

      They walked for another two hours, moving away from the urban sprawl and into the wilderness around its edges. There, they witnessed more of Mother Nature’s grand reclamation. A thick tangle of blackberry bushes bordered the field they were walking through, and they took ten minutes to eat their fill, staining their mouths purple with fresh, energy-filled juices. It was a moment of simple contentment that reminded them all of why they were fighting. Not just for humanity’s survival, but perhaps a chance of something better. There was no need to bring back credit cards and junk food. A field full of blackberries was enough.

      The sound of gunfire broke their high spirits.

      Rhythmic shots echoed off the landscape. Pop! Pop! Pop!

      “They’re executing people,” said Cameron. “One by one.”

      “Infected people,” said Aaron. “That’s what Sergeant Ridgeway said.”

      Before I sliced his neck.

      “It’s a cull,” said Helen. “But I can’t say I disagree. The infected can’t be helped.” She eyed Aaron and shrugged. “Except for in extreme cases.”

      “They can be helped,” said Aaron, anger in his voice. “They can be helped by destroying the corkscrews, so that’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to destroy them all.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” said Fiona, downing half her beer and handing the rest to Helen, who promptly finished it off. Then Fiona pulled out another pair of bottles from her rucksack. “You want one, Cam?”

      “Nae thanks. I nae fancy hiking on a gut full of gas. Let’s just keep moving. We’re still too close to the capital for my liking, but we’ll have to make camp soon.”

      “Yeah,” said Teddy. “It’s getting dark. In fact, I hate to kill the mood, but everyone might want to look up.”

      Everyone followed Teddy’s gaze. Once again, the sky overhead was a strange tapestry of lights and colours. It wasn’t yet night, so the colours were muted, but they were there. A technicolour sky.

      Takers. Enemy. Death.

      Everyone glanced at Helper and then at each other.

      “That don’t sound good,” said Teddy.

      Helen swigged the beer Fiona had handed to her. “Eh, how much worse can it be? Fecked is fecked, and we’re already well and truly fecked.”

      “It’s when we do our best work,” said Fiona, swigging from the other beer. Her words were a little slurred, and she let out a belch. “Bring it on, I say.”

      “Aye,” said Helen. “What’s life without a good old scrap?”

      Teddy appeared unsettled about something, so Aaron asked him what was wrong. “My coach used to have a saying,” he said. “A three-goal lead ain’t the same as a win. Let’s not get too full of ourselves, yeah? Last thing we need is more trouble than we can handle. None of us knows what the lights in the sky mean, but let’s at least hope for the best.”

      Takers. Takers.

      “Something’s coming,” said Aaron. “I can feel it. What we’ve been dealing with is only the beginning of something larger.”

      Cameron sighed. “We’ve had the tip, now here comes the shaft, eh, Little English?”

      “Something like that.” Aaron took in a deep, acidic breath, enjoying the fizzing spark it sent through his veins.

      “How can you do that?” asked Teddy, staring at him through narrowed eyes.

      “Do what?”

      “Breathe in so deeply like that. It’s like breathing in vinegar. I can barely keep from coughing.”

      Everyone nodded in mutual agreement.

      “It’s been getting worse the more we’ve headed south,” said Fiona. “We’re obviously getting closer to the fungus. It’s polluting the air.”

      “But you can breathe it in just fine,” said Teddy, still staring at Aaron. “Your infection is, like, a built-in gas mask or something.”

      Aaron mulled it over and decided it might be true. He had no trouble breathing in the air, but his companions clearly did. What if it became too poisonous for them to live? Would he have to watch his friends suffocate while he breathed in the acidic atmosphere as if it were potpourri?

      The whispers in his head seemed gleeful at the thought.

      Something bad is coming, and whatever it is, it’s nearly here.

      We have to get as much done as we can before everything changes.

      Cameron slammed his meaty palms together, making everyone jump to attention. “All right. Let’s get another couple of miles in the bag before we find somewhere to sleep. Everyone, be on guard.”

      Yeah, thought Aaron. Be on your guard around me.

      And whatever is about to fall out of the sky.
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      The English border was invisible. After so long walking, Aaron had been imagining it as a big white line painted along the ground, but it was just a patch of ash-covered scrubland stretching into another. The only indication a border even existed was an unremarkable sign with a bent over corner. Welcome to England.

      Written across the sign in a crude black marker pen were the words: Jools Holland is a bender.

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “What a lovely memento for future generations.”

      “Hey up,” said Teddy. He knelt and shrugged off his rucksack. “I saw a marker pen in here earlier when I was packing. Must be what the soldiers were using to write out their little cardboard signs. What message should we leave instead?”

      Fiona shrugged. “Surprise me.”

      Teddy took a minute and then crossed out the homophobic slur, writing something new beneath it: Bury us and we grow.

      Fiona smiled. “That’s nice. What does it mean?”

      He shrugged. “I forget where it’s from, but it’s like… we’re all seeds, right? We grow from the moment we’re born, and if you bury us in a load of shit, we’ll only grow faster. A hard life grows a tough person. Our troubles are just fertiliser.”

      “I like that,” said Aaron. He waved his tentacle. “Especially now that I’m part plant.”

      Helen cackled and raised her beer in salute. She’d downed several.

      Fiona prodded Teddy on the arm. “You’re deeper than the average footballer, aren’t you?”

      “I’m probably the smartest professional footballer alive, love.”

      “Probably the only one alive,” said Cameron. “Although, I can imagine David Beckham is holed up in his mansion somewhere with his wife and his agent.”

      Ranger barked, getting their attention. The dog was hopping back and forth, muzzle pointed at the ground. Teddy hurried over to her and stooped. “What is it, girl?”

      Aaron felt a strange creeping sensation along the back of his neck. He moved to join Teddy and examined a patch of road in front of Ranger. What he saw was unwelcome, but expected. It meant they were getting close. “A bug. One of the bugs that spread the fungus.”

      Teddy pulled a face as he studied the fat little slug with four legs. Then he lifted a trainer and stamped on it. It made a popping sound, which only disgusted everybody more.

      “There are more of them over here,” said Helen, pouring some of her beer onto the pavement that ran alongside the road. There, everyone discovered a cluster of swollen bugs writhing about in the ash, leaving behind slick green trails. Cameron took pleasure in stamping on them, but it was a pointless effort. Once they got closer to the fungus, the critters would be everywhere. Their best defence was, as always, Helper. Whenever the alien waved its fans, the bugs withered and died, just like the fungus. Carriers. Plague.

      “Fat little critters,” said Cameron. “We’re aboot to enter the lion’s den. Anybody want to turn back?”

      Nobody did. They all got going.

      They walked for several more hours, heading further south into England. Aaron had expected to feel more at home, but he didn’t. Ryan, Loobey, Chloe, and all his other friends were lying somewhere back in Scotland. It was as much a part of him now as England. Perhaps he would feel differently if he ever returned to Manchester, but he held little hope of it being the way he had left it. The buses would no longer be running, the pubs would all be shut, and an acidic stench from an alien atmosphere would have replaced the heady scent of street food cooking on the high street. The city was probably inches thick with fungus.

      But I’m going to do something about that. My home might be gone, but I won’t let the enemy have it.

      

      It was the middle of the day, but the morning’s hike had been difficult. They had crossed a lot of uneven ground, and Cameron’s boots were beginning to fall apart. They had all agreed to stop for the day once they found somewhere suitable to rest.

      Somewhere suitable presented itself a short while later. The only problem was that it was covered in fresh green fungus.

      The supermarket was modern, built from glass and steel girders; one of the posh ones with brand names Aaron and his family could never afford. It felt like a small victory to see it now, abandoned with its doors wide open. He could stroll right in and take whatever he wanted. The fungus might not even hurt him, because he had already been infected. He could be immune. Cameron and the others, however, were very much not.

      Helper lolloped off towards the supermarket, showing no concern about the fact it was bristling with alien matter. He raised both fans in the air, and they vibrated loudly. Almost immediately, the fungus turned black and died, falling away in clumps and dripping from the windows. It rained down from the girders like charcoal-coloured snow.

      Fiona opened a fresh beer and clucked. “I really do love it when he does that. You reckon any of the food inside is still edible?”

      Helen shrugged. “Maybe the stuff in tins or plastic packaging. We’ll have to take a look. Either way, it’ll be dry inside, and hopefully warm with all these windows.”

      Aaron looked up at the sun, wondering if it was strong enough to heat the supermarket. He didn’t even know what time of year it was any more, but he imagined the seasons were not what they were. Today, the sun was shining weakly in its technicolour sky.

      But if the sun can keep shining, perhaps there’s still hope.

      It took a good hour for Helper to kill the fungus inside the supermarket, and by the time he’d finished, black ash covered everything. You could sweep it aside easily with a hand, but it was also in the air, making breathing difficult. Hopefully, it would settle.

      Inside the supermarket, Aaron quickly located a pair of large brooms, which Helen and Teddy used to clear the floors of several aisles. Then, everyone gathered tinned food and added it to what they already had in their rucksacks. Helen had been right, the contents were unaffected by the fungus, the growth unable to penetrate the airtight metal. The same was true of anything packaged in plastic.

      I guess plastic really will still be here a million years from now.

      Together, Aaron and the others slid the supermarket’s large glass doors closed, and the building quickly grew warm. In fact, they were able to shed their jackets for the first time in days as they laid out their sleeping bags and grabbed dusty cushions from the homeware aisle to make a seating area. Finally, they lit a small fire inside a shopping trolley, which was easy to keep going thanks to all the gaps in the metal frame providing fresh oxygen. They fed the fire with magazines, newspapers, and spoiled food. By the time the sun went down, the ash had settled, and they had themselves a cosy little campsite. Even the strange colours staining the night sky were beautiful, reflecting off the windows and making rainbows on the floor. Helper was on constant alert, but they tried to ignore him. Let the alien worry; they were going to relax while they had the chance.

      Cameron placed a large can of baked beans on the floor and opened it with a can opener he’d taken from the homeware aisle. He then drank down the tin of cold beans like it was a can of beer. It was disgusting, but it was the way of the apocalypse. You ate what you found when you found it, because there was no telling how long it would be before it spoiled.

      Fiona munched from a giant bag of crisps and swigged from a bottle of vodka she’d swiped from the alcohol aisle. The supermarket was pleasingly well stocked, neither looted nor vandalised. A few signs existed that someone had defended the place – a broken broom handle here, a large bloodstained knife there, and several shelving units that had been pushed up near the entrance to form a barrier. Perhaps the staff had made a last stand to keep out the unwanted before something had forced them to evacuate.

      Or worse.

      Aaron didn’t know what town they were in, but the whole area looked like it had fallen to the fungus quickly, giving people no time to panic. It led him to wonder where everyone had gone. Were the infected sleeping somewhere? Hiding? Were they watching the supermarket right now? He didn’t think so. If there was any danger in the area, Helper would have gone schizo by now.

      The big blue alien currently stood by the windows, tilting his body backwards and angling his large black eyes up at the sky. Beside him, Ranger sat stiff-tailed with ears erect. Every now and then, Teddy would glance off towards the dog with a sad expression on his face. The animal had chosen a new master, and as petty as it might be, it clearly hurt Teddy.

      Aaron opened up some beef jerky and took a bite. He didn’t feel hungry, but he knew the calories couldn’t hurt. None of them ate as much as they used to, and each of them had lost several pounds in the last few weeks. Cameron, in particular, had shed much of his bulk. Yet, despite their slender frames, they were in better shape than ever. They were lean, strong, and honed for survival. Apocalyptic athletes, ready to hurdle fences and clamber up dense ruins at a moment’s notice. The end of the world diet and exercise regime was without equal.

      “So Teddy,” said Aaron, deciding he could watch him mope about his dog no longer, “were you really that good a footballer? Do you think you could have played for Man U one day?”

      Teddy smirked, and it seemed like he was about to say yes, but then that smirk vanished and he appeared glum. “Nah. Tell you the truth, I would’ve been lucky to even make the Premier League.”

      Fiona wiped her mouth, having just taken a swig of vodka. She grunted. “Huh, I would never have guessed. The way you talk…”

      Teddy shrugged. “Gotta keep it real, right? You’re my people now, and you don’t bullshit your people. I was good, sure, but I was never gonna make the national team or earn the big bucks – big bucks for a footballer, at least. I probably would have made out okay in the Scottish leagues, but there were far better players than me in the youth squad.”

      “You don’t know that,” said Aaron. “Who knows how far you could have gone?”

      “Nah. Some kids kick a ball at five years old and you just know they’re destined for greatness. I was never one of those kids. To be honest, I’m kinda glad it’s all over. I loved the game – I loved being on the pitch with a ball at my feet – but all the rest of it – the abuse from fans, the politics behind the scenes, the agents, the contracts – all of that sucked balls, man. It ruined things for me, and I’m a little glad it’s over with.” He shook his head and scratched at his short, scruffy beard. “The world ended, and I had the chance to be something more than a semi-talented footballer, but instead I threw my lot in with a mad doctor and started robbing people. I’m a piece of shit.” He paused to take a breath, but nobody filled the silence. “Being real with you now,” his eyes turned bleary, “I’m having a hard time dealing with it. Sleeping at night is…” He shook his head. “I… I don’t really know what to do. How do I make up for being a piece of shit? People died because of me.”

      Helen sighed. “Wish I had some advice to give you, kid. Cameron?”

      Cameron grunted. “The hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Helen smirked. “I’m just saying that when it comes to apocalyptic rehabilitation, you’re the poster child. Before the world ended, you were the town drunk. Now you’re a warrior of the wastelands, throwing yourself into battle to protect the innocent.”

      Cameron nodded, the fringes of a smile upon his lips. “Aye.”

      “So what’s the secret?” she asked. “How did you stop being a piece of shit, Cam? Teddy needs to know.”

      “Come on, Hel. I never hurt naebody, did I? I might nae have been very useful, but what harm did I do, really? It was the world that was wrong, nae me.” He looked at Teddy, who was staring down at the ground with his fingers laced together between his knees. “Look, kid. Yer human, which pretty much means being a shit show from the moment yer born, but yer’ve got a decent heart, and that counts for a lot. The beauty of the apocalypse is that there’s nae one around to remind us of our mistakes, so just leave yer baggage behind ye and move on. Us here are all yer’ve got, lad, and we all like ye, so give yerself a break. Maybe ye were a piece of shit yesterday, but it’s up to yoo what yer gonna be tomorrow. Ye want to be a good man? Then just be one.”

      “That easy, huh?”

      Cameron shrugged. “It’s as easy as you make it. Don’t be a prick.”

      Everybody chuckled.

      Fiona shuffled her legs on the floor and rolled up onto her knees. “I’m hungry. I’m going to grab another bag of crisps. Anybody want anything?”

      Nobody did, so they sat and watched her as she clambered to her feet unsteadily. She then staggered towards the nearby shelving racks, full of mouldy blackened chunks of what once would have been bread, but before she got her feet properly beneath her, she lost her balance and toppled over. Unable to stop herself, she crashed against the shelving display and bounced off onto the ground. She cried out in shock as old ash-covered bread rained down on her.

      “Messy bloody girl.” Cameron leapt to his feet and rushed over to help her as she thrashed on the floor, trying to get up but slipping on the mouldy loaves and cobs. Cameron yanked her up onto her feet by her armpits. It looked like he was about to yell at her, but instead he hopped back and turned the air blue.

      Fiona saw the bugs crawling all over her arms and chest and screamed, batting at herself like she was trying to put out flames. She hopped up and down frantically. “Get them off me! Get them off me! Get them off me!”

      Instinctively, Aaron looked towards Helper, but the alien was already rushing away from the windows and coming to help. Plague. Pestilence. Carriers.

      Fiona staggered towards Helper and begged him to get the bugs off of her. In reply, he raised his fans and made them vibrate. Within seconds, the bugs tumbled from Fiona’s body and shrivelled up on the ground, where Cameron proceeded to stomp on them. Even after the bugs were all dead, Fiona continued to panic, brushing at her arms and flapping her clothing. “They’re still on me!”

      Cameron grabbed her by the arms, red in the face and jaw tensed as he glared at her. “What the hell ye playing at, lass? Knock the bottle on the heid because it’s nae doing ye any favours.”

      Fiona shoved him away. “Get the fuck off me, Cam. I’ll do what the hell I want. The fucking world has ended if you haven’t noticed. Forgive me if it gets a little too much to deal with sometimes. I’m just relaxing and having a bit of fun.”

      “Yer falling aboot the place like a blind pelican. Keep it up and ye days are numbered. I’ll nae stand by and watch ye kill yeself, or get one of us killed.”

      She sneered at him, almost spitting. “You’re one to talk. The town drunk.”

      “Aye, I were the town drunk, but now I’m the one looking oot for yer bony arse, so get it together or piss off back to Scotland.”

      Helen moved up beside Cameron and eased him away. “Give her a break, Cam. If she wants to get pissed, that’s her right. Who can blame her? It’s not like life is worth staying present for. Sometimes, I think we should all just go find a hole and live out our last days in peace. It would be easier.”

      Cameron looked at her like she was insane. “Have ye lost the plot, woman? This is nae just aboot us. It’s aboot the survival of the feckin’ human race. We have a duty.”

      “Sod that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “What are we even fighting for, Cam? Do you plan on going back to being a layabout after we win, eh? Am I supposed to get married and have a family? Is Teddy going to rejoin a football team? What’s the point?”

      “What’s the point? Maybe it’s repaying the men and women who died to protect us at Culdrake while ye laid around drinking and screwing. Or maybe ye owe it to me for not giving up on ye. I know yer in pain, Hel, but—”

      “Don’t talk to me about pain, Cameron Pollock.”

      “Helen, I’m trying to—”

      “Just feck off, Cam. Beneath this brave, bearded warrior act is the same old layabout with vomit on his jumper and piss on his jeans. Stop pretending like yer anything else.”

      Cameron didn’t have a reply for that, so in silence, he gathered his rucksack and sleeping bag and headed off deeper into the supermarket alone. Aaron, still sitting on the floor, considered going after him but decided to stay out of it. He couldn’t help, however, but feel a twinge of anger when Fiona grabbed the bottle of vodka and resumed her drinking. She sat down with Helen and the two of them passed it back and forth, giggling.

      Teddy looked at Aaron, probably thinking the same thing. What the hell just happened?

      Aaron had been so focused on his companions not trusting him any more that he’d missed the fact they didn’t fully trust each other either. Not completely.

      No, it’s not about trust. It’s about strength. We don’t have much of it left. Helen and Fiona are losing hope. Cameron is losing patience. Teddy is losing himself.

      What am I losing? What do I have left?

      Helper went back to the window to keep watch, while Ranger went over to Teddy and settled down on the floor beside him. Teddy scritched at her neck, which seemed to relax him. Perhaps the German Shepherd had sensed his need for comfort.

      Aaron suddenly felt unwell, his head swimming with anxious thoughts and chiding whispers. He lay down on his sleeping bag and tried to ignore the voices, listening instead to the crackling of the fire. “You mind if I get some sleep, Teddy?”

      “No worries, man. I’ll keep the fire going.”

      “Thanks. Wake me up if… you know.”

      “If the shit hits the fan? Yeah, will do. Sweet dreams.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it.” Aaron closed his eyes and saw green.

      

      The dead surrounded Aaron, an army of corpses led by his brother. Ryan was a monster, diseased and skeletal. His broken jaw fell open. A moan escaped his cracked lips.

      Aaron was standing in the middle of an endless road with barriers on either side. He wanted to turn and run, but for some reason he couldn’t. He could only back-pedal as his brother led a putrescent army towards him.

      “Game over, our kid,” said Ryan, although his jaws didn’t move in time with his words. “I’m done letting ya hold me back. Gonna do what I should’ve done a long time ago.”

      “Please,” said Aaron, tripping over his own feet, which seemed to be getting heavier. “Ryan, I-I love you.”

      “You’re a loser, kid. Held me back me whole life, you ’ave. What did I ever do to deserve you hanging round me neck?”

      “I… I’m just a kid.”

      “Time to be a man.”

      “Please stop. Ryan, you would never hurt me.”

      Ryan shambled forward, leading the undead horde. Aaron saw the faces of people he knew. Loobey, Sean, Brett, Father Miles, Chloe, Boon. All the people who had died to keep him safe, now hungry to drag him down into whatever hell had claimed them. Aaron deserved to join them. They were better than him. Brett had been a vet. Loobey was loyal. Father Miles, a kind man.

      But I’m nothing. I’m worthless. I should be dead.

      Ryan continued pursuing Aaron. Aaron continued back-pedalling. He tried desperately to turn and run, but still he couldn’t. The road was melting beneath his feet, sticky tar sucking him down.

      Ryan and his dead army picked up speed.

      There was no escape.

      “Ryan… please… don’t!”

      Ryan snarled, reaching out and seizing Aaron around the throat with a skeletal claw. “I wish you’d never been born.”

      This isn’t Ryan. Ryan would never hurt me.

      He would never have admitted what a burden I was to him.

      “G-Get off me!”

      “Mam’s ashamed of you.”

      “Shut up! Don’t you talk about her.”

      “She regrets ever having popped you out of her snatch.”

      “Shut up!”

      Ryan snarled, broken teeth rattling in his festering gums. “I’m gunna rip ye to shr—”

      “Feck off, yer bawbag!” Aaron shoved Ryan away. Then, doing something unthinkable, he threw a punch and clocked his brother right on the chin.

      Ryan’s jaw detached and dangled to one side.

      “R-Ryan… I’m so sorry.”

      No, this isn’t my brother. It’s just a monster wearing his face.

      Ryan is dead.

      Consumed by fury, Aaron leapt on top of the demon and pummelled its rotten face, cracking and splintering it until there was nothing left but a chunky puddle. Dead hands clawed at him from both sides, trying to pull him back, but he shoved them away before launching himself upwards with a maddened screech – ready to destroy them all. His bones vibrated with rage. “I’ll tear you apart!”

      “Aaron, stop! Stop, goddamn it!”

      Aaron threw a punch, but his fist was gone, replaced by a razor-sharp talon, and instead of an army of the dead, he faced his friends.

      What? What is happening?

      Aaron stopped himself just in time to avoid slashing Cameron across the face. He stumbled backwards, confused and horrified, and before he could make sense of things, Cameron’s forehead connected with his nose.

      Everything went dark.

      Aaron’s entire face folded in on itself. He was barely aware of his head cracking against the floor, and for a moment he was back on that lonely road again, facing down his brother. But then his eyes snapped open and he was staring at the shadowy ceiling of the supermarket.

      “What the feck happened?” Helen asked from nearby, sounding utterly bewildered.

      “I don’t know,” said Teddy, breathlessly. “He just went psycho on me. I think… I think he was sleepwalking or something. Shit, man, I’m hurt. I’m hurt bad.”

      Aaron blinked over and over again, trying to clear the tears from his eyes. He lifted his head, groaning in agony, and in the glow coming from the trolley fire, he saw Teddy hunched over with dark stains all over his exposed forearms and a smear across his cheek.

      “He’s dangerous,” said Cameron. “We have to do something.”

      “Do what?” asked Fiona. “Do what?”

      “I dunno, woman. Something.”

      Aaron sat up and rubbed at his eyes with his forearm. Blood trickled from his nose and it was difficult to breathe. “Wh-What did I do?”

      Cameron stormed over, glaring down at Aaron like a furious demigod. “What did ye do? What did ye do, lad? Ye only tore poor Teddy-boy to pieces, that’s what. Have ye gone soft in the heid, ye daft pillock?”

      White noise filled Aaron’s head, obliterating his thoughts and leaving him only with confusion. “No. No, I didn’t. I… I was dreaming. It was just a dream.”

      Teddy moaned in pain. “This is it for me, right? I’m infected now. I’m gonna turn into a monster.”

      “We don’t know that,” said Fiona, both hands on top of her head like she was about to have a panic attack. “We… We don’t know that.”

      “I’m screwed, man. We all know it. Shit, I’m bleeding all over.”

      Aaron clambered to his feet, which caused Cameron to clench his fists and bend at the knees, ready to fight him. Aaron put his right palm out in a gesture of peace. “I won’t try anything. I just… I just want to stand up.”

      “All right, Little English. Easy does it, eh?”

      Aaron agreed and straightened up slowly, then kept his distance from the others. He glanced out the windows behind him and saw the night sky starting to lighten. How long had he been asleep? What had caused him to attack Teddy?

      The others watched him warily, as if he were a wild animal. He wanted to cry. To scream.

      Embarrassed. Ashamed.

      Frightened.

      His tentacle flapped by his side, its talon stained with blood – Teddy’s blood. Slashes covered the young lad’s arms, and a wide gash parted his left cheek. Blood was everywhere. “Teddy. I-I’m so sorry.”

      Teddy waved a hand as if to say it was cool, but he said nothing. He didn’t even look at Aaron. It was not cool.

      Danger. Helper moved up beside Aaron and fixed his two large black eyes on him. Human. Enemy. Human. Friend.

      “Aye,” said Cameron. “It’s getting confusing.”

      Aaron fought back tears. “I have to leave, don’t I?”

      “Sorry, Little English,” Cameron shook his head like he couldn’t even believe he was saying it, “but I nae think it’s safe to have ye near.”

      The thought of leaving filled Aaron with terror, as did the thought of being alone, of being useless, and a danger to others. “I-I understand. I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

      “Aye, we know that, lad. It’s nae aboot that. Just find somewhere safe to ride this oot, and we’ll take the mission from here. Ye’ve done enough to earn a rest.”

      Aaron desperately wanted to argue, to give some reason why he shouldn’t have to leave, but the truth was that he would never forgive himself if he hurt anyone else. North of the border, he had offered to come south by himself; it looked like that would now be the case. No way was he going to hide and wait things out. His mission still stood. Destroy the corkscrews, no matter what.

      He turned towards the supermarket’s exit but failed to put one foot in front of the other. It was like his dream all over again, his body not obeying him. He fought for several seconds until he was finally able to move towards the exit. He couldn’t bring himself to look back.

      Will I ever see them again?

      Of course not.

      “Wait!” It was Fiona. “There’s another way. Aaron doesn’t have to leave.”

      Cameron grunted. “Look what he did to Teddy. We can’t risk it.”

      “Just hold on. Aaron, wait there, okay?”

      Aaron turned back around, but Cameron moved and blocked him like a bouncer, thick forearms folded across his chest. Behind him, Helen was seeing to Teddy’s wounds. Ranger and Helper stood alert, glaring at Aaron. The threatening atmosphere made his spine tingle. His tentacle flapped at his side.

      In the firelight, everyone remained silent, brooding. Tense.

      Fiona returned a few moments later with her arms full. She stepped up to Aaron, but hesitated when his tentacle rose towards her. “Easy, Aaron. I won’t hurt you.” Her words were no longer slurred, but her eyes were baggy and she looked like hell. “Let me help you.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making it safe for you to be around us.” She produced a pair of dog leads and clipped them together by the clasps. Then she wrapped them around Aaron’s waist. When his tentacle flapped, she froze. “It’s okay. Stay calm.”

      Aaron had a lump in his throat as he realised what was happening. He was being tied up like a dangerous animal. The worst part of it was that he welcomed it. It meant he could stay.

      Fiona wrapped the leads tightly around him and then tied a knot before standing back. “There,” she said proudly. “Now you can’t lash out and hurt anyone. You can stay with us.”

      “Are you kidding me?” said Teddy, his voice quivering. “What if he just undoes the knot?”

      “I won’t!” said Aaron. “I won’t do anything to willingly hurt any of you. All of you… You’re… You’re…” His tentacle thrashed at his side and the leashes slipped free, tumbling to the ground in a slack loop. He groaned.

      So did the others.

      “It won’t work,” said Helen. “The tentacle is too thin and twisty. It’s like trying to handcuff a wee worm.”

      Aaron closed his eyes and felt his heart beat against his chest. For a moment, there had been a tiny spark of hope. “I’ll go. I’ll just… go.”

      “No,” said Cameron. He was pulling at his bushy beard as if a thought were occurring to him. “We had the right idea, just the wrong execution. Do ye really wanna stay with us, Little English?”

      “Of course I do. You’re all I have. Without you lot…” He shook his head, acid rising into his throat. “I’d be all alone.”

      Cameron nodded. “Aye, I get it. We’re a family, and family have to stick together and take care of each other, no matter what. Consider this an intervention, lad.”

      “A what?” Aaron frowned, and then he gasped when Cameron produced a large knife from his rucksack. “Cam? Cam, what are you…?”

      “Don’t worry, lad.” He marched towards Aaron with the knife held out in front of him. “This is gonna hurt me more than it hurts yoo.”

      Aaron’s tentacle shot up in the air, the talon whipping back and forth. It wasn’t under his control, but somehow it seemed linked to what he was feeling.

      It’s protecting me. Because I’m afraid.

      Because I’m terrified. Or maybe the thing inside me is.

      Helper stepped forward and lifted his fans. They rotated in circles, vibrating, and produced a high-pitched whistle. Buzzing wasps flooded Aaron’s skull and his tentacle fell limply to his side. No one else seemed affected by the noise, so Cameron hurried forward and kicked Aaron’s legs out from under him, sending him crashing down on his back. The wasps in his head grew angrier, paralysing him completely.

      He could do nothing as Cameron bore down on him with the knife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron awoke from a fever dream. Where was he? Had he hurt anybody? Was he still human?

      He turned to his side, head on a cushion, and searched for the alien limb that he hated so fiercely. It was gone, the tentacle no longer dangling by his side. He was human.

      But not whole.

      While the tentacle was gone, his arm hadn’t returned. He flexed a hand that wasn’t there, tried to bend an elbow that was missing. Turning to his other side, he was glad to see that his right arm was still a part of him.

      “He’s awake,” said a voice. He couldn’t work out if it was Helen or Fiona or maybe even a stranger.

      Memories flashed through his mind like photographs shown and then immediately withdrawn: images of Cameron bearing down on him with the knife, pressing the sharp edge against the sinewy tentacle where it met Aaron’s shoulder, and then sawing back and forth. Slicing, slicing, slicing. Aaron recalled every searing kiss of the blade as it ate into his alien flesh, millimetre by agonising millimetre. He felt the fibres parting in slow motion, his hot blood gushing out – warm human blood spilling out of alien flesh. The final thing he remembered was Cameron yanking the tentacle free like a weed from the ground and tossing it aside in disgust.

      He dismembered me.

      He did what he had to do. An intervention.

      I hurt Teddy.

      Cameron appeared in Aaron’s blurry vision. The big Scot looked exhausted. Haunted. “Are ye okay, Aaron?”

