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     Welcome to the end of the beginning 


       


     From fist to fan shape took me twelve seconds, and for most of those moments, my hand took on the resemblance of an eagle’s foot. I prefer that analogy to it looking like the hand of an old man, deep in the grip of arthritis. Those tendons never get sick of complaining to me, not that I took any notice; what do they know anyway? Sure, there will be consequences. Give it a few more minutes, and every muscle and nerve in my hand is going to hate me for the rest of the day, like I care—not now anyway, not today. 


     I feel my thin lips scrape against my teeth as I show these filthy cell walls a triumphant smile. It feels so alien to me, to find my emotions rising, to actually catch a glimpse of hope. I’m not going to embrace it, not just yet. How could I? I’m still their prisoner, but it doesn’t stop me letting out a harsh chuckle. My life could well be over, but what remains of our people will now have a chance to pull through, to even flourish, at least in a few decades. 


     They tried to harvest our species like they had with so many of the others, only to discover we weren’t going to be so easily cowed. It was a close run thing, though, too close. It took us decades. 


     We took back what was ours. I can’t claim that our species won, but I take solace that those vile things are scurrying back to where they came from. Not all of them, though; my guards remain. I fear that I’ll be seeing their hard shiny black faces until the day I die. 


     From up here, I saw the last of the battles and the orbital bombardment that followed. They had no idea that we were able to hack into their living machines and change the coordinates. 


     I’m beginning to babble already. I should be ashamed of myself. I for one know only too well how short I am on time. The wires, pipes and…other things they have inserted into me will not need changing for another cycle. My time will be up way before then, though. They’ll either figure out that I’ve tapped into one of their outgoing carrier waves, or the pale blue fluid that one of the drones injected into my arm will render me incapable of speech.  


     I only killed the bastards. I left the thinking to the geeks and academics. Maybe if I’d paid more attention, I might have known exactly what they were pumping into my body. I digress again. I’ll try to stay focussed. 


    


  




  

       


     1: The first signs were overlooked 


       


     Each birth is a celebration, more so now than it ever was. Every new life we bring into this world gave us one more chance of keeping our race from dying out, and you, my son, were no exception. 


     It is difficult for me to relate to your experiences of growing up. I guess that won’t shock you too much. It’s hard to relate when we only saw each other a couple of times a month. It’s more than just that, though. For a start, unlike you, our species wasn’t on the brink of becoming extinct. 


     I know that you’ve heard the stories, seen the pictures, and maybe even watched a few of the surviving DVD’s, so you’ll know that at one time, there were billions of us on this world. It’s such an easy word to say, but unless you were part of that number, it’s impossible to visualise, especially if the largest amount of humans you’ve ever seen together is a couple of dozen 


     You were brought screaming into this world a decade after they arrived. In that time, they had already reduced us to almost nothing. In fact, I bet that there’s more of us now than there were when you were born, nineteen years ago. Does that surprise you? I bet it does. You probably imagine that the whole human population took up arms against them, dying in our millions against impossible odds, but never giving up. Sure you do, it’s what we told you had happened. 


     The simple truth is that they reduced us to almost nothing before most of us had a clue that they were even here. Nobody ever talks about the Mass Dying, and yet it is the one event that united us. It made the few that survived stronger, part of one cohesive unit. 


     It was the largest wake-up call any of us could have imagined. Does that sound pretty weird to you? Sure it does, but that’s because you’re a Newborn. For you, life and death are coupled like lovers. You have no idea what life used to be like back before they arrived. Sure, you’ve all heard the stories about how our problems used to dominate our daily lives, and I know that listening to us talk about missed mortgage payments, about rising fuel costs, and the need to beat the latest level on our new app, sounds so alien to you. 


     You can’t even imagine the heart stopping panic and shock of watching all those hundreds of people just die all around you. I was in the middle of a shopping mall at the time of the event. Unlike everybody else, I knew about them; I knew that we were all in deep shit, and yet, even that didn’t cushion my senses to what happened next.  


     Thinking back, it was the noise that tilted the cogs in my brain. Their bodies just…well, they melted. Put a crimson candle on a hotplate, and you’ll understand what I mean. Now picture that happening all over the planet, all those billions of people turning into puddles of lumpy red goo. The noise came from me. I heard myself groaning, then whimpering, and finally, I started to scream. 


     Does that surprise you? Not the screaming bit. I mean that nobody who survived has ever spoken about what happened on that bright cold day in April. Yeah well, just savour the words, because I doubt that you’ll hear them from anybody else. That isn’t the beginning of the tale, you know, not by a long shot. It’s just that nobody remembers how it all started. The real beginnings have all been forgotten. The mass deaths and subsequent events that followed had buried them, along with our mortgage payments, rising fuel prices and our obsession our ‘oh so clever’ digital irrelevances. 


       


     *** 


       


     Nineteen wasn’t a bad age to be. The crappy memories of school and college were fading fast. I had my freedom and money. Granted, the job that my mum forced me to go for took away a lot of that freedom, but the monthly wage did cover the essentials. The phone top up, game download fees, and, of course, the beer money, all took a large bite out of my wage.  


     Oh yeah, and I can’t forget the board money that my parents, the two ‘older ones’ stripped out of my bank account. I did my best to erase that blemish from my memory, basically because I thought it was incredibly unfair of them to steal almost half my wage just for the privilege of allowing me to stay in my own damn room, and supply me with the occasional meal. Oh sure, mum did wash my clothes, I suppose, and do a bit of cleaning, but she did all that stuff before I got a job. So why did I have to pay her for a job she already did? Not that I’d dare bring this tiny fact up; knowing her, she’d probably expect back pay for those years too. 


     *** 


     I’m smiling again, simply because of how easy it was to slip back into the mindset of that poor naïve teenager who thought that paying his parents a pittance every month was the worst of his problems. 


       


     *** 


       


     My name is Travis, and you can blame my dad for coming up with that one. You see, he’s a total geek. His life revolves around the science fiction genre: TV shows, movies, games, books, as well as action figures. You won’t believe how much he spends on his hobby. Believe me, that stuff isn’t cheap either. I daren’t ask how much of my hard earned money has contributed to his weird craving for all of that space nonsense. 


     Anyway, the reason why I’m telling you this is because it’s where my first name came from. Apparently he named me after some baddie from a TV show that aired about a thousand years ago or something. 


     My full name is Travis Fitzgerald. I guess that it’s not a bad name; knowing my dad, he could have picked a lot worse. I imagine going through school with the name of Han Skywalker Fitzgerald, and the marrow in my bones freeze.  


     When I look into my wardrobe full-length inside mirror, I see a medium build, dark-haired teenager staring back. My hair isn’t cut into any fashion. The curls don’t appreciate being messed with; I usually just keep it short, although it could do with a bit of a trim. I’m about an inch under six feet, and apart from the weekend drinking sessions giving me a bit of a gut, I don’t think that I’m that bad looking. As for the gut, a few more gym sessions would soon fix that problem. Then again, maybe not.  


     Gym fees would cut into valuable beer money. I could always ask my parents for a set of weights for Christmas, either that or just wear more clothing to disguise my growing paunch. I could always cut down on my drinking, but that sound’s about as enjoyable as slamming a pencil in my left eye.  


       


     *** 


       


     There you have it, that was me at your age, in a nutshell, a perfectly ordinary teenager, going about his business just like the rest of the crowd. I suppose to you it must have sounded like paradise, but then you have a comparison; back then I didn’t know any better. 


     Although I wanted to follow the usual teen dream of magically getting rich, buying fast cars, and have a dozen beautiful girls to tend to my every whim, I knew that I’d probably take the same path as my parents. I’d meet a good looking girl, get married, buy a house, and have kids of my own. It’s what you did back then. 


     How was I to know any different? 


       


     *** 


       


     “If you don’t get your lazy backside down these stairs within the next couple of minutes, young man, your sausages will go to Basil.” 


     My sluggish brain managed to make me aware that Saturday had arrived; that meant for most of today, I’d have to fend for myself for food. The dreaded thought of our five year old Boxer cross chomping down on the only hot meal that mum would make for me today gave me enough incentive to force open my eyes. 


     I just wished that my brain had supplied a little more information before allowing my eyelids to snap open. The bright sunlight streaming through my bedroom window almost blowtorched my eyes out of their sockets. I groaned in protest, and found the strength to turn towards the door. My traditional hangover went ballistic, and moved from mild annoyance, to dropping a safe on my head. 


     Right at that moment, my soft black quilt felt as comforting as the soft flesh of an eager lover. I couldn’t get up, no matter how hard I tried. The house could burn down around me for all I cared, it didn’t matter, I knew my quilt would protect me from the flames. 


     I mentally congratulated the dog on receiving its unexpected meal, and closed my eyes, knowing that I’d be no use to man nor beast until the after effects of last night’s drinking session had seeped out of my poor hurting body. 


     It could have been five minutes or five days before I did manage to find my way down the stairs, I didn’t care. I would have still been under the quilt if it hadn’t been for that dream of a giant sausage, wearing a clown costume, chasing me through some generic underground carpark. I worry about myself sometimes. 


     Downstairs appeared devoid of life, and that suited me just fine. Conversation with others of my family was always a rather stilted affair on a Saturday. After checking the living room, my stomach led me into the kitchen. 


     “Well, good almost afternoon, sleepyhead. I’m guessing that you had a rather hectic night?” 