      “I… I’m not sure. What happened?”

      “Something yer probably best off forgetting. Do ye need food? Drink?”

      “No. I think I’m okay.”

      “Good. We’ll leave as soon as yer okay.”

      Cameron offered him a hand, and Aaron took it, hoisting himself to his feet. It took a great deal of grit, but once he had his feet firmly planted, his strength returned quickly. But so did the pain. Hot pokers seared the stump of his shoulder. He tried to see the damage, but it was too hard to angle his vision.

      “We had to burn it,” said Cameron. “Grabbed ye and held ye over the fire until yer shoulder stopped bleeding. Think yer’ll be all right, but we’ll need to keep an eye on it. Ye’ve been asleep for the last few hours, but we need to make a move now. Helper is having a paddy oot there. It’s nae safe.”

      Aaron searched for Helper and spotted him through the supermarket’s windows. The big blue alien was pacing back and forth in the car park, fans shimmering above his head. Ranger hopped back and forth alongside him. Something had clearly disturbed them both.

      Aaron nodded. “Okay. I’m ready. We can leave.”

      “You sure? Wish we could give ye longer to rest, but—”

      “It’s okay, Cam. I’m ready. We need to go.”

      “Grand. Ready in ten, then, eh?” He turned and walked away, but Aaron called out and halted him.

      “How’s Teddy?”

      “Go see for yourself.”

      Aaron didn’t like Cameron’s tone, and he prayed it didn’t mean Teddy was dead… or worse, but, fortunately, it wasn’t the case. He found Teddy sitting near the entrance next to a blackened trolley full of smouldering embers. Everybody’s rucksacks sat in a line, packed and ready to go.

      Aaron approached Teddy slowly, sickened by the bandages crisscrossing his arms and the thick gash on his face. “Teddy? Are you okay?”

      Teddy started, like he’d been dozing off and had been disturbed. “Does it look like it?”

      “I’m so sorry. I can’t tell you how much. Are you… are you infected?”

      “Tell the truth, I don’t even know, man. Signs are good, though. Thing spreads fast, right?”

      Aaron thought about Sean and Brett and all the other people he’d seen infected. “Within hours.”

      Teddy rolled his wrist and revealed a shallow cut that hadn’t been bandaged. It was red and slightly swollen, but perfectly normal. “Nothing on me’s turned green yet, so that’s nice. I reckon the infection you have ain’t like the normal one. Destroying the corkscrews in Choirikell stopped it from taking all of you, right? It’s, like, a dead strain or something, so I think I’m going to be okay. I feel like I’m gonna be okay. Reckon you’ve left me with a few scars, though. You really went to town on me.”

      “I’m so sor—”

      Teddy waved a hand. “Sorry. Yeah, I know. I forgive you.”

      “You do?” Aaron looked at all the bandages and shook his head. “How?”

      “I want to atone for all the shit I done, right? Well, forgiving you seems like a good start. I know you weren’t at the wheel, man” – he pointed to the stump of Aaron’s shoulder – “and you’ve paid your penance. We’re good, bro.”

      “Really? Just like that?”

      “Cameron shot me and I forgave him, didn’t I?”

      Aaron chuckled. “I guess you did.”

      “Come at me like that again, though, and I’ll use your head for free kick practice. You feel me?”

      “You don’t need to worry. I’m ’armless.”

      Teddy groaned. “Now that I can’t forgive. Get out of my sight, man.”

      Aaron smirked for a moment and then walked away, feeling a little lighter. With his tentacle gone, he felt like less like a freak. Less of a danger.

      But I’m still not fully human.

      The whispers. They’re still inside my head.

      It feels like they’re mocking me.

      Cameron shouted from the aisles, “Everyone outside, ASAP. Soon as we’re ready, we’re off. It looks like Helper is about to have an aneurysm.”

      Aaron went and looked back out of the supermarket’s windows. Helper was absolutely frantic now, his fans flickering and forming strange images like hieroglyphics. As Aaron got closer to the entrance, the sky came into view. It was alive with deep, vibrant colours swirling in a vortex.

      Fiona moved up beside Aaron, causing him to jolt. “Something’s coming,” she said. “The thing we’ve all been dreading.”

      “But what? What is it?”

      “Dunno. Maybe Helen’s grenades will come in handy sooner than we thought.” She put a hand on his back and rubbed, then headed outside into the blustery wind. Soon, everyone else followed, and once they had all assembled with their over-stuffed rucksacks, they began the next leg of their journey, setting off across the car park and heading towards town with their overladen rucksacks across their backs.

      Helper led the group, hopefully taking them towards the nearest corkscrew. He was the one who had first informed them that destroying the alien artefacts was vital, so they all trusted that he understood their mission and knew where they needed to go.

      They shortly entered a built-up area that was more like a jungle than a town. Thick fungus covered every building and carpeted the ground for miles in every direction. Helper’s fans cut a path for them to walk through, the vibrations somehow destroying the fungus, perhaps reducing it on a molecular level. Aaron would love to know the science behind it, but that was something for another day. There was a war to win first.

      Ranger yipped and growled as they passed by several bulky, fungus-covered shapes that could have been cars. It was hard to distinguish the road from the pavement, and they had to tread carefully as they traversed the uneven ground. Sometimes, when Aaron stared hard enough, he saw clusters of bugs writhing around in the green fibres.

      “Where are all the infected?” asked Fiona. Thankfully, she wasn’t drinking a beer right now, and had a bottle of water in her hand. Perhaps her argument with Cameron last night had caused her to reassess her behaviour. Cameron, however, didn’t quite seem like himself. His expression was glum, and he spoke very little. He did, however, answer her question.

      “I’ve been wondering where they are myself. In Scotland, the infected were everywhere, but we’ve nae seen any since crossing the border. I nae like it. One thing I’ve learned aboot the infected since all this started is that they’re nae mindless zombies. They’ve ambushed me more than once to learn that lesson.”

      “Well,” said Teddy, “where could they be? I’ve never seen them hide before. I’ve seen them sleeping.”

      Fiona looked at him. “Sleeping?”

      “Yeah. It’s like, if there’s no one around, they just shut off and go still. Maybe that’s it. Maybe there’s a big group of them somewhere standing around like statues.”

      “Aye,” said Cameron. “Let’s just hope we don’t bump into them then. So far, things have been easy, and I nae want it to change.”

      “Easy? I wouldn’t go that far,” said Aaron, glancing at his missing arm. Then he looked up at the sky. The colours were brighter than ever, shifting constantly like a kaleidoscope. It was beautiful.

      But then the sky exploded.

      For a split second, the light took over everything – completely blinding, all-consuming. Then, streaks of light fell from the sky like drizzles of neon paint.

      Then there was an almighty rumble and the ground beneath their feet shook.

      Teddy tripped and fell to the ground, calling out in pain as his multiple wounds flared. Ranger hopped up on her back legs and started barking at the sky. Helper rushed around in wild circles, leaping back and forth on his three legs and waving his fans frantically. Enemy. Takers. Death.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” said Fiona, grabbing at her hair and pulling.

      Cameron grabbed Teddy and yanked him to his feet, then turned to check on everybody else. They stood together in a huddle, gawping at one another, speechless and confused.

      Helper continued to panic.

      Whatever was coming had just arrived.

      “That felt like something hitting the earth,” said Fiona. She let go of her hair and folded her arms. Half of her dark ponytail had fallen loose.

      Aaron nodded. “Something fell from the sky. Like meteors. I saw hundreds of lights falling.”

      “I saw them too,” said Helen.

      Cameron spat at the nearby fungus. “Reckon we’re aboot to meet the bastards behind all this.” He slammed his fist into his palm. “Aboot time, I say.”

      Another impact shook the ground.

      Everybody stumbled, fighting to stay on their feet. Windows shattered in the fungus-covered buildings. Car alarms went off from the many vehicles that hid beneath the alien growth.

      “That one felt closer,” said Helen. She didn’t seem particularly worried, stating it matter-of-factly.

      “Yeah,” said Teddy. “Too close for comfort. Maybe we should double back to the— Hey! Hey, Ranger, come back!”

      The German Shepherd took off, barking ferociously, tail pointed up in the air. Teddy took off after her, yelling frantically at her to come back.

      Cameron shook his head and cursed. “Goddamn it. Come on! We can’t afford to lose each other out in this jungle.”

      Everybody chased after Teddy, who sprinted after Ranger. They risked tripping over in the fungus, and raced far too quickly for Helper to clear it away. They also risked infection, but as long as they kept on moving – and touched nothing with their bare hands – they might be okay. Helper hurried along behind them, trying to keep up, and doing what he could to clear the fungus for them. His bulk made him slow.

      Everyone kept on running.

      Ranger kept on barking.

      By the time the dog stopped, everybody was gasping for air. Even Teddy, the fittest of them all, doubled over and wheezed. “Ranger… Jesus… What the hell?”

      Ranger hopped up and down, barking at a strange metal sphere that had embedded itself into the centre of the alien landscape. It looked like a giant ball bearing, completely smooth with no edges.

      Cameron grimaced. “Guess this is what caused the ground to shake, eh? Dinnae look so scary to me.”

      The green landscape shifted. The fungus rose up in a dozen different places. It was alive somehow. Or something underneath it was.

      Aaron shook his head, trying to understand. “What’s happening?”

      Then he realised.

      Cameron growled. “Ambushed again.”

      Infected people sprung up from the fungus, tearing free of it as if it were a giant blanket beneath which they’d been sleeping. A mouldy odour filled the air.

      “This is very bad,” said Teddy. “Like, we should probably run kinda bad.”

      “Guess we found where the wee cornflakes were hiding,” said Cameron. He lifted his rifle and wasted no time picking a shot, tearing up the nearest infected – a slender bald man – with a quick burst of three bullets. The creature’s brittle body crumbled as if it were made of dry leaves.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      Everyone raised their rifles and fired, picking their shots carefully, for they had only a few spare magazines taken from the soldiers back at the Dew Drop Inn. More and more infected rose from the earth, shedding fungus and freeing their deadly talons from the tangled undergrowth. Their tentacles whipped at the air, cracking like pistols.

      Danger. Enemy. Taker. Helper rushed back and forth, taking out the infected with high-pitched frequencies from his fans. The infected turned their focus on the big blue alien, seeming to understand that he was the biggest threat to them. Unlike the humans, Helper would not run out of ammunition. They whipped at him from all angles, causing him to dodge back and forth, but he wasn’t as agile as they were and he struggled to get out of danger. His three chubby legs were cumbersome in tight spaces.

      With only one arm, Aaron aimed the handgun he had taken from the sergeant he’d killed. He closed one eye and pulled the trigger – again and again and again. The impact of his rounds was weak compared to the combat rifles of his companions, but a couple of shots took care of whatever he aimed at. Each successful hit caused the whispers in his head to cry out in pain.

      The infected kept on rising from the earth, the entire landscape carpeted with their bodies. All the while, Ranger barked ferociously at the strange metal sphere, almost like she couldn’t focus on anything else. Aaron glanced at the sphere and noticed a strange shimmer coming from its surface. Then, when he turned fully to look at it, he saw the sphere vibrating, more and more violently, until the very ground around it shook. It emitted a deep groaning sound.

      Exit. Retreat. Takers. Enemy. Helper turned to face the sphere, raising both fans towards it like radar dishes that might suddenly shoot invisible death rays, but as he did so, one of the infected clambered out of the fungus and whipped a talon at him. The sharp appendage sliced the air with a deadly whistle and cut straight through Helper’s left arm, severing the fan cleanly. It dropped to the ground and curled in on itself like a dead spider.

      Helper staggered backwards, his three legs almost buckling. He twirled around awkwardly, confused in his movements, blue blood leaking from his arm. Cameron hurried forward and grabbed the alien by his uninjured arm and dragged him back to the safety of the group. Meanwhile, Helen and Fiona took shots at the nearest infected, trying to give them all some breathing room. Teddy begged that they all make a run for it.

      The enemy kept on coming, rising from the ground like a horde of zombies.

      Like in my dream. An army of the dead.

      Ryan said I had to be a man.

      The ground shook again, and suddenly the sphere let out an almighty boom that sent the air itself into retreat. Aaron’s hair flopped in the sudden wind, and he stepped backwards, instinctively afraid. “We need to get out of here.”

      “No shit,” said Teddy.

      The sphere changed shape, like a glob of mercury inside a lava lamp. It separated into three slender forms, and those forms took on shapes of their own before breaking free and forming arms, legs, and bodies. Their shimmery silver surfaces began to change colour.

      Everybody continued firing, but their shots grew slower as their attention fell upon the strange, newly formed creatures. Like humans, they had two legs, but those legs were thick like an elephant’s, while their torsos were slender like elongated pythons. Their arms, like their legs, were thick and short. The creature’s heads – if you could call them that, for they had no necks – were little more than fatty lumps on top of their serpentine upper bodies. A dozen beady black eyes glinted beneath the colourful sky.

      Helper waved his remaining fan and obliterated a pair of infected women. Cameron fired his rifle until it clicked empty. Reloaded then fired until empty again. Infected fell in their dozens.

      The strange creatures from the sphere resembled, in some ways, the fat little slugs that spread the fungus. Only these creatures were upright and huge. Like the fungus, they were green, but it was a sickly shade that shimmered and turned translucent in the light.

      Takers. Enemies. Death.

      Blue viscous fluid leaked from Helper’s missing appendage, and he moved about frantically – clearly in pain. Clearly panicking. Cameron seemed to sense this and pulled him closer, leaning against him while holding his rifle like a club. Helen and Fiona emptied their weapons and fell in as well. Aaron aimed his handgun at one of the new creatures and pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the alien in its shoulder, causing it to wheel backwards and squeal. Bright orange blood exploded from its wound, and it bent over, placing its arms on the ground and retreating on all fours.

      “We can hurt them,” Aaron cried. “We can kill them just like anything else.”

      Helen, Fiona, and Cameron quickly reloaded their rifles while Helper kept the infected at bay. All at once, they focused on the new giant slug-like enemies. Their shots peppered alien flesh, sending up globs of luminous blood and gore. The creatures screeched and scattered, but did not flee. Instead, they moved behind the infected, who now came in droves.

      “They’re not going down,” said Fiona, trying to take a shot through the crowd. “They’re using the infected as a shield.”

      “We need to get the hell out of here,” said Teddy. “Come on. Ranger. Here girl!”

      But Ranger was busy. The German Shepherd leapt up at an infected man and tore away his tentacle. Then she turned and bounded into another infected person and knocked them down. Swishing her tail back and forth, head held low, she pointed her body at one of the new aliens and snarled. Hackles raised, she crept back a few steps. It looked like she might retreat, but then she bounded forward, sprinting directly at the slug-like abomination that rose up onto its back legs like a posturing silverback.

      Teddy called out to Ranger, trying to recall her to safety, but her instincts had taken over. She leapt into the air, lips drawn back, teeth exposed. The height she gained was impressive. Her ferocious jaws were on a collision course right with the alien’s eyes.

      But the alien was ready for her.

      In less time than it took a heart to beat, the slug-like creature threw up a stubby arm and sent out a shockwave. The air rippled and Ranger disappeared, replaced by a bloody cloud of red mist. Two infected people that had been standing close by also disintegrated into nothingness.

      Teddy screamed. “Ranger! Ranger, no.”

      Helper squealed and then swished his fans. Friend. Canine. Gone.

      Cameron fired the last of his magazine and tossed down his empty rifle. He grabbed Helper by the shoulder while, at the same time, grabbing Teddy by the wrist, dragging both alien and man backwards and ordering a retreat. Helen and Fiona emptied their handguns, but the infected kept on coming. They had no option but to turn and run. Aaron stood for a moment, watching the infected pursue his friends. For some reason, none had come in his direction.

      Is it because I’m standing still? He aimed his handgun and fired his remaining shots, clipping a number of infected and killing just two. Then, with no more ammunition, he took off after the others. They had nowhere to go, but each knew they had to stay together.

      They followed Cameron, who led the retreat, while behind them an army of infected gave chase, along with three terrifying aliens that could vaporise a living creature in less than a single second.

      What the hell are we going to do? Aaron asked himself. How the hell do we fight something like that?
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      Three weeks had passed, but it felt longer. In that time, Edinburgh had become home, and Sophie had gone from being a patient in one of the city’s infirmaries to becoming a volunteer nurse. The daily routine of going to work each morning had almost made life feel normal.

      Her stab wound had healed remarkably fast, and while it still hurt to move, it amazed her that she was able to walk at all. Bending down remained out of reach, but for the most part she was fully able.

      Currently, she was rooting around in the supply trolley, searching for bandages. The ratio of supplies was peculiar. Simple things such as bandages, gauze, and antiseptic were in short supply, while antibiotics, painkillers, and prescription medicines were abundant – the result of so many dead. The number of diabetics, epileptics, and those suffering from other chronic conditions had plummeted – leaving behind the medicines meant for them – while traumatic injuries had skyrocketed, for obvious reasons.

      Most of the infirmary’s visitors came in with minor injuries – broken bones or lacerations – while the more serious casualties got admitted into the city’s actual hospitals. Many of those involved soldiers crawling back from battle, but by then it was usually too late to help them. Protocols were in place not to waste morphine and other valuable supplies on men who were infected or unlikely to survive, so many died in pain. It was heartless but practical, and Sophie saw the sense in it. Nancy, however, was a different story. Sophie’s mother-in-law complained constantly about not being allowed to help those who were suffering, and just this morning, a teenage soldier had died screaming after having been stabbed by some madman roaming outside the city. Being at war with an alien invader, one might have thought a majority of wounds would come from fighting the infected, but it appeared the army spent most of its time fighting various groups of survivors assembling in the heart of Scotland and causing trouble. Mankind was determined to make life as hard on itself as possible.

      Nancy was working at the opposite end of the infirmary, giving an old lady a bed bath. June had fallen and broken a hip, but beyond bed rest and painkillers, there was little they could do for the frail octogenarian. No surgeon alive in the city was going to spend their much-needed time on a hip replacement. Nancy took it badly, and she had been paying special attention to June’s needs.

      Perhaps she sees herself in June. Nancy’s getting old… weak. Every day seems harder for her than the last. But I’ll be there for her. She won’t be alone like June.

      Sophie had already made her morning rounds, so she trotted over to the small kitchen area at the back of the infirmary, which was basically an old factory unit full of camp beds and patio heaters. She switched on the kettle and leaned back against the cupboards, keeping one eye on her patients.

      My patients… Who would have ever thought I would be a wartime nurse?

      The infirmary had nine beds, but only four of them currently held patients. Facilities like this were all over Edinburgh, since the main hospitals were full. The Royal Infirmary was also in use as a spillover hub for the government. There was a lot of space and empty offices inside a typical city hospital apparently, so certain areas had been converted into living space for the politicians and officers, who found it prudent to stay together rather than retire to their separate homes in a city full of vulnerable and excited people. Fearful mobs had murdered several members of the previous government in the street, and it was only after the New Scottish Leadership Party had taken control that the city settled back into peace and order. Soldiers and police officers now patrolled the streets, and swift justice was dispensed via the city’s single remaining functional court. Of course, most of what Sophie knew about the city had come second-hand from the various patients and strangers she spoke to. At night, she mingled in the market square that Nancy had told her about, where many of the off-duty soldiers relaxed. Sophie was determined to discover more information about this heroic group that had headed north to destroy the corkscrews there. So far, nobody claimed to know Ryan, but Sophie had heard rumours about a Manchester lad being amongst the group. That seemed like too much of a coincidence, and every time people flowed into the gates of Edinburgh, she expected to see Ryan’s face. He was out there somewhere, probably keeping his brother, Aaron, safe. The world was in dire straits, but somehow people were surviving.

      But only those who are tough enough. Those willing to do whatever it takes.

      Sophie made herself a cuppa and sipped from it tentatively. It was a simple pleasure, and she had been trying to pay attention to those – tried to enjoy sleeping in a proper bed at night and waking to the sound of birds. While it was easy to miss things like television, fast food, and the Internet, the truth was that when you let go of them, life became much simpler. Happiness was easier to attain when it relied upon so few things. Food. Warmth. Shelter.

      Ryan.

      A patient raised a hand in the air, signalling that they needed attention. Nancy was still busy with June, so Sophie went over to check on the bedridden man. His name was Tom, a carpenter in his forties, injured yesterday by a falling timber that had broken his collarbone. He was only there for a weekend’s bed rest – a little peace and quiet, and a pass from having to queue for food – but he seemed eager to leave. He was clearly in a lot of pain, but complained only rarely. It was mainly apparent from his occasional grimace, or by the way he gritted his teeth every time he moved.

      “Tom? Everything okay?”

      He eased himself up on his pillow, grunting slightly. “Y-Yeah, I’m fine, Soph. I was just wondering if you’ve heard anything about Steve yet.”

      Sophie sighed and shook her head. Tom’s friend, Steve, had been injured in the same accident as him. The two of them had been helping to build a guard tower along the fences, but the whole thing had collapsed. While Tom had earned a broken collarbone, Steve had taken a brutal blow to the head. She’d already discovered the poor man hadn’t made it – a brain haemorrhage – but she didn’t feel she should have to be the one to tell Tom. Surely it was a job for a doctor or an officer in the army. She was just a mere helper, not even a nurse.

      His grief shouldn’t fall on me and the words I choose to use.

      Untrained volunteers ran most of the city’s pop-up infirmaries, and days could go by without Sophie seeing anyone with actual qualifications. The most she and Nancy could do for patients was clean their wounds, change their bandages, and dispense mild medications like paracetamol and codeine. Informing the next of kin – or a good buddy, at least – wasn’t in her wheelhouse.

      But this was the third time Tom had asked her, and his polite manner made it difficult to lie to him. “I already told you,” she said with a forced, pitying smile. “They admitted him to the Royal Infirmary after the accident. The doctors there are looking after him.”

      Tom nodded. “I don’t mean to nag you. It’s just… he and I are close, you know?”

      Sophie read the man’s expression and understood what he was saying. They weren’t just friends. Steve meant more to Tom than that.

      Christ, I have to tell him, don’t I? He deserves to know.

      Seriously? Why is it my problem?

      She swallowed, sat down on the bed, and sighed. “Tom, look…”

      The door at the end of the factory opened. An orderly rolled a patient in on a wheelchair, and for a moment, Sophie thought the wounded man was Ryan. Her heart missed several beats, but then she saw it was just someone of a similar age and appearance. Scruffy brown hair. Slender, toned body. He looked more like Ryan’s brother than Aaron did. The young man’s left leg was bent at an ungodly angle, yet it didn’t seem to cause him too much pain. The glazed look in his eyes made it obvious why. He was pumped full of morphine by the looks of it.

      “Got another one for ya, love!” said an orderly named Brian, a cockney who had somehow found himself in the Scottish capital. “Silly muppet broke his leg falling off a roof. Don’t ask me how, ’cos they di’n’t tell me.”

      “Okay, thanks, Brian. I’ll take it from here. You want a cuppa before you go?”

      “I’d love to, sweetheart, but I’ve gotta get back to it, ain’t I? There’s been a kerfuffle down in Blackford. Army executed a load of criminals.”

      Sophie frowned. “Criminals?”

      “Yeah. Drug dealers, I reckon. There was plenty of powder on the streets before the world ended. It ain’t got no better since. Anyway, don’t work too hard, love, because I won’t.”

      “I’ll try my best. See you later, Brian.”

      “Catch you when I see you.” He trotted back out the door, leaving it open. Sophie pulled it shut with a loud tut and then rolled the wheelchair over to a free bed at the back of the infirmary.

      Nancy had finished with June, so she came over to assist. “New arrival?”

      Sophie nodded. “He’s a bit out of it. They brought him here with a sprained wrist.”

      Nancy pulled a face and pointed. “But… his leg!”

      “I know it’s his leg. I’m joking with you.”

      Nancy rolled her eyes. “I never know when you’re joking and when you’re not these days.”

      “The entire world is pretty much one big punchline, but I can’t seem to smile. Anyway, this leg is going to need seeing to. I’ll have to go send for a doctor.”

      Nancy waved a hand. “I’ll do it. I need some fresh air.”

      “June piss herself again?”

      “Sophie! Don’t be so callous. She’s eighty-two years old, and she’s lost everyone. Four children. Gone. Outlived them all. It’s tragic.”

      Sophie sighed and tucked a few loose strands of blonde hair behind her ears. “You’re right, that sucks. How is she?”

      “As well as you would expect.”

      She put a hand on Nancy’s shoulder and looked her in the eye. “We’re going to find Ryan and Aaron. You know that, right? One day, we’re all going to be together again.”

      Nancy put a hand to her mouth and coughed before speaking. “I wish that, too, Sophie, but it doesn’t make it any easier to think about all the people who won’t get to be reunited with their loved ones. Oh, Sophie, there’s been so much loss – so much pain. The air is thick with it. I can barely breathe.”

      Sophie thought the only thing the air was thick with was an acidic stench that no one seemed to be able to get rid of. Rather than say that, however, she gave Nancy a quick hug and told her to go take a break. June was sleeping now and the other patients were all fine.

      So Nancy exited to go summon a doctor while Sophie wheeled the patient in the wheelchair around so that he was facing the room. She knelt in front of the young man and snapped her fingers. “Hey, you with me?”

      The man looked up, suddenly less dozy than he had first appeared. “I’m just about coping,” he said with a mild local accent. “You ever snapped your tibia?”

      “Can’t say that I have. What’s it like?”

      “Not great. The drugs are helping, but the pain is coming back.”

      Sophie reached around and checked a slip of paper attached to the back of his chair. “You can’t have any morphine for another hour or two, but I can give you something else. It should feel better when someone comes and sets your leg.”

      “Wonderful. How long is that likely to be?”

      Less than an hour if you’re extremely lucky. Less than a day if you’re not. “Hopefully not very long. My colleague has gone to fetch someone. My name’s Sophie, by the way. What’s yours?”

      “Nathan.”

      “Where are you from, Nathan?”

      “Here. I’m a lecturer at the university. History, mainly.”

      Sophie raised an eyebrow. “Wow. So tell me, what is a history lecturer doing up on a roof? Brian said you fell.”

      “I like to get up high. Gives one a better view of the big picture.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that it’s every man’s duty to see what’s going on around him. I was on the roof because I was being nosy.”

      “Nosy? Nosy about what?”

      “Can I trust you?”

      She shrugged. “I guess. Doctor-patient confidentiality and all that.”

      “You’re not a doctor, but I’ll take my chances.” He looked her up and down for a moment with his great big pupils, but it wasn’t in a leering manner – more simple curiosity. “I was trying to see into the loading bay of the big lorry depot near the docks. The so-called government has gradually been cutting rations because of so-called shortages, but I wanted to see for myself how supplies are looking.”

      “And?”

      “And politicians lie now as much as they did before. The lorry yard is piled high with rations, and I also know, via several contacts, that the fishing fleet is bringing in regular hauls. There’s no reason the city can’t remain fed indefinitely – especially now that the nearby farmland is being restored.”

      Sophie straightened up and then sat on the bed, crossing her legs and placing her hands in her lap. “Our entire infrastructure is destroyed, our livestock gone, crops killed off.”

      “Yes, but we also lost ninety per cent of our population. Left behind are food processing plants, fisheries, sugar refineries, and warehouses full of undelivered food. We have enough supplies to keep everyone fed for an entire year, by which time we’ll be self-sustaining again. The NSLP is lying to everyone. Control the food, control the populace.”

      “Oh brother. I thought the days of conspiracy theorists were over.”

      Nathan gave her a lopsided smile that reminded her of Ryan. “You mean the type of weirdos on the Internet who used to say that aliens were real? Yeah, what were they thinking?”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that one, but why would the NSLP want to control the city?”

      “Because, in wartime, autocracy is more effective than democracy.”

      “Say that to Winston Churchill.”

      He chuckled a little patronisingly. “We didn’t win World War Two because of democracy, miss. We won it because of technology and numbers. The United States, Great Britain, and Russia combined is what won us the war. In fact, if left to our own devices, we likely would have been utterly conquered, and would now remember Winston Churchill for the ill-tempered drunk he was.”

      “I think that’s debatable. Either way, we have an enemy to fight, so who cares about the politics going on behind the scenes?”

      Ryan – Nathan! – shook his head at her. “Because taking power is simple when a nation is on its knees, but that power is built upon weak foundations and will eventually crumble. Every empire falls to ruin. Ancient Greece was a force to be reckoned with until constant infighting caused it to decay. The Roman Empire’s constant politicking and need for conquest split it right in two. Britain was conquered a dozen times over before it became what it is today.”

      “Let me guess, you taught ancient History, right?”

      “Classical and contemporary.”

      Sophie shrugged. “Well, I don’t get your point. The Roman Empire was pretty great, wasn’t it? Gave us sewers and roads and stuff.”

      “And wine. Don’t forget the wine.”

      “Sure. Anyway, it didn’t collapse overnight, and before it did, it kicked half the world’s arse. A Roman Empire would be a good thing right now, I think.”

      “Perhaps. But what about after? Say we win this war… Do we go back two thousand years, to a time of conquering each other, enslaving each other, and forming new nations? How many will die in the resulting pandemonium? We might avoid extermination only to suffer our own self-made extinction. Rome possessed no nuclear weapons.”

      Sophie blew air out of her nose. “You know, for a guy pumped full of morphine, you’re quite the buzzkill. Whatever you believe, I think most people are just focusing on staying alive right now, one day at a time.”

      “And that’s why this city – and our very species – is in danger. While the plebs are worrying about their rumbling tummies, those in power are solidifying their rule. If what I hear is true – that we have started to make headway against the enemy – then we could gain victory at the cost of everything.”

      “So what do you suggest?”

      “Anarchy.”

      “What? How is that going to help?”

      “I say anarchy in the sense of no government. We must all fight together, standing side by side as equals. If we exist only to follow orders, then we will either die or become slaves when all this is through. But if we fight for our own self-interest, and for those standing to either side of us, then no de facto power-grabber will be able to claim victory when the dust settles.”

      “And then what? Who rules after we reclaim our country?”

      “The people, of course. Is there any other reason to go through all of this if we just go back to the same way of living? If we fight and succeed beneath the banner of whichever government claims authority, then that victory will be attributed to the politicians and bureaucrats, instead of the people who actually bled for it. Anarchy is our only chance of survival, not just for tomorrow, but into the future. Nations make enemies of us all.”

      Sophie didn’t know what to say. There was a certain sense to what the man was saying, despite him being high as a kite, and she had witnessed the poor and the hungry in the streets for herself. Two-thirds of Edinburgh’s population was disenfranchised, the people focused solely on their own suffering. Only the men and women with guns and government titles held status.