     I presented a weak smile to the middle-aged blur leaning against the huge silver fridge in the corner of the kitchen. It took effort to keep my head steady, as the slightest movement sent a cavalry of horsemen galloping through my throbbing brain. I blinked, allowing my dad’s vile coloured t-shirt to offend my eyes. “I’m guessing mum’s gone out then?” 


     “Yep, gone for almost three hours, Travis. I took the liberty of donning this as soon as the door closed. I see that you approve.” 


     The faded image of the gold robot from Star Wars covered the man’s chest, while his squeaky mate, the thing that looks like a frigging pedal bin, rested on his stomach. Christ, my head hurt. “I thought you weren’t allowed to wear that anymore.” 


     “Who’s going to tell her, Travis? Anyway, I believe that spending most of the morning in bed is a far worse crime in your mum’s book, don’t you think?” 


     He had made a valid point. I silently thanked the gods that she wasn’t in the house. I’m not sure that I was in any condition to suffer mum’s relentless guilt trips, not in this fragile state. 


     Why wasn’t I feeling any better? If it really had been three hours since mum had yelling up the stairs to inform me of breakfast, I should be feeling as right a rain by now. I had a strong constitution, at least, so I thought. Those extra hours hadn’t made a dent in this hangover. I still felt like death warmed up. 


     The family dog chose this moment to brush past my legs, and pad into the kitchen. He stopped in front of dad, parked his butt on the dark blue tiles, raised his black and white head, and released a single bark. The dog’s tail was going ten to the dozen. It was obvious what he wanted. 


     “You’ve got a bloody nerve, Basil,” I muttered, retying the belt on my dressing gown. “I can’t believe that you’re still hungry. What’s wrong, didn’t my yummy breakfast fill you up?” 


     My dad chuckled, leaned over, and tickled Basil under the chin. “Travis, you’re right about him needing to assert his dominance over you, but not for that reason.” He walked over to the microwave, spun the timer, and pushed in the dial. “You see, Basil heard your mother having a go. He knows that the pack leader is pissed at you. He obviously wants me to give him your breakfast so he can eat it in front of you.” 


     Through the frosted glass, the light showed my favourite red plate completing its first rotation. My stomach then joined my smiling face in celebration. Warmed up breakfast for warmed up death, it was the perfect marriage. My feeble body certainly agreed; it looked as though I was ready for some mum-made nutrition after all. “You seriously do come out with some weird crap, dad. Are you sure that I’m not adopted?” I stared at Basil, watching the animal shift his gaze from the microwave to the breakfast bar next to me. “Do you really believe that Basil is thinking all of that?” 


     He shrugged “Basil is a pack hunter, Travis. They rely on each other in the wild to bring down their prey. This kitchen makes a poor imitation of the wilds of a Norwegian forest, but the principle remains the same. The prey is in there, and he wants it, preferably before you.” 


     “Jesus, why do I even bother?” 


     My dad grinned. “Who can tell what he’s thinking? The inner workings of a dog’s mind are as mysterious as your mum’s mind. Oh, and you can thank me later. She really was going to give the contents to the dog, you know.” 


     I felt a brief guilt stab after that proclamation. Okay, so dad was a bit weird, but I guess most dads had some kind of deviancy built into their genetic makeup; they wouldn’t be a dad otherwise. Weirdness aside, I couldn’t claim that he didn’t look after me. “Thanks for rescuing my breakfast. Judging from how my guts are churning, it’s exactly what the doctor ordered. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” The fleeting thoughts of me trying to blackmail him made a brief and unwelcome appearance. What would mum do if she found out he compared her mind to Basil’s, not to mention dad wearing the vomit inducing t-shirt. I suppressed a smirk, counting down the seconds on the microwave. Knowing dad, he’d already used that metaphor on her, and I know from painful experience that trying to pull one over on the pair of them was always counterproductive.  


     In another few more seconds, that red plate would be as good as claimed. My evil plan was to scarf the food within eyesight of Basil, just in case dad’s strange theory did have some merit. It’s about time that the mutt learned his place in this particular pack, and that was at the bottom. Just to prolong the agony, I’d take my time as well, saving those delicious sausages until the very last. Then again, maybe I should lock the bloody animal in the hallway; there’s only so long that I can resist his soft moo-cow eyes. 


     “Dad, have you any idea how long mum is going to be?” 


     He shook his head. “Why don’t you ask me an easier question? You know what your mum is like, Travis. All she said to me was that she heard that the new shopping mall was due to open its doors today. If that’s the case, it could be a full week before she makes an appearance, or at least until she runs out of money, whichever is sooner.” He pulled open the microwave door, grabbed a tea towel, and gently placed the plate on the breakfast bar. “What about you? What’s your plan for today, son? I mean, after you’ve stuffed your face.” 


     I gently manoeuvred the dog’s body away from the edge of the table so I could slide out a bar stool. Drool soaked my bottom lip when the aroma from those three thick sausages found its way into my nostrils. Mum had outclassed herself this time. These weren’t the usual cheap and nasty value sausage bought from some discount supermarket. Mum must have paid the local butchers a visit. I felt the dog’s large eyes on me already, and I did feel sorry for the poor bugger. Basil’s nose was supposed to be like a hundred times more powerful than mine. The aroma from the cooling food must have been driving him insane for the past three hours. 


     Compassion got the better of me, and I pushed one of them to the side of my plate. “God damn you and your soft brown eyes, Basil. If you stop bugging me, I’ll let you have this once it cools down.” I took my eyes off the dog, and smiled up at my dad. Jeffery Fitzgerald and I shared a similar physique. Unlike me, my dad knew what he wanted to do with is life once he’d left school. He’d joined the army at seventeen, and stayed there until a couple of years ago.  


     He’d put his body to good use, and it showed. He might look like a big soft pudding, no doubt reinforced with his tendency to wear the nerdy clothing, but I’ve witnessed the man change from teddy bear to grizzly bear in the blink of an eye, and I’m telling you now, it’s fucking terrifying.  


     “I think that today is going to turn out to be a little better than the usual run of the mill Saturdays, dad.” I used the side of the fork to cut the first sausage into three pieces, stabbed the largest piece, and dipped it into the beans. “Mark Walsh has no board to pay this week, and he has overtime money. Whether he likes it or not, he’s going to share the  with his best buddy.” I pushed the sausage into my mouth, and moaned with delight. I groaned a little louder when Basil began to whine. “So, the first port of call will be to the pub,” I said, after I swallowed the meat. “Then I think he’ll treat me by taking me up to the bowling alley; that is, if we can stand up.” I smiled. “Yeah, sounds like the makings of a spectacular Saturday.” 


     “And that tells me you’re going to be in no fit state to do anything in a few more hours, meaning you’ll be in a similar condition to as you are now, twenty four hours later. Not that it matters, he doesn’t open on a Sunday. This means you’ll have to repay my kindness this morning, I think.” 


     He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his battered brown leather wallet. So much for his promise to mum about throwing that old thing in the bin. She bought him a new one last week, decorated in Spiderman logos. After all that time married to the man, you would have thought that she would know that he had no love for super heroes. 


     “As you’re heading into town, you can pop into the model shop for me, Travis.” 


     I fixed him a painted grin, whilst my heart began its decent into my guts. Of all the places in our quaint town of Lorchester, that was the one shop that I detested with a passion. Tileman’s Crafts and Hobbies was located at the other side of town, close to the new shopping mall. The distance and location meant that we wouldn’t be going anywhere close en route. The Black Swan and the bowling alley were at the other side of town. 


     The distance wasn’t the issue here, nor did I have a problem with the shop’s clientele. Oh sure, I’ll admit that it did feel a little weird to watch grown men hand over ridiculous amounts of money for a box of plastic bits, but I’m cool with that, and if it made them happy, then fine, each to their own. 


     My beef was with the freaky old bastard who owned the poky little hole, Mr Stephen Tileman. Even thinking his name curdled my bone marrow. He’d been creeping me out ever since dad took me in there, back when I was still in short pants. His cold green eyes followed you around the shop, and it felt like he wanted to peel away your soul layer by layer. At least, that’s how it felt when he used to look at me; as I grew, his stare didn’t linger so much.  


     As I got older and my hormones jumped out of their cupboard, it become very clear to me that Tileman wasn’t interested in peeling away my soul, it was my clothes that he wanted to remove. Of course, I was the only one who knew this, I think. After all, none of my mates had a clue about my dad’s favourite shops. I guess they’d have passed it a few times, but what possible reason would they have to go inside? I mean, just how many kids and teens do you know who builds up plastic model kits nowadays? 


     Tileman and my dad gave the outward impression of getting on like a house on fire. Then again, that was to be expected. After all, they both had their chosen subjects of geekdom to fawn over. I’ve listened in to their talks on a few occasions. None of what they spoke about made any sense to me. If dad had noticed anything odd in the other man’s deviant behaviour, he never gave any sign of it to me. 


     I knew that they were both the same age, and went to school together. Apart from that and their shared interest in science fiction, they had little else in common. Whereas my dad sported a six foot, lean and muscular frame, basically a body that could even melt my female mates, Tileman looked like a spacehopper, one that had been dipped in old bacon grease or even raw sewage. As far as I knew, Tileman lived on his own. Not that it surprised me, I doubted that anything animal or human would be able to stand his presence for more than a few minutes. 


     I’ve never once made mention of my suspicions to anyone else, although I did once promise to conduct a little covert surveillance on his shop and house. Not that I ever went through with it. I was just past fifteen at the time I made that vow, and a month after my birthday those hormones of mine took centre stage, filling my head with girls and beer. The notion of playing spy went straight out of my head. 