      But what if those cold and hungry thousands rose up and fought alongside the army? They would no longer be disenfranchised; they would be proud and driven and strong. Then, once the war was won, all would have an equal claim to whatever remained. Mankind would be united in bravery and strength.

      With the way things were, though, if the enemy was ever defeated, an elite few would claim victory. Everyone else would automatically fall into a lower class, subservient to their triumphant protectors. The government.

      Sophie grunted and rubbed at her temples. “You make my head hurt.”

      “Good. It’s my job to make you think. Think about whether a minority of men has an inherent right to own the majority. Then, when you come to your answer, do what you feel is right.”

      Outside, a series of gunshots rang out.

      Nathan huffed. “More fertiliser for the fields of democracy.”

      “It’s the infection,” said Sophie. “People deserve a merciful end.”

      “Is that what you tell yourself? I haven’t seen an infected person in days, have you? In fact, from what I hear, the whole of Scotland is clean. The fungus is gone, which begs the question… who exactly are they shooting out there?”

      Sophie thought about what Brian had said about criminals being executed in Blackford. Had they really been drug dealers?

      Another pair of shots rang out.

      “That’s the sound of slavery,” said Nathan. “The sound of liberty being stolen. I see it every second of every day. It’s time to act before it’s too late. Anarchy. We need it.”

      “Look, Nathan, you need to calm down. You’re high right now, which is making you a little loose-lipped. Be quiet, okay? It’s in your best interests.”

      “Spoken like a true tyrant.”

      “I’m not a tyrant, you moron. I just don’t want the next gunshot to be aimed at your head. We can talk again later when you’ve got your wits about you, but you’re too trusting with your words right now.”

      He gave her a stern look. “I’ve got all my wits about me, miss, don’t you worry.”

      She glared at him. “I’m trying to help you, Nathan.”

      He leant back in the wheelchair and sighed, but then he gave her a nod, as if he understood that her advice was well-intended. It was just in time, too, because Nancy marched in then with a military doctor at her side. Once again, Sophie couldn’t help but think that mankind was making survival much harder than it needed to be.

      “Everything okay?” Nancy asked Sophie as they stepped aside to let the doctor work on Nathan’s leg. “You look rattled.”

      “It’s our newest patient,” she whispered. “I can’t work out if he’s a terrorist or a freedom fighter. Either way, he frightens me. He frightens me about what’s to come.” She turned away and started walking.

      “Where are you going?” Nancy asked her.

      She nodded towards Tom who was laying in his bed, staring up at the ceiling. “I’m going to go and break some bad news,” she said, “because I have a feeling there’s going to be a lot more to come.”

      

      Cameron tripped, stumbled, and then twisted his ankle. Falling down in the fungus-covered rubble, he swore non-stop for almost a full minute. Aaron couldn’t help the big Scot up one-handed, so it wasn’t until Teddy came to help that they got him back on his feet. Aaron thanked Teddy for his assistance, but Teddy was just acting on autopilot. He didn’t blink or make eye contact with any of them, and as soon as he was no longer needed, he stepped back and stared off into the distance.

      “I’ve done me bloody ankle,” said Cameron, growling. “Feck. Feck. Feck.” He tried to put his weight down on it, but the pain was too much, even for him. He wrapped an arm around Aaron’s shoulder while Helen helped him from the other side. “Come on, let’s just keep moving. I need to find somewhere to take a shite.”

      They set off again, a ragtag group of survivors fleeing to nowhere. The aliens from the sphere hadn’t given chase, but the infected were everywhere. Aaron could hear them screeching and chattering all around. The alien’s arrival seemed to have awoken them somehow – excited them.

      Takers. Helper called them takers.

      “Where the hell do we go?” asked Fiona, searching around in a panic. “The fungus is everywhere. The infected are surrounding us.”

      Helper was clearly suffering – still bleeding blue gloop from his missing fan. He gingerly lifted his remaining appendage and caused the nearby fungus to recede, but he was slower at getting rid of it now. Any fat little bugs that made it onto their clothing shrivelled up and died. Hopefully, any fungus trying to worm its way beneath their flesh would die, too.

      Aaron couldn’t help picturing Ranger exploding in a bloody mist. While he hadn’t known the dog long enough to love her, she had been a part of the group as much as any of them. Ranger had fought for the group, protected the group, and had died for the group. That gave the German Shepherd full membership as far as Aaron was concerned. Her loss weighed heavily on all of them. No one said anything, but it was clear. It was obvious.

      They trudged their way through the fungus-covered rubble for nearly an hour, Cameron struggling more and more as his ankle swelled. In their terror, they had taken off in a dangerous sprint, and it was a miracle their group had got away with only a swollen ankle. Still, it was a hindrance they couldn’t afford.

      The enemy is going to find us. The infected… their eyes are on us. I feel them. Hundreds of eyes. We need to get out of here.

      They eventually broke free of the housing estate they had fled into and entered a more commercial area with wider roads. The fungus-covered buildings were larger and spaced well apart. Fiona pointed to a building fifty metres away. “What about in there?” she asked. “The entrance looks clear. We might be able to get inside with Helper’s… help.”

      “What is it?” asked Helen. “It looks like a leisure centre. Is there nowhere better we can hide? What about a supermarket?”

      “Right now,” said Fiona, “anywhere with a roof and four walls will do. All the other buildings are too overgrown with fungus or collapsed.”

      It was true. A lot of the buildings in the area seemed to have fallen in on themselves, perhaps due to the fires that had raged early on in the invasion, but the leisure centre’s wide single-storey building appeared mostly intact. Its front entrance – a set of glass double doors – was more or less clear. While the fungus clung to glass as readily as any other surface, it didn’t seem to thrive as well as it did on brick, cement, and flesh.

      “Let’s just check it out,” said Aaron, feeling a shiver down the back of his neck. “We need to get inside before those creatures find us. We can’t fight them. They shrugged off our gunfire like it was nothing, and they… they…” He didn’t need to say it. They all saw the damage the strange new creatures could do.

      “Aye,” said Cameron. “I need to get off this sodding ankle. Let’s check the place oot before we lose the option. Then we’ll put our heids together once we’re oot of sight.”

      They trudged across the road, moving a little slower to allow Helper more time to clear the fungus ahead. Even though they had lost only one of their number, their group suddenly felt small.

      Dwindling.

      Several infected rose from the fungus of what must have been a car park. Helper redirected his focus and obliterated them with his remaining fan. Their green flesh peeled back from their bones as they crumpled to the ground.

      Aaron and the others made it over to the building safely, but when Aaron looked back into the distance, he saw movement. The whispers in his head grew louder, spoke over themselves. The takers were pursuing them. He felt it.

      They’re getting closer.

      Perhaps the alien overlords had needed a moment to orientate themselves after crashing down on Earth, but they were wide awake now – and hunting for prey.

      “We need to get inside,” said Aaron. “Right now.”

      “Working on it, lad. Helper, do yer thing.”

      Takers. Death. Hide.

      “Aye. Let’s hide.”

      Helper focused on the fungus covering the swimming pool’s entrance and raised his fan. The fungus blackened, but it did so painfully slowly. Everyone stood in a huddle, adrenaline coursing through their veins and making them shake.

      Aaron wanted to double over and vomit. Along with the whispers, his head was full of angry buzzing flies. His face tingled like it was next to a stove, and once again, he felt an arm that wasn’t there. His missing hand ached.

      “Come on, Helper,” said Fiona, hugging herself tightly. “Please be quicker.”

      Aaron peered off into the distance. Back in the housing estate, something moved in the middle of the road. He saw nothing clearly, but the air seemed to shimmer and come alive.

      More infected rose from the car park and immediately turned towards the leisure centre.

      What good is hiding if the enemy sees where we go?

      Somehow, in their retreat, everyone had kept ahold of their rucksacks. Aaron slipped his off now and unfastened one of the Velcro pockets. From inside, he grabbed a combat knife taken from a soldier at the Dew Drop – exactly the same as the one Cameron had used to slice off his tentacle. Helen saw the knife and asked what Aaron was doing.

      “Stay here and get inside,” he said. “I need to make sure no one sees us.”

      “What? You can’t deal with all of those infected people by yourself.”

      “I can!” Somehow, he knew he could. “Just… trust me. Stay here.”

      Before anyone could stop him, Aaron marched into the car park. He imagined the nearby buildings being full of sofas and pet supplies, and hundreds of cheerful people shopping and enjoying the fruits of their labour. It had all been taken away.

      Aaron told the whispers in his head to shut up. To shut the fecking hell up.

      I’m going to quieten you all.

      The nearest infected person was barely human, just a bulbous lump of fungus pottering around on two thick stumps. Like all infected, it had tentacles and talons, but those remained inert, swinging gently by its sides.

      Aaron stepped right up to the disgusting creature and smelled its damp, mossy odour. “Do you see me?” he whispered. “Are you one of the voices in my head?”

      The creature gave no reply. In fact, it didn’t even seem to realise that Aaron was standing right in front of it. Even when he lifted his knife and planted it into what seemed to be the creature’s skull, it did nothing. It just fell lifelessly to the ground, not even making a sound.

      Aaron marched up to the next infected and repeated the process. The creature didn’t resist as he executed it.

      The infected didn’t see him.

      For he was one of them. An inhuman whisper.

      But I still have a human conscience and the memories of what being human means.

      Aaron strolled around the car park, methodically executing the infected until there were none left. Within five minutes, he had dispatched a dozen of them, and he hurried back to rejoin the others.

      Helper had made progress on clearing the entrance, and one of the glass doors was now almost completely clear. Helen stared at Aaron as he approached. “Did I… Did I just see that? The infected ignored you. Even while you killed them.”

      “I lost my tentacle, but not my alien membership card, it seems. They won’t attack me because they think I’m one of them – or maybe they just don’t sense me at all. Whatever the reason, it means I can protect us. I can keep us safe.”

      “Let’s cross that bridge later, Little English. For now, we’re getting our heids doon and making a plan.”

      “Of course,” said Aaron. “Can I lend a hand?”

      Everyone groaned.

      They waited another minute for Helper to clear the last of the fungus from the entrance, and then Helen threw her shoulder against the door. It was stiff, but unlocked, so after a few more shoves it opened enough for everybody to slip through, even Helper.

      Everyone went inside, one by one, but Aaron went in last. Before he entered, he turned back towards the housing estate where the air continued to shimmer. There was something there, perhaps watching them. Perhaps waiting to give chase and devour them.

      Are we truly hiding? Or are we just leaving ourselves with no place to run?

      Aaron and the others found themselves inside a gloomy reception area, with a high desk, several plastic seats, and a row of vending machines, all of which were empty. Oddly, the interior was completely free of fungus, as if the growth had stopped at the door.

      “This place is clean,” said Fiona. “The vending machines have been smashed open and the magazine racks are empty.”

      Cameron frowned, but he seemed to follow what she was thinking. “Ye think someone swiped the mags to build a fire?”

      Fiona pointed at the walls, where tiny scraps of paper clung to drawing pins. “The posters have been ripped from the walls and the leaflet holder on the desk is empty, too. I think someone tried to survive here.”

      “Well hopefully they made it someplace safe,” said Helen. “Although I doubt it.”

      “Really wish them vending machines weren’t empty,” said Cameron. “Could murder a Twix and an Irn-Bru.”

      “Ooh,” said Helen. “A Double Decker and a pack of salt and vinegar Walkers for me. I’d kill every one of ye for that.”

      “Thanks,” said Fiona, trying to refasten her ponytail. She was shivering slightly.

      Teddy moved away from the group. “Come on,” he muttered, “let’s check this place out. I need to sit down, or puke. I haven’t decided yet.” He stormed off around a corner and disappeared.

      Fiona shook her head and folded her arms. “Poor Ranger. I can’t believe it.”

      “It was just a dog,” said Helen. “Let’s not fall to pieces about it.”

      Fiona nodded silently.

      “Come on,” said Cameron, still holding onto Helen for support. “Let’s make sure the kid nae does himself in. He loved that mutt.”

      “Hey,” said Aaron, having a thought. “Maybe the pool’s still filled. We can go for a swim, just like I wanted.”

      Fiona gave him a glum smirk. “Back at the Dew Drop, right? Yeah, maybe you’ll get your wish.”

      “The water’ll be filthy,” said Cameron. “Count me oot, lad.”

      “It can’t be any filthier than you,” said Aaron.

      “Just… help me walk, will ye, Little English, before I take you in there and drown ye.”

      They headed around the same corner Teddy had, which led to a set of interior doors with an electric switch to one side. With the power off, the magnetic lock was inoperable, so Fiona shoved both doors open while Helen and Aaron helped Cameron through into the following corridor. It led, according to the signs, to male and female changing rooms, a basketball court, and a sauna. Straight ahead, however, was a door labelled POOL AND GALLERY. That was where they headed.

      They expected to find Teddy inside – and they did – but they hadn’t expected to find him with his hands in the air and a spike to his throat.

      “What the feck?” Cameron raised his fists.

      A dozen people glared from the far side of an empty pool that was filled with bedrolls and blankets. Standing alone by the entrance, and holding an improvised pike to Teddy’s throat, was a skinhead with tattoos on his face. He did not look happy.

      “Who the fook are you people, and how did you get here?”

      Cameron kept his fists raised. “We’re human, pal. Is that nae enough for ye to put doon the weapons?”

      “Nowhere near close, mate,” said the tattooed man. “This is our place, and you’re trespassing.”

      “And a grand place it is too, fella. Got a real pleasant atmosphere of BO and piss.”

      Teddy groaned. “Seriously, Cam, can you try not to be an arsehole when there’s a spike against my throat?”

      “Aye. Sorry, lad. Force of habit.”

      “You all need to leave,” demanded the skinhead. The people behind him on the other side of the pool were clearly anxious at their arrival. They didn’t seem like fighters.

      “But we just got here,” said Cameron. “Haven’t had a brew yet. How’s aboot a wee crumpet?”

      The skinhead shoved the pike harder against Teddy’s throat and made him squeal. “I’m not messing around. You people need to turn around and—”

      Helper. Humans. Ally. Helper toddled forwards, oblivious to the peril they were in – or at least, that Teddy was in.

      “Don’t freak out,” said Aaron, putting up his hand. “It’s okay. He’s not dangerous. Please!”

      The skinhead lowered his pike and chuckled. “Oh, I know he’s not dangerous. We have one too.”

      Slowly, Aaron and his companions followed the man’s gaze to the far side of the empty pool. There, a big blue three-legged alien waved a pair of fans at them. Helper. Ally. Friends. Brother.

      Helper grew excited, hopping back and forth. He lifted his remaining fan and shot back a message. Brother. Warrior. Fighter. Then he made a bunch of high-pitched whistles that the other alien responded to in kind.

      “Well, this is unexpected,” said Cameron. “What are you people all doing in here?”

      The skinhead narrowed his eyes. “Could ask you the same thing, matey. Is it not still a jungle out there? Or is it safe now?”

      “Nowhere near safe, pal. Sorry.”

      “We’re working on it, though,” said Aaron.

      The skinhead flinched and raised his pike again. “Christ almighty! Get this kid the hell out of here. He’s infected!”

      “I’m not,” said Aaron, shaking his head adamantly.

      “Your eye… It’s fooking green, mate.”

      “Only the one. Look, I was infected, but then I was cured. I’m no danger to any of you, I swear.”

      Teddy shifted awkwardly. “Not no more anyway. He used to have a monster arm he couldn’t control, but we chopped it off. S’all good now. He’s telling the truth. He’s… ’armless.”

      The stranger groaned. “You people aren’t here to rescue us, are you?” He scratched his chin where there was a tiny crucifix tattooed in the stubbly cleft. He had been managing to shave.

      “Wish we were here to rescue you,” said Cameron, “but we’re just looking to keep our bums oot the fire. There’s something nasty outside. Something new.”

      “New?”

      Cameron nodded. “The alien bastards what sent the fungus have just arrived in a big metal testicle.”

      “It was more like a giant ball bearing,” said Fiona.

      “Helper called them takers,” said Aaron. “They’re behind everything. Behind it all. They want our planet for themselves. The fungus was sent here to make it suitable for them.”

      The skinhead glanced back at his companions, who continued to huddle anxiously on the far side of the empty pool. Then he turned back to Cameron with an eyebrow raised. “You talking about the earthquakes? We all felt them. Like something crashing to the ground.”

      “Aye. That’s exactly what it was, pal. Big testicle crashed doon and spilled out little green men. ’Cept they were more like big slugs with legs. Ye seen the critters what spread the fungus? Yeah, like them, but much, much bigger.”

      “Then you all better come in and tell us all about it, mate. Afraid we have no crumpets to offer you, though. We’re pretty much out of food.”

      Cameron smiled. “Then we come bearing gifts, pal. Or, more to the point, rucksacks full of tinned food and snacks. Consider it payment for ye hospitality.”

      The skinhead’s grin stretched wide, stretching out the tattoos under his jaw. “Then welcome to our little pool party, friends. The name’s Coben.”

      

      It took more than an hour for both sides to catch up on each other’s stories. After the pool group shared their experiences, Cameron told them the tales of Choirikell and Culdrake. Each group had survived misery, misfortune, and death. It would be a contest to decide who’d had it worst.

      The swimming pool’s caretaker, Ben, was friends with Coben, who was the manager of a nearby charity shop, and also a local AA group leader. When reports had first come through about an alien invasion, they had got together to purchase and stockpile as many supplies at the pool as they could afford. Coben and Ben had then gathered a dozen vulnerable people from the local area and brought them together for safety. They had intended to gather more, but then the fungus had hit and the mission came to a premature end. Those who had made it to the swimming pool had then locked themselves away, and when the fungus arrived on their doorstep, they had used chemicals to keep it at bay. Rationing their supplies and keeping out of sight had allowed them to survive.

      Until they ran out of food and chemicals.

      When supplies had started to run low, Coben and a few other volunteers went out searching for more, breaking into the nearby abandoned shops and factories. They quickly plundered another month’s worth of food, but lost three of their number in the effort. The infected were everywhere and impossible to avoid. To make matters worse, the fungus started to creep inside the swimming pool’s building, and without chemicals, they could no longer keep it at bay. All had seemed lost…

      Until a chunk of metal had crashed through the roof of the basketball court and spat out a terrifying blue alien with three legs and two strange appendages. Turned out, though, that the alien was friendly, with a knack for keeping the fungus at bay. The strange creature kept them safe. They named him Papa.

      That had been six weeks ago, and the group had been hiding inside the swimming pool ever since, unwilling to risk another deadly excursion to gather supplies, although it would soon become necessary if they didn’t want to starve.

      “Why didn’t you leave the pool filled?” asked Fiona. “Couldn’t you have drunk the water?”

      Ben, the pool’s manager, shrugged his shoulders. He was a grey-haired man with sharp cheek bones. “Fifty thousand litres of standing water with poor ventilation and no sunlight. That’s a recipe for legionnaires’ disease, so no thank you. We gathered enough bottled water before we locked down, so we didn’t need to take that risk. We also filled buckets from the mains – before it dried up – and sealed them with cling film. All the tinned food we got cheap from a wholesaler. Problem is, we underestimated the amount that people eat when they have nothing else to do. We only planned to be here for a few weeks.”

      “It’s a miracle you’re all still alive,” said Fiona, smiling.

      “I suppose it is,” said Coben, rubbing his hands together in some kind of self-soothing gesture. “How many other people are left?”

      “The world ended,” said Cameron. “What do ye think?”

      Coben sighed. “We got caught with our trousers down. If only we’d known…”

      “Like we said,” Cameron muttered, “we’re fighting back. They ain’t won yet.”

      “We had a plan until the takers arrived,” said Aaron. “Now we’re hiding instead of getting things done. If we’re going to—”

      Cameron put a hand up to dismiss his complaint. “Calm doon, lad. We can afford to take a night.”

      The whispers in Aaron’s head told him that wasn’t true.

      We’re not safe here.

      Everyone sat for a while, basking in the heat of a paraffin heater running off a green and red gas canister. It was the last bottle, according to Coben, but tonight was a special occasion. The people at the pool had feared never seeing another human being again, and spirits had apparently got pretty low, culminating in a suicide a few nights ago. The dead woman had left behind a seven-year-old daughter who was now being raised collectively. Her name was Edith, and she had a stuffed banana to her name and nothing else.

      Aaron sat a little way off from the group, by himself. He didn’t seem to feel the cold like the others, so he didn’t want to hog the warmth from the heater. His appetite wasn’t up to much either, so he watched the others enjoy the tinned food and snacks while he chewed on the last of his jerky. As he did so, his attention turned to Helper and the other blue alien.

      Helper and Papa were almost identical, but Papa was almost a foot taller. Does that mean Helper is a girl? Papa also had a collection of narrow white streaks through his flesh that reminded Aaron of that stinky cheese he couldn’t remember the name of. The two aliens clicked and whistled at each other quietly, almost like they had similar manners to humans and didn’t want to speak too loudly. Now and then, they would raise their fans and make shapes to one other.

      How many of Helper’s… people are here? If we’ve stumbled upon two all by ourselves, then there must be more. Lots more.

      Can they help us? Or are they as beaten and afraid as we are?

      Aaron watched Helper for a while longer until something caused him to gasp. Helper had made an image of Ranger with his fans. He was telling Papa about the dog, and the whistle Papa gave off sounded almost sympathetic. Helper slumped as though he were sad.

      Teddy shuffled up beside Aaron. “Is it weird that I’m angry?” he asked. “Angry at an alien.”

      Aaron frowned. “Angry about what?”

      “Angry that Ranger loved Helper more than me.”

      “I don’t think that’s true. They were just…”

      “Buddies.” Teddy chuckled and wiped at his eyes. “It’s stupid, I know, but that bloody dog was all I had. When I was with the doc, doing… doing bad things, Ranger never judged me. I got to be kind when it was just me and her. She kept me in touch with the good parts of myself. Without her, I think… I think I would have lost myself for good.”

      Aaron nodded. “I get that. I feel the same way about all of you. If I had to do this alone, I don’t know what I would become. I feel like half a person as it is.”

      “We have your back, Aaron. Even if you wig out and attack us sometimes for no good reason.” He rubbed at his arms, which were covered in grubby bandages.

      “Does it hurt? Where I cut you?”

      “Only in about a dozen places, but it’s nothing that won’t heal.” He nodded to the group huddled around the patio heater and munching on cans of beans and ravioli. “Can you believe all these people survived in here, right in the middle of the fungus?”

      “I’ve learned that people can survive anywhere if they stick together. Also, it helps to have a friendly alien with you.”

      “I figured Helper was the only one,” said Teddy. “Guess not, huh?”

      “I always assumed there were more. Let’s hope an army of his people came here to help. Without Helper, we never would have made it this far.”

      “I hear that. The git still stole my dog, though.”

      They both chuckled, but then fell to silence, watching Helper and Papa at the far side of the pool. Both aliens had stopped conversing and were now standing quietly side by side. The little girl, Edith, who had lost her mother to suicide, had wandered near to them, and when Helper noticed her presence, he turned. The girl was clearly used to aliens, so she didn’t flinch, but she did, however, take a step back, clutching her stuffed banana. This was a friendly alien, but it wasn’t her friendly alien.

      Helper raised his fan and made it vibrate. For a moment, it almost looked like he was going to grab her, but then an image appeared in the bristling fibres of his appendage. It was a monkey wearing a tutu, of all things.

      Teddy looked at Aaron and frowned. “The hell is that?”

      “Something from his databank, maybe. His species must have collected all kinds of information about us.”

      “Like the words he uses, huh? They’re more like recordings than speech. Like he’s hitting a button and playing back sounds.”

      Aaron nodded. “He travelled light years across the universe equipped only with knowledge. Perhaps we should learn something from that.”

      They watched Helper interact with Edith for another minute, both of them smiling when the child broke into laughter. Alongside the monkey in a tutu, Helper displayed a cartoon hippo balancing on a giant ball, and a windswept dog with its tongue dangling out and its lips pulled back. It was as though he was playing clips from Alien YouTube. He understood humour, if only on a basic level.

      “How do you think he gathered all the knowledge?” asked Teddy. “All the stuff he knows about us?”

      Aaron shrugged. It was something he’d already given a lot of thought to. “Through the airwaves. Radio waves, satellite signals… how much of our information bounced off into space, do you think? Helper’s people must have intercepted it somehow, from so far away we probably can’t even imagine.”

      “We really don’t know shit about shit, do we?” Teddy shook his head wistfully. “There’s an entire universe out there filled with life and technology that we’ll never even know about. It’s scary, but awesome, too, if you think about it.”

      Aaron studied Helper again, in awe of the alien’s natural empathy towards a sad little human child. “We’re all the same, Teddy. No matter what place we come from, we all just want a life that doesn’t hurt.”

      Teddy nodded. “Yeah, I feel that. Maybe when this is all over, we—”

      Helper and Papa reacted at the same time. Both aliens threw up their fans and let out high-pitched screeches.

      Everyone at the pool leapt to their feet.

      “What the hell is happening?” Coben demanded, moving around the edge of the group like a sheepdog keeping its lambs together. His hands went to his ears and he grimaced. “What are they doing?”

      “I don’t know,” said Aaron, leaping up beside Teddy. “Helper’s never made that sound before.”

      “Neither has Papa,” said Ben, his hair suddenly seeming even greyer.

      Takers. Enemy. Death.

      “They’re here,” said Aaron. “They’ve found us.”

      Coben shook his head. “Who?”

      Teddy backed up against the wall. “The takers? But how? How did they know we were in here?” He eyed Aaron, suddenly suspicious.

      “You’re thinking I’m to blame,” said Aaron. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe they can sense I’m here. Or maybe it has nothing to do with me and they can simply smell us through the walls. Either way, it changes nothing.”

      Teddy nodded. “You’re right, man. I’m sorry. The infected can’t sense you, so why would anything else?”

      Helen grabbed her rucksack and started pulling out the contents. She produced the small metal container full of grenades. “Who cares why they’re here,” she said. “Let’s just kill them.”

      Helper and Papa continued freaking out. Everyone panicked. The people in the swimming pool had survived by hiding, not fighting. They were terrified.

      But no danger presented itself.

      The pool had several entrances – via two changing rooms, a viewing gallery, and various fire escapes – but the group’s primary focus of concern was the fungus-covered window at the far end of the cavernous space. It was floor to ceiling and twenty feet high, and let in moonlight only through a few tiny gaps between the green fibres clinging to the outside. Everyone looked towards it at the same time, seeming to sense the threat in unison.

      The window exploded.

      Fortunately, no one was standing in the shower of glass and fungus that rained down, but it didn’t stop everyone from screaming out from the sudden shock. The air shimmered in the space where the window had been, and multiple colours faded into view. Limbs formed from thin air as a taker took shape.

      Coben stood with his eyes bulging. “What the hell is that?”

      Up close, the heavyset creature was eight or nine feet tall, two-thirds of which was taken up by its slender torso. It clomped through the broken window on its two thick legs, crunching broken glass against the tiled floor. Briefly, it surveyed the scene in front of it – twenty screaming humans – and then lumbered forward like a grizzly bear, letting out a roar like a dozen thunders.

      Everyone made a break for it, but they were immediately cut off as a second creature appeared in the corridor that Aaron and the others had used to enter the pool area. The taker threw up a stubby arm and released another of those deadly pulses, obliterating three screaming pool survivors in a cloud of blood and guts – including Ben, the pool’s manager.

      “What the fuck did you bring here?” Coben yelled at Cameron.

      “Sorry, pal. Buy ye a beer?”

      “Go fook yourself.” Coben grabbed his pike from where he’d left it leaning against the wall and hurled it over the empty pool towards the taker standing in the corridor. It pierced the creature right through the centre of its slender torso, and it let out a thunderous roar matching that of its companion. Steaming orange blood burst from the wound. A rancid stench filled the air.

      “Good shot,” said Cameron, and he grabbed Coben by the arm, dragging him towards one of the changing room exits.

      Coben shrugged himself free. “I can’t leave them.”

      “They’re fecked, pal. I’m sorry.”

      “No. I need to stop this. I need to do something.”

      Aaron moved towards the wounded taker in the corridor, hoping it wouldn’t sense him, but it immediately raised its arm and sent out a shockwave. Aaron threw himself to the ground just in time. His hair blew back as the air turned hot and whooshed above his head. Behind him, two people turned to bloody vapour. Aaron breathed them in and tried not to gag.

      The alien’s pulse had seemed weaker than the first. Was it because the alien was injured, or because its attack needed recharging?

      From on his belly, Aaron saw Helper and Papa race over to tackle the other taker by the broken window. Papa raised both fans and made them vibrate. The taker roared and stumbled back, a thin line of flesh parting across its pale green chest and leaking orange fluid.

      Aaron narrowed his eyes and clenched his fist. That’s it, Papa. Kill the fucking thing.

      The taker screeched as the thin line lengthened, leaking more and more foul-smelling alien blood, but then the creature seemed to steel itself. It regained its balance, paused, and forced itself forward like it was walking into a strong wind. Its chest continued to split open, guts leaking out of its torso, but defiantly, it threw up an arm.

      And that was the end of Papa.

      The tall blue alien erupted like a balloon full of blue paint. His blood spattered the walls and floors.

      Helper made a gargling sound that caused the taker to stagger backwards. Then he raised his vibrating fan and the taker’s slender torso split open horizontally. It tried to raise an arm, but the movement and weight caused its heavy upper half to slide forward and detach from the lower, dragging orange entrails with it. Both halves slumped to the tiles and slid over the edge of the pool, splatting at the bottom.

      “Papa!” Edith dropped to her knees beside the bloody puddle that had been Papa. She dropped her stuffed banana and put both hands in the blue mess. “Papa, come back!”

      Helper reached out with his fan and tried to gather the girl up, but his limbs weren’t meant for such things. He succeeded only in smothering the girl, and she leapt back up and ran away.

      Aaron’s head filled with buzzing crickets. He was momentarily lost, unable to focus or move. He placed a finger against his temple and pressed hard, trying to open up a hole to let the noise out. It didn’t work, but he was able to break free of his stupor when Teddy grabbed him by the arm and yanked him to his feet.

      “We have to go,” said Teddy.

      Aaron nodded.

      Cameron stood in the male changing room’s entryway, ushering everyone through. Helen was on her knees struggling with the clasp on the metal grenade container. Fiona grabbed her and pulled her up. “It’s not worth it,” she said.

      “We need to fight,” said Helen, clutching the metal crate against her chest as she back-pedalled into the changing room’s entrance. “I want to kill them. I want to see them bleed.”