     My dad took a couple of twenties out of his wallet, and placed them on the edge of the table. He nudged Basil away when the dog’s mouth reached for them. “Mr Tileman emailed me this morning. It appears that my Star Trek Enterprise B has finally arrived. About time as well, I’ve only been waiting for the bugger for almost two months.” 


     I stared aghast at the two crisp notes on the table, and shifted my attention to him. “That’s forty pounds, father. You do know that mum’s head will detonate if she knew that you were spending that amount of cash on a box of plastic.” 


     “Only half of that is for the model, son. The rest is for you. It’s only the Enterprise B, not the E” 


     He held up his hand when I opened my mouth. 


     “Wait, I haven’t finished yet, Travis. Believe it or not, I’m well aware of your friend’s sudden windfall. Somehow though, I very much doubt that the young man will be waking up to a thick wallet, not after watching the pair of you act like complete dickheads in the early hours of this morning.” 


     I blinked rapidly, trying my hardest to remember stumbling into the house last night. My efforts were met with a fuzzy white wall of bugger all. The more I thought, the more I realised that I couldn’t remember much of anything. That shook me up, just how much beer had I sank? I’ve never suffered a memory loss after a night out. “Dad, don’t just stand there grinning. Share the details. Tell me how much bother I really am in with mum.” 


     He spread his arms. “What is there to say, Travis? You both stumbled through the front door at just past three, like normal. You managed to find your way to the couch, and made a lot of rude suggestions regarding Mark and Basil. You appeared to find this hilarious. As for mum, there’s no problem there. She took a double dose of sleeping tablets. Seriously, do you think she would have made you breakfast if she knew about the state of you?” 


     I picked up the remaining sausage and squeezed the middle, it wasn’t that hot now. I held it out in front of me. “Sorry about my unsavoury remark from last night, Basil. Believe me, you’re way too classy for Mark.” 


     The dog gently took the sausage out of my fingers, and retreated under the table to eat his prize. 


     “And I’m sorry for acting like an arse, dad. I hope I didn’t wake you.” 


     “Don’t worry about it, I was your age once. Besides, it’s not like I was sleeping. There were a couple of movies that I wanted to watch. Ironically, your antics were far more entertaining than the first film anyway, so no harm done.  


     “I’d love to know what the hell your pal was singing about though. It sounded like he wanted to dance with a giant mushroom or something. By the way, when you do meet up with Mark, tell him he owes me a fiver for the taxi.”   


     He picked up the money, and pushed it into the palm of my hand. “To be honest, I did kinda miss being your age. Reaching the happy drunk stage was always the sign of a good night out.” He sighed. “Thing is, getting happy drunk and staying at that stage was an impossible task, especially with the lads that I used to drink with.” 


     I only heard about half of his rare conversation about his past. As soon as he mentioned the word mushrooms, a bank of freezing mist blasted through my fuddled mind. I picked up my fork, and chased a couple of beans around the congealing fat on the edge of my plate. For the life in me, I had no idea as to why that word should have affected me. I slid the plate to the side, silently thankful that mum hadn’t added any fried mushrooms to the breakfast. 


     “You won’t forget to pick up my model, will you?” 


     “No dad, don’t worry,” I replied, shaking my head from side to side. “I won’t forget it.” I pushed the two notes into my back pocket and stood up. My only desire I had now was to kick Mark out of bed, and find out exactly what we got up to last night. I couldn’t shake the ominous feeling that something momentous had happened to us after leaving the pub. 


       


     *** 


       


     Is this what you expected? I guess not. You must think that I’m running off at the mouth here. I mean, here I am, relaying the single most important event in the entire annals of human history, and I’m babbling on about giving a dog a sausage, and my dad’s silly pastime. Yeah, well, you’re going to have to get used to it. This is how it’s going to be. I’m not going to rush this for anyone.  


     You see, this is the first time that I’ve heard a human voice for weeks. It doesn’t matter to me that it’s only my voice. Believe it or not, I’m rather enjoying myself. 


     I learned early on in my captivity that screaming, shouting, even talking, was bad for my health as well as sanity. My captors never cared about any of us making too much noise. Those bastards were the last of my worries. This orbiting ship, you see, had more than a few sentient species imprisoned inside its many cells. I vividly remember Basil catching a dose of fleas from a kennel that we had him in for a couple of weeks whilst the family went on holiday to the States. It took us bloody ages to shift the buggers. 


     One of the other sentient lifeforms in here had brought with it their own flea variant. Try to imagine a flea the size of a marble; now I want you to imagine a few thousand of them squeezing their fat purple bodies through the vents located in the top corner of our tiny cells every time one of us screamed out. Needless to say, after a couple of attacks you learned to keep your mouth shut tight. 


     The other aliens and their vile parasites were shipped out a few days ago. There’s only me left; they even removed the other human prisoners. There’s only me and my guards left. I guess I could make as much noise as I wished, but some habits are hard to break. 


       


     *** 


       


     I was glad that I decided to peek into the Black Swan before attempting to climb the steep hill that led to Mark’s house. The lad had claimed his usual spot, the cushioned seat that dominated the corner of the darkened room. Trust that pisshead to already be here. If it hadn’t been for dad telling me about the taxi, I wouldn’t have put it past him to have slept in front of the door. I decided not to bother telling Mark that I intended to call for him. The bastard would only find the whole experience hilarious.  


     As I made my way over to the bar, I watched him poke his finger through the fake red leather covering and pull out a small lump of yellow foam. There was nobody else waiting, but that didn’t stop the tosser behind the bar taking his time to serve me. He obviously thought that watching the football on the crappy TV bolted to the wall above him was far more important than customer service.  


     “Can I have a pint of your finest please, Steve?” I asked, getting more and more wound up. I leaned on the counter, and immediately regretted the action with I felt spilled beer soaking into my elbows. I wiped my wet elbows down the front of my jacket before dropping one of my dad’s notes onto the counter. Of course, I made damn sure that the twenty landed in another puddle of beer. 


     I returned Steve’s glare with an innocent smile, watching with great amusement as he made a show of wringing out the tenner. If he did his job properly and wiped the counter, he wouldn’t have been in this position. He took his time to bring me my change, but I wasn’t too fussed, it gave the beer and my guts the chance to settle down. 


     Mark managed to look up as I carefully brought my glass over to his table. I’ve known this man for most of my life, and counted him as my best friend. Sure, he only had the one eye, scales for skin, and an overbite that could open a beer bottle, but I found a way to overlook his deformities at an early age. 


     I sat down opposite the lad, and gazed into those two bright green eyes. Okay, so maybe I exaggerated his appearance. Mark didn’t look like Quasimodo’s ugly brother. In fact, this guy could have easily ended up on the covers of a few of those men’s fashion magazines, if he tried. What dropped the anchor on that happening was the simple fact that Mark had the grooming habits of an old tramp. That tatty black leather biker’s jacket hadn’t left his back for the past five years. It lay open at the front to show off his oil stained green overall. He’d worn that last night as well, and knowing him, the filthy slob had slept in it as well. 


     My best buddy worked at Lorchester’s only garage. Aside from his dashing good looks, he also had the unnerving knack to be able to fix almost anything mechanical. His dad used to say that Mark was born into this world with a spanner in his hand. His flair at fixing stuff was the only reason why the landlord of the Black Swan even allowed this scruffpot to sit in his pub. A couple of years ago, Mark had somehow managed to bring his condemned boiler back from the dead, saving the landlord a fortune in repair bills.  


     I watched the lad drain his own pint, vaguely wondering if anyone had ever carbon dated the muck under Marks fingernails.  


     “Don’t bother parking your arse, you big plum. You need to finish that pint, Travis. I’ll give you ten seconds. We need to make tracks.” 


     “Are you having a laugh here? I’ve only just got the bugger.” I settled into the chair, and purposely took a small sip before placing the glass carefully on a wet beer mat. “What’s got into you? I need to take this pint nice and slow. Come on, you know the rules. After a decent drinking session, you feel as rough as a badger’s arse; consequently, it’s advised to savour the ‘hair of the dog.’ Look, don’t look at me like I’m gobbling sloppy poo. I’m not a rule breaker, you know that.” I took another sip, feeling a little bemused at the sight of my friend’s jittery behaviour. Not for the first time, it crossed my mind that Mark had been using something a little stronger than booze. “Mark, what’s wrong, why the big hurry? You look as though you’re about to shit your pants.” 


     He got to his feet, and slammed both hands palms down on the table. “I need you to tell me exactly what you remember from last night.” 


     I wrapped my fingers around the glass, feeling my blood cooling to the same temperature as the liquid inside. No matter how hard I tried, that fuzzy white fog hadn’t left me. I shook my head. “Nothing at all,” I whispered. I brought the beer to my lips, and drank deep. The urge to get pissed now became a most favourable option. It took me seconds to finish the pint. It looked as though I wasn’t going to savour it after all. 


     Mark snatched the now empty glass out of my hands. “I knew you could do it.” He tossed it behind him. The depression left from thousands of bums sat in that corner, saved the beer glass from smashing on the hard floorboards. 


     “I know what you want to do, Travis. I know because it’s what I wanted to do as soon as I looked at my reflection in the mirror, this morning.” He picked up his own glass. “Believe it, or not, this is my sixth pint since I got here, and it’s done fuck all to me.” He leaned closer. “Are you sure that you can’t remember anything?” 


     I shook my head again. I had no idea where Mark wanted to go. Right at that moment, I didn’t want to go anywhere, apart from back to the bar. All I knew was with the change from that twenty, plus the other notes that I had in my wallet, I could get well and truly blitzed. 


     Mark wrapped his powerful fingers around my elbow and dug those digits in. “No, Travis, get that idea out of your head right now. I can see the lust you’re showing for the vodka under the TV. Come on, I have other plans for you.” 


     He spun me around, and pushed me over to the exit. I saw no point in struggling or arguing with him. To be honest, I was more confused than annoyed. I’d never seen the lad acting like this before. Having a rumble with my best buddy in my favourite pub was not how I’d originally planned to spend my Saturday. 


     The freezing blast of air from a passing truck helped me snap out of the fugue that had dropped over my head. I shook off Mark’s fingers, and leaned against the outside of the thick wooden pub door. I took a deep breath. “Okay, just what the fuck is going on here?” 


     The bright sunlight showed me Mark’s face in its full glory, now that we were away from the pub’s dim lighting; it looked as though somebody had poked his eyes with a sharp stick. “Bloody hell, you look like you’ve tried to wash your peepers with thick bleach.” 


     “Come on, man,” he urged. “You must be able to remember something. Come on, please, I need to know.” 


     I shrugged. It seemed to be the safest response. I didn’t know what else to do. That fugue had descended yet again, for a different reason this time. His behaviour really was beginning to spook me. “”Look, my mind really is a blank, Mark.” I paused, not wanting to continue this conversation. I so wanted to tell the guy to take a fucking chill pill.  


     “Does it really matter, man? Okay, so we both must have gotten pretty fucking wasted if neither of us can remember a damn thing. So what? It’s not as if we haven’t reached that state before. So there’s no reason to get all riled up just because we can’t remember.” 


     I turned around, glad to look away from that tormented face, and peered through the pub window. I could see bugger all, but that didn’t matter. We would have spent most of the night in there last night, swapping our wages for pints of good ale. It’s the only pub in Lorchester that we really frequent. Unlike the others in town, The Black Swan only focussed on what really mattered, the ale. This meant the pub hadn’t refurbished since the last century, the music they played was older than my dad, and the locals were even older. Who cared about any of that when they served beer this good? 


     The only drawback was because the rest of the clientele were part of the grey-haired brigade, it did kinda dampen our chances of scoring. The majority of kids our age hit the three nightclubs over the weekend. Neither of us was into that scene. The music sucked, and their overpriced beer tasted like warm piss. 


     In fact, going by the record of our previous Friday nights, I bet the highlight of our evening would have been laughing like idiots at the sight of one of us falling against the Gents door, or dropping a slice of pizza in the gutter. 


     Gazing at Mark’s reflection in the window, you would have though that we’d robbed a bank in our drunken stupor, or broken into the sporting goods shop over the road, and gone on a killing spree. “Wait a minute,” I said. “I know I said that my mind was blank. It doesn’t mean that I can’t fill in at least one of the gaps in your memory.” 


     “What do you mean?” 


     I heard hope in his voice. “Well, my dad took great pleasure in telling me that you were dancing around our living room at three in the morning whilst singing about a giant mushroom.” 


     My best mate looked like he’d just grabbed hold of a power line with both hands. 


     “Oh thank you! You’re the best friend anyone could ever have!” he gasped. You’ve just jump-started my brain, and filled in the missing piece. Come on.” After saying his piece, Mark spun on his heals and sped off along the high street, almost knocking down an old woman coming the other way. 


     I raced after him, offering the poor dear an apologetic smile as I passed her, hoping to Christ that the pensioner didn’t know my mum. “For crying out loud, Mark, will you slow down?” I shouted. That pint of ale had already found its way into my guts. I could feel the liquid churning up my breakfast. I know that I was going to pay for this unexpected bout of violent exercise later on today. “Will you please slow down Mark? I’m getting a bloody stitch here.” 


     He skidded to a stop by the corner of the street, he leaned against the side of the town’s main post office, and waited until I’d caught up with him before setting off again. This time, he only ran across the road, and stopped beside the back of a light blue Ford Focus. 


     There was no mistaking the sight of Mark’s pride and joy. My blood ran cold at the thought of him driving here in his state. “Seriously? Since when did you bring Belinda to one of our weekly get-togethers?”  


     Okay, so the man has named his car. It’s not that unusual; I know of a few lads who treat their cars better than their wives or girlfriends, and they might not go the full hog and give them a girl’s name, but it’s not as weird as it sounds. What is way odd is that he’s named his phone and his tablet as well. 


     It doesn’t make the lad a certifiable crazy person, just because he’s called his phone Jessica. It’s not like he’s gone and given his sock collection girl’s names as well—at least, not that I know of. 


     You’ll just have to take my word for it, Mark is as sound as a pound on a normal day. I watched him mutter and swear as he fumbled with the door handle, and right at that moment, I so wished that the normal Mark would jump back into that body, because right now this Mark was acting like one of the vagrants that pounded the pavement every Friday night, asking random folk for money. 


     Traveller Stu was about the same age as my dad, but he looked thirty years older. Whenever he got wrecked on cheap supermarket cider, he’d spend his day marching up and down the middle of the high street while shouting at the buses. I’m surprised that he hadn’t been knocked over by now. 


     “There we go!” he shouted triumphantly as he finally managed to get the rear door open. He reached inside, and gently lifted out a small circular object about the size of a football. 


     This lit a flame under my curiosity, mainly because I had no idea what he had there. Mark had wrapped it in a stripy green bath towel. As he began to unwrap it, I decided there and then that if it did turn out to be a football after all of this palaver, I’d boot him so hard that Mark would find his nut sack in his mouth. That would show him for giving me this annoying gut ache. 


     “I found this thing lying at the foot of my bed when I woke up this morning,” he said as he unwrapped the final layer. 


     Now I knew why Mark was so anxious when I mentioned the word ‘mushroom’. I saw the similarity straight away. The object held in both of Mark’s arms did resemble a giant puffball mushroom. I leaned closer, and immediately realised that had been a stupid idea. The stench coming from it almost knocked me on my arse. I rubbed my nose, still feeling my nostril hairs burning, and decided to stay at a safe distance. It didn’t smell like a mushroom, that’s for damn sure. The powerful aroma reminded me of a cross between a very strong cheese and anti-freeze. 


     “Oh bugger. Yeah, maybe I should have warned you beforehand. It’s not too keen on you shoving your face up too close.” He coughed, “You’ve already discovered the result.” I will admit that I did breathe a silent sigh of relief that Mark hadn’t given this abomination a girl’s name as well. As for what it was, well, it stumped me. I had no idea what this vile object could be. It sure as shit wasn’t a mushroom, though, that much was abundantly clear. 


     A thin layer of translucent slime coated the visible surface. Although I wasn’t totally sure if it was slime, as I saw none of the stuff on the inside of the towel. Maybe a clear varnish would have been a more accurate description. Thousands of tiny nodules dotted the surface, making the object look a little like a huge golf ball. “And you thought that this could be a mushroom?” 


     Mark sighed, loudly. “Well yeah. In fact, I still do. I mean, you only have to look at it, what else could it be?” 


     “Come on, just look at it. It’s green for crying out loud.” 


     “What, and you’re suddenly the world’s expert in mushrooms?” 


     I took my eyes off the thing and gazed at Mark, and it shocked me to see that the redness around his pupils hadn’t faded. In fact, it looked even worse. “Okay, tell me what you really remember,” I said. “And don’t give me that ‘I can’t remember bullshit’ because I’m not buying it. You’ve always been a terrible liar, Mark, and while you’re at it, tell me why the fuck you dragged me out of the pub after only one pint? I mean, just where were you thinking of taking me?” 


     He stared at me in silence for a couple of moments before he gently laid the multi-coloured ball back on the rear car-seat. I wish he had covered it up as well. I found it even creepier than the fat weirdo who owned the model shop.  


     “You were in a right pissy mood last night, Travis. It just got worse, the more pints you poured down your throat.” 


     I still have no recollection of our night out, but I do remember the events of yesterday with perfect clarity, and I can’t recall anything that could have put me a foul mood. Just like Mark, I have a job that requires protective clothing. Unlike him, I have the urge to change as soon as my shift ends. I wouldn’t dream of walking around in my work clothes, and considering I’m employed by a poultry processing company, that’s probably for the best. 


     I’m part of a long line of fellow drones. I won’t elaborate on what my actual job entails. The procedure of turning living chickens into microwave dinners and breaded nuggets is pretty fucking gross. Thankfully, the money isn’t too bad though, believe it or not. 


     I shook my head. “I can’t remember why, Mark.” 


     “No, and you wouldn’t tell me last night, either. Needless to say, our night wasn’t one of our better ones.”  


     He turned to look at the globe, and his face took on the look of a proud dad seeing his daughter receive a medal. This sudden urge to slam my foot into that thing took hold, and refused to leave me. 


     “We took the scenic route when we left the pub. That was your idea by the way. You had me trailing through the spare ground behind the old school; apparently you wanted to see what she meant.” 


     “What’s that supposed to mean?” 


     “Why are you asking me that, Travis? You’re the one who said it. I was too drunk and annoyed to give a shit. All I wanted was to ram a kebab down my neck and collapse on my bed.” 