      “Not now. These people need to get out of here. We have a child to protect.” That seemed to get through to Helen. She turned and ran.

      The taker in the corridor rushed forward, entering the pool area proper. Coben’s pike had remained embedded in its torso, but it slid free now as the massive creature loped forward.

      Frightened humans bunched up against one another, shoving and fighting to make it into one of the exits. It was every man, woman, and child for themselves.

      The taker raised its stubby arm.

      “Get down,” Aaron shouted, and he leapt on top of Teddy. The two of them crashed against the tiles and were soundly trampled by fleeing feet.

      But those fleeing feet suddenly vanished.

      Aaron looked up and had to shield his eyes as a bloody pall drenched him. Teddy moaned beside him, also covered in blood. The people who had been fleeing were gone.

      “Get up,” said Fiona, appearing behind them. “Quick!”

      They leapt up and scrambled towards Cameron, still waiting for them in the entryway to the changing room. He bellowed at them to get a move on. His expression was one of terror.

      The taker rushed around the empty pool, barging a woman over the edge and into the empty deep end. Her head cracked open against the tiles and spat out a jagged star of blood.

      Coben roared and threw himself at the alien, thumping at the fleshy lump of its head. It had no effect, and the taker lifted its arm and batted him aside like a fly. Coben stayed on his feet but staggered in a daze towards the edge of the pool. Aaron leapt out and grabbed him, keeping him from falling into the deep end. Coben didn’t thank him, he just clutched his ribs and wheezed as Aaron dragged him to safety.

      Everyone piled through into the male changing room, but Aaron paused in the entryway. Helper was yet to make it through. The alien was hurrying towards the taker, raising his fan and making rapid vibrations. The taker’s wound from Coben’s pike split open and spat steaming orange blood. The taker roared and threw up a stubby arm to obliterate Helper.

      No. No, please.

      Helper collided with the taker, knocking it back a step on its lumbering legs. It sent out a pulse from its arm that sailed harmlessly over the top of the empty pool.

      Aaron called out from the doorway as Cameron fought to pull him away. “Helper! We have to get out of here.”

      Aaron. Friend. Ally.

      “Helper, please!”

      Helper shoved the taker again, knocking the larger creature back another step. He raised his fan and worked on the taker’s wound, splitting it open wider, but the taker threw out a thick arm and clobbered Helper in the side of his head. Helper staggered and tripped, falling onto his side. Helpless.

      Doomed.

      The taker took a step forward, lifted its arm towards Helper and roared.

      Cameron grabbed Aaron around the waist and pulled him, screaming, into the changing room. There, everyone was already piling through a narrow doorway at the back. “Helper! We have to go back and get him.”

      “We canny, lad. We canny.”

      Aaron continued to struggle, but Cameron was too strong to resist. He had no choice but to join everyone in the corridor outside the changing room. Coben opened a fire escape and ushered everyone out. The tattooed skinhead was visibly shell-shocked, the muscles in his face frozen in place. Once everyone got out, they had to drag Coben away, letting the fire escape slam shut behind him. He staggered and clutched his ribs, hacking and coughing. Fiona ushered a small group of survivors ahead of them – only six remaining of the pool group now, including Coben and the child, Edith.

      “Where do we go?” asked Fiona. “The fungus is everywhere.”

      “We lost Helper,” said Aaron, trying not to throw up from the shock. “He stayed behind to fight.”

      “We need to head back north,” said Teddy. “We can’t survive out here without Helper.”

      “You brought this,” said Coben, clutching his ribs and gritting his teeth. “You… You got everyone killed. We were safe. We were fine.”

      “We can scrap aboot it later,” said Cameron. “Let’s just stay alive for now, eh?”

      Everyone hurried through an overgrown back area that might once have been a small car park. The remaining pool survivors led the way, taking them around the building and towards the front. By the time they saw the taker, it was already too late.

      It was the same enemy Coben had speared with his pike, identifiable by the wide gash across its slender torso. While the pool survivors sprinted for safety, the taker must have slipped out of the front entrance. It lifted its arm and sent out a pulse.

      Four human lives disappeared in an instant. One of them had been holding Edith’s hand, and the child fell back screaming with a dismembered arm in her grasp.

      “It doubled back through the building,” said Aaron, shaking his head. “It’s smart.”

      “No shit,” said Helen, clutching her crate of grenades.

      “Edith!” Coben raced for the girl, tattooed arms outstretched. The child had fallen on her rump and was sobbing loudly, covering her eyes. Just sitting there.

      The taker raised its arm again.

      Coben roared and threw himself into the air.

      A pulse reduced Edith to bloody molecules.

      Coben collided with the taker and beat at it with both his fists. The force of the blows knocked the alien backwards, and, as it overbalanced, its wounded torso tore open wider, spitting out vile orange blood. “I’ll drink your fooking insides,” Coben roared, and then he shoved both hands inside the wound and yanked. He tore the taker’s slender abdomen apart as if he were ripping a hole in a cheap bedsheet. The alien screeched, a pitiful sound of something ancient dying. It tried to fight Coben off, but a volcanic rage had possessed the man and he would not be removed. His mouth opened wide in a bellow, even as steaming orange blood spurted all over his face. With one last final roar, he tore the taker wide open, exposing guts and bone and emptying it of blood.

      Aliens were just as squishy as humans on the inside.

      The taker fell down in an eviscerated heap. Coben, soaked in orange gore, immediately started searching the ground frantically. “Edith! Edith!”

      Helen reached out to him. “She’s gone. I’m sorry.”

      He batted at her arm. “Get away from me. You brought these fooking monsters here. You all did!”

      “No,” said Aaron. “They landed less than a mile from here. They would have found you. As soon as you left to find more food…”

      “We’re not the bad guys,” said Teddy. “The monster you just killed is to blame for this – along with all its brothers and sisters. This is war, and you can’t hide from it, man.”

      “This isn’t our fault,” said Aaron.

      Coben glared at him. “We were fine until you came. We were fine, and now they’re all gone. I’m going to kill you. I’m going to kill all of you.”

      He lunged at Aaron, but Cameron stepped in his way and grabbed him. “Easy, lad.”

      Coben swung his fist and clocked Cameron on the side of his jaw, knocking him out cold. Helen gasped and immediately rushed to help him.

      Coben reset his sights on Aaron. “You’re dead.”

      Aaron held his hand up. “Please. We need to get out of here. The fungus—”

      “You don’t need to worry about the fungus. I’m going to end you.”

      Teddy stood in Coben’s way. “Th-Then you’ll have to go through me, mate.”

      “And me!” said Fiona, stepping up beside Teddy. Both turned pale, but they stood their ground in front of the enraged skinhead. With his scowling, tattoo-covered face, Coben looked like one of the demonic oni tattoos living on Fiona’s arm.

      Coben sneered at them. “That’s fine. I’ll deal with you all.”

      Aaron glanced at Cameron, who was slowly coming to. It was possibly the first time anyone had ever put the big Scot’s lights out, and it had only taken one punch. Now Aaron had to fight Coben one-handed. Somehow, the enraged man was more terrifying than the aliens.

      “Don’t do this,” said Aaron. “Please.”

      Coben shook his head. “You need to pay. I’ve lost everyone.”

      “So have I!” Aaron pushed through the middle of Teddy and Fiona, facing down his attacker. “Everyone I ever loved is dead. Every friend. Every neighbour. The entire world is hanging on by a thread because an alien species attacked us without warning. Every second we continue to live is a constant battle between sadness and anger.”

      “I choose anger,” said Coben, fists clenched at his side. There were little stars inked on each knuckle.

      Aaron nodded. “I choose anger, too. Sadness hurts only ourselves, but anger… anger we can use. The problem is, you’re aiming your anger in the wrong direction. If you want to hurt me – kill me – then do it. In fact, I welcome it. This time last year, I was an overweight kid locked in my room playing video games. That was my life. Now look at me. I’ve lost everyone I care about, as well as my left arm – and I’m one of the lucky ones. Killing me won’t help you, and the more we fight each other, the easier we make it for our true enemy to take what’s left of us. We can only survive this by sticking together and aiming our anger in the right place. Come with us, Coben. Come with us, and I promise you a chance to get revenge.”

      “Please don’t hurt him,” said Fiona, moving back in front of Aaron. “I can’t lose anyone else.”

      Coben shook his head and let his fists drop. All the anger seemed to drain out of him with a long sigh. “We’ll all screwed, so what does it even matter? The fungus is everywhere. The infection is going to get us before we make it a hundred metres from here.”

      “Actually, guys,” said Helen, “that isn’t true. Look!”

      Aaron glanced at where she was pointing and saw the fungus peeling back inch by inch, turning to black ash. A semicircle around the swimming pool’s entrance had cleared, and it was growing larger.

      Why is the fungus dying? Aaron shook his head in confusion. I don’t understand.

      Ally. Humans. Helper.

      Everyone glanced at the grimy glass entrance and saw a large, blocky creature sliding through the gap between the door and the frame. The taker had pushed it wide open when it had double backed through the building and ambushed them.

      Aaron gasped. “Helper! You’re alive.”

      Helper ignored Aaron and moved over to a patch of blood pooled on the ground – that of Edith and the other survivors. Human. Child. He stood still, trembling. His black eyes remained fixed on the bloody puddle. Slowly, he began to make a strange, choking sound. Eventually that choking sound became a word. “Eee–dith. E-dith.”

      Coben looked at the alien, tears in his eyes. “Yes, Edith. That was her name.”

      Helper turned away from the puddle and struggled to form another word with his actual voice. It took several attempts before it came out. “Angry.”

      “Aye,” said Cameron, rubbing his jaw as he came-to on the floor. “Join the club.”

      Helper moved away from the blood and over to where the dead taker lay in a pool of its own orange remains. The alien went back to speaking via its recorded vocabulary. Death. Taker. Finally, he turned to face them all. Humans. Fight. Fight.

      Aaron nodded. “We will, Helper. We’re all going to fight.”

      Coben went and helped Cameron to his feet with a grunt of an apology. For a moment, it looked like Cameron was going to get his own back, but then he nodded appreciatively and shook the other man’s hand. “We brought death to yer doorstep, pal, but it was coming one way or another. All the same, I’m sorry.” He took a step and prodded the dead taker with his boot. “These bastards aren’t going to stop until there’s none of us left. They want our planet all to themselves. The question is, what are we going to do aboot it?” He looked at Coben specifically.

      Coben glanced at Aaron and then at Helper. “I suppose I don’t have much choice. I’m going to fight.”

      Helen glanced down at the bloody spot where Edith had died with a disturbed look in her eyes. She held up her metal box and sneered. “Let’s go find something to kill.”
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      They were all a little shell-shocked, but there was no time to rest. Within minutes of them exiting the leisure centre, a horde of infected had arrived. Helper saw off a dozen of them before becoming overwhelmed, which forced Aaron to leap into the fray. Their rucksacks lay abandoned inside the swimming pool now, so he had to fight bare-handed, but with the confidence of knowing they wouldn’t attack him. He kicked at several of them, knocking them down, and whenever he was able, he wrenched at their tendrils and tore them loose from their bodies. The vine-like appendages were surprisingly delicate and came away with a firm yank.

      Aaron fought till exhaustion took him, his head full of screaming that wasn’t his own. Was what he was hearing the sounds of souls trapped inside desiccated vessels? Did infected people die, or were they merely pushed aside and forced to become passengers inside their own bodies? He still remembered Loobey, who had somehow remained himself.

      What would I be if we hadn’t destroyed the corkscrews in Choirikell? Would I be a passenger in my own body? A screaming voice like those inside my head, driving me mad.

      Unable to fight, or even lift his tired arm any more, Aaron did the only thing he could. He manoeuvred himself in the way of the infected as they sought to attack his companions, unable to do anything except block them. They attempted to edge around him, as though he were a boulder in their path, but not once did they attack him. Several times, they whipped at the air, but it was more a gesture of frustration. Whenever he could, he nudged them off balance and caused them to stumble. All the while, he grew more and more out of breath. The battle seemed to go on for hours, but in reality it must have been mere minutes. Meanwhile, Helper continued taking care of the infected as quickly as he could. He seemed tired, too, almost beaten.

      Cameron led everyone away from danger, but they had yet to make any kind of plan. Did they head south, searching for the nearest corkscrew? Or did they head back north to lick their wounds? Both options depended upon them not dying in the next ten minutes.

      Aaron was forced to stagger away from the fight and join the others. Without weaponry, they were all vulnerable, and soon they would need to find somewhere to take cover again. After what had happened at the pool, though, it would be difficult to feel safe anywhere.

      Cameron yanked Aaron close to him as they retreated. His jaw had turned purple from Coben’s punch. “We cannae keep this up, lad. I’m blowing air oot me arse.”

      Aaron nodded, out of breath himself. “I know. We… We have to get out of the open.”

      “And go where?” asked Fiona. She stopped and gripped her thighs, doubling over and panting. The acidic air caused her to cough and breathe through her shirt. “All the buildings are covered in fungus. We’ll never make it inside anywhere in time.”

      “We can’t keep going like this,” said Teddy. He was the least out of breath, but still winded. “The infected are popping up like daisies.”

      As if to prove him correct, the fungus trembled nearby, and a pair of infected adults leapt forth. They immediately staggered towards Fiona, who was taken unawares. She threw up an arm to defend herself but couldn’t get her feet moving fast enough to get her out of the way.

      Aaron yelled out. “Noooo!”

      Buzzing wasps filled his head, stinging at his brain. His vision turned green. The world reduced to a pinprick, and he was suddenly back on that lonely road, surrounded by the dead. His brother, Ryan, looked on at him, a smile on his face. He was no longer a demon. “That’s quite a temper, our kid. Is it all snot and dribble? Or are ya ready to be a man?”

      Aaron flashed his teeth. “You’re gone, Ryan. I’m all on my own.”

      “Are ya?”

      “Yes, but I’m not giving up.”

      Ryan smiled.

      The world rushed back in a whirlwind of colour and sound. Aaron was still reaching towards Fiona, his hand outstretched. She was cowering, waiting to be attacked, but the pair of infected people had pulled back their talons and turned away. They took a few steps and stopped in front of Aaron like soldiers on parade.

      Aaron sensed something inside himself – a fishhook embedded in his throat, attached by a steel cord to the two creatures standing in front of him. “G-Go! Get out of here.”

      The infected turned around and lumbered off.

      “Storming hell,” said Coben. “You can control them?”

      Aaron shook his head in awe. “Looks like it.”

      Cameron smirked. “You just levelled up, Little English. Think you can give Smurf-lad a hand?”

      “Yeah,” said Aaron, “but only the one.” He hurried back to join Helper, who was hunched over and wilting on his three trembling legs. The infected had surrounded him now, and his raised fan vibrated louder and louder, like a motor about to give out.

      Aaron threw up his hand and bellowed at the threatening horde. “Feck off, ye bawbags.”

      The infected stumbled to a halt, tentacles dangling by their sides.

      “I said go!”

      The infected turned as one and began to depart. Thick fungus covered their bodies, but chunks of it blackened and fell away as they retreated.

      Aaron shook his head in disbelief.

      Ally, said Helper, then with his choking voice, he said, “Aaron.”
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      They were exhausted, but at least with Aaron’s new-found abilities they could now travel in safety. Each time an infected person burst forth from the landscape, Aaron yelled at them to go away and, miraculously, they did. The ability seemed to get easier and easier the more he used it, like his brain was rewiring itself to be more efficient.

      Cameron fondled his jaw as they walked, and Teddy rubbed at his left forearm where his bandage was coming loose. Their newest member, Coben, seemed to go back and forth between wanting to kill everyone and wanting to run away. For the time being, at least, he chose to stick around, clutching his ribs and wincing as he kept up. Helen glanced at him now and then sympathetically.

      “Do we try to clear the entrance to a building?” asked Fiona. She was shivering, since they had all left their jackets back at the pool. The only thing they had brought with them was Helen’s box of grenades. She had taken to hugging the crate close to her chest, as if it were some kind of good luck charm.

      “I don’t think Helper’s up to clearing an entrance for us right now,” said Teddy. The alien walked gingerly beside him, hunched over and silent. The wound from his dismembered fan had opened up and was seeping dark blue blood. Could Helper get an infection? If he had anything resembling an immune system, it would have had no exposure to Earth’s countless bacteria. Aaron doubted any human medicine would help in the event he got sick.

      We can’t lose him. He’s too important.

      It was impossible to tell where they were currently because every road sign was buried beneath two inches of fungus. Aaron wasn’t particularly good with geography either, so he couldn’t make a guess. Besides Liverpool, Sheffield, and Leeds, he didn’t know much of where anything else was. He might have been able to locate London or Birmingham on a map, but he had only a vague understanding of where those cities were. It made him realise, once again, how much of his life he had wasted. England wasn’t a large country, yet he had barely explored beyond the housing estate he’d grown up in. Manchester was the sum of his life experience.

      Brilliant people have died all over the world – soldiers, doctors, scientists, leaders – but I get to survive. It isn’t right. I don’t deserve it.

      But I can’t throw it away, either. My life is worth even more now because of how many people have lost theirs.

      They continued trudging through the alien landscape. Helper kept the fungus at bay, but could create only a very narrow corridor of safety. The bugs were everywhere, and constantly clung to their trousers as they brushed past the growing stalks. If they lost Helper, they would be infected for sure.

      “I think we’re getting a wee bit off the beaten path, here,” said Cameron. “Does anybody have the foggiest where we are?”

      Teddy shrugged. “Absolutely no idea, other than oop t’north somewhere.” He said it in a mock Yorkshire accent, despite them being well south of that county. Even Aaron knew that. “Looks like an industrial area. Those buildings over there look like factories. Too big to be houses.”

      Aaron looked around and agreed that they were most likely in a former industrial area. The buildings were mostly single-storey, but vast like warehouses or hangers. The area itself was developed across two levels, and a large slope to their left led downwards. Taking the low road felt safer, somehow, than remaining up high. Perhaps it would help them stay out of sight. There was no telling how many more takers had landed in the area.

      Aaron pointed towards the slope. “Shall we head down? Maybe it’ll take us under a bridge or something. We might be able to stay hidden.”

      “Aye,” said Cameron. “Maybe we can catch a wee nap beneath an overpass like a pack of hobos.”

      Helen chuckled. “Wouldn’t be the first time ye’ve passed out under a bridge, ye wee ogre.”

      Cameron snickered and gave her a playful shove. She retaliated by reaching out and grabbing the back of his arm in a pinch, but then she held on for a moment. The two of them shared a glance, and all seemed well for a moment. Aaron might have even felt hopeful, if not for the harsh lessons life had taught him. Things could always get worse.

      Fiona shrugged and said, “I like the idea of being hidden, so let’s check out the slope. Besides, one path is as good as another when you’re lost in the middle of nowhere.”

      And so they travelled down the long slope to their left, entering a lower section of whatever city or town they were in. As Aaron had surmised, they found themselves walking alongside a bridge, the road above held up by a series of cement archways. A large fungus-covered patch of flat ground made up the way ahead, and they followed it for a good ten or fifteen minutes before something caused them to stop and gasp.

      Water, thought Aaron. Ordinary water. Why is that such a sight to see?

      Everybody stopped to admire the murky brown water as though it were a crystal river running through the centre of Camelot. They had stumbled upon a canal, and several boats bobbed back and forth in the gentle breeze. Barges, Aaron thought they were called. Narrowboats. There was no fungus on any of them.

      “The fungus can’t grow on the water,” said Fiona. “We knew that, right?”

      Cameron nodded. “Back in Culdrake, I remember hearing that the fungus hadn’t crossed the sea or the oceans. A few of the soldiers used to chat aboot the British government assembling in Bristol on ships and boats. Maybe this is our future. Maybe mankind will have to take to the seas in order to survive, eh?”

      Teddy pulled a face. “I really hope not. I went on a cruise once and puked every day for a week. Usually, when black people go someplace on a boat, it ends badly.”

      Everybody chuckled, but the joke somehow fell flat. The atrocities of the past – the racism, the genocide, and everything else – seemed inconsequential now. The world had been reset, and every last human being alive was the same. No more nations. No more races. Just human and nonhuman. Perhaps there really was a chance of something better after all this. If humanity survived, perhaps the sins of the past could finally be forgotten, and the future forged in love and unity. In fact, the notion of one man going to war with another seemed more absurd than ever. The notion of one man believing himself to be superior simply because of the colour of his skin was utterly ridiculous. If anything, the only colour that mattered now was the colour of blood. Helper bled blue, humans red, and the takers a stinking orange. Tangerine was the colour of evil. Orange and green.

      “These canals go all over the country,” said Coben. “I lived on one once with a couple of mates. Not bad living once you get used to the close confines. Every morning, you can wake up someplace new, moor up next to a picturesque pub, enjoy the view for a while, and then you get right back on the boat and put your feet up. Your troubles just melt away on the water.”

      “Sounds lovely,” said Fiona, pushing a strand of dark hair behind her ear.

      Coben nodded. “Man isn’t supposed to stay in one place. We’re nomads by nature. A caravan or a riverboat is far more natural than a house made of bricks and mortar.

      “You some kind of gypsy?” asked Cameron.

      “No,” said Coben, “but would it be a problem if I were?”

      Cameron shrugged. “Not really. I knocked around with a traveller lass once. Only person I ever met what could drink me under the table. You know the type?”

      “I don’t drink any more,” said Coben, “so can’t say that I do.”

      Teddy frowned. “What’s your deal, man? No offence, but you don’t look like the kind of guy to spend the early days of the apocalypse helping homeless people survive.”

      Coben folded his arms, which caused his sleeves to pull back and reveal even more tattoos. “Don’t judge a book by its cover, I suppose. All those people are gone now, anyway, no matter what I tried to do.”

      Teddy nodded. “I know, it sucks. Go on, though, man. Spill. Who are you?”

      “Who am I? Really? Do I have to do this? Okay, fine… I was born on an army base in Germany. My old man was a captain in the Royal Artillery. I probably should have enlisted myself to make him proud, but honestly I hated the man. He was a bully. Used to knock me and me ma about every time we looked at him wrong. Behind closed doors, he had just about every prejudice you could name. He probably only became a soldier to kill people different from him.”

      Cameron grunted. “Canny pick our parents, more’s the pity.”

      “No, we certainly can’t,” said Coben. “The only part of my old man I wish I’d inherited was his self-control. The guy had his shit together like you wouldn’t believe. He never took a piss without planning it beforehand. He may have had a celebrated career, but his family was only ever window dressing – a way to appear respectable. When I was fifteen – and after one too many beatings – I ran away from home. We were based in Portsmouth then, so I headed north until I reached Bolton. Suppose I was trying to get as far away from my old man as possible, but hitch-hiking only got me so far. Turns out life is a lot harder than I expected it to be, and I eventually fell in with a bad crowd, sleeping rough and doing drugs. Didn’t get my first job until my mid-twenties. After a few stints in prison – for petty shit like burglary and dealing weed – I eventually found God. God was the father I’d always needed, the role model to show me the way. I got my shit together, just like my dad, but instead of judging everyone like he did, I chose love and acceptance as my guiding principles.”

      Cameron raised an eyebrow. “So what did ye hit me with? Love or acceptance?”

      Coben looked down at the ground. “I apologise for that. My temper is a burden I still struggle with.” He held out his tattooed arms, emblazoned with angels and crucifixes. “I know what I look like, but these tattoos are a history of my struggle. They remind me every day of how hard life is, and what we must do to help each other.” He cleared his throat and lowered his arms. “So… that’s my story. Good enough for you?”

      Teddy nodded. “Cool with me.”

      Helen grunted. “An age and town of birth would have done me. The rest was a bit melodramatic.”

      Coben chuckled, but it was full of sadness. “Yeah, sorry about that. I’m an oversharer. You can thank AA for that. Wear the truth like a shield and no man may pierce you with his lies.”

      “Right,” said Cameron, “well… my truth is more like a moth-eaten vest than a shield, and it’s getting cold out here. We need to find somewhere to spend the night. Someplace we’re not going to freeze our bums off.”

      “We’ve already found somewhere,” said Fiona. She pointed to one of the barges floating on the water, a green-painted box decorated with red and yellow flowers. The side of the boat read: EASY DRIFTER. “There’s no place safer than on the water. And Coben said these canals lead all over the country. Maybe we can use them to travel where we need to go.”

      Everyone looked at each other, and while they were all clearly unsure, no arguments came forth. Not until Aaron cleared his throat and decided to play devil’s advocate. “Don’t you need to know what you’re doing to operate one of these things?”

      “Not really,” said Coben. “It’s just an outboard motor and a tiller. Thing probably only goes ten miles per hour. The locks are a little complicated at first, but once you know how to raise them, they’re pretty simple.”

      “You can handle it?” Fiona asked him.

      “Yeah. I can take care of things. If you really think we can help by destroying these corkscrews you mentioned, then I want to help. What happened back at the pool… I have to make it mean something. Like Aaron said, I need to spend my anger on something or I’m going to explode.”

      “We all need a win,” said Teddy.

      “But for now,” said Fiona, “we need a rest. I say we get this boat open and make ourselves at home.”

      “All right,” said Cameron. “Ladies first.”

      “How chivalrous.” With a raised eyebrow, Fiona turned and moved over to the Easy Drifter. It was hitched to a mooring post on the bank, but only half the rope was covered in fungus because its middle section was sunk beneath the water. The barge itself was floating about a foot away from the canal’s edge, requiring Fiona to hop a short gap. She did so and landed on a flat, semicircular deck at the back of the barge, almost tumbling right over the other side. She grabbed hold of a railing and steadied herself with a sheepish grin. “Easy-peasy. Come on, I need a man to kick the door in.”

      Coben hopped onto the boat with ease and then examined the small wooden door that closed off the cabin from the outside. It was locked, but he was able to bust it open with a weighty kick. He then shielded his face like he’d just opened the door to a hot oven. “Yikes. It’s a bit fresh in here.”

      “Of course it is,” said Fiona. “It’s probably been stewing out here for months. We just need to open the windows and air it out a bit.”

      “Let some of that fresh, acidic air in, you mean,” said Teddy. “That’ll help.”

      “Just come on,” said Fiona. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      “Oh, aye,” said Cameron. “It’s a horse, is it? Here’s me thinking it were a boat. Probably be more room on a horse.”

      Fiona yelled at them to stop complaining and then disappeared inside the cabin with Coben. Aaron watched while Cameron and Teddy hopped the gap and followed after her. That left only him and Helper.

      “After you,” said Aaron.

      But Helper stayed where he was. The alien stumbled to the edge of the canal and eased down on his three legs. It was a position he usually took when he was resting. The boat was too small for him. He was seven foot tall.

      “Helper? Are you going to be okay out here?”

      Helper leapt, causing Aaron to yell out in fright, and he landed on the roof of the barge with a heavy thud! There, he settled down, seeming to shrink to half his size. Heal. Rest.

      “Yeah,” said Aaron. “You rest, our kid. You earned it.”

      “What the bloody hell was that?” Cameron yelled from inside the cabin. “Bloody racket.”

      Aaron chuckled, and then he hopped the gap, quickly ducking inside the cabin to join the others. It was even more cramped than he’d expected, but at the same time it felt safe. They were all together, enclosed in a cocoon floating on the water. The boat, while narrow, was deceptively long, and Aaron could see a pair of single beds at the very end. In the middle was a wide sofa with a slim table suspended over it. Opposite the sofa was a flat-screen TV with wall-mounted speakers. At the entrance to the cabin, where Aaron was standing, was a small kitchenette with a kettle, microwave, and even an oven. It was a little dark inside, but each of the dozen windows was covered by a curtain that could be pulled back.

      “Oh my God,” said Fiona. She flicked a lamp on and off in the bedroom. “We have electricity.”

      Coben nodded. “The boat will have a separate battery for lights and appliances. It charges up whenever the engine is running. If this thing is still functional, we should be able to keep the lights on at night.”

      Fiona closed her eyes and smiled. “That’s it. I’m a river woman now. You’ll find me on the water.”

      “There’s a heater here,” said Teddy, lifting up a small two-bar heater from where it was sitting on a table beside the sofa. It was plugged into a socket on the wall. “All the modern cons, yo.”

      Aaron glanced up at the television, wishing they had back all of the things they missed. He imagined switching on the news and seeing what the world was like. Maybe there were planes commencing bombing runs and tanks rolling over the infected. Or they could be the last people on Earth. It was impossible to tell from their small bubble of isolated existence.

      The small television had a slot in the side for DVDs, which betrayed its age. In fact, everything on the boat was a little outdated, yet it somehow made it feel more homely. Modern appliances now seemed cold and lifeless. This boat had soul. People had lived their lives here, and it was a part of them. He was grateful to be borrowing it.

      Suddenly curious, Aaron started rooting around the cupboards. He found toolkits and manuals and board games and kitchenware. Everything was kind of shoved together with little organisation. Then he found a drawer full of DVDs, loose without cases. Many were blank with the titles only written on in marker pen. Copies. Aaron realised his hand was trembling, as something occurred to him. He grabbed the first disc from the pile – The Nutty Professor – and then looked around for the television’s remote. He couldn’t find it, so he prodded at the side of the flatscreen instead until his fingers found buttons.

      The television switched on. The disc tray opened.

      “What are you doing?” asked Fiona from the other end of the cabin.

      “Just hold on.”

      Aaron inserted the DVD and closed the tray.

      The intro loop for The Nutty Professor started to play.

      “Oh my God,” said Teddy. “We have movies. We… We can watch a movie.”

      “So long as the power holds,” said Coben. He seemed a little peeved, and Aaron wondered if it was because of Teddy’s mild blasphemy,

      “Shite,” said Cameron. “Ten minutes of the fecking weather would do me. Anything to feel normal again, eh?”

      “We need to make a night of this,” said Fiona. She started opening cupboards frantically, pulling out any food she could find. Then she froze. “Are you actually kidding me?” She pulled her hand out of the cupboard, clutching a large red packet. “Popcorn. We have freaking popcorn, people.”

      Aaron dumped himself down on the sofa. “Just tell me when to press play.”

      

      Everyone watched the movie except for Coben, who decided to take a nap on one of the beds at the cabin’s rear. Now that they were safe, grief had clearly struck the man with its full force. He had lost a dozen friends back at the pool, and even Aaron struggled to contemplate that amount of loss in such a short space of time. It was a miracle Coben had been able to put one foot in front of the other. He was tough.

      Everybody chuckled quietly to themselves as they watched the movie, munching on popcorn and enjoying Eddie Murphy acting a loon, a decade before Aaron had even been born. The stupidity of the story only made it more enjoyable. Nothing like real life at all, and that was a gift.