     What I found far more disturbing than his account of our journey was that, deep down, I somehow knew that he wasn’t lying to me. I really had spoken those words, and yet I still had no idea to their meaning. I rested my hands on the roof of his car. “Wait a minute, just backtrack here. Did I say anything at all whilst in the pub?” It was the ‘she’ bit that had thrown me. The love of my life, Justine Thorn, was out of the country on holiday in the South of France with her parents and younger sister. According to her last email, she missed having me next to her, and so wanted to do rude things with my below stairs equipment 


     He chuckled. “Oh God, you really don’t remember a damn thing from last night, do you.” 


     I shook my head, suddenly wondering if I really wanted to know. 


     Mark leaned back beside me, and folded his arms. “After about half an hour of sitting down, staring at your miserable face, I kinda got bored of asking you what the problem was, and focussed on trying to keep up with your drinking speed. Believe me, Travis, that was a lot harder than it sounds, you were really putting them away.” He sighed loudly. “At the time, it seemed like the best plan.” Mark glanced at me. “Are you sure you want to hear the rest of this? 


     “Don’t stop now, for God’s sake.” 


     “We found this little guy under a small tree, close to where that buggered up old car is.” 


     I knew the place. That rusted hulk of metal had lain on the spare ground for over a decade now. I remember playing on the thing when I was a kid. The only reason why it’s still there was because the council can’t get to it. I’m guessing that they’re waiting for it to rust itself to death. 


     I still have no recollection of walking through the waste ground, and I certainly don’t remember going anywhere near that car. 


     “There were hundreds of the little buggers, all growing out of the ground. Seriously, you couldn’t see the normal weeds.” 


     “Hundreds? Give over,” I interrupted. “How could there be that many? Just how much beer did you have. Look at the size of your new friend, Mark. The spare ground isn’t that sodding big.” 


     Mark walked past me, opened the back, and grabbed the object. He lifted it out of the car. “This is more than just beer related memory loss, Travis. It’s only this size because you’re the one who picked the bloody thing in the first place.” 


     The colour in Mark’s face now resembled the soft hue of a hard boiled egg. 


     “I’m telling you, man. You didn’t half shit me up. As soon as you picked it up, you hit the deck. To be honest, at first I thought you were just arsing about. All that changed when I saw the mushroom growing, inflating like a balloon or something. I’m not sure what I thought. You only started to show signs of life when I used my foot to nudge the damn thing out of your hand. 


     No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop staring at the object held in his hands. That impulse to knock it to the floor and stamp on the bloody thing gripped me, and wouldn’t leave. “Then what the fuck possessed you to take it home with you?” 


     Mark visibly shook; I honestly believed that the lad was about to burst into tears. 


     “I don’t bloody know why!” he gasped. “It’s as if…Well, it’s like I had no other choice. I mean…” 


     My paralysis broke. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I snapped my hand forward, intending to push the thing out of his hands. As soon as the tips of my fingers touched it, they pushed through the outer layer. It felt as though I’d just plunged my hand into a bucket full of thick, warm vomit. I yelled out in shock and disgust when something in there brushed past my fingers. I did the only thing I could. My fingers wrapped around it, and I squeezed them tight, grinning in triumph as the slippery thing stopped moving. 


     The globe detonated, covering both of us in a thick layer of gelatinous, crimson fluid. I cried out as some of the foul stuff found its way into my mouth. I jumped to the side, and my feet slipped out from under me. 


     Both arms flayed out, to stop me from cracking my head on the tarmac, and in my last moment of consciousness, I saw a stream of rapid movement as a dozen somethings resembling black, slimy spiders dart between the wheels of Mark’s car. 


    


  




  

       


     2: How strange could one day get? 


       


     Son, I guess this must be so difficult for you to comprehend. Of course it is, that’s only natural. You haven’t really heard of how we used to live our lives, if ‘living’ is the relevant word. You’d probably see it as wasting what we had been blessed with. You’d be right as well. We really did spend our lives obsessing over such trivial rubbish. 


     We lived the life of pampered pets, and that’s why I couldn’t see the grave danger we were all in. I know you think you would have acted differently, thinking back—I know I would have. Just as your thinking is based on your experience, mine is tainted with hindsight. 


     Pampered pets is a good analogy. We really did spend most of our lives living in a cotton wool coated fantasy; both real and digital. None of us truly believed that we were in any danger. So, when the shit did hit the fan, we all ran about like a bunch of headless fucking chickens. Please don’t blame your elders for how we acted when they came here. There could have been no other outcome. 


       


     *** 


       


     For the second time that day, I found myself snapping open my eyes, and yet again, that bastard sun almost blinded me. Thankfully, a shadow passed between me and that terrible orb before it could take the opportunity to finish what it started and burn out my eyes. 


     “Christ, man. Will you stop doing that?” Mark got to his feet, and held out his hand. “You’re scaring the hell out of me.” 


     He looked terrified. It wasn’t just bravado here, Mark really was scared. He wasn’t the only one either. I pushed aside the memory of that exploding mushroom thing and what emerged from it. I wasn’t ready for that just yet. I gave Mark a tentative smile, and looked at his offered hand, wondering just how he’d react if he knew the real reason for my behaviour last night. 


     I was relieved to discover that the redness was completely gone from his eyes, I also found, to my surprise, that I could recall with totally clarity the events from yesterday. In retrospect, I wished those thoughts had stayed hidden. 


     The vivid image of seeing all those mushroom-like globes all clustered along the edge of the field smacked me in the face. Mark had been spot on about them being way smaller. From where we stood, it looked very much like a wide path of sickly coloured golf balls stretching from one end of the field to the other. 


     Stumbling across this perplexing sight had scraped away some of the alcohol smog that I’d been trying so hard throughout this shitty night to thicken up. I stood there, my hands deep inside my pockets, listening with half an ear as Mark finally changed the subject of kebabs to the things before the pair of us. After Mark had reassured me that they really were mushrooms, and he knew this for a fact because he’d seen them in one of his dad’s books, my mind flicked back to my one topic that had dominated my thoughts all day.  


     Unlike my parents, Mark’s folks didn’t stop at the one perfect baby. He also has the one sister, Anna, who’s one year younger than us. She and I have always being mates, and apart from the inevitable pubescent exploring, we’ve kept our relationship on a purely platonic level. Don’t get me wrong here, it’s not like she’s ugly with a personality to match. Anna, just like her brother, has the good looks, and she’s a blast to hang with. I’ve seen her more as the sister I never had, I suppose. We’re also both firmly attached to respective partners. 


     I think that you’ve already worked out to where this train wreck is heading. Last Saturday afternoon, Mark had to forgo the usual beer recovery tradition at the Black swan. His parents had commandeered Belinda and his services. They’d asked him to drive into Birmingham to partake in a spot of shopping before they flew out on holiday. Although Mark hadn’t been too impressed with the notion of being their dogsbody chauffer for the full day, the poor lad wasn’t in any position to refuse their request. His dad was still paying for the monthly instalments on Mark’s car. 


     It was me who took the news badly. How would I cope with losing the company of my best mate for the day? It felt as though somebody had ripped off my left arm. Mark’s sister then suggested that she could take his place. She had absolutely no interest in trailing around Birmingham with her parents.  


     I had no objections; it certainly beat sitting in the house all day, cabbaging out on fast food and movies, which looked like my only other option. 


     I could blame the generous amounts of alcohol that we’d both consumed throughout the afternoon, or the fact that we were obviously both lonely, or just put it down to total bloody stupidity. Needless to say, we both ended up in her parents’ bed for a couple of hours. 


     The guilt over what we’d done only hit me the next day once the effects of too much beer had worn off. Right then, I vowed never to repeat what had happened the previous night, convincing myself that if we hadn’t been so drunk, the very thought of us sleeping together wouldn’t have even entered either of our minds. I’d even almost convinced myself when she appeared on my doorstep the next day.  


     Anna flung her arms around my neck, the scent of her perfume caused my below stairs equipment to react in the predictable fashion, and then she whispered the words, ‘You have been my sexual fantasy since leaving school, Travis.’ 


     Both my parents were out, so I don’t think that I need to elaborate on what happened after she had gently pushed me back into the house, and kicked the door shut. After two more nights of this, she calmly informed me early Saturday that it was over, we’ve had our fun, and it was time to forget about our little indiscretion, and to get back to our lives. She’d been kind enough to drop this bombshell on me about ten minutes before I set off for work. 


     I spent the whole day on automatic pilot, feeling like a wrung out dishcloth, not believing that anyone could be so heartless, or that I could be so stupid and gullible, 


     The self pity and anger at her decision only changed to total shame when I finished work. Justine would be absolutely devastated if my moment of weakness ever came to light, and yet despite this, my treacherous hormones wouldn’t stop pushing erotic images of the fantasy of both Anna and Justine playing with me at the same time which just made everything a hundred times worse. 


     Believe me when I say that it wasn’t a pleasant experience to have all those intense emotions dropped on me a second time, especially in the already fragile state I was in. As I lay there looking at his hand, all I wanted was for the earth to open up and swallow me. Mark wasn’t about to let that happen though. He grabbed my wrist, and pulled me out of the wet mess. 


     He helped me over to his car, and I allowed Mark to sit me in the back seat where the globe thing had previously sat. It took great effort not to pull my legs up, just in case any of the spider-like things were still lurking under the wheels. 


     “I so need a beer,” gasped Mark. “What the hell just happened? It fucking exploded like a water balloon.” He looked down the front of his overalls, and groaned in disgust. “Only it wasn’t filled with water, that’s for damn sure. No mushroom I know of would do that.” Mark shrugged off his leather jacket, climbed out of his overalls, and threw the whole lot behind me, leaving himself dressed in denims and a dark blue t-shirt that probably hadn’t seen the inside of a washing machine in months.  