      “You reckon Eddie’s still alive?” asked Teddy quietly.

      Helen shrugged. “I’m sure one of his kids is. He had like a hundred?”

      “With one of the Spice Girls, right?”

      “Scary Spice.”

      “I always liked the cartwheeling one,” said Cameron. “Bendy lass.”

      The electricity remained on for the entire movie, although during the last half-hour the cabin’s lamps started to flicker. Once the credits rolled, everyone wiped the tears from their eyes and let out a satisfied sigh. It had been a long while since any of them had enjoyed movie night.

      The cabin had grown stuffy thanks to the space heater on the table, so Helen went and switched it off, letting the glowing red bars cool down. Fiona got up and stretched, then put her hands against the small of her back. She arched backwards, exposing her midriff, and let out a throaty groan. Aaron realised he was staring at her, so he looked away before anyone noticed.

      It felt wrong to be so relaxed after how much they had lost. It felt reckless when there was a new, even deadlier threat to deal with. The takers weren’t going to go away. What had happened today was merely the first encounter. The next would probably kill Aaron and his friends. By this time tomorrow, they might all be reduced to a bloody mist.

      But not tonight. We have tonight.

      Fiona reached into a cupboard above the sofa. “Wonder if there’re any spare blankets. We’ll have to bed down wherever there’s space. Aha! Jackpot.” She reached in and yanked out a woollen blanket – one of the fuzzy kinds that Aaron had always hated. As it came free, it dragged something along with it that bounced off of Cameron’s head as he sat on the sofa.

      “Watch it, ye daft mare. Almost had me bleeding eye oot.”

      Helen, sitting next to Cameron, leant down and retrieved the fallen item from beneath the table, which turned out to be a see-through plastic bag full of something brown, like tea leaves or coffee grounds.

      “God, I love this boat,” said Fiona, her eyes lighting up as she stared at whatever it was in Helen’s hand. “It’s skunk!”

      Aaron covered his nose with his forearm. “I think it’s gone off. Smells like a farm.”

      Fiona and Teddy shared a look with one another, and then both of them laughed.

      “You never smoked weed before?” Fiona asked Aaron.

      He shook his head. “Bad for your lungs.”

      “We’re all breathing in acid,” said Teddy, “and will probably be murdered painfully before the end of the week. Lung health ain’t worth worrying about no more, mate.”

      “Too right,” said Fiona. “We need to find some roll-ups. And a lighter. Oh my God, I’m so excited.”

      Cameron cleared his throat and fidgeted on the sofa. “Ye sure that’s a good idea, Fi. Not trying to be yer da, but… ye know?”

      Fiona’s face creased into a scowl, but she took a breath and sent it away. “Cam, I know you worry about me – and I love you for it – but I need this. I need to zone out in the safety of this boat and not have to worry about anything for a while. Just for one night. It’s not like I can go anywhere or do anything. We can barely move our elbows in here.”

      “Let the girl relax, Cam,” said Helen, handing over the bag of weed to Fiona. “I’ll look after her. Providing she shares.”

      “Me too,” said Teddy. “We’ll just take it easy and catch a little mellow. Worst that weed ever does is make you sleepy anyway.”

      Cameron blew air out of his cheeks. “Just don’t cause me any headaches.”

      Fiona hopped up and down, making the floor vibrate. “We won’t. I promise.”

      Teddy helped Fiona search the rest of the cabin until they found some roll-ups and tobacco. They found a pink disposable lighter in a drawer and used it to light the spliff, expertly rolled by Fiona. Teddy took the first puff and immediately started choking. He covered his mouth and chuckled. “Been a while.”

      “Give here,” said Fiona, and she snatched the smouldering spliff out of his fingers. She put it to her lips and inhaled deeply, eyes rolling back in her head. “There it is. That’s what I’ve been missing.”

      Aaron glanced at Cameron and saw the anxious expression on his face. The big Scot turned and saw Aaron staring at him. The two of them shared a worried look.

      Fiona offered the spliff to Aaron. “Here you go.”

      “No thanks. I don’t think now is a good time to start a drug habit.”

      “Oh, give over. Now is the perfect time. Don’t you want to shut off for a while?”

      He shook his head. “Not really.” Usually when I shut off, I wake up attacking somebody.

      Fiona prodded the spliff at him. “Go on.”

      “No, really, thanks.”

      “Aaron, don’t be a killjoy.”

      “The lad said no.” Cameron put his clenched fist down gently on the table like some kind of warning. “Have yer fun, Fi, but the lad said no.”

      Fiona gawked at Cameron for a moment, but then she shrugged her shoulders. “Fine. No problem. Just trying to be the mischievous aunt. We’re all family, right?” She turned to Aaron and winked. “Everyone needs a naughty auntie.”

      Aaron’s tummy fluttered. “I might try later. I’m just… not feeling like it right now.”

      “No worries, man,” said Teddy. “We all do what we do.”

      The tension that had been rising slowly drifted away, and everyone relaxed again. Teddy, Fiona, and Helen smoked the weed, while Cameron and Aaron declined. Cameron and Aaron did, however, get a pot of tea on the go, in itself a divine drug; another simple pleasure once taken for granted.

      “Jaysus, that’s good,” said Cameron, sipping carefully.

      Aaron sipped his and sighed. “You’re telling me. Me mam would always have a brew on the go. Made everything a little easier, she would say.”

      Acrid smoke gradually filled the cabin, but unlike the naturally acidic air bred by the fungus, this atmosphere Aaron did not like. It caused a pressure in his chest that made him want to cough, and he had an unshakeable sensation that his body was being polluted. Clearing his throat, he had to excuse himself to get some fresh air, away from the carcinogenic fog.

      Outside, on the back deck, the fresh air hit Aaron like an open palm across the cheek. He hadn’t realised how drowsy he’d been, but he quickly became alert, which was why he sensed Cameron stepping out behind him.

      “You okay, Cam?”

      “Aye. Just been a day, eh?”

      “Yeah. After Culdrake, I thought I was used to death. I’m not.”

      “Means yer still human, lad. Don’t lose it. Never stop being horrified by what’s happening.”

      “If anything,” said Aaron, “I’m only becoming more horrified. This will never be over, will it? Even if we win.”

      Cameron moved up beside him and stared out at the water shimmering gently in the dying sunlight, reflecting the neon colours of the sky. “Life is what we make of it, lad. We have to concentrate on the good.”

      “What good?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve always been a loner, but now I’m surrounded by people I care aboot. It’s filled a hole in me I didnae even know was there. That’s what I hold on to. That’s my good in all of this feckin’ bad.”

      “You cut my arm off.”

      “Because I love ye, lad.”

      Aaron huffed. “Yeah, right.”

      Cameron gave him a shove that almost knocked him overboard. “I mean it. When Ryan died, it’s like I took over as yer big brother. Not that I would ever try to replace him.”

      “You don’t have to replace him. You mean as much to me as Ryan did – maybe more. Despite you cutting my limbs off from time to time.”

      Cameron beamed, cheeks glowing red, eyes flicking back and forth. “I’ll try to avoid it in the future, lad. Anyway, I best go back inside and keep an eye on the reprobates.”

      Aaron nodded. “I’m worried about Fiona, Cam.”

      “Me too, lad, but sometimes ye have to let people make their own mistakes. I’m proud of ye, by the way. For some of us, it’s way too easy to give in to booze and drugs. It takes strength to say no, especially these days. That’s why I came oot here; just to let ye know that ye shouldn’t let anyone pressure ye into doing what ye know is wrong. Fiona was oot of order.”

      “Honestly, I only said no because I’m scared. I’ve changed so much already. I’m worried I might lose myself completely if I’m not careful.”

      “We won’t let that happen. Be careful oot here on ye own, eh? I know how clumsy ye English are.”

      Cameron went back inside and left Aaron alone with his thoughts. When he heard a noise behind him, he turned and saw Helper, still perched on the roof like a nesting duck. The alien had no eyelids, but he sometimes seemed to go to sleep, remaining still for hours. He seemed to be sleeping now. His fan was closed and pressed tightly against his torso. All three of his legs were bent at the joint, his body was only a few inches from the ground.

      “You dreaming, buddy? Do you have a family someplace, or have you lost everyone? What’s your planet like? I can’t even imagine.” Aaron felt at peace now that he was out of the weed smoke. He didn’t know how Fiona and the others could stand it. It was like breathing in death.

      Is that what it’s like for them all the time now? Breathing in an alien atmosphere? How can they bear it?

      Even thinking about the poisonous atmosphere inside the cabin made Aaron cough, and when he did, it brought a voice, muttering inside his head.

      Shit. What was that?

      Aaron held onto the railing and turned sideways, looking towards the flat ground that had brought them to the canal. Shadows seemed to dance, shambling towards the water. Towards the barge.

      They’ve found us. They know we’re here.

      Just like at the swimming pool. We can’t hide.

      Aaron panicked, but then remembered he was safe on the water, and that he also had the ability to control the infected. “Go away!” he yelled. “Not tonight. Just… not tonight.”

      The dancing shadows grew larger. Getting closer. Aaron yelled at them again, but all it did was summon Cameron back out from inside the cabin.

      “We got trouble, lad?”

      Aaron nodded towards the bank. “Infected. A bunch of them over there.”

      “Well, we should be okay on the water, aye? We can pull up the ropes and push ourselves into the middle of the canal if need be. Or you can send them on their way, eh?”

      “I’m trying to, but it’s not working.” He shook his head, frustrated that the infected were continuing to approach. “Stay here.”

      “What? No, wait!”

      Aaron hopped across the gap and landed on the bank. He trotted up the hill and hurried to head off the infected. There were a dozen of them, at least, forming a pack that couldn’t have assembled by random. This was an attack squad looking to finish what had begun at the pool.

      “Go away! I command you to leave.”

      The infected stumbled towards him. His head filled with whispers – words that meant nothing. Perhaps spoken by an alien tongue.

      “I said, go!” But the infected continued. Their whispers grew louder, so loud that Aaron clutched his head and growled. “Argh, it hurts.”

      “Aaron?” Cameron shouted from on the barge. “What are ye doing? Get back on the boat.”

      “N-No… I have to…”

      The infected were on him, whipping at him with their talons and parting the flesh of his upraised forearm. He tripped and fell down, falling into the blackened fungus left behind by Helper’s earlier passage. The ash clung to his bleeding flesh.

      Why have they stopped listening to me? How can they see me now?

      Another talon struck Aaron, slicing into the muscle above his knee. He cried out in agony and shuffled away on his back.

      Cameron yelled from the boat. “Aaron, hold on!”

      The infected continued their assault, whipping at Aaron over and over again. He avoided most of the attacks only by rolling frantically sideways, but he was totally defenceless. Trying to get to his feet with only one hand while also having to dodge was too difficult. He made it only as far as his knees.

      Cameron appeared on the bank and threw himself at one of the infected. As he did so, his sprained ankle twisted beneath him and he went down in a heap, bellowing in pain. The infected turned their attention to him, attracted by the noise.

      Aaron got to his feet and rushed to help Cameron, but a shock ran up his spine and froze him in place.

      “Help me, lad!”

      Aaron stared at Cameron.

      “What are ye doing? Aaron, help me. Me sodding ankle…”

      The infected bore down on Cameron, raising their talons and preparing to slice him to ribbons.

      Death. Plague. Helper rushed up the bank and barged the infected away before they could attack Cameron. A whole heap of infected had arrived now, coming from the direction of the slope. Helper lifted his fan and attempted to destroy them, but there were too many – too close. They sliced at Helper with their talons, drawing bloody furrows across his glossy blue flesh. He grunted in pain, a sound all too human.

      Aaron couldn’t move, but hands grabbed him from behind. They belonged to Teddy. His eyes were wide and puffy, but his actions were firm and focused. He dragged Aaron back towards the barge while Coben and Helen helped Cameron.

      The infected surrounded Helper, whipping at him from all angles.

      Aaron shoved Teddy away, back in control of his body. “We need to get him out of there.”

      “Shit, man. The infected are everywhere.”

      “We can’t leave him!”

      Aaron raced towards Helper, grabbing an infected woman and throwing her to the ground. Then he pushed himself in front of Helper and took a talon intended for him. Aaron felt the skin on his chest part and the warmth of his own spilled blood. He bit down on the pain and shoved Helper backwards, which was no mean feat considering the difference in their size and weight. The breathing room allowed Helper to lift his fan and fight back. The nearest infected trembled and rotted away.

      Teddy arrived and soccer kicked an infected man’s legs out from under him. Then he leapt up and booted another in the chest. Helen and Coben got Cameron back to the boat. Helper back-pedalled towards safety.

      “Come on, man,” said Teddy. “We got to get back on the water.”

      Aaron was bleeding all over, but the pain wasn’t so bad. He went with Teddy willingly, both of them racing back to the boat. Helper was in a bad way, right behind them, bleeding from a dozen wounds. He stumbled back and forth, barely staying on his three feet.

      More infected people arrived from the direction of the slope.

      Cameron hopped the gap between the bank and the boat and immediately collapsed onto the deck, grabbing his ankle and hissing. The others leapt across after him, joined finally by Aaron and Teddy. Aaron immediately turned around and called out to Helper, who was teetering by the edge of the canal. Death, the alien said, and then he leapt back onto the roof. For a moment, it looked like he wasn’t going to make it – his leap was underpowered and the angle slightly off – but then his legs struck the roof of the boat and he went tumbling onto his front, almost skidding right over the opposite side and into the water. Fortunately, he came to a halt just in time.

      Aaron stumbled against the railing and tried to catch his breath. His blood dripped onto the deck and pattered against his shoes. Cameron snarled in pain, still gripping his ankle. “Why did ye run off, ye eejit? Coulda got yerself killed.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Aaron. “I thought… I thought I could send them all away.”

      The infected gathered at the edge of the canal – over a dozen of them now, with more on the way. They whipped their talons at the boat, but couldn’t quite reach it.

      “Helper’s in a bad way,” said Teddy, standing on his tiptoes and peering at the prone alien lying on the roof. Helper was breathing but barely moving, and sprawled on his side. Now that the sun had nearly gone down, his skin looked more grey than blue.

      “You should’ve stayed on the boat,” said Coben, shaking his head. “We’re safe on the water. There was no need for you to leave.”

      “I just wanted to help. Send them away like before.”

      “Ye’ve got a goddamn messiah complex, lad,” said Cameron. “Always needing to put yerself in harm’s way. Are ye trying to lose ye other arm?”

      “No, I…”

      Teddy sighed. “It was a bad move, man. You took off on your own and others had to pay for it. Survival’s a team game, right? This ain’t all about you.”

      Aaron nodded. “I thought it would be easy, b-but they didn’t listen to me. I told them to leave, but they ignored me. I don’t understand.”

      “There’s a hell of a lot we nae understand,” said Cameron, “which is why we shouldn’t run off half-cocked. Feck sake, lad. I’m barely gonna be able to walk on this ankle. Let’s… Let’s just get back inside, for Christ’s sake. Maybe if those things lose sight of us they’ll piss off.”

      Teddy put his hands on his hips and huffed. “I doubt it, man. They’re coming from everywhere.”

      Aaron lowered his head as everyone went back inside the cabin. Cameron stayed behind, and the big Scot leant in towards Aaron, his voice low. “Ye stood there and did nowt when I fell. They were gonna rip me apart and ye just stood there and watched.”

      “S-Something came over me. I just froze.”

      “Aye.” Cameron shook his head in disgust, then, without a word, he ducked back inside the cabin and rejoined the others.

      Aaron glanced up at Helper, knowing that if the alien didn’t make it, it would be his fault.

      People always get hurt around me. They get hurt and they die.

      Somehow, I always survive.

      His lungs itched, causing him to cough. It was the smell of the weed floating out of the cabin. Poison. There was no way he could stand it, so he remained outside, alone on the deck, watching the infected gather on the bank.

      An army of the dead.
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      Aaron awoke to moonlight, choking and wheezing, and certain that he was dying. His throat was full of garbage, and he couldn’t catch a breath. Up on his knees, he coughed and hacked as hard as he could until the blockage mercifully came loose and spattered all over the deck. He stared at the resulting puddle, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, but when they didn’t, he reached out and prodded at the mess. It was spongy and moist, chunks of fungus. He had coughed up fungus.

      Helen came out of the cabin. A protracted yawn suggested she’d been woken up. “Everything all right?” she asked, then glanced towards the bank where there were now several dozen infected. “I thought I heard retching.”

      Aaron wiped his mouth. “I was being sick. I… I don’t feel right. Hard to breathe. It’s the weed.”

      “We stopped smoking hours ago.”

      “I know, but… I think it poisoned me.”

      “From second-hand smoke? Give over.”

      Aaron rose up on his knees. “No, it poisoned the fungus inside me.”

      Helen recoiled but then cautiously reached out to him. He flinched as she poked at his face, and he felt something peel away from his eyeball.

      Helen showed him the ragged scrap of fungus she’d plucked free, dangling it between her finger and thumb. “Your eye is back to normal. Your lip, too.”

      Aaron prodded at his face. The thick vein in his bottom lip had reduced, and the green tint from his vision was gone. “The last of the fungus inside me. I think it died.”

      Helen nodded appreciatively. “Yer hopes of one day getting laid are restored.”

      “It’s the weed,” he said. “Something in the weed killed it off.”

      “So you’re saying weed cured you? Well, if we don’t legalise it now, when will we?”

      Aaron put his hand to his temple and closed his eyes, listening for the whispers.

      You’re not out of the woods yet, our kid. I’m still here. We all are.

      Aaron groaned.

      “What is it?” Helen asked him.

      “Nothing. I just… I thought I was all better, but I’m not.” He stood up and faced the infected on the bank. He told them to go away, and several of them turned to leave. Many more did not.

      “Probably takes practice,” said Helen, stifling another yawn.

      Aaron nodded thoughtfully. The weed had weakened him, which was perhaps why he could no longer control the infected. He could still feel the fishhooks in his brain, reaching out to attach themselves to the people on the banks, but somehow he couldn’t reel them in.

      If the whispers are still in my head, I’m still not fully in control of myself. I’m still a danger to everyone around me. There are so many voices now… More and more all the time.

      “We need to move from here,” said Aaron. “I feel something bad coming.”

      Helen sighed and nodded. “I’ll go let Cameron know. He wanted to wait until morning, but perhaps we can take shifts.”

      “You’re going to take my word, just like that?”

      She shrugged. “Are you lying?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then, I’ll go tell the others.”

      Aaron leant back against the railing and tried to decipher the voices in his head. Once again, the words were alien, but one voice was louder than all the rest. Powerful and demanding. It wanted something from Aaron. He knew it belonged to a taker.

      That’s why the infected stopped listening to me. My voice is too quiet. The takers have more power over their minds than I do.

      Once again, he shouted at the infected to leave, but this time, none of them obeyed. They were in the orbit of something greater now, something that demanded them to assemble into an army and amass along the canal.

      Coben came out a few minutes later, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He looked far better than Helen did, due to opting for a nap over smoking weed. “Helen said we need to be on the move,” he said. “You think danger’s coming? I thought we were safe on the water.”

      Aaron rubbed at his forehead. “I don’t know anything for sure. I just have a feeling we need to move. Now.”

      Coben watched the infected amassed on the bank. “Can’t say I have a problem with that. It might even benefit us to move by night. These things might find it as hard to see in the dark as we do.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      Coburn started rooting around at the back of the boat, loosening a drawstring threaded around a vinyl bag. Underneath the bag was a large outboard motor with a handle fixed to the top.

      “Cross your fingers,” said Coben, and he grabbed the engine’s pull cord. He gave it a harsh yank and the motor grumbled to life, but then faltered. He yanked the cord two more times, and the engine spluttered to life, emitting a thin grey smoke cloud out the back.

      Aaron waved his hand in front of his nose. “Do we need petrol?”

      “Most of these things run on diesel. We can probably scavenge some along the way. Most narrowboats have a jerry can full of fuel for emergencies. Failing that, we can push ourselves along with poles if we can find some. Many ways to skin a cat. There might even be a can of diesel hidden on the boat somewhere if we look for it.”

      Aaron realised then that Coben was a practical man, someone focused on solutions rather than ‘what ifs’. They were lucky to have him.

      Especially after we contributed to killing everyone he cared about.

      Coben took the tiller and turned them around in the water. This section of the canal was relatively wide, but it still required Coben to reverse halfway through the manoeuvre in order to make the turn. In order to see ahead, you had to look right across the long roof of the boat. It was like driving a car from inside the boot. Coben looked strangely majestic as he stood there, one hand buried in the pocket of his jeans. In the dark, his tattoos merged and gave him a dark, mottled complexion, like some kind of fairy-tale creature instead of a man. Most of Aaron’s companions had gained a majority of their scars during the last several months, but Coben seemed to have spent a lifetime collecting his.

      They set off, puttering along on the water.

      “Thanks for coming with us,” said Aaron. “Thanks for forgiving us for what happened.”

      “Who said I’d forgiven you? Look, mate, I’m pretty easy-going when it comes to people and their mistakes, but let’s not run before we can walk. I lost a dozen of my friends because of your arrival – people I cared about. It’s only the fact we’re at war, and that your enemy is my enemy, that I’m able to put all that to one side for now. I don’t know you people, but from what I’ve seen so far, I’m not entirely sure we’re a good fit.”

      “We’re decent people, Coben. I promise, you’ll see.”

      Coben nodded, but he said nothing else. From the way he stared directly ahead, it seemed like he wanted to be left alone. Aaron didn’t dare go inside, however, as there was still a faint stench of weed. The odour sickened him and made his lungs itch again. He didn’t know what effect it had on him exactly, but it certainly wasn’t positive. The alien fungus was a delicate life form, despite being sent to Earth to destroy all life, and it needed the right atmospheric conditions to thrive. Perhaps the Colombians were surviving just fine, burning their crop fields and polluting the air, having a whale of a time as they breathed in the intoxicating fumes.

      The infected followed along on the bank, but their clumsy movements were too slow and they gradually faded into the distance. New infected people popped up now and then in various places, but they were not organised like the group back near the slope. The further the boat travelled along the canal, the quieter the voices in Aaron’s head became. Only the loud voice remained, still demanding and forceful, but its words meant nothing, more like chanting than talking. It drove Aaron to distraction, though, and he gritted his teeth to try and force the noise out of his head. Twenty minutes later, when the voice finally began to fade, it was a blessed relief, but not total silence. Left behind was a ringing.

      Aaron rubbed at his temples and stepped away from the railing.

      The ringing faded.

      No, it’s not fading. It moved. It moved inside my head.

      Aaron turned slowly back towards the railing, and the ringing seemed to change position, moving from the back of his skull to the front. It stayed in the same place while his head rotated.

      It’s like hearing something with my ears and knowing which direction it’s coming from.

      So what is it? What’s causing the ringing?

      “What are you doing?” Coben asked him, still standing at the tiller. “Are you having a panic attack? Just breathe, mate.”

      “No, not a panic attack. I… I hear something. Well, not really hear – it’s more like I sense something. These canals, do they only go in one direction, or are there different routes?”

      Coben nodded. “Canals are no different to roads. There’ll be various routes ahead, all leading to different places. Why?”

      “Because I can hear a corkscrew. We’re getting near to one.”

      “Okay,” said Coben. “Just tell me which way to go.”

      Aaron coughed as he caught another subtle whiff of weed. “That stink is going to kill me,” he said.

      Coben narrowed his eyes. “The weed? Not the most pleasant smell, is it? Glad I gave all that nonsense up. As mind-altering substances go, weed’s a mild offender, but I must have put on three stone as a teenager because of it. That took some going, considering I was homeless at the time.”

      Aaron tittered. “I can’t even imagine the life you must have led. Makes me feel a little pathetic for how mollycoddled I used to be. I always thought me and my brother were poor growing up, but I guess we were pretty lucky.”

      “One thing I’ve learned, Aaron, is that misery doesn’t discriminate. In my AA group, I had millionaires sitting next to single mums living on welfare. Their happiness had little to do with money and material possessions. I’ll tell you the secret to being happy: it’s purpose. Spend your life doing something you’re passionate about and misery will rarely find you. That’s why the happiest people you’ll ever meet are those spending their lives helping others, or working for a cause.”

      “Can’t say I don’t miss playing Call of Duty for nine hours straight sometimes, but I get your point. Cameron is a completely different person since the world ended. It’s like he’s been waiting his whole life for this.”

      “He found his purpose,” said Coben. “His reason for being. From the look on your face, Aaron, I’m not sure you’ve found yours yet.”

      “Destroying the corkscrews. That’s my purpose.”

      “Is it?”

      “For now, yeah. I don’t see what else I could be doing.”

      “Sometimes our passion has to find us, rather than the other way around. My passion was keeping people safe. I hope I can rediscover it again soon.”

      Aaron chewed his lip for a moment. It felt strange now that the bulging vein was gone. “I really am sorry for what we brought to you.”

      “Me too.” He nodded. “Here, there’s a turn coming up. Doncaster or Huddersfield?”

      Aaron stared ahead, across the boat’s long roof. Helper was still sleeping, and he blocked most of the view, but by leaning, Aaron could see the split in the canal ahead – one way going straight, the other veering to the right. He closed his eyes and slowly rotated his head, concentrating on the barely audible ringing. “Right,” he said. “Go right.”

      “Huddersfield it is, then.” Coben shifted the tiller and turned the boat diagonally. The nose almost banged against the canal wall, and missed by only a few inches. Aaron couldn’t work out if it was deftness or luck. Either way, Coben remained calm and seemed to know what he was doing.

      Huddersfield? thought Aaron. I don’t think that’s far from Manchester. I’m nearly home. He looked back through the small window set into the top of the cabin’s door. His companions were all inside, probably sleeping. Or is this home?

      We’re all nomads now.

      

      Sophie glanced over her shoulder, wary of the senior nurse tending to patients right behind her. It wasn’t often she was allowed into the dispensary at the Royal Infirmary, but Nathan’s leg was healing poorly and causing him pain, so the doctor had authorised a small dose of morphine and a week’s allocation of vancomycin to clear up an infection around the wound where his tibia had broken through his skin. It gave Sophie the perfect opportunity to gain access to several restricted substances.

      Potassium. Magnesium. Peroxide. Alcohol. Polystyrene containers. Grab whatever you can. Here’s a list.

      Sophie could barely believe she was doing this. Collecting volatile chemicals for a man she barely knew. If she got caught, she would become one of the sudden unannounced gunshots that now seemed to happen on an hourly basis in the city.

      But it was those gunshots that had caused her to do this.

      After listening to Nathan’s lectures on man’s inhumanity to man, and specifically the tyrannical aspirations of the New Scottish Leadership Party, she had decided that innocent people were in danger. It had been days since she’d seen an infected person, so who exactly was being executed? Edinburgh’s population was growing increasingly sullen. Afraid. Voiceless. The food rationing had tightened, as Nathan had predicted, and dead bodies now littered the streets along with the homeless and mad. Soldiers quickly carted corpses away to the pyres, but it was impossible to keep it a secret. The subtext was clear: the city’s lower classes existed only to serve those deemed important – those chosen for whatever future was to come. A by-product of the mass poverty and starvation was a huge increase in people volunteering to join the army, which further increased the government’s might and grip on the population.

      There are soldiers on every street now. Soon, people won’t be able to whisper without being heard.

      Sophie had already gathered cleaning supplies for one of Nathan’s contacts, a small man she met each night in an alleyway near the infirmary where she and Nancy worked. Based on the chemicals he was asking for, he was clearly making a bomb.

      And I’m helping him. I’m getting a stranger the materials he needs to make an IED. Or a dozen IEDs. What am I doing?

      Sophie pocketed a few vials of medicine and a few packets of pills, then took what she had actually been sent there for – antibiotics and pain relief. She waved to the nurse and said goodbye. “See you later, Maggie.”

      “Hold on a minute, you.”

      Sophie froze. She had deposited the stolen supplies in a pouch behind her apron – just a small amount – but she felt herself trembling as the nurse marched over to her. She had met this other woman only once before and had found her a little abrupt, and a little nosey.

      Maggie smiled at Sophie knowingly. “Remember what we spoke about last time?”

      “I… um…”

      The woman reached into her nurse’s uniform and pulled something out of her pocket. It was small enough that she could hide it in her closed fist. “You told me about your mother-in-law. Nancy, wasn’t it?”

      Sophie went blank. What is this woman talking about? Last time I was here, I was stealing iodine. If we spoke about anything, it was just nervous chitchat to keep her from being suspicious.

      Maggie raised an eyebrow at Sophie. “You must have forgotten.” She opened her hand, revealing a couple of tiny orange objects. “You said she was having trouble sleeping at night because of all the snoring and coughing. I found some ear plugs on one of the wards and immediately thought of you.”

      Sophie put her hands against her cheeks. “You’re right. I totally forgot. I can’t believe you thought of me. That’s so kind.” She took the ear plugs. “Thank you, Maggie.”

      “Sure, no problem. Hey, do you fancy getting a drink tonight at the Spatula?”

      “The Spatula?”

      Maggie chuckled. “Yeah, it’s a greasy spoon on Tanner’s Lane. A lot of us nurses go there at night. Almost makes life seem normal. You should come. Would be nice to see a new face. Especially one as pretty as yours.”

      Sophie smiled to buy herself a second to process. She’s hitting on me. I suppose that’s okay, but… yeah, this is uncomfortable. Just need to get out of here with the stolen supplies. “Sure, I might be able to make it,” she said breezily. “Tanner’s Lane, right? I’ll have to see how Nancy is feeling. She’s not doing great at the moment.”

      Maggie reached out and touched Sophie on the elbow. “She probably just needs a good night’s sleep. The ear plugs will help with that. You deserve a break. It’ll be fun.”

      Sophie nodded. “Okay. I’ll do my best. Thanks, Maggie.”

      “And hey, I’ll even forget about the bits and bobs you’ve got stuffed under your apron.”

      Sophie felt an icy dagger pierce her stomach. “What? I…”

      Maggie waved a hand. “Don’t worry. Inventory is a complete mess at the moment, so nobody knows what’s where. A few extra shots of morphine won’t be missed, so you’re good. It’s for your patients, right?”

      “What? Oh, yeah, of course. We don’t have any at the clinic.”

      Maggie nodded, then leant in conspiratorially, close enough that Sophie could smell her perfume. “The way we’re forced to withhold pain medication from people in pain is a disgrace. We have far more medicine than you’d think. Enough that people shouldn’t be dying in agony. You’re a good person to risk yourself for the people under your care, Sophie. Makes you a good nurse.”

      Sophie blushed, but it was from a fading panic, not embarrassment. “I’m not actually a nurse. Not like you.”

      “Hey. You take care of sick and injured people for twelve hours a day. That makes you a nurse. Tanner’s Lane, okay? I’ll see you there.” She tapped her on the shoulder playfully. “Don’t make me report you, you dirty thief.”

      Sophie giggled, but had a sinking feeling. Maggie had made the threat as a joke, but it was still a threat. If anything, it showed that Sophie wasn’t as skilled a thief as she’d thought. She’d been stealing supplies for the last two days now. Had anyone else seen her?

      Suddenly, she felt like there was a red dot on her forehead. A bullet might arrive any moment.

      She bid Maggie farewell and raced out the door, carrying her stolen goods beneath her apron. Tonight, she would tell Nathan’s contact that she was out. The city was a corrupt cesspit, but she would rather be alive in it than die in it.

      What was I thinking?
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      It was the middle of the night, and the barge had been parked up for the last twenty minutes. Coben had been at the tiller when Aaron had told the man to stop. They were just north of Stoke-on-Trent. A corkscrew lay nearby.

      I can hear it ringing. Like a wet finger around the edge of a wine glass.

      Coben and Aaron had agreed to leave the others sleeping. Fiona, Helen, and Teddy needed to get the weed out of their system before they could be of much use, and it was probably unwise setting off across a treacherous landscape in the dark, anyway. Better to seek out the corkscrew at first light. So, Coben had gone to catch a few more hours’ rest while Aaron had remained outside alone.

      Aaron stood at the railing at the back of the barge. He wasn’t feeling sleepy at all. In fact, he felt wide awake. It had been many hours since he’d eaten as well.

      What’s happening to me? I don’t feel human. The only thing I can taste is the acid in the air.

      The area around the barge was identical to the miles and miles of landscape they had put behind them. Fungus covered everything. Buildings rose like grassy mountains, cars like mossy boulders. All traces of humanity’s architecture, design, and influence were gone. This was an alien world.

      For now. We’re taking it back.

      There was just one problem.

      Helper wasn’t doing well.

      The alien was still asleep on the roof, and had barely moved in hours. It was unclear if he was dying, healing, or simply resting, but it seemed unlikely he would get up soon. How long could they afford to wait? Without Helper, they couldn’t brave the fungus – or at least nobody but Aaron could. Likewise, they risked being found by the takers. Did the alien invaders have the same vulnerability to water as the fungus? Or would they simply leap aboard the boat and dismember everybody?

      They wouldn’t even need to do that. They could just stand at the water’s edge and obliterate us with a pulse. Our only hope is destroying the corkscrew as soon as possible. We can’t delay.

      I can’t delay.

      There were three or four infected people on the bank, but they weren’t interested in the barge. Once again, Aaron seemed to be invisible to them, and he assumed it was because there were no takers nearby to take control of them like puppets. Perhaps it also meant that he would once again be able to influence them. He narrowed his eyes and concentrated, focusing on a shambling woman with so much fungus around her head that it hung in front of her like a watermelon. Lie down. Get on the ground.

      To Aaron’s delight, the woman leant forward, her heavy head causing her to overbalance and crumple to the ground. There she remained.

      Aaron focused on another of the infected, this one a child. Go away.

      The child turned slowly and walked off into the distance.

      I’m back in control. The infected are no threat to me.

      Nor is the fungus.

      Aaron glanced back at Helper. The alien had given so much of himself to help them. He had lost an appendage and was now crisscrossed in glistening wounds. It was time for him to rest, but Aaron’s friends could do nothing without his protection. The fungus would infect them; the infected would attack them.

      But not me.

      I’m the only one who can leave the barge safely. Aaron eyed the bank, a flat section leading up to a series of long rectangular hills – terraced housing, perhaps? Cameron will kill me if I run off on my own again. But isn’t it worth the risk if it keeps the others safe?

      Aaron blinked, still feeling wide awake. He was suddenly certain that he would never sleep again. It was a human need, and he was no longer human. As much as it pained him, he was an outsider, and would forever be one. There would be no happy ending for him. No post-apocalyptic family or well-earned relaxation. He was a casualty of war. It meant he had nothing left to lose.

      Except my friends. I’ve already lost so many people.

      I won’t lose more.

      Aaron moved along the railing so that he was facing the bank. He placed one foot over onto the edge and then the other. He stood for a moment, waiting for Cameron to leap out and grab him – What the feck ye doing, lad? – but no one awoke inside the cabin. It was just him and the darkness. Just him and the other monsters.

      He hopped the gap and landed on the bank. An infected man nearby turned in his direction but then shuffled off in another direction. It had heard the noise of Aaron’s landing but saw nothing.

      I’m invisible, which is why I’m going to walk right up to the corkscrew and destroy it.

      Cameron will go mad.

      Only if I fail.

      Glancing back at the barge one last time, Aaron headed into the fungus-covered wasteland, ready to take whatever risks he had to if it kept his friends safe. The acidic air flowed through him, making him feel light and alert. The whispers returned, muttering at the back of his mind, sometimes screaming, but he was too used to them by now to let them bother him. His head ached, but the less he focused on it, the more distant the pain became.

      Aaron passed by the first fungus-covered buildings, alive with millions – or billions – of pestilence-spreading bugs. The landscape shimmered with their endless movements. Overhead, the moon fought against the vibrant colours of the night sky. Was it the changes to the atmosphere that had dyed the horizon, or were more alien spacecrafts incoming? There had been no more earthquakes, which was a good sign, but how far away could they be felt? Would he feel it if new takers were landing fifty miles away? Thirty? Ten? The tremors had been substantial up close, but Aaron had no idea how far the shock waves could travel.

      The further he moved into the city of Stoke, the more infected people he came across. The tingle up the back of his spine warned him of danger, but the enemy paid him no mind for the time being. Their talons dangled by their sides, most standing completely still. Even the whispers in his head had grown muted and inert. The infected were sleeping – or whatever their version of it was. Like Aaron, they seemed to have no need for closing their eyes.

      Aaron followed the ringing in his head. As before, he could sense its direction. It was louder now, as if the water had been dulling the sound. The fungus was higher, too, perhaps for the same reason. It rose all around him, and he had to part the stalks – with great difficulty – with only one arm in order to get through it. Eventually, he was so buried in it that all he saw of the infected were the tops of their heads moving about in the gaps between the stalks.

      The alien landscape sent him right back to Choirikell – the last time he had fully been himself. The infection had only just taken hold, and he had still possessed two arms. He remembered forcing himself onwards with Ranger’s help, and the thought of doing it again without her caused him to swallow a lump in his throat. This time, he was truly alone, with not even an animal to accompany him. Yet he knew he could do this. He could sense that a corkscrew was near, and he would destroy it. The landscape would blacken and turn to ash, ready to be renewed by Mother Nature. The infected would shrivel away. Bugs would pop like blisters. Perhaps the takers, too, would be dealt a mortal blow. He hoped so.

      Aaron stopped to take a breath. While he no longer seemed to grow tired, he could still become exhausted – in fact, he fell to weakness worryingly fast. He leant against the thick body of a fungal stalk and caught his breath for a few moments. Bugs dropped onto his neck and wriggled under his collar, but his disgust wasn’t strong enough to panic him. He merely gritted his teeth and waited as they slid down his sweating back and fell out of his shirt. Did the bugs, like the infected, know that he was immune to the spread? It wasn’t as if they bit or stung. They spread the organism by secreting that sticky green oil that had first revealed itself on Sean’s palms. Aaron put his own hand to his lower back and rubbed. When he brought it around in front of him, his fingertips were tacky and green.

      Good try, but your bug phlegm is wasted on me.

      He stomped a few bugs underfoot for his own satisfaction. Soon, he hoped to destroy them all in a very wide radius.

      Once he had caught his breath, he moved on, pushing aside thickening stalks. He could no longer see the infected, but he could hear their whispers. They were excited about something. Perhaps he was near the corkscrew and they knew what was coming. It could lie only ten feet away and he wouldn’t yet see it. But he was getting close. Really close.

      Movement up ahead, the stalks swaying. It wasn’t enough to concern Aaron, for it was likely just an infected person, but then he heard the barking. “What the…? A dog? Out here?” The coincidence both excited and concerned him. Any animal in this dense, alien forest would surely be infected by now, but if it had only recently entered the area, it might still be more dog than monster.

      Aaron shoved his way through the stalks, trying not to overexert himself and grow tired again. The dog barked, sounding closer. The whispers in his head became mocking jeers, almost drowning out the barking, but he told them to be quiet and pushed ahead, sliding into gaps and forcing himself onward. There was an infected man standing in his way, but he paid it no mind.

      Until it barked at him.

      Aaron froze. The infected man looked directly at him through one green eye and one dead human eye. It opened its mouth wide and let out another perfect imitation of a canine barking.

      Ranger. It’s imitating Ranger.

      Because I was thinking about her. Does it know my thoughts?

      “Be quiet. Go away.”

      The infected person laughed, then lashed out with its talon and struck Aaron across the face, slicing right through his left eyeball. His vision suddenly halved, and a lightning bolt struck his brain. Suddenly, Aaron felt all too human again as mortal terror took hold of him. He staggered away from the infected man, who had just half blinded him, and fell into the stalks. On his hands and knees, he scurried through the undergrowth as fat slugs squashed between his fingers. He wailed in horror, desperate for help, but knowing that none would arrive in this forsaken place. All thoughts of fighting back against the enemy fled his mind, and he only wanted to be away from here. To be safe.

      “Mam! Mam, please…” He sobbed, clutching his face. “Please, help me.”

      His strength deserted him. He curled up in a heap on the ground. All around him, dogs barked. An unfamiliar voice in his head spoke wicked words he didn’t understand. The takers were near. They saw him. They toyed with him. He was a perversion to them – a defiance of their will. He had rejected their toxic gifts and retained his will, but they had finally broken him. It had been inevitable.

      “I have nothing left,” he shouted. “I thought I could do this one last thing and be done, but you win, okay? Do you hear me? I hate you! I fecking hate you!”

      Aaron lay on his back, staring up at the dayglow night sky through his narrowed window of vision. Blood ran down his cheek. His throbbing eyelid turned fatty. The whispers in his head told him to give up, to just lie there until it was all over. Humanity was finished. There was no point in fighting it.

      Time slowed right down, the colourful night sky swirling endlessly above him. The overwhelmed moon started its retreat towards the horizon. Would he live long enough to see the sun replace it one last time?

      The emerald forest swayed all around him. The infected crept in from every direction. He had no idea how long he lay there for.

      “Aaron?”

      “Go away!” he shouted, but of course the dead did not listen. Their true masters were near. “Just go away. Please.”

      “Aaron? Aaron, where the feck are ye?”

      “Go away!” He yelled back at the stalks. “Stop playing with me. Just end it.”

      The infected chattered like monkeys.

      “Aaron? Call oot so we know where ye are.”

      “I said, go away. Feck off!”

      “Aye. I heard ye, lad. Keep on talking.”

      Aaron let his head roll to the side and groaned. Another cruel joke. As if hearing Ranger’s barking wasn’t enough, now the takers sought to fill him with false hope that Cameron was here to rescue him as usual. “Cam? Cameron?”

      “Aye, lad. I’m coming.”

      The stalks parted. A cackling infected man appeared and lashed out at Aaron, striking his forearm and drawing more blood. “Stop it,” Aaron cried. “Leave me alone.”

      “Feck sake, Little English. Where are ye?”

      The infected man lifted its talon to strike again, but something leapt out of the stalks and sent it flying. Like a mirage, Cameron was suddenly standing over Aaron, offering out a meaty hand. “Bloody eejit!”

      “C-Cameron? Is that really you?”

      “Look at the state of ye, lad. Did we nae have a conversation aboot ye nae running off on ye own?”

      “H-How did you find me?”

      “I followed the gaps ye left in the stalks. Didnae take a genius to see which route ye took. Then I heard ye bawling. Looks like we found ye in the nick of time.”

      “We?”

      Fiona, Teddy, Helen, and Coben stepped out of the fungus. Helen was already clearly infected, lines of tiny green veins crisscrossing her cheek. “Yer a pain in the arse,” said Helen. “I voted to leave ye out here.”

      “Helen? Y-You’re infected. Why did you follow me? All of you… You’re all infected.”

      Cameron grunted. “Aye. That’s the bloody lengths ye’ve driven us to. It’ll be all right, though, eh? Long as we destroy the corkscrew in the next five minutes, the infection will die off.”

      Aaron shook his head, horrified by the sacrifices his friends had made. “Any longer and you might end up like me.”

      Cameron yanked Aaron up to his feet, a little unkindly. “Then get off yer arse and feckin’ sort this, yer bloody idiot.”

      “You need to get this done,” said Coben, itching at his forearms. “I don’t know you lot well enough to throw my life away. I’m here purely because you promised me a rapid cure. So, Aaron, do you know where this corkscrew is?” He turned and picked up a jerry can from the ground behind him. “I found this strapped to the side of the barge’s roof. Right there all along, it was, full to the brim. Fire kills everything, right? Alien and human.”

      “And I brought this,” said Helen, clutching her crate of grenades against her chest. “I will blow something up by the end of the day, even if it’s ourselves.”

      Aaron smiled. In all his haste, he hadn’t even thought about how he would destroy the corkscrew. He had made the same mistake in Choirikell. Why had he thought, even for a second, that he could do this alone?

      Because I’m not thinking clearly. I’m losing myself.

      Teddy motioned towards Aaron’s eye. “You look in a bad way, man.”

      “It’s probably even worse than it looks. I can’t let this thing take any more of me. I… I have nothing left.”

      Fiona moved over to him and put an arm underneath him for support. “We can do this together. Maybe even tip things enough in our favour that others can take over for a while.”

      Aaron raised his arm weakly and pointed. “Over there. The corkscrew. It’s in that direction.”

      Cameron scratched at his thick red beard and dislodged a greasy slug. “Haven’t felt this dirty since I got the clap off Becky Brown. Come on, let’s get this over with. By the time the sun comes up, I either want to be dead or heading someplace with a shower.”
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      Morning broke, yet Sophie had already been awake for over an hour. Despite her intention to stop helping Nathan’s contact, she had recommitted after encountering a starving child in the streets. The young boy, named Daniel, hadn’t seen his parents in days. Apparently, they had gone to the gates to ask for permission to leave the city, wanting to fend for themselves instead of starving in the streets. They hadn’t returned.

      Sophie had made a few enquiries after that, and it appeared nobody was allowed out of Edinburgh. Once you were in, you stayed in. You stayed where you were told and ate what you were given. If you argued too much, you disappeared like Daniel’s parents.

      Sophie stood now, watching the gates to the city. Ten dozen people slept in the streets while soldiers watched over them from elevated positions. The area around the gates was flat and open, a playing field or park in a former life, but now littered with fortifications and sliced in two by a ten-foot fence. A main road ran through the park’s centre, passing through the gate and into the city. The people amassed in the streets that led off from it.

      Did all of them wish to leave? Was that why they had camped out around the city’s main exit? The mesh fences, the razor wire, the steel barricades… it all became clear what it represented. Edinburgh was a prison.

      She had arranged to meet Nathan’s contact at dawn and, sure enough, the short man was exiting a nearby side street and heading towards her. In his hands was a plastic tub full of soft toys. She imagined that hidden amongst the contents was something less adorable.

      “Sophie, how are you this morning?”

      “I’m good. What do you have there for me?”

      “As discussed, a delivery for the Royal Infirmary. Just some toys and things donated by the fortunate.”

      Sophie’s eyes narrowed. She had known to expect something – Nathan had informed her so yesterday – but she took the box apprehensively while a voice inside her head screamed at her not to touch it. The thing was, she had made up her mind to do this, and there was no going back. If she refused to act now, she would be just another victim, owned and controlled, told how to live her life. Nathan was right: if people didn’t fight for their own individual right to survive, then humanity deserved nothing better than what had come before.

      Sophie realised she didn’t even know the name of the man she was talking to, yet he smiled at her like an old friend. He wasn’t evil or good, and he always came across as entirely neutral. Pleasant without being friendly, and focused on the task at hand without being pushy. Now, however, he leant forward, lips moist behind the bristles of his dark brown beard. He kept his voice low. “There’s a linen storage cupboard next to Conference Room 4. A third of the New Scottish Leadership Party assembles there every day after lunch for a daily briefing. Leave this box in the storage cupboard and press the switch inside the stuffed unicorn.”

      She shook her head and offered the box back. “I’m no suicide bomber. You press the button.”

      He shook his head and chuckled. “It’s on a fifteen-minute timer, so don’t panic. I would do it myself, but I don’t have access to the Royal Infirmary. You have a nurse’s pass.”

      “That doesn’t mean they let me walk around without reason.”

      “A little effort is required on your part, granted, but that’s the nature of this business. We’re risking ourselves for the good of all.”

      Sophie took a moment to examine the man before she agreed to his request. So far, her crimes had been minor, and easy to dismiss as trifling theft, but deep down she had known she was contributing to something bigger. This was it. This was the moment she faced the consequences of her decision.

      Can I trust Nathan and his friends? Are they just crazy?

      The man before her was rugged, but had clearly lost a lot of weight. His cheeks were sallow and his button-up shirt too big. He smelled unclean and chewed at his cracked lips constantly, but despite that, he had watery blue eyes that cried empathy. This man, like her, had become something he never thought he could be.

      “What’s your name?” she asked. “I want to know before I do this.”

      He frowned. “Sure. You never asked before. My name’s Paul. Paul Conway.”

      “What did you do before the world ended, Paul?”

      Suddenly he appeared sheepish. “I… I was a local MP. South Ribble.”

      Sophie almost laughed. “You were a politician, but now you’re Guy Fawkes, trying to take down parliament? What happened?”

      “The world ended and afforded me a chance to actually make a difference. I know what you’re thinking, that all politicians are lying, self-serving swine. I would almost agree with you, but the proper truth is that only ninety-nine per cent of politicians are unworthy of the job. Me… I used to genuinely care about my constituents. I entered politics to try and make the world a better place. The problem was, I didn’t know what a nest of vipers I was entering. The elite at Westminster chewed me up and spat me out. I was browbeaten at every turn. Unceremoniously subdued if I even hinted at stepping out of line. Quickly, I realised becoming an MP was much like joining a gang. If you disagree with the bigger boys, you get your legs broken. The entire system was as corrupt as it was inefficient, and as unjust as it was unequal.” He shook his head and seemed embarrassed, probably because of the dumbfounded expression Sophie had on her face. “What’s happening here in this city is worse. As much as I hated our government before the fall, it was infinitely better than the days of kings and tyrants. I can’t fail the people who are relying on me again. This is my chance to put things right. To be the man I desperately want to be.”

      “All these people…” Sophie motioned to the people sleeping in the streets around the gate. “They want to leave?”

      “Of course they do. In here, they’re frightened and starving, but if they could leave, if they could look for food or fish for themselves, they wouldn’t feel so powerless. That wouldn’t benefit those in power, though. If people are allowed to leave and start surviving on their own, why would they ever accept a government? Or, even worse, what if they form competing governments? No, the NSLP needs everyone to stay inside the city while its troops secure everything of value for miles around. They need to ensure that nobody has any chance of surviving on their own. Once the government is well and truly established, it can then face any external competition from a place of strength.”

      Sophie nodded. “I understand.”

      Paul looked around, making sure no one was listening or watching them. He then nodded to the tub of soft toys in her hands. “Okay, so just press the switch inside and get your butt out of there. We’re not talking about a nuclear bomb here, but you don’t want to be anywhere nearby when it goes off, okay?”

      “Are innocent people going to get hurt?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know” – he shrugged – “but probably. There are many people on that floor, but the important thing is that most of them serve the NSLP. After the attack, the message will be clear. We won’t stand for tyranny.”

      “The soldiers are going to clamp down hard on people afterwards. They’ll want heads on spikes.”

      Paul nodded, looking unhappy about it, but undeterred. “A tyrannical response can’t be avoided, but it’s also the reason this has to be done. A dying animal bites hardest, but it will still eventually die. Can I trust you with this, Sophie? I have others willing to do what must be done, if you’re not.”

      She readjusted her grip on the tub. It was heavy, and she thought she could feel liquid sloshing about inside. “I’ll do what needs to be done. I’m the one with the nurse’s pass, right?”

      Paul reached out and touched the back of her hand. With a smile, he gave her a curt nod. “Then I’ll see you when the smoke clears, comrade.”

      “Yeah, viva la revolution and all that. Christ, I can’t believe I’m doing this.” She turned and headed across the street, intending to visit the Royal Infirmary at once and get this over with, but she saw, coincidentally, someone who worked there. It felt like a bad omen.

      Maggie came running over to Sophie, eyes baggy and blonde hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. “Your mother-in-law told me I would find you here,” she said. “I’m just about to start my shift but thought we could get breakfast together. I have a spare ration ticket.” She leant in and whispered, “Surprising how many go begging in the trauma ward. They lose half of everyone that gets admitted.”

      “Oh…” said Sophie. She suddenly regretted telling Maggie where she slept at night. During the last few days, the woman had seemed to track her down wherever she was. “I, um, can’t right now, Maggie. I’ll be heading into the Royal later, though, so I’ll pop by and see you, okay? Maybe you can get a break.”

      Maggie frowned. “Come on… you must have ten minutes to spare to get a coffee and some cereal. It’s going to be a long day.”

      “I already ate.”

      “So eat some more.”

      “I can’t! Really, I have an errand to run.”

      “What errand? It’s six in the morning.” Maggie’s eyes narrowed. Her nostrils flared. “Are you on about those toys? Where are they going?”

      “What? These? No, these are for the, um, children’s ward. That’s why I’ll be along later.”

      “Well, that’s silly. I might as well take them for you.”

      Sophie pulled back, hoping Maggie didn’t hear the sloshing coming from inside the tub. “No! I’m still collecting toys. That’s what my errand is. Some people I know are doing a collection for the kid’s ward. I’m going to go see them now. That’s why I have to go.”

      Maggie raised an eyebrow. The story was reasonable enough, but the way Sophie had told it had been unexplainably frantic. “Okay, I get it,” said Maggie, an edge to her voice. “There’s no room in your life right now for new friends. I guess I just thought it would be nice for us ladies to stick together in this mess we find ourselves in.” She sniffed and folded her arms. “You sure you don’t want me to just take that box from you? Save you the trip?”

      Sophie gripped the tub tighter. “You can’t take the box, Maggie, because then I wouldn’t have an excuse to pop by the hospital later and see you, would I?”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” She rolled her eyes pissily. “I have stuff going on right now, so just let me get on to it and I’ll see you later, okay? We’re all good.”

      Maggie let out a breath and lowered her shoulders. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m pushy and mistrustful and pretty much a hot mess most of the time. It’s the hours. I’m barely getting any sleep. All I see is people suffering and…”

      Sophie forced herself to smile. “I want to be friends, Maggie, okay? There’s just a lot going on for me this morning. I’ll see you later when I’m free.” No, I won’t. I’ll probably have been arrested or executed by then. Hope you’ll forgive me for standing you up.

      “Okay dokey.” Maggie blushed and said goodbye, wandering off in a direction that might lead either to the hospital or to one of the many places set up for breakfasts. It presented Sophie with a problem. She needed to go to the Royal Infirmary to plant the bomb, but she had just told Maggie she had errands to run first.

      I can’t go straight there in case she catches me and wonders why I lied. She’ll question me to death. No, I’ll have to wait an hour before I go. By then, Maggie will be at work and I can head straight up to the conference rooms.

      And blow a load of people up.

      Sophie felt sick. The weight of the tub in her arms almost became too much. Her stitches were still in place, but they had been tugging more and more as her wound healed. Now, they seemed to rip at her muscles in protest.

      She hurried along the street, knowing only one place to go.

      

      Nancy and Sophie both slept in a small public library near the Old Town. There, Sophie found Nancy awake, sitting in their spot and guarding their things. Theft was rife in the camps, so they rarely left at the same time unless it was for work – and then they took their possessions with them in their rucksacks.

      “A friend was here looking for you,” said Nancy. She wiped at her mouth, having just been coughing. “I told her you were probably near the gates getting breakfast, but we both know that’s not true. Whatever you’re involved in, Sophie, why won’t you just tell me?”

      How did she know where I’ve been? Sophie placed the tub of toys down on the ground carefully, very aware that it was designed to explode. “I don’t want to tell you because I don’t want to worry you. It’s a miracle we ever got here. You deserve to rest.”

      “Oh, don’t give me that bollocks. Who were you meeting at the gates this morning? I heard you arranging a meeting last night with Nathan.”

      Sophie sighed and looked around. The library was emptying now that people were heading off to whatever jobs they had – a prerequisite of getting to sleep beneath a roof with soldiers keeping order. “Okay, don’t freak out, but there’s a group of people in the city trying to take out the government. I’ve… been helping them.”

      Nancy’s eyes bulged. “What? Why?”

      “Because people are starving in the streets, Nancy. No one is allowed to leave or fend for themselves. It’s not right. No one has a right to control anyone. To control me!”

      Nancy shook her head and groaned. “Mankind is barely hanging on by a thread. You really think now is the time to start a civil war? This city is the only place left that actually feels safe. Why threaten it?”

      “Because people deserve a chance to be free, even if it ends us all. The NSLP represents everything that’s been wrong with mankind since it first began. Greedy men taking whatever they want at the expense of others. Well, not today. Today, they lose and the people win.”

      “Oh, Sophie, honey. I’ve got a lot of years on you, so trust me when I say, the people never win. The freedom fighters of today become the governments of tomorrow, and then a whole new group pops up to fight them. The cycle goes around and around and around.”

      “Then I’m going to help break the cycle.”

      “How? How on earth are you going to do that? Do you really think your new friends are as pure-hearted as they claim?”

      Sophie thought about it. Nathan and Paul seemed genuine, but Paul had been a politician before, so somewhere, deep down, there must be a part of him that craved power. Didn’t most politicians begin with grand ideals? Didn’t they all want to help before being corrupted by their first taste of influence?

      But Nathan wants anarchy. He wants no government. No rules.

      If Sophie planted the bomb as required, then only a third of the NSLP would die. That wouldn’t get rid of the government, it would only piss it off – and probably make life worse for everyone. Even if Paul’s hopes came to fruition, and the NSLP fell from power, it would be a destination reached via a road paved in blood.

      “What’s in the box?” asked Nancy, eyeing the tub full of toys. “Sophie, what’s in the box?”

      Sophie swallowed a lump in her throat, suddenly feeling like a child caught stealing money from her mam’s purse. “I won’t tell you. It would put you in danger.”

      Nancy covered her face and groaned. “Bloody hell, Sophie. Just get it out of here, okay? Whatever it is, give it back and tell your friends to go do their own dirty work. Men don’t change, Sophie. Maybe if a woman were in charge, I would have a little hope, but you’re getting involved in other people’s messes. Let’s just keep our heads down and hope for the best. Ryan and Aaron could walk through those gates any day now.”

      Or get executed out on the road like the other refugees deemed to be a risk. And even if Ryan made it into the city, we could never leave. We would be prisoners here.

      Sophie got to her feet and picked up her box. “I’ll meet you at the clinic in a bit. I’ll deal with the box, okay?”

      Nancy coughed into the crook of her elbow before speaking. “Please don’t put yourself in danger, Sophie. Please.”

      “I won’t. Everything will be fine.”

      Sophie headed out of the library with her box, heading towards the Royal Infirmary and wondering how much damage the bomb would do. Would it take out a room? A floor? The building? She didn’t even know what kind of device she was carrying, or how qualified its maker was. It was unlikely to have been Paul who had put it together.

      The infirmary was some distance away, but the city gates were closer, so that was where she went, back to where she had been standing only twenty minutes before. She’d been confused then, but she knew what to do now. It was clear to her.

      Nancy was right. If Sophie took out the government, she would just be repeating the cycle of men replacing men. Civil wars did nothing for ordinary people, they merely reshuffled those in power. The only way to truly help Edinburgh’s cold and starving population was via anarchy. Sophie was going to remove the people’s need for government.

      When she made it back to the main gates, the streets seemed even more littered with the homeless and starving. There were more guards, too, including the man on the double-decker bus who delighted in executing refugees. Maybe it was her nerves, but it felt like there were eyes on her from every angle.

      She looked around, searching for somewhere secluded, but of course, there was nowhere. She followed the fence for a short while until the crowds thinned out and, after a few minutes, stopped at a place where the mesh butted up against the wall of an old white-brick pub. A nearby road sign said that the borough of Blackford lay beyond this section of the fence – a housing district patrolled by soldiers who sought to bring everyone inside the city centre and Old Town. The drug dealers executed last week had probably just been people who had refused to abandon their homes.

      There were no guards watching this section of the fence, because the pub was three storeys high and the mesh was topped with razor wire. It would take a crazed soul to try to escape here. You could cut through the mesh links, Sophie supposed, but the chance of somebody walking by and seeing you was high. Hopefully, no one would spot her and take an interest in what she was doing, but if they did, she would try to look like everybody else around here. Homeless and invisible.

      She slid down against the pub’s side wall, placing the plastic tub to her side against the mesh fence as she sat on the ground. She rooted amongst the stuffed toys, pushing aside a grubby grey elephant and a cheerfully smiling dog. The unicorn seemed to jump out at her – brand new, shiny and white, with a rainbow-coloured horn. Its back was fastened with Velcro strips, having previously housed some kind of voice box most likely, but there was something else inside it now. Sophie pulled the toy open and slid out a small plastic unit with a switch. The switch was connected via wires to the stuffed elephant, which Sophie now realised was full of liquid. Other wires led to the other toys in the box. It was a complicated yet rather inspired device. A perfect disguise for bringing a bomb into a hospital.

      But she wasn’t taking the bomb into a hospital. She was leaving it here.

      Sophie plucked the switch unit out of the unicorn and pulled the stuffed animal free of the wiring. Then she pressed the exposed switch and flinched. A small part of her had expected to blow up on the spot, but there was no explosion, only an electronic beep – nothing that indicated a bomb had been set.

      She sat there for a while, wondering if Paul had lied to her, and that the bomb would go off in two minutes instead of fifteen. Part of her would be okay with that. There was a certain peace in what she had just done. She had made an empowering decision, not siding with one set of men or another. She had made her own decision.

      After a short while, she got to her feet, brushing at her jeans and strolling down the street. There was a scrap of wet cardboard lying nearby, so she went back and draped it over the top of the toys to keep them hidden. There were people in the area, but hopefully no one would disturb the box – especially not children. She couldn’t control that, of course, but she could at least hope.