     “Why are we here anyway, Travis? Fuck, I’m cold. Look, I suggest that we bugger off back to the Black Swan and finish our quest to get well and truly hammered.” He shivered. “I knew I shouldn’t have taken my spare coat out of the car last week. Doesn’t matter, I’ll soon warm up when I’m back in the pub. Come on, get a move on. We’re wasting valuable drinking time.” 


     I nodded vacantly, gazing over the horizon, wondering why it was so quiet. This was one of the main roads through the centre of town, and we should have seen some traffic driving past us. 


     “Anna’s dipshit boyfriend is supposed to be coming back tonight. I’m telling you, I have no intentions of being sober when that annoying dork turns up at our door. He does my head in.” 


     Those words ripped a large chunk of muscle out of my beating heart. So that was the reason why the bitch dropped me like a hot potato. She’d had her fun with me, and I was of no further use now that her regular lover had returned. She had cast me into the gutter. It made me wonder just how often she did this. Her boyfriend, Marcus Clayton, worked away, leaving Anna to her own devices at least one week in seven. I then felt thoroughly ashamed of thinking that the woman might try this again with me the next time Marcus left her alone. 


     “Are you sure you’re okay, Travis?” He leaned into the interior of the car. “You’ve gone as white as a sheet.” 


     I found myself nodding. I’d probably gone pale because deep inside me, I could hear a single panicking voice screaming; yet the more I tried to lift that voice up to the surface, the deeper it sank. It was like trying to grasp smoke. In the end I gave up of the job. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be as important as the shit I’d got myself into with Mark’s sister. Fuck, if he ever found out that I’d done the nasty with Anna, he’d tear off my limbs. 


     I forced out a light hearted laugh, hoping to God that it didn’t sound as though I was choking. “Fair enough, Mark. The pub idea sounds like a grand plan. I believe I’m ready to sink a pint or ten. First off, though, I need to run a small favour for my dad. He wants me to pick up a model.” 


     “Oh, yeah, I bet he does, the dirty old bugger!” 


     “Leave it out, Mark. Not that kind of model, you daft clown. Come on, it’s about time you did something worthwhile today. You can give me a lift. It should only take about half an hour.” 


     “Do we have to do that now, Travis? Can’t it wait? I’m telling you, if I don’t get some beer down my neck within the next few minutes, I swear that my throat will seize up.” 


     “Are you having a laugh? To be honest, you shouldn’t even be driving now, never mind later on. Look, what sort of state will the pair of us be one hour from now? You won’t even remember how to walk, never mind drive. Now stop your bloody whining, and get your arse in here.” 


       


     *** 


       


     I’m guessing that you think you would have acted differently? On the surface, it doesn’t make sense. How could either of us be able to carry on with our normal daily routine after witnessing something so momentous? You never encountered the birthing globes, and for that, I’m so thankful. By the time you arrived on the scene, those horrible things were nothing but a faded memory. The things that emerged are still with us though. I don’t think we’ll ever exterminate those horrible fuckers. 


     You see, they were perfectly able to protect themselves. That fluid contained some kind of chemical that made you forget, made you believe that they really weren’t that important, or maybe it was something coating the outside of the casing. Where it came from doesn’t really matter, it shifted our focus from the things that came out of it, that’s what really mattered. 


     There’s just one more thing that I need to add here. To this day, I believe that if I had gone along to the pub with Mark at that particular point, the following events would have certainly turned out very different. For a start, I wouldn’t be in here, and you definitely wouldn’t be around to hear it. My dad asking me to go to the shop saved my life, or at least stopped me from undergoing any of the changes. 


       


     *** 


       


     It didn’t come as much of a shock to discover that Mark knew exactly where the model shop was. Hell, I knew where the cheapest and more expensive female underwear shops were in Lorchester, but it didn’t mean I went in there. Don’t think I’m a perv or anything. My knowledge of lingerie deals came from my girlfriend dragging me around town on the occasional Sunday. 


     What did surprise me, was his reluctance to talk about the place. Of course, he knew about my dad’s obsession with all that silly gluing up bit of plastic rubbish together. How could he not? Mark and I had been the best of buddies since primary school. That’s over ten years of friendship. In all that time, Mark had expressed a few mild humorous remarks at my dad playing with toys, but in that decade, the subject of where my dad bought all of his stupid plastic models never came up. 


     The strange thing was that apart from admitting that he knew about the shop, he wouldn’t talk about it. I tried to ask him if he knew the weirdo who owned it, or if any of his other mates went in there, but he wouldn’t elaborate. In fact, the more I pressed him, the more aggressive were his replies. In the end, I gave up, and we continued the journey in relative silence. 


     I had no problems with a quiet journey. The lack of conversation suited me just great. It gave me plenty of time to mull over my current woman problems. I never believed that something like this would ever show its ugly head in my relatively quiet and boring existence. 


     The logical step really would be to follow Anna’s proposal to carry on like nothing had happened between us; to sweep our little entanglement under the rug, and forget about it. After all, Justine and her family were due back in England tomorrow. I sincerely doubt that Anna would let the cat out of the bag, but it wouldn’t matter how discreet the girl would be if I was walking about with a face like thunder, and my emotions spinning like fruit in a smoothie machine.  


     Justine and I have been going steady now for just over two years, so I suppose that means that our relationship could be classed as a stable one. I know for a fact that my mum gets on great with her mum, and she dotes on the girl, and for months now she’s been waiting for me to ask Justine to marry me; I think both mums have been waiting for that one. Those two got on like a house on fire. I think that mum sees her as the daughter she never had. It’s not only the chance of organising a grand wedding that she’s after either. Mum wants to hear the patter of tiny feet too.  


     Like that was going to happen. Just the thought of me being a daddy sends a freezing shiver down my spine. Don’t get me wrong here, I love kids. Okay, I love other parent’s kids, mainly because you can give the little buggers back when their mood turns sour. Anyway, I’m only nineteen. I want to live a few more years first before the ball and chain is bolted to my ankle. 


     The dads get along fine too. At least, I think they do. It’s hard to judge with blokes over a certain age; unlike women over forty, they tend to keep their opinions to themselves. So despite them sharing power-tools and going for the occasional pint, my dad and Justine’s old man might hate each other’s guts for all I know. 


     That leaves me and my girl. So I love her? I know that I can say for certain that this time last year I would have done anything for her. Thing is, and I have no idea how it happened, but over this past few months my feelings towards Justine have changed from boiling hot to warm. There’s no reason why, not that I can think of anyway. It just happened like that. 


     Does that sound lame? Maybe, I don’t know. I guess people do change over time, even in the space of a few short months. So now I’m kinda comfortable in her presence, we have fallen in with the same daily routine. Hell, it’s like we’re already married. I can see parallels with how we behave, and how my mum and dad act around each other. She’s like a pair of well worn and comfortable slippers.  


     Oh Jesus, just listen to me. Just how fucking harsh do my words sound? When I think back to those hours of incredible hours of sexual gymnastics that Anna and I took part in, I want to break down and burst into tears. Am I that much of a nasty little bitch to want my cake and eat it as well? 


     Those all important questions concerning my morality went to the back burners when my so called best mate slammed on the anchors, and the seatbelt dug into my chest as my body was violently flung forward. “Just what the frigging hell are you playing at?” I snarled. 


     “I’m sorry, I don’t understand your words, oh nasty one,” he said, a slight smile playing across his face. “Oh yeah, I thought you like to know that we have arrived at our destination. The taxi fare is six pounds, or four pints, whichever is easier.” 


     “You’re the nasty one, shitbag!” I retorted. “I would have preferred to leave your car the normal way, not being launched through the fucking windscreen, you great dozy clown.” I rubbed the back of my neck, “I think I’ve pulled the muscle.” 


     Mark chuckled. “Oh, give it a rest. I only touched the brakes, you’re exaggerating again. Anyway, you looked like you were dropping off to sleep, and I thought I’d wake you up, that’s all. No harm done,” he said, unlocking the doors. 


     “Are you coming in?” 


     He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. What’s the point of forking out a couple of quid for a parking ticket when you’re only going to be a few minutes?” He rested his forehead on the steering wheel. “And don’t forget the taxi fare.” 


     I sneaked a glimpse at the lad as I shut the side door. He did not look well at all. I frowned, feeling that panicking voice try one more time to make itself heard. Both of Mark’s hands were shaking, I could even see tears. I mentally shrugged, it had to be the beer. He has a strong constitution, but even so, if any copper had pulled us over, the lad would have been well and truly fucked, not only by the police, but by his dad as well. The shakes were obviously him being thankful for getting us here in one piece.  


     I rubbed the back of my neck again .I intended to give him a good kicking for pulling that stunt. Maybe he was coming down with something? I’d laugh my socks off if he was getting the flu, as long as he didn’t pass it to me. 


     Despite his ill appearance, the bastard still managed to release a stream of insults when I slammed the car door shut. I smiled to myself, and hurried along the empty pavement, heading towards the model shop. It only took a moment for the fact that I was alone to sink in. 


     Although this part of the town didn’t attract as many shoppers as the main centre, it was still usually busy, especially on a Saturday. There should have been lots of folk wandering about. The weirdo’s model shop was situated right in the middle of a collection of tourist style shops. In this quarter of Lorchester, you could pick up everything from painted ceramic dragon eggs to old vinyl records. 


     The hippies and the students from the local university a few miles to the west flocked to the part of the town in their droves on a weekend. Looking around, all I saw was Mark’s car. This felt so wrong. 