      In her hand she still held the unicorn, so she kept it with her as she walked. Soon, she arrived back at the gates, and for a minute or two she just stood near a guard tower and listened to people begging to leave – begging to go look for their loved ones in the city and landscape beyond. Several times, soldiers raised their weapons threateningly. Then, knowing she had only minutes left, Sophie sought out the young boy, Daniel.

      Daniel was sitting in a doorway where he seemed to live. He had a blank expression on his face and a hungry mouth.

      “Hey, Daniel,” said Sophie, reaching into her pocket. She realised she hadn’t eaten yesterday or this morning, so there was something in her possession. “I have a spare ration ticket if you want it.”

      Daniel snatched the ticket from her and held it against his chest. Children couldn’t get ration tickets without an adult, so he probably hadn’t eaten in a while, other than whatever scraps he had managed to pilfer. “Th-Thanks! What do you want for it?”

      “Nothing! I have something else you might like, too.”

      His eyes went to the unicorn in her arms. “What do I have to do?”

      “Nothing. Here, it’s yours. It’s a bit girly, but—”

      Daniel snatched the toy from her and hugged it. It looked even whiter against his dirty skin. “I love it.”

      “Good. Look, Daniel, people are going to start leaving soon. When they do, I want you to follow the biggest group you see, okay? Find someone friendly and stick close. People will look after you if you ask them to. Your parents… they’re probably gone for good.”

      Daniel’s eyes fell downwards. He made a muffled sound that might have been a sob. “I want my mum and dad.”

      She went to reach out and touch his cheek but stopped herself. She couldn’t be that person for him. Her purpose prevented her from nurturing a child. She needed to be something else, something colder. “You’ll be okay,” she said, “but you need to look after yourself now.”

      “I’m only six.”

      “I know, Daniel. It sucks. It isn’t fair. Find some people, okay? Force them to take care of you. The right people will. Don’t let anyone use or control you, and do whatever you need to do to survive, but, and this is very important…”

      He stared at her intently. “What?”

      “Always help someone if you can. When you have a choice between being a good person and a bad person – be good, okay?”

      He held up the unicorn. “Like you? You’re giving me this because you’re good?”

      She sighed. “It might be too late for me, kid, but not for you. Take care of yourself, Daniel, and remember what I said, okay?”

      Sophie headed back to the gates and waited. She had no idea how much time had passed – how many minutes – but her teeth were on edge. Her mouth was dry.

      “Finished with your errand?” Sophie turned to see Maggie coming towards her. The nurse had a steaming cup of coffee and a curious look on her face. She nodded towards Sophie’s empty hands. “Where’s your box?”

      Sophie took a moment to play back time. How many minutes had passed? How long before the bomb went off? Was it long enough that it couldn’t be stopped, even if she told someone about it? “I, um… filled it full of explosives and left it by the fence.”

      “You… what?”

      Sophie licked her lips. She didn’t know why, but she decided, in the moment, that she liked this needy, slightly awkward woman. Enough to speak the truth. “This city is messed up, Maggie. You said it yourself. People are suffering and being left to die, all because resources are being hoarded by a select few. People are starving in the streets. Children are being orphaned. To add to all that, my fiancée is out there somewhere and I can’t go find him because no one is allowed to leave the city.”

      Maggie looked away. “Your fiancée?”

      Sophie put her hand on Maggie’s shoulder. It felt good to touch another person, but again, her purpose didn’t allow her to fully feel the moment. “Yeah, I’m engaged to marry a wonderful man named Ryan. He’s completely directionless, a little lazy, and not the most intelligent, but he’s also loyal, brave, and as selfless as they come. I love him with all my heart, and I won’t stop until I make it back to him.”

      Maggie nodded. “I understand. Look, I’m sorry for—”

      “But I have room in my life for one new friend. The job’s yours if you want it.”

      Maggie raised an eyebrow. “I don’t need pity.”

      “And I have none to spare. I like you, Maggie. You’re abrupt, and a little too in-your-face, but you wear your heart on your sleeve and that’s a good thing. Heart-on-the-sleeve people are what this world needs more of. What I need more of, actually. Listen to me. Things are about to change. I’m leaving the city with Nancy. You should come.”

      “What are you talking about? Were you joking about a bomb? It isn’t funny.”

      Sophie looked at all the guards, then looked at all the raggedy men and women who outnumbered those guards six to one. “No. I was telling the truth. There’s a bomb. We have a minute or two, but then there’s going to be a great big hole in the fence that people can go through. I’m going to be one of them. You want to be a nurse, then be a nurse for them. Be a nurse for the people who want to try to make it on their own out there. Don’t just treat the people you’re allowed to treat in here.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “I shat out crazy long before I crossed the border. What I am now is a full-on anarchist. Feels pretty freeing, to be honest.”

      Maggie looked only confused. “Listen,” she said, “let’s go sit down somewhere and—”

      The world went boom.

      The explosion was much more than Sophie had expected, and the air whipped around her even though she was three hundred metres away from the blast. Bits of dirt rained down from the sky, and when she turned, a yellowish-brown smoke was rising from behind the nearby buildings.

      All hell broke loose.

      The soldiers began barking at one another and aiming their weapons, but they could find nothing to shoot. The homeless and bedraggled screamed and scattered.

      Then the first shouts began. “The fence is down. The fence is down.”

      People ran in the direction of the smoke. Soldiers yelled at them to stop, but went ignored, so they fired at the crowd, shooting people in the back. Then people fought back, throwing themselves at the gunmen while shouting at others to make a run for it. Sophie saw husbands buying time for their wives and children to escape. She saw screaming mothers clawing at soldiers’ eyes.

      But the people were unarmed, and it was destined to be a slaughter. A high-powered rifle was deadlier than a father’s love.

      Then something completely unexpected happened.

      Another bomb exploded, this one near the city centre.

      A few seconds passed, and a third bomb exploded in the Old Town.

      I wasn’t the only one. Mine wasn’t the only bomb.

      Sophie grinned. Anarchy had arrived, and with it, people would flee the city and survive by themselves if able, and die as free people if not. Maybe they would focus on their true enemy and finally go to war. No one else would do it for them.

      “You’re insane,” said Maggie, her eyes bulging. “You weren’t… you weren’t fucking kidding. This is…”

      Sophie ignored Maggie, her attention taken up by something else that was happening. Some kind of militia had arrived on the scene, and it promptly began to overwhelm the guards. They wore makeshift armour – cricket pads, baseball helmets, and American football armour – and wielded knives, hockey sticks, and golf clubs. It seemed the government hadn’t clamped down on sporting goods. Amongst the militia was Paul, who saw Sophie and shook his head. He seemed confused rather than angry, but he quickly disappeared into the fray.

      Sophie turned to Maggie, who was still going on at her. “I’m going to get Nancy,” she said, “and any supplies I can carry. If you want to set out with us, then I’ll meet you here in thirty minutes. If not, then good luck.”

      Before Maggie replied, Sophie took off, passing by a bewildered Daniel who still stood in his doorway clutching his stuffed unicorn. Next, she passed by the results of her bomb, and delighted at the devastation. Half of the pub had collapsed, leaving a twenty-foot-wide chasm across the rubble. A further fifteen feet had opened up in the mesh fence, which had fallen flat in two sections. Dozens of people were pouring through the openings into Blackford, probably not even having any belongings to gather first. They were free, and they would take their chance while it existed.

      Sophie would take hers.

      She found Nancy inside the infirmary where they worked. Nancy had clearly just made it inside because she was standing with the two women from the night shift. They had all heard the explosions and they were deathly pale, clutching at themselves anxiously.

      Nancy’s eyes went wide. “Sophie? Are you all right? What happened?” The look she gave Sophie asked: Did you do this?

      “There’s a gap in the fence and everyone is leaving.”

      One of the night nurses seemed appalled by the news, but the other took off like it was the best thing she’d ever heard. Sophie imagined her going to grab her stuff and fleeing, and it assured her she had done the right thing. People didn’t want to see the government topple because they didn’t even want to be here in the first place. They hadn’t voted to be ruled by the NSLP or anybody else.

      The other nurse left to see if anybody needed medical attention, leaving Sophie alone with Nancy and the patients. No one under their care was in need of special attention – they were all just minor injuries – so she had no conscience about leaving them. “Time to pack up our things and go,” she told Nancy, and she hurried over to one of the room’s desks. From behind a box of patient files, she pulled out a rucksack that she had packed yesterday, filling it with bits of food and boxes of medicine she might be able to use as trade.

      “Sophie, what is going on? What were all those explosions?”

      “I had a bomb in that box and I used it to the break the cycle, Nancy. I blew a hole in the fence so that people can leave. There were other bombs, too. The city is about to erupt, so we need to leave before the government reacts.”

      “I’m not leaving, Sophie. I… I can’t.”

      “What do you mean? If it’s about Ryan, then—”

      Nancy shook her head. “I know he’s never coming through those gates. The groups of people arriving have dried up, and I’ve heard what happens to half the refugees who make it here.”

      “So why don’t you want to leave with me?”

      “Because I’ll slow you down. If Ryan’s alive out there somewhere, then he needs you more than he needs me. You’re his future, Sophie – if there’s such a thing left. Go find him and be with him. Love him enough for the both of us, okay, because I can’t go. I can’t make it out there again.”

      Sophie put her hands on her forehead and realised she was sweating buckets. “What? No, no, no. Nancy, I can’t do this without you. We’re a team.”

      Nancy reached out and hugged her. Sophie wanted to push her away, wanted to shout at her until she submitted, but she collapsed into her mother-in-law’s arms and whimpered.

      Nancy rubbed at her shoulders. “You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known, Soph, and the best daughter I could have asked for.”

      “Nancy, I love you. Please come with me.”

      Nancy eased her away and reached into the pocket of her apron. From inside, she pulled out a red and white rag. No, it’s a white handkerchief. That’s blood.

      “I don’t think I have long left,” said Nancy. “I spoke to one of the doctors and they think it’s something brought on by the changes in the atmosphere. Nothing I’ve taken for it has done any good. Every day, my breathing is worse. Whether it be cancer or something else, it’s killing me. This city is where I’m going to die, so please don’t hate it too much. You go find my boys, but this is my home for whatever time I have left.”

      Sophie shook her head. Nancy couldn’t die. Not after all she’d been through. Yet… she had got so old recently. It was like she had aged ten years in the last six months. “I’m staying, too,” said Sophie. “I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      Nancy shook her head. “I won’t have your final memories of me being spoiled by illness. When you find Ryan, you tell him how strong I was to get here – and that’s it. That’s how you’ll remember me.”

      “He’ll never forgive me for leaving you alone.”

      “She won’t be alone,” said Nathan, sitting in his wheelchair nearby. Had he been listening the entire time? “After what you did today, Sophie, we all owe you. I’ll make sure Nancy gets everything she needs. She’ll be looked after every moment, I swear.”

      Sophie looked at him sheepishly. “I didn’t put the bomb where Paul told me to.”

      Nathan nodded, as if he had known that already. “You blew up the fence, I’m guessing, from what you said.”

      “I gave people the option to leave.”

      “It’s genius. I know Paul will think so, too. We’re all just good people trying to do what’s right, but that doesn’t mean we have all the answers. Sometimes, it takes someone doing what their conscience tells them to in the moment. As long as we’re all working towards the same goals, it’s okay if the methods vary.” He wheeled himself forward. His infection was almost gone and his leg was finally setting well. Soon he would be up and about on crutches. “Look, if you need to go find your lost love, then go. I’ll take care of Nancy. Maybe you’ll even make it back to see her again. With any luck, the city will be a better place by then – thanks to you as much as anyone else.”

      Sophie looked at Nancy, who was urging her to say yes. There were tears in her eyes, but she was smiling. She almost seemed proud as she spoke. “Never thought you’d end up as a terrorist, honey, but somehow you make it work. I’m going to stick around and clean up some of the mess you’ve made. You go find my boys and give them a kiss from me.”

      Sophie nodded, knowing she had to leave. She couldn’t stay here in one place being told what to do. After surviving out on the road, her spirit had broken free and would never again accept a cage. Humanity was at war, and she was a warrior. She needed to fight. As much as she hated to leave Nancy, it wasn’t a choice.

      Sophie gathered her things in silence, trying to hold herself together. If she started sobbing, she would collapse on the floor and lose her chance of fleeing. Outside, the morning was alive with gunshots and shouting. A full-scale civil war was in effect, and she had helped ignite it. If she could do that, she could find Ryan.

      Please be alive. After all that I’ve done, you need to be alive.

      You need to bring me back. Remind me who I was.

      When she was ready to go, Sophie shouldered her rucksack and turned to Nancy one last time. “I can’t believe we made it this far,” she said.

      Nancy smiled, and Sophie finally saw how ill she was. Her skin was grey, and the circles beneath her eyes were almost jet black. She had less fat on her than a broom handle. “I would never have made it without you, Soph. I’ll miss you while you’re gone, but I will hope each day for you to come back through those gates with my boys.”

      Sophie hugged her. “If they’re alive, I’ll bring them home. I’ll find your boys and get them back here before… before…”

      Nancy rubbed her back. “You best get a move on. The day’s already ticking away.”

      Sophie nodded and held back tears. “See you soon, mam.”

      “See you soon, honey. Be safe.”

      Sophie left the infirmary, fighting off the urge to rush back inside. She couldn’t prolong the goodbye. It had to be over with. She cleared her throat, straightened up, and got moving. It was still morning, yet she was severely tired, like she’d been awake for days. Yet, at the same time, she was totally wired, a hound let off the leash. She headed back to the main gates, wanting to see what was happening there. The fighting had finished, Paul’s militia having taken the main gates and stolen the guard’s rifles, and the area was now secure. Paul stood atop the double-decker bus, and when he saw Sophie, he saluted her. Feeling silly, she returned the gesture.

      The main gates were open, so she was free to walk right out of the city, but before she could, she was halted by a pair of familiar faces. Maggie stood before her, holding hands with Daniel. The little boy held his stuffed unicorn by its horn in his left hand. Sophie greeted them both with a frown. “What are you two doing together?”

      “You said to find someone nice,” said Daniel. “I saw you talking to this lady, so she must be nice.”

      Maggie gave a lopsided grin. She had changed into a thick ski jacket. “I told Daniel I was leaving the city with you. He wants to come. If you still want company?”

      Sophie’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t take a child out on the road with her.

      But if not me, then who else? What am I fighting for, if not for Daniel?

      Sophie shook her head in resignation and smiled. “Just don’t eat all my food.”

      Maggie had on a small backpack, and she blushed when Sophie looked at it. “I didn’t have much to bring.”

      “All we have is each other,” said Sophie. “That’s more than enough.”

      “Where’s Nancy?” Maggie looked around. “Your mother-in-law?”

      Sophie gave a sad smile. “She’s going to rest up here for a while, so it’s just you, me, and our little stray here.”

      “What’s a stray?” Daniel asked.

      “Trouble,” said Sophie.

      Maggie put a hand to her face and shook her head. “You’re going to get me killed, aren’t you?”

      Sophie shrugged. “Probably. But I promise it’ll be fun.”

      “Well, then… lead on. Let’s get the fuck out of this city.”

      Daniel chuckled. “You can’t say that word.”

      “He’s right,” said Sophie. “You need to watch your language, miss.”

      Maggie pretended to zip her mouth shut.

      “Come on,” said Sophie, moving towards the gate. “Let’s go create some anarchy.”
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      Aaron followed the noise in his head. The ringing got louder and louder but never became overwhelming. It pushed aside the whispers and the angry voices of the takers, actually giving him a semblance of peace. Even the agony of his sliced-open eyeball became a low-level ache.

      “Over here,” said Aaron, shoving aside the stalks. “We’re getting close. We’re getting really…” He came to a stop. “Close.”

      The corkscrew was fifty metres ahead. The stalks stopped in a circle around it, forming a clearing. Thick, pulsing vines trailed from the bottom of the corkscrew, pumping its alien toxins into the ground. Up close, Aaron could sense its vibrations, a constant thrum. Whether mechanical or organic, the corkscrew was alive. A womb filled with life.

      “Good going, lad,” said Cameron, patting Aaron on the back. His ankle was still a mess, so he hobbled along like an old man.

      “So what do we do now?” asked Coben. He lifted his jerry can and sloshed it. “Best we make it quick, right? I’m feeling a tad itchy.”

      Standing beside him, Teddy nodded, his face a picture of misery. “No offence, Aaron, but I really don’t want to lose an arm. How long do we have?”

      “Not long,” said Aaron, remembering his own infection.

      “Then let’s douse the thing and set it alight,” said Fiona. She seemed the worst infected, her left arm encircled with throbbing black veins.

      “If it goes anything like Choirikell,” said Aaron, “then we’ll be safe as soon as the corkscrew goes up in flames.”

      “Grand,” said Cameron.

      They all got moving, looking around warily for threats. Since finding Aaron lying on his back, the group had moved steadily through the fungus without being attacked. It had been a little too easy.

      There was a reason for that.

      All at once, the infected spilled out of the stalks, encircling the clearing around the corkscrew with Olympic precision, surrounding Aaron and the others.

      “Brilliant,” said Cameron, holding onto Helen for support. “We walked right into a trap.”

      “Kind of stating the obvious there,” said Teddy, turning back and forth, probably looking to find an escape route. “Kind of thinking I should have gone to Edinburgh now when I’d had the chance.”

      “Too late,” said Helen. “You’ll have to take it like a man.”

      Cameron sighed. “You ready, Hel?”

      “Oh, yes.” She grinned. “Extremely ready.”

      Helen dropped to her knees and opened up her small metal crate. She really had been dying to use a grenade, and it looked like she was finally going to get the chance. There were three inside the box, and she grabbed the one in the middle. Then, like Rambo, only Scottish and female, she yanked out the pin with her teeth and tossed the grenade towards the corkscrew. “Fire in the a-hole.”

      But the grenade evaporated in mid-air.

      Fiona gasped. “What the…?”

      “It disappeared,” said Teddy.

      “Feck! Feck-feck-feck!” Helen knelt down to grab another grenade.

      Aaron kept his eyes on the stalks behind the corkscrew. There was movement there, and it revealed itself to be a taker. The massive creature was still holding up its arm from where it had sent out a pulse to destroy the incoming grenade. Helen went to pull the pin on a fresh grenade, but Aaron stopped her. “Don’t waste it,” he said, nodding towards the stalks. “We have company.”

      The taker gave a bestial roar that pierced Aaron’s skull.

      The infected attacked all at once, closing in around the group quickly and cutting off any chance of escape. Cameron hit back first, clobbering a fungus-covered man with both fists. Teddy followed up with a flying boot to the chest of a diminutive woman. Helen and Fiona stuck close together, kicking out defensively and trying to keep out of reach of the deadly talons.

      Aaron yelled at the infected to leave, and some of them actually listened, but most didn’t. This was a fight they couldn’t win. They were outnumbered, surrounded.

      Coben started pouring out diesel from his jerry can, quickly soaking the ground in a semicircle around them. He then ducked just in time as a talon whizzed by his head. Teddy appeared beside him and booted the infected woman responsible backwards, causing her to collide with a pair of men behind her. All three of them fell into the fungus. “Thanks,” said Coben, and he then looked at Fiona. “Hey, sister, you still got a light?”

      Fiona reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out the bag of weed from the boat. From inside, she grabbed the pink lighter and tossed it to Coben. Coben caught it, flicked it, and set the flame to the ground.

      Aaron flinched, expecting the diesel to ignite in an instant blaze, but nothing happened.

      Coben grumbled. “It… It won’t light.”

      Cameron punched a woman in the face and caught a slash across his arm as a reward. He hissed and asked, “Does diesel burn?”

      “Of course it does. I mean…” Coben shook his head. “It must do.”

      “Light the fungus,” said Aaron, shoving himself into an infected person before it lashed out and struck him. “The fungus will burn.”

      Coben moved the tiny flame away from the puddle of diesel and into a nearby patch of fungus. It caught fire immediately but didn’t spread. The flame flickered, vulnerable and new. It needed time to breathe life into itself.

      The infected continued to close in. Coben stood in front of the growing flame, trying to guard it. He was whipped twice in quick succession, once across the thigh and once against the shoulder. Grunting in pain, he shoved the enemies away. “I-I’m hurt.” He staggered back to the group, clutching his leg.

      “It’s spreading,” said Aaron, relieved to see the flames growing. The fire was currently winding its way along a spongy green vine running along the ground. “It just needs another second.”

      “Feck it,” said Cameron, and he threw himself forward, back into the fray. He almost fell on his twisted ankle, but he barrelled into a pair of infected people and forced them back into the others behind them. Several more infected saw that Cameron was now isolated and turned towards him. It drew their attention from the area around the growing flame.

      Cameron cursed his enemy as they whipped at him over and over, drawing bloody furrows across his shirt. The cuts were shallow, intending to infect, but their relentless onslaught sent him to his knees, where he hunched over and covered up with his arms.

      The fire suddenly burst into life. An oily stench filled the air.

      Aaron stumbled back as the air turned hot. The river of diesel soaking the ground finally beginning to burn. The fuel must have needed time to heat, and once the nearby ground had caught fire, the diesel had combusted. Several infected people were caught in the suddenly rising flames, their bodies catching alight, which caused them to spread the flames further. Soon, a third of the clearing was ablaze, cutting off a majority of the infected from attacking.

      Teddy and Coben rushed over to help Cameron. They each picked a side and shoved the infected into the flames. Their squeals were soulless.

      Cameron was in a bad way, bleeding from both arms and several slashes on his back. He growled in pain as he clambered to his feet, but he remained focused. “We brought ourselves some breathing space. What do we do now?”

      “There was a taker,” said Aaron. “It brought the infected with it. It’s controlling them. If we can kill it, I might be able to get the infected to back off.”

      “How do we kill it?” said Teddy, looking around. “I don’t even see where it’s gone.”

      Aaron put a finger to his temple and closed his eye. “It’s near. I hear its voice. I think… it might be afraid. Or, at least, cautious. It doesn’t like the fire.”

      Coben went and retrieved the jerry can, sloshing it to show it still had some diesel left. “Let’s light the son of a bitch up, then.”

      The fire spread fast, fiercest where the diesel had ignited. The problem was that it had created a wall between Aaron and the corkscrew. He needed to get to it, to destroy it. It had to be him. All he had gone through, all he had suffered… It was his duty to do this.

      “The infected are heading back into the stalks,” said Fiona, pointing through a gap in the flames. Beyond, several infected people stumbled out of sight, entering the tall fungus.

      “They’re going to come around behind us,” said Cameron.

      Fiona put a hand in front of her face and closed her eyes. “It’s getting too hot to stand here. The fire is getting out of control.”

      “Good,” said Cameron. “Let it burn.”

      Helen grabbed the two remaining grenades from the crate, one in each hand. “We need to distract the taker long enough that I can shove one of these up whatever counts as its arse.”

      Aaron nodded. It was a good idea. They had to kill the taker. It was the only way they had any chance of dealing with the corkscrew. “Hold on. I’ll see if I can find it.” He listened to the noise inside his own head, the ringing from the corkscrew, the whispers of trapped souls, and…

      The angry, alien voice spoke from directly behind Aaron, and he turned just in time to absorb a blow from an arm materialising out of thin air. The taker had cloaked itself, visible only as a shimmer, but it quickly revealed itself at the edge of the clearing, right behind them all.

      Aaron fell to the ground, clutching his ribs. He smelled burning and quickly realised his hair was smoking. The fire raged only a few feet away from where he’d landed.

      Cameron launched himself at the taker, pushing aside the alien’s thick arm just as it rose towards him threateningly. One hit from its deadly pulse would see the end of him. Coben rushed forward, too, upending his jerry can. Diesel flowed out of the spout, soaking the taker’s rear, but most of it splashed onto the ground.

      The clearing was getting hot. Unbearable.

      The taker swept Cameron aside, lifting him off his feet and sending him sprawling into the stalks, where an infected man immediately set upon him, whipping at him as he fought to get back to his feet. More infected people filled the clearing from the rear.

      Aaron found himself trapped between a wall of flames and a wall of monsters. Right in the middle of it was an eight-foot monster. The taker roared, stomping forward. It clobbered Fiona in the side, knocking her down in a moaning heap as she struggled to take a breath.

      “Hey,” said Teddy. “On Earth, we don’t hit ladies.” He leapt in the air and delivered a flying kick strong enough that the taker actually wheeled backwards with a surprised grunt. It brought up its arm, and Teddy ducked out of the way, forcing the beast to turn and try to track him. With its attention diverted, Coben leapt on the taker’s back and started clawing at its multiple, bead-like eyes. The taker roared, but Aaron heard a different sound inside his head. It was pain. It was fury. To a taker, humans were as lowly as cattle. How dare they fight back?

      Aaron turned to Helen and reached out his hand. “Give me a grenade.”

      Helen still held one in each hand, but she shook her head at his request. “No way. I need this. I need to kill this fecking thing for my own sake.”

      Aaron sidestepped to avoid an incoming infected man. “Why? Why does it have to be you?”

      “Because it does! They took my boy and I need to make them pay. I need to see them suffer. I need to make it stop hurting.”

      The infected were closing in. They almost seemed to be taking their time, but Aaron supposed it might be the confusion caused by their minds being invaded and their actions dictated by the taker. They seemed to pause every couple of seconds, as if receiving new directives.

      “Just give me a grenade,” Aaron demanded.

      “No. Feck off. This isn’t the war of the Cartwright brothers. I want my pound of flesh.”

      “Just…” He stepped towards Helen but gasped when he saw her fist flying towards him. He tried to duck, but the blow had come from his blind side and he saw it too late. But she didn’t punch him. Instead, she shoved him aside.

      The taker swung its arm into the space where Aaron had been standing and instead struck Helen right on the shoulder. The crack was audible, and her body immediately malformed. She collapsed to the floor, dropping both grenades and clutching her clearly broken collarbone. The noise she made was a siren, a high-pitched agony.

      Aaron immediately threw himself at the taker, not wanting to give it time to finish its assault on Helen. With only one arm, though, he was little more than a pest, and striking the taker’s flesh was like punching bark. His fist sliced open and bled against the gnarled flesh, but the taker barely even reacted. In fact, it ignored Aaron in favour of Coben, who was emptying the remaining diesel over its flank. It threw up an arm and sent out a pulse, and missed Coben by mere inches as he dodged away, his head down low.

      Cameron re-entered the fight, limping badly. He punched the taker in its head but was immediately clubbed aside. All they were doing was distracting it and annoying it. Not one of them had done any damage.

      Aaron hissed as something sliced his back. He turned and faced an infected woman with dirty blonde hair down to her waist. His pain turning to anger, he grabbed her thick mane and spun her around by it. As he yanked, her body twisted and she went flying, but her hair remained in Aaron’s hand as her mouldy scalp tore free. He tossed the hair into the flames with disgust.

      It was getting way too hot in the clearing. The crisp dry flesh of the infected was smouldering and sending up smoky tendrils. The ground, too, was giving off smoke.

      Aaron caught Cameron’s attention and pointed. “The diesel. It’s getting hot. It’s about to ignite.”

      Cameron looked ready to pass out, but he seemed to understand. He clenched both fists and raced towards the taker. His ankle was clearly close to breaking point, but he ignored the pain and put his weight on it as he picked up speed. He collided with the taker at full force and sent it back a step. But not enough. The puddle of smoking diesel was two feet behind it.

      Coben and Teddy moved together, racing side by side. Both men leapt into the air and shoved at the taker before it regained its footing. The combined force sent it back a full stride.

      The taker was now standing right in the middle of the smouldering puddle.

      Helen growled from on the ground, fighting against her agony. She was dragging herself along on her side, trying to gather up the two fallen grenades. Fiona saw what she was doing and rushed to help.

      The taker lifted an arm towards Fiona as she ran, locking in on her, preparing to aim a deadly pulse.

      Aaron called out a warning for her to get down.

      The air shimmered.

      And then everything caught fire.

      The diesel that had been soaking the ground combusted, catching the taker directly in the centre of its fiery maw. The beast screeched in shock and pain. Its wailing filled Aaron’s head. When the diesel soaking its back and side caught fire, its agony grew louder.

      Everyone backed away, shielding their faces as the blaze gave off ferocious heat. Each of them sported sweat-drenched foreheads.

      The taker’s flesh burned, but only where the diesel had soaked it. The flames didn’t spread or engulf its body further. In fact, the flames were already dying out.

      Would it be enough? Was the damage enough to end the taker?

      Aaron didn’t think so.

      Fiona was kneeling on the ground, but she leapt up in the direction of the flailing taker. She plucked at something in her hand and threw back her arm. She was holding a grenade, and the pin had just fallen to the ground at her feet. “Hey, fucker? You want to get high?”

      Fiona tossed the grenade, and while the taker was flailing in circles ten feet away, trying to put out the flames eating away at its body, it didn’t see the projectile sailing through the air towards it.

      Helen screamed out. “Nooo. It was mine.”

      The grenade struck the taker in its arm and thudded to the ground.

      Everyone turned and ran or scrambled along the ground. Aaron, for one, had no idea how big the blast from a grenade would be. The infected were everywhere, whipping their talons and making the air crack. Cameron barrelled into the nearest one and knocked it back. Teddy and Coben did the same. Aaron glanced back, staring at the taker, now fifteen feet behind him. The flames had all but died out. The grenade lay at its feet. Doing nothing.

      Then the world became noise.

      Rather than bringing a flash or fire, the grenade was more like a giant fist thumping the ground. A massive column of earth and fungus burst up right beneath the taker and launched it into the air. Its body went in two directions, splitting apart.

      At first, Aaron thought the shattering wail had come from the grenade’s explosion, but then he realised it was the screaming inside his head. He blinked as dust filled his eye, and he found himself standing alone. Everyone else was lying on the ground, having dived for cover.

      The infected screeched in unison and began to convulse. The taker’s agonised screaming inside Aaron’s head must be in theirs, too. Behind him, his friends moaned in pain, but also in relief as the onslaught momentarily ceased.

      Aaron strode forward. He needed to look the taker in its eyes. He needed to be seen by it. The creature was lying on the ground in two bloody pieces, yet it lived. The smaller of the two pieces was mostly just an arm and a piece of its slender torso. Aaron went to the larger part, the part that had a dozen rodent-like eyes. Aaron saw himself reflected in their dark surfaces. “You’re not going to win,” he said. “You’re scary and powerful, and we know nothing about you, but you attack innocent planets without warning, and the only reason you would do that is because you’re weak. I don’t think you’re used to fighting. You’re used to sneaking in and winning before anyone has a chance to fight back. But let me tell you something, if there’s one thing mankind is good at, it’s fighting. We’re going to kill you all.” He kicked the dying creature and made it squeal. “It’s already started.”