     I picked up my pace, eager to get this stupid errand out of the way as soon as possible. This place was creeping the fuck out of me. When we got back to the Black Swan, I fully intended to reach over that bar and give Steve the best kiss he’s ever had— we’re talking tongues and everything here. 


     My footsteps echoed on the cobblestones, the old stone buildings at either side of me amplifying the sound. Those windows hid eyes, of that much, I was sure. No matter how much I put the feeling down to silliness, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I wasn’t as alone as I believed. Call it being paranoid if you want. Hell, call me acting like a big girl’s blouse. Call it whatever you want, I don’t care, I couldn’t help the way I felt. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was in terrible danger. 


     The huge green twin metal doors of the old building were wide open, offering me a view of the deserted courtyard, and I have never seen a more welcoming sight.  


     The two huge mills and the building in front of me formed Lorchester’s cultural section. Back in the old days, when everything was powered by steam, our town was the centre for most of the wool trade in the north of England.  


     Back when my dad was a teenager, he said that this area was the roughest part of the town. All three building had been left to rot decades ago. I guess that folk just got sick of wearing woollen clothes. By the time my dad reached my age, the only people who frequented this area were the homeless, the trouble makers and the more adventurous, or stupid local kids. He did once tell me that he once brought my mum here for a bit of private fun. Needless to say, I terminated that conversation pretty quickly. 


     Twenty years ago, a group of entrepreneurs bought all three buildings for next to nothing, and set about cleaning them up before advertising the partitioned building for use as offices and specialist shops. It only took a few years for all the mills to fill up. 


     Right now, apart from the fact that the glass was in the windows, I felt like I had travelled back to before those folk with a truck of money had moved it.  


     I spun around, and let out a quiet groan when I discovered that Mark’s car was now out of sight. I wished that I’d ordered him to accompany me now. I wrapped my arms tight around my chest, and glanced wearily at the hundreds of dark windows at either side of me. “Fuck this for a game of soldiers,” I snarled. 


     Once again, I put my little used leg muscles into practice, and raced towards those green gates, silently relieved that Tileman’s model shop was in the courtyard building, and not inside one of the mills.  


     Unlike the mills, the hall was built like a gigantic rectangular doughnut, with three levels of shops hugging the courtyard. I’m not what you’d call claustrophobic, but right now, the very idea of wandering through either of the closed in mills fills me with terror. At least with the hall, I’ll be able to see the sky. 


     Tileman’s shop was on the second floor, directly above a scented candle shop. They both should be open today, as well as the others, and, of course, they should all be full of shoppers. 


     I rushed through the gates and leaned against the wall, my eyes darting along the two balconies. I saw no people, nobody at all. “What the fuck is going on here?” The temptation to turn around and leave this place of silence took hold of me, but my promise to my dad won over. It wouldn’t take more than a minute to check out the shop. I hurried towards the stairway, pausing to peer through the window of the candle shop. My own haunted expression stared back at me. There was nobody in the shop, not even the grey haired woman who owned it. Yet the door to the interior was wide open. 


     The sweet aroma of scented candles had tickled my nose as soon as I entered through the gates. As I walked away from the shop, my nose now detected something else, a smell that I couldn’t place. It reminded me of antifreeze combined with the stench of rotting vegetables. Believe me, due to my unsavoury choice of profession, I’m used to vile smells. There’s nothing more unsavoury than the smell of hundreds of dead chickens rolling past you, suspended from metal hooks. This new aroma was in a league of its own though.  


     I stopped and looked up at the sky, wanting to drown myself in that bright cleansing sunlight. Despite my promise, it still took a lot of effort not to get the hell out of here, run back to Mark’s car, and order him to drive straight back to the pub as fast as he could. 


     My sense of duty stopped me from doing just that. There just had to be a rational explanation for what was going on here. It could be something as simple as a fire drill for all I knew. It made sense to put a clamp on all of this scardy-cat nonsense until I found somebody to ask. I did turn around, but only so far as the candle shop. As the door was wide open, it made sense to at least have a look inside.  


     I stood on the threshold and leaned forward, holding my nose as the smell intensified. As for the rotten smell, it could be a new type of candle that the woman had just brought in. “Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me,” I whispered, when a thousand explosions went off in my head. That was no candle. The smell was exactly the same when that mushroom detonated. 


     “How could I have not recognised that?” 


     As I feared, the place was empty of people; I even leaned over the counter. I slammed the door shut, turned around, and ran up the stone steps towards the second floor. The urgency I felt to get this over and done with gripped me. 


     It didn’t surprise me to find that I was the only person standing on the balcony. Before I entered the model shop, I leaned over the metal railing, hoping that the higher vantage point would show me evidence of at least one more person.  


     There’s a tourist shop on the other side of the hall, next to the other gate. I’ve been in a few times, usually waiting for my girlfriend as she checked out the clothing shops. There’s a huge picture of this place hanging on the wall, taken from when it was first opened all those years ago. The architects had landscaped the interior and created a gorgeous courtyard, broken with beautiful garden areas.  


     My dad told me that at its worst time of neglect, the only objects left there were shopping trolleys thrown over the balconies, old prams and rubbish, and there was even a rumour of dead bodies being buried in there. The ground, like the rest of the buildings had been cleared and tidied. Although they had never regained their Victorian splendour, the grounds were pleasing to the eyes. 


     I expected to see the restored bandstand, and the wood chipping path that snaked through the ground, surrounded by cut grass. The sight that did pollute my vision was like nothing that I’d even seen before. My fingers gripped the wooden rail tight, and I gaped in utter horror at the sight of the bodies. 


     My eyes bulged in their sockets; it hadn’t looked like this a few moments ago. I felt that I was losing my mind. 


     There must have been hundreds of them down there. Every one of them was stripped naked, from what I could tell, judging from the lacerations and scraps of coloured material laying around the bodies, the process hadn’t been gentle. My stomach squeezed into a tight ball, I wanted to whip my head to the side, to stop these vile images from entering my eyes and stripping the goodness from my soul, but my muscles refused to obey. 


     All the bodies were laid out side by side, entirely covering the area. There were what looked like leafless branches growing out of the ground at the side of every head. My numb mind calmly told me that, like the cadavers, they weren’t there a few moments ago either. 


     “What the fuck is going on?” I moaned.  


     My body gave me back full control when I saw one of those figures move. Like a ripple on a still lake, the movement spread until all the bodies were rocking from side to side. Then, as soon as it started, the bodies stopped. “I must be dreaming this!” 


     One of the bodies then moved their head, and I stared in horror at the man who had served me my pint not half an hour ago. I started to shiver before a single terrified croak left my lips. 


       


     When that leafless branch growing beside the barman’s face bent down and wrapped its smaller branches around the man’s face, I’m ashamed to say that my bladder released its contents. As warm piss streamed down my legs; those branches squeezed tighter and tighter until the bulging skin burst in over a dozen places. The others had all followed its lead by now. 


     I blindly ran until I reached the next set of stairs. I remember hearing thousands of tortured screams ripping though my ears before my feet betrayed me. My hands reached for the rail before something hard struck my back, the pain setting my whole body aflame with agony. I shut my eyes, and welcomed oblivion. 


       


     *** 


       


     Does it surprise you to discover that the bloodtrees actually started out so small? I know it’s hard to imagine that they were once smaller than their prey. Don’t think for one minute that just because the bastards weren’t the size of skyscrapers that they weren’t impossible to destroy. 


     Unlike your generation, we didn’t have any scatter guns or sentinel beam weapons. Even if we had access to off-world tech, I doubt that the pitiful survivors that escaped the first culling would have been in any fit state to fight back.  


     Looking back, I’m surprised we did endure. You see, unlike other areas of the world, our government banned the use of just about any offensive weapon. Not just rifles and pistols, but knives, swords, you name it. The bastards left us defenceless. The best we had were crossbows and kitchen knives. Oh, don’t get me wrong, there would have been a few illegal weapons around, but I bet, thanks to the first culling, their owners never managed to get to use them. 


     I want you to keep that fact at the front of your mind, young man. Your fathers and mothers somehow managed to stay alive with whatever weapons we could salvage. Also, remember, we were only fucking civilians, and what we knew of combat could be scrawled on the back of a stamp. Well, most of us were anyhow.  


     I need to backtrack; I’m jumping too far here. My younger self has only begun to understand the nightmare that was about to engulf us. He has yet to encounter the Sentinels, the Bonestrippers, or the hordes of Jellyspiders. As for the Black Harvesters, he’ll be encountering those vile abominations very soon. 


     Seriously, I really am astounded that we did survive the initial onslaught, considering what was about to befall our species. Fuck, I still find it difficult to believe that we actually used to think that we were a superior organism. 


       


     *** 


       


     The dull pain coursing through my spine jolted me awake, and yet even though my eyes were wide open, I could see nothing at all. I drew in my breath, about to cough out what felt like a lump of dust, when a rough hand slapped over my mouth. 


     “Don’t even think of making a noise!” hissed a familiar voice. “If they find us in here, we’ll be dead, simple as.” 


       


     I blinked rapidly, muffling a cry as a small disk of yellow light appeared in front of my eyes. The beam moved off me, illuminating our cramped surroundings. The shock of finding myself reunited with Mark paled into insignificance.  


     Forget what I said earlier about not being claustrophobic. The four wooden walls enclosing me were moving towards me. I gulped down the panic, telling myself to calm down, that it was just an illusion. I was perfectly safe, they weren’t moving at all.  


     “Will you stop it with the struggling, you dim twat! It’s me, it’s Mark, and you’re perfectly safe.” 


     I don’t think Mark expected me to snatch the torch out of his hands. If what he had just muttered was true, then he wasn’t in any position to voice a complaint. I fumbled with the rubber switch until the damned light flicked off, and rolled it behind me. Having no light at all was far more preferable to seeing those four walls and believing that all four of them were slowly closing in, ready to turn my body into a raw meat pizza. 


     The utter blackness took my stress level down a couple of notches and allowed my shattered nerves to lose a little more tension. I listened to our shallow breathing, while hearing the occasional scraping coming from beyond that door. I attempted to block out that worrying sound, which was very difficult, as all sorts of uncomfortable imagery was attaching themselves to that noise, and believe me, none of the pictures looked remotely like cute, fluffy bunnies. They all looked very similar to the surreal and nightmarish sights that assaulted my senses before waking up in this cupboard. 


     No matter what direction I took, all I saw was a jumbled collection of disturbing pictures that belonged in the nightmares of the insane. I didn’t want to be part of that crowd, that much I did know. 


     “Mark, this is real, isn’t it? I mean, no fucker has dropped something into our drinks, have they?” I groped along the floor until my probing fingers found his arm. “I don’t understand any of this.” He didn’t protest when I held his wrist tight. “The fragments that I do remember don’t make any sense at all.”  


     Did I really see all those rows of naked bodies with the tiny skeletal bushes growing up next to their faces? That image of the plant-thing wrapping its fat branches around the barman’s face is going to haunt me forever. 


     “Oh, it’s real all right, buddy,” he muttered. “Fuck, it’s real alright.” 


     “Then for the love of God, tell me what is happening, Mark. What have you seen out there?” 


     “You’d better pass me that torch, it’ll be easier to show you.” He took a deep breath. “Cos there’s no way on this planet that I could describe it.” Mark paused. “I think we’ll be okay now, sounds like they’ve gone.” 


     I felt along the floor until my fingers brushed over the ridged plastic handle. “Here you go,” I said. “Just please don’t turn it back on in here again.” 


     Mark shook off my hand. “Big fucking baby.” 


     I felt him stand up and move one step back. Just for that split second, I almost believed that he had somehow left me in here, locked in a dark room with the knowledge of slime coated monsters and blood sucking like trees crawling around outside, just waiting for me to open that door. 


     My volatile imagination took a running jump as a narrow line of daylight uncovered a thin strip of pink painted wood. 


     “Yep, they must have gone; I can’t see any of them about.” 


     “Any of what?” I whispered, jumping to my feet. 


     Mark pushed the door a little wider to allow him to push his head through the gap. “Just as I thought.” He took another deep breath. “I bet they’ve gone to find more poor shmucks to harass.”  


     He rushed out of the cupboard, then moments later his arm snaked back in and pulled me out into the interior of an unfamiliar shop. It took me a few seconds to get my bearings. 


     The profusion of pastel coloured lace, a wall fixture crammed with teddy bears of all shapes and sizes, and cardboard boxes full of wool told me exactly where I was. 


     Although I’d never set foot in this place in my life, I knew that Mark had dragged me into the Fur and Fluff Emporium, a large shop of two units knocked into one; we were still on the second floor of the mill. Justine adored this place, she and the rest of the town’s female population of all ages. The horrible place just stunk of cuteness and soft fabrics. 


     “I bet that they’re searching through every shop that isn’t locked up.” 


     “For crying out loud, Mark, if you don’t cough up and tell me what you’ve seen, I swear to God that I’ll punch you into next week!” 


     He leaned closer. “It’s the Blanket people.” Mark took another deep breath, and clenched his fists. “They’re not going to get me a second time,” he growled. “No fucking chance.” 


     Instinct told me to keep my trap shut so I wouldn’t say anything stupid. If he wanted to believe that his childhood nightmares had somehow come to life, then I wasn’t going to piss on his bonfire. Granted, his delusions didn’t do shit to help me learn who we were supposed to be hiding from, but I guessed I’d learn the truth eventually. 


     This guy was out for revenge, to exact payback for years of bed-wetting nightmares when he was just a nipper. Mark looked like the generic eighties action hero, about to blow bubblegum, and kick ass.  


     “Why the hell did I have to go and pull you into here? I should have carried your body into the wargaming centre next door. They’ve got a replica Dwarven battle-axe bolted to the wall. 


     “Come on, man. Start from the beginning, give me the low down.” 


     Mark ran over to the window, and he pressed his nose against the glass, “I can’t see any of them now, I must be right about them searching the other shops.” He looked back at me before sliding to the floor. “You were gone for ages, man. I waited for like half an hour, until I decided to go see where you’d disappeared to. I had it fixed in my mind that you’d taken it upon yourself to sneak into the ice cream parlour on the ground floor and treat yourself to a Raspberry mudslide, complete with rainbow crystal topping. You have no idea of the damage I was about to inflict upon your kidneys.” He grinned. “Then I saw my first Blanket person.” 


     The colour slipped from his face, and the grin turned into a grimace.  


     “I got out of my car and…” Mark paused. “Shit, why the hell did I do that?” He turned to me. “That’s my first mistake. Seriously, can you believe that I spent more time looking out for a traffic warden than looking for you? Anyway, it was only when I reached the mill door when alarm bells started to ring and.”  


     He went even whiter, and started to shake. If I was expecting an eighties action hero now, I was in for a disappointment. Mark looked more like the generic movie wimp. Wide eyes, shivering torso, spots of drool at the side of his mouth. I was tempted to ask him if he wanted to join me for a spot of cupboard hiding. 


     “The first one was in the middle of that hippie shop just by the front gate. I saw it way before it saw me, but then again, I’m not ever sure that it would have been able to see me on account that it had no eyes.” He shook his head. “It’s weird, you know. The blanket people from my dreams really were made of blankets, folded up material in the rough shape of a human. This ‘thing’ really did look just like that, Travis, and yet, it didn’t. He shook his head again. “Oh, I don’t fucking know. I’m ashamed to say that I was so tempted to just turn tail, and run back to the car.” 


     I blinked, trying to imagine what the chances really were of him seeing something that looked like his nightmares. Those images of all those people from the town laid out on that square danced in front of my eyes again. They looked normal, and they also looked dead, but at least they were recognisable as human. “I’m glad you didn’t, Mark. Thank you for that.” 


     He shrugged. “Yeah, well, despite the fact that my brain almost detonated at the sight of yet another blanket person sitting on the counter in the shop next door, I knew I had to find you, Travis. Not too difficult, thank God. Your body was lying at the foot of the stairs. Thing is, just as I reached you, three more of them were coming out of the square, and heading in my direction. They stood between us and that front door, hence the reason why we both ended up in that cupboard.” 


     I watched him get his nerves under control. The lad’s casing thickened up, and his eyes lost that lost little boy look, while I still stayed the same terrified toddler, wanting mummy. My heart was so frantically trying to beat its way out of my ribcage, I was surprised that Mark didn’t ask me to keep the noise down. 


     He got onto his knees, turned, and peered through the bottom of the window. “I reckon that we can get over to that shop, you know. Hell, it’s only three doors down. We could be there in seconds.” 


     I looked back at the cupboard with a sense of longing, wondering if I could go back in there, shut my eyes, and count to about a hundred. By the time I’d reached my magical number, maybe everything would be back to normal, and I could go and buy my dad’s stupid model, then spend the rest of the day in the pub. 


     That’s what was supposed to happen on a Saturday. I don’t want to play this game anymore. The plain white wall clock hanging over a column of small blue teddies casually informed me that over two hours had passed since I had entered this mill. Amazingly, my guts then chimed in to demand food. “Mark, I just want to go home. I don’t feel very well.” My eyes drifted down to those boxes of wool on the floor in front of us. In particular, a tattered cardboard box that at some point in its life contained tins of peas. The bright red material flowing over the side moved with the breeze, only there wasn’t any draft in here. 


     “We have to weapon up, buddy. We won’t even make it to the car, never mind your house. Don’t stress out, Travis, I haven’t set you wrong yet so far.” 


     His macho words of comfort didn’t sink in. That box of red wool held my full attention, that stuff really was moving! 


     “No fucking way!” I gasped. Something in that box squealed, and seconds later, something jumped out of the box and landed on the hard tiled floor. It looked like a cross between a dozen folded up cooked pasta sheets, and fungus growing on the side of a tree. It rolled itself up then flattened out again before inching closer to my feet. I squealed loudly, and drew my feet into my body. My brain did a thousand back flips before finding something close to neutral. At the back of my head, I saw my mum giggling like a hyena at the sight of my dad glued to the TV as he watched some crappy 70’s scifi show. She wasn’t laughing at my dad, her mirth was directed at the ridiculous special effects. 


     As the ‘whatever the hell it was’ rolled and slivered closer to my foot, mum’s unique laugh echoed around my head. I jumped up and slammed the soul of my shoe down on it, and cringed at the sound of it splatting. It felt like I’d just stamped on a dozen slugs. 


     I scraped the mess off my shoe, feeling as though I’d just saved the world, and grinned at Mark. “That sure sorted that out.” 


     He slowly nodded, and pointed to the squashed red stained mess on the floor. “Well done, Travis, you’ve just stood on a mouse.” He crouched down, and used a pen to scrape through the glutinous slime. “There you go.”  


     Mark used the end to push out a long piece that looked