      Fiona moved up beside him. She was wheezing and gasping for air, but there was half a smile on her face. “Have to admit, that was pretty cool.”

      He frowned at her. “‘Want to get high’? Seriously? You couldn’t think of something better to say?”

      “It was the only thing that came into my head. They make it seem so easy in the movies.”

      He patted her on the back. “Maybe you’ll think of something better next time.”

      She groaned. “Sod next time. I killed this one, so I’m sitting the next one out.”

      Aaron chuckled. “Yeah, maybe we could all use a break.”

      The taker gurgled and went still. While Aaron was no expert on alien physiology, he was pretty sure the thing had just expired. The screaming in his head had stopped.

      The fire still burned in the clearing, but it was dying out in several places. The fungus burned, but there were several patches of stony ground where the fire had gone out once the tendrils covering it burned away. If the flames made it to the stalks, however, there could be a full-on inferno. They needed to act quickly.

      Aaron turned back and saw his friends still lying in various heaps. Every one of them was bleeding from a dozen wounds, mostly shallow slashes across their arms and shoulders. They would need to take care of themselves soon or risk infection. Not to mention the fact they were all currently covered with fungus.

      They risked their lives to come and save me. Aaron closed his eyes, breathing in the acidic air. I put them all at risk.

      But look where it got us. We killed another taker, and the corkscrew is right in front of us. As long as I destroy it, everything will be worth the effort. Worth the suffering. Worth the loss.

      “We need to finish this,” said Aaron.

      The infected were still disorientated, despite the screaming in their heads having most likely stopped. Aaron yelled at them several times to leave, but they didn’t. Perhaps they couldn’t yet hear him.

      Aaron moved away from the dead taker to check on his friends. Everyone had made it to their feet now, but they moved gingerly. Helen’s shoulder was a mess, a good three inches lower than on the other side. She could barely move her arm, but despite her obvious pain, she stooped down and picked up the remaining grenade. Shaking her head, she stared at their dead taker. “I wanted it. I wanted to hurt one of these things like they hurt Andy.” She turned and scowled at Fiona. “You took that from me.”

      Fiona looked mortified. “I… I’m sorry.”

      “Come on, Hel,” said Cameron. “We got the job done. That’s what matters.”

      “Not yet,” said Aaron. He looked through the flames at the corkscrew. He could still hear it ringing. “We have to destroy it.”

      Cameron nodded. “Aye. Should we burn it?”

      Coben kicked the jerry can. It sounded empty. “Sorry, guys. I got a bit carried away in all the panic. We need a plan B.”

      Helen held up the grenade. “We plant this next to it. Sure it will work a treat.”

      Everyone agreed.

      Aaron went to say something, but he flinched in pain, grasping at his forehead. The angry, alien voice was back, louder than before. He squinted at the dead taker, checking it was actually dead. It was. No doubt about it. The light had faded from its eyes.

      “What is it?” asked Fiona, putting a hand on his back. “What is it?”

      “S-Something’s wrong. I hear them.”

      Coben swore and got their attention. He was looking towards the corkscrew. Aaron fought the pain in his head and straightened up. What he saw caused him to slump back down in defeat. It was all over.

      A pair of takers had appeared before the corkscrew. A legion of infected gathered either side of them.

      “We need to get out of here,” said Teddy. “I can barely stand.”

      “We’re fucked,” said Coben. He turned to face the infected behind them. They were still disorientated by the death of the taker that had just been inside their heads. “We still have a chance to get the hell out of here. I vote we take it.”

      “He’s right,” said Fiona. “Come on, we have to make it back to the canal. Helper can heal us.”

      Aaron shook his head. “If we leave here now, it’s over. We’ll lose our shot.”

      Cameron clapped him on the back. “It’s over, Little English. We gave it what we had. Let’s not die today.”

      Helen gave Aaron a little shove, knocking him off balance. “I promised you once that I would see you back to your mum, didn’t I?”

      He sighed. “Yeah. You did.”

      “Will you forgive me if I break that promise?”

      He frowned, not understanding. Without warning, Helen took off towards the flames burning in the centre of the clearing. Everyone shouted after her, but she had too much of a head start for anyone to stop her. She moved awkwardly with her broken shoulder but managed to break into a sprint. Like a maniac, she leapt into the air and straight towards the middle of the fire.

      Cameron yelled out in horror. “Hel, ye mad cow. Hel!”

      Helen passed through the flames and landed on the other side.

      Aaron hurried forward, moving himself so he could see through a gap in the fire. He saw Helen racing right towards the takers and the infected, who spotted her and immediately readied themselves to attack. The infected raised their tentacles. The takers raised their arms and sent out a pair of deadly pulses.

      Helen threw herself down, hitting the ground on all fours and scrambling forward, ducking under the deadly shimmer of air. She had the grenade clutched tightly in her hand. She yanked out the pin and screeched. “I got a wee gift for ye, ye scabby fuds.”

      Aaron felt a cold dread wash over him. His friends were all yelling at Helen to come back, but he knew she wasn’t going to do that. She raced ahead, aiming straight at the enemy. He could hear their whispers inside his head. They were bewildered.

      The takers didn’t raise their arms at Helen again, perhaps because they needed a minute to recharge. They did, however, move to block her, but instead of trying to avoid them, she barged right into the slight gap between them and crashed into the horde of infected at their backs. She swam her way through their malformed bodies, forcing her way further and further forward, even as they whipped at her and tore at her flesh. One talon struck her across the neck. Blood jetted into the air.

      Cameron and Fiona sobbed, both shaking their heads. Teddy and Coben stood in stunned silence, no longer shouting for Helen to come back. It was too late.

      Helen continued to swim and push her way through the infected, not stopping until she had placed one hand on top of the corkscrew. In that hand, she held the unpinned grenade. Covered in her own blood, her neck torn wide open, she turned back to face Aaron and the others. There was a smile on her face.

      Helen exploded, the arm holding the grenade and most of her face gone in an instant. The rest of her went airborne, along with half a dozen infected men and women. The takers were shielded from the blast, but they let out an ear-piercing screech as their minions were torn apart.

      Blood and flesh filled the air. Mud and dirt. When the miasma finally cleared, the corkscrew was dented. Its top half had cracked wide open and was spilling out foul fumes into the atmosphere.

      Then it exploded, like a leaking battery too close to a flame.

      A mighty wind swept across the clearing, putting out the flames. The takers collapsed to the ground, convulsing, as did every infected person in the vicinity. Immediately, the stalks around the clearing wilted and started to turn black. The spongy ground turned to ash.

      Aaron slumped to the ground, exhausted. Somewhere nearby lay Helen’s remains, but he didn’t know if he had the strength to go find them. So he said his goodbyes now, hoping to catch her spirit before it departed to wherever it was bound. “Tell Andy I said hello.” He chuckled. “Scabby fuds… Now that’s a badass line to remember you by.”

      The screams of the dying wailed inside Aaron’s head. The only way he could stop the noise was by passing out, so that was what he did.
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      After convulsing for several minutes, the takers did the strangest of things. They curled up inside metallic shells that appeared from the air around them. Whatever Cameron and Coben tried, they couldn’t penetrate the strange covering, so instead they backed away. It was unclear exactly what the aliens were doing, but it seemed unwise to stick around and find out. Everyone decided to leave. However, before they did, Aaron stood and concentrated for a moment, clutching his head and closing his eyes. When he opened them again, he gave his companions a grim smile. “They’re afraid,” he said. “They’ve never lost before, and they’re afraid.”

      “Aye,” said Cameron. “So they should be. They’ve never had to a fight a Scot before. Especially one like Hel.”

      Teddy chuckled, even though he could barely stand. “She was a badass.”

      Cameron nodded. “Aye… She was something all right.”

      “Time to go,” said Fiona, holding back tears. The fungus on her arm had turned black. “We should go.” She moved to the edge of the clearing and everyone followed. They then set off into the ruins while they still had strength.

      It was easier to move with the stalks turning to ash, but Cameron, in particular, was in a bad way. They had to take turns helping him walk back towards the canal, where they hoped to rest up and heal. While the fungus had fallen from their skin and no longer crept through their veins, their many open wounds still needed tending to.

      They walked slowly, in no rush now that the fungus was dying. The infected lay in heaps here and there, their bodies disintegrating like autumn leaves. Teddy kicked them now and then, making them explode. He was hurt badly, clutching a bloody hand against his chest, but he was still the most able of them when it came to walking. At one point in their journey, he stopped in front of a road sign, wiping it clean with his sleeve. He then pulled his bloody hand away from his chest and rubbed it on the sign. With his own blood, he wrote out a message: FIGHT BACK. Cameron gave him a nod, showing he appreciated the message. May all those still living see it.

      Before they made it back to the canal, they stopped at a small two-storey building. The dying fungus fell from its facade like black snow, revealing it to be a newsagent. It was too good a thing to turn down, so they forced open the door and went inside.

      Everyone immediately grabbed bottled water and sated their desperate thirsts. The ash in the air had made their throats dry and their eyes sore. Cameron found a box of plasters, which weren’t as ideal as pads and bandages, but would cover the worst of their wounds. Fiona grabbed a bottle of vodka from the shelf behind the counter and unscrewed the lid.

      Cameron immediately groaned. “Please, lass, now is nae the time to drink.”

      She upturned the bottle and poured the vodka all over her bloody arms, hissing as it stung her wounds. “I know that, but it’s a good way to disinfect your wounds.” She kept half the bottle and offered it to Cameron. “Want to join me?”

      He hobbled over to her and took the bottle. “Bottoms up.”

      Everyone grabbed high-proof spirits from the ash-covered shelves and used the alcohol to disinfect their wounds. Then they used the plasters to cover the areas still bleeding. By the end, they looked a little ridiculous, but their spirits had lifted.

      “We need to get back to the boat,” said Teddy. “Helper might need us.”

      Everyone agreed. It didn’t need saying that they were all worried about their alien companion. They had left him unconscious on the roof of the barge. What would he do if he awoke to find them gone?

      The canal wasn’t far now, so even in their poor state, they were able to reach it in less than an hour. When they finally got there, the sun was high in the sky and shining brightly. Strange colours still stained the atmosphere, but they didn’t seem quite so lively. Would the acidic air soon retreat? Would Aaron’s friends soon breathe easily again?

      Will I suffocate? Am I more alien than man?

      They walked along the canal in the direction they had left the barge. It came into view on the horizon ten minutes later, but it took them a few minutes more until they spotted Helper. The alien was still on the roof, exactly how he had been when Aaron had left him shortly before dawn.

      Everyone was completely silent as they approached the barge. No one wanted to state the fear inside each of their hearts, but eventually Aaron could stand it no more. “Helper?” he called out. “Helper? We’re back. We did it. The corkscrew’s dead.”

      Helper didn’t move. He made no sound. His large blue shoulders were like stone slabs.

      Aaron shared a glance with Fiona. She was already broken from losing Helen, but this seemed like it might be too much. One loss too many. Perhaps for all of them.

      Cameron and Fiona were the only ones who had gone to see Helen’s body after the corkscrew exploded, and both of them had returned with all the colour drained from their faces. Aaron hadn’t asked them what they’d seen. He didn’t want to know.

      “Come on, Helper,” said Aaron. “There’s still work to do. We need you up and at ’em. Please…” He put his hand to his head, his arm trembling. “Please, buddy.”

      Still no reply. Still no movement.

      Then…

      Aaron. Ally. Friend.

      Everyone looked at each other, eyes wide, mouths turning up into smiles.

      Helper used his own voice, croaking out a series of words that were barely recognisable. “Little. English.” A brief pause and then: “Fecker.”

      Everyone slumped against one another, holding each other up. They smiled and laughed, despite every part of them hurting. It could have been worse.

      It could have been much worse.

      Helper got to his feet.
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      Sophie had been on the road for two weeks, and she was astonished by how much her circumstances had changed. The exodus from Edinburgh had been modest but substantial. Not everyone had wanted to try surviving on their own, but the number of those now migrating south through the countryside numbered in the thousands. Not one of them regretted it. Their singing filled the air for miles.

      The fungus was all gone in the North, that much they had already known, but what had surprised them all was that it had all died off south of the border, too. Instead of green fungus, harmless black ash now coated the landscape. Someone, somewhere, had struck another blow against the enemy. Someone was fighting back.

      It’s you, Ryan, I know it is. You’re the one destroying the corkscrews, aren’t you? You and your brother and your friends. All of you would have stuck together when the fungus came. You’re the heroes of Choirikell. I know you are.

      Via rumours and half-truths shared on the road between soldiers, survivors, and Edinburgh exiles, the heroes of Choirikell had taken life. Facts varied, but it was agreed upon that a group of survivors in the Highlands had fought back against the enemy. With the area south of the border now being clear, there was a good chance these heroes had travelled south to continue the war.

      Sophie had now made it down almost as far as Birmingham, having entered the Midlands early yesterday afternoon. She had trekked hundreds of miles with hundreds of people. A migration of humans. She had lost count of how many people currently travelled in the group, but it was a lot. They all scouted for supplies and shared everything fairly. They hunted together and fished together, sang songs and played games. They spoke of the old days and those who had been lost. Refugees, survivors, whatever you wanted to call them, they were one people. Human. Each prepared to fight for tomorrow.

      That was why they were all heading south. At first, they had sought the enemy south of the border, but it had already been dealt with. So they had travelled further, and would continue doing so until they eventually found a fight.

      “My feet are killing me,” said Maggie. She had stopped hitting on Sophie since leaving the city, and the two of them now shared a burgeoning friendship. They were yet to fully know or trust each other, but they liked one another and for now that was a gift. As a qualified nurse, Maggie was often busy, but they finished each night in the same tent and often chatted for hours, remembering what it was to smile and laugh. Together, they looked after Daniel, who was remarkably resilient. He played with the other children and rarely became sad. There was a powder keg of grief inside the child, but for now he was keeping a lid on it.

      Sophie reached out and clutched Maggie’s hand. “We’ll get you some new shoes. I told you to get hiking boots back in the last town.”

      She shrugged. “I prefer trainers. Boots are too manly.”

      “Don’t think fashion matters any more.”

      “Fashion always matters. Without it, we’re no better than the enemy.”

      Sophie nodded. “True. Hey, do you think you can get one of the ‘trips’ to wear some stylish sandals? You would have to get two pairs and throw one shoe away.”

      Maggie turned back and laughed. Walking behind them, in a tight-knit group, were seven three-legged aliens. Everyone called them trips, which was short for tripods. The children, in particular, loved the strange blue creatures.

      The migrating group of people had encountered the first ‘trip’ about fifty miles south of Edinburgh. It had come rushing out of an alleyway, producing words with one of its strange vibrating fans. At first, people had panicked, but when it kept shouting the word ‘friend’ at them, they had eventually sent a couple of people to talk with it. One envoy they sent had sported a broken wrist in a sling, which the alien promptly fixed by flopping on top of the screaming man. Afterwards, the alien had given them a picture show about how it was an exile from a planet devastated by the very same enemy as the one Earth faced. People voted and the alien was allowed to join them. They had gathered six more since then. It was like having a squad of miracle healers with them, and the aliens were revered and protected by the people who owed them their good health, or even lives in many cases.

      The only thing that sapped people’s spirits was the colours in the sky. There were reports of something falling from the atmosphere, but no one really understood what that meant. They would surely find out soon.

      Daniel came running over, having been playing up ahead with some other kids. It was bizarre how they lived their lives on the move. They ate while walking, played games while walking, and even washed while walking. The group was always moving and growing, like a stone rolling down a hill and gathering moss. Not every survivor was from north of the border, and they discovered new people every day. Each one was a miracle of persistence and strength. They were a growing nation of warrior nomads.

      Daniel was out of breath. He doubled over, panting.

      “Easy, kid,” said Maggie. “What’s wrong?”

      “We… They… There are people ahead, over the hill. Lots of people. Hundreds.”

      Maggie and Sophie looked at one another. Maggie obviously knew what Sophie was thinking because she nodded and said, “Go!”

      Sophie took off, her heart hammering in her chest. They encountered new groups of survivors every day, but only in trickles. Sophie always prayed that one of them would bring Ryan back to her, but it was never to be.

      But to find hundreds of people at once…

      He must be among them. If he travelled south, he must be.

      She and Maggie had been walking near the middle of the migration, so it took a good twenty minutes for her to race to the front of the group. As Daniel had said, the front walkers had crested a hill, and at the bottom of the other side was a collection of tents and ancient vehicles, all arranged in rows. While there was military equipment on show, it didn’t seem to be the army. Most of the men and women walking around the camp looked like civilians. Most didn’t have guns.

      The leaders of Sophie’s group, various men and women who had asked for the job, were already chatting with the strangers. People were shaking hands and joking, but Sophie didn’t want to make friends, she wanted information, so she grabbed the nearest stranger she could find. It was a youngish man with freckles and brown hair. “Hey, did any of you come here from north of the border?” she asked.

      The boy frowned at her. “You mean Scotland? Not many. Most of us came from the South or the West. Wales wasn’t as badly hit.”

      She grabbed the man by the arm, which she realised she shouldn’t have done. “Sorry,” she said, releasing him. “I’m looking for someone, that’s all. Did anyone join you after crossing the Scottish border?”

      “Yeah, um, a small group did a week ago, I think. They all camp out in a big blue tent near the centre. That way.” He pointed.

      Sophie took off without even thanking the man, racing between the rows of tents in the direction he had indicated. It was astonishing to see so many people in one place instead of marching along in a loose flock. These people were camped in one place, with supplies and equipment. It was as much a town as a camp, with people lazing around on deckchairs playing cards or kicking around footballs. It did her soul good to see that so many people had survived. The extermination had become a war.

      Sophie reached the tent that the young man had described. It was enormous and blue, and different to all the others, which were mostly shades of green or grey. The tent was open on one side with an awning, so without announcing herself, she ducked around and inside. Immediately, she came face to face with a tall, stocky man. “Ryan?”

      The man frowned at her. “What’s that now?”

      Sophie looked around the tent and saw a few faces, but none that she recognised. Her heart stopped in her chest and she feared she might die. This was the end of the line. Perhaps she would never find Ryan and all of her fears had come through. “I’m Sophie. I-I was… I was looking for someone.”

      The tall man nodded. He had a thick beard and a lot of healing wounds all over his arms. Despite his fearsome appearance, he had a warm smile and a confidence to his gaze. “Pleased to meet ye, lassie. My name’s Cameron. Who ye looking for again? Perhaps I can help.”

      Ryan could still be here. This is a big camp.

      She smiled weakly. “Oh, thank you. I… I’m looking for my fiancée. His name is Ryan. Ryan Cartwright.”

      The big man’s mouth fell open, and he stammered before he managed to form words. “Say that again, lass?”

      “Ryan Cartwright. Oh my God, is he here? Please, tell me.”

      The man shook his head with a hint of sadness. “No, lass, but I knew him. I think ye’d better come take a seat.”

      Sophie didn’t like the way the man put a hand gently on her shoulder, or the way he led her further inside the large tent. In fact, it made her feel downright sick.

      Where are you, Ryan?

      

      Aaron wasn’t blind. It was the first stroke of good luck he’d had in a while. It seemed like he lost a piece of himself every day, but thanks to Helper, he had kept the vision in his left eye. The alien had healed him.

      That morning on the barge, Helper had slowly regained his strength, but it had still taken the alien most of the day to take care of everybody’s wounds. It had left him, once again, exhausted, and he had slept for sixteen hours afterwards. During that time, everyone had taken turns at the barge’s tiller, gliding them south along the water in search of supplies. Finding fuel and food had been easy, as they looted every barge they passed, but what had eventually caused them to stop was when they entered a section of canal named Brindley Place. It was right in the heart of Birmingham, and it had been packed with people.

      The survivors had all been living in a nearby arena and the various high-rises nearby. In the early days of the invasion, the people of Birmingham had accidentally destroyed a corkscrew when one of the alien artefacts had landed smack bang in the middle of Broad Street right as a bus had been passing by. The heavy vehicle had crashed into the corkscrew and caught fire. The corkscrew had never got a chance to spill its payload. The people of Birmingham had learned a key piece of intel that other people in the world had not. They had quickly formed a militia and set about destroying all of the corkscrews in the area. Eventually, they had come up against the enemy to the south and north, but had remained safe in their power base of Birmingham.

      Then someone had destroyed the corkscrews in the North, leaving only the South to contend with. The battle was turning. People were starting to gather and fight back.

      But then the enemy had reinforced.

      Aaron stood on top of a high-rise in Edgbaston, near the university where a lot of the region’s leadership now operated from. After arriving, Aaron and the others had resignedly enlisted to fight on the front lines. It was their place now. They all knew it. The battles ahead would need every warrior.

      The takers nearby numbered in the thousands, grouped together several miles to the south. They were clearly assembling in order to attack Birmingham, but there would likely be many more than just these he was seeing through his binoculars. It was a full-scale invasion force, although it had originally been sent to settle an already dead planet.

      Change of plan. We’re not going to let you take our homes without a fight.

      The takers currently rested inside the strange shells they were able to form, but they emerged several hours a day to manoeuvre and feed on the fungus. The infected surrounded the takers in a massive protective circle that stretched for miles and miles. If they attacked all at once, the enemy would outnumber the people in Birmingham, ten to one at least.

      But what the enemy hadn’t counted on was human air support.

      Rumours of the government surviving in Bristol must have been true because the hot-air balloons were coming in from the South West. They hovered over the massive taker army in the distance, and Aaron could see tiny specks falling from their baskets. Some of those specks exploded when they met the ground, while others were just heavy lumps. The takers on the ground went into their shells, but the rudimentary bombing run wounded and killed dozens of them that were too slow to take cover.

      Teddy stood beside Aaron, looking through his own binoculars. “I didn’t believe it when I heard it. They’re throwing bombs out of hot-air balloons.”

      Aaron grinned. “It’s perfect. The enemy can’t do anything to fight back. There must be two hundred balloons out there. How many people are alive in Bristol?”

      “If they all made it onto boats, then maybe a lot.”

      Aaron smiled wider, enjoying the many pretty colours of the balloons. “It’s unbelievable.”

      “But it’s true,” said Teddy. “You think we can actually win this?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Let’s at least make the takers think twice before they choose to invade the next poor planet. They’re afraid, Teddy. I hear them sometimes. No one has ever fought back like this. They have no plans for it. They arrived when they thought we were beaten, but they underestimated us.”

      “Fuck yeah, they did.”

      “There’s a big fight coming, but we’re—”

      There was shouting behind them, and the door leading to the roof slammed open against the wall. It was Cameron, of all people, huffing and puffing and red in the face. His ankle hadn’t fully healed, so he limp-hopped towards them. “Little English,” he said. “Little English, you need to come back to camp. Someone’s here. Someone who knows you.”

      Aaron’s eyes went wide. “Who?”

      Cameron cleared his throat and caught his breath. “It’s yer brother’s lassie. Sophie.”

      “Oh my God,” Aaron lost his balance and had to grab a hold of Teddy to keep from falling. “S-Sophie? Sophie’s alive?”

      Cameron nodded. “But that’s not all. Yer mum’s alive, too.”

      Aaron doubled over, barely able to breathe from the shock of it. “My mam. My mam’s alive? Cam, take me to her. I need to see her. Fook me.”

      “She ain’t here, lad. I’m sorry.”

      Aaron caught his breath, took a moment, and then tried to understand. “What? Then where is she?”

      Cameron pulled an awkward face. “She’s…. um. She’s in Scotland, lad. Back the way we came.”

      Aaron turned back to the edge of the roof and closed his eyes. He could hear the takers faintly in his head. They would attack soon. He had to stay and fight them.

      But his mam was alive.

      And living in the exact place he had just left.

      Aaron shook his head and swore. His bad luck had returned.

      But so had his hope.

      I’ll get to you, mam. If it’s the last thing I do.

      

      It was nearly time to go. Bradley was still alive for the moment, but the old man didn’t have long. His breathing got worse each day. It hurt to see the old man in such a sorry state, but it meant he would finally be allowed to leave.

      If not for Bradley, I’d be dead.

      It was only half true. Bradley had done the rescuing, but Wallace had done the healing. The big blue alien was a sight to behold, seven feet tall with shimmering blue skin. His ability to heal was bizarre, touching upon a miracle, and Ryan would have died without the alien’s intervention. The corkscrews were not the only thing that had landed in Choirikell.

      Ryan had been dead, or as close to it as a person could come when Bradley had found him. He had no recollection of the old man dragging him out of the pub’s kitchen, but it had been a miracle. Most of Choirikell had burned to ashes, but the stainless steel kitchen had somehow failed to catch fire.

      At the time, Bradley had simply been looking for food. The fungus had surrounded his cottage out in the hills, but a small stream surrounding two sides of his home had kept it back. Acting fast, he had dug a moat around the remaining two sides of his property and redirected the stream. The water had kept him safe. His chickens had kept him fed. Barely. He had expected to have to kill the birds eventually, as no help had arrived and he was unable to cross the moat. He had witnessed what the fungus did to the local wildlife and birds, so he knew touching it would mean the end.

      But then, one day, the fungus had turned black and died. Bradley had assumed the army had arrived, but when he went into Choirikell, he found the village on fire. He had needed to wait a full day for the flames to die down, and he had then gone building to building – or ruin to ruin – to search for survivors and food. He had found none of one and little of the other. The only person he had found in Choirikell was Ryan, lying in a coma and stained in his own dried blood.

      As a retired farmer, Bradley was no weakling, and he had carted Ryan back to his home in a wheelbarrow – a two-mile trip across stony ground. He had seen to Ryan’s severe abdominal wounds and tried to bring him around, but Ryan had remained asleep. After several days passed, the old man had expected him to die.

      But then an alien with three legs had appeared out in the glen, wandering around aimlessly. Bradley had tried to shoot it with a shotgun, but the thing had shrugged off the shot and followed him around until it became clear it meant no harm. When the alien had seen Ryan, it had flopped on top of him. Bradley had been unable to dislodge the alien, but once it moved on its own accord, Ryan awoke, blinking and confused. His stomach wounds were miraculously healed.

      That had been almost three months ago now, and Bradley’s health had declined quickly. Ryan wondered if it was the strange acidic quality to the air. It was hard to breathe, and Bradley suffered with mild emphysema, which could only have made it worse. For some reason, it seemed beyond Wallace to help the old man. The alien actually seemed sad about it.

      Bradley was currently sitting in his rocking chair, covered by a thick woollen blanket. The old man spent most of the day asleep, but he was awake now, staring out the window at the great Scottish countryside, rapidly growing back through the black ash.

      “Can I get you anything, Bradley?”

      “Nae lad. I’m fine. Just… fine.” He had answered Ryan, but he didn’t seem fully aware that he was there. Wallace stood in the corner of the moth-eaten sitting room, completely still.

      “Can I get you your inhaler?”

      “No. I’ll just sit… here. Watch the flowers.”

      Ryan frowned. There were no flowers outside the window. “What’s your favourite flower, Bradley?”

      “Heather. Grows everywhere. Strong and beautiful, like the people of Scotland. We thrive in the harshest places. Tough people, we are.”

      Ryan thought about Cameron and nodded. “I’ve learned that recently.”

      “Yer brother’s Scottish?”

      “No.” He had spoken about Aaron a lot, but Bradley was obviously confused. “Not Aaron, but I made a few friends around here. I need… I need to go find them soon.”

      As soon as you die, my friend. I wish it didn’t have to be that way.

      “Family is everything, Ryan. Hold onto yer brother, aye? Mine died a good long time ago, and I miss him every day. Died in a mine, if you can believe it. Silly bugger.”

      Ryan already knew Bradley had never married, but he didn’t know why. “How long have you lived alone here, Bradley?”

      “Always…” The man lowered his head, a smile on his face.

      “Why? Do you prefer it that way? Bradley?”

      Bradley didn’t lift his head. Ryan hurried over and put a hand under his chin to raise his face. There was a trickle of blood around his mouth. His eyes were wide open.

      Death. Wallace shuffled in the corner. Gone.

      Ryan turned to the alien and nodded. “Yeah, he’s gone. I wish I’d known him longer. I owe him my life.”

      Friend. Ally.

      “Yes, Wallace, he was. Now that he’s gone, you and I need to leave. I have a brother. Do you know what that means?”

      Wallace flickered his fans. Human. Family.

      “We’ll leave in the morning,” said Ryan. “I need to bury Bradley first and get some rest.”

      Wallace went still. The alien had two large black eyes that never closed, but sometimes he seemed to rest. Ryan patted the alien on the shoulder as he passed him on his way out of the room.

      Bradley’s cottage was tiny, but the land around it was vast. It was in the middle of nowhere, and there was no telling how far Aaron had travelled from here. It had been months since Ryan had been left for dead. Despite Wallace healing his wounds, it had taken him weeks to gain strength, and just when he was feeling better, Bradley had fallen ill. The old man had refused to leave his land, and Ryan owed him too much to abandon him, so he had become trapped in the Highlands while everyone he cared about got further and further away. Aaron, his mam, Sophie… he had no idea where any of them were or if they were okay. He needed to find them. They were three pieces of his heart, and it left him sickened not to know their fates.

      He’d been waiting to leave, and now that time had arrived. It terrified him. For all he knew, there might be no world left. No people.

      Ryan might be the last man on Earth.

      But somehow, in his heart, he knew that wasn’t true. Aaron was out there somewhere with Cameron and the others. His mam could be okay, too. She might have found help.

      The person he thought about the most, however, was Sophie.

      I left you to come to this place. I left you and the world ended. Anything that’s happened to you is my fault.

      Sophie was alive. He knew it. She was too brilliant to be dead, too wonderful. Too beautiful. If a worthless loser like Ryan was alive, then Sophie had to be. He would make it through Hell to get to her.

      I’m coming, Sophie. Wherever you are, just hold on, because I’m coming.

      Our hearts will find each other. We will have our happy ending.

      Ryan took in an acidic breath and looked around at the endless hills. He couldn’t wait to get the fuck out of Scotland and go home.

      He grabbed a shovel and began to dig a hole. Hopefully, Bradley would be the last person he had to bury, but he feared it might not be true.

      The journey ahead of him would most likely be long and painful, but as long as he completed it, then the suffering would be worth it. Sophie was worth it.

      I just hope I’ll still be the man she remembers when I get to her.

      Being raised from the dead really takes a lot out of a person.

      Ryan smiled and buried Bradley just as the moon rose in the multicoloured sky.
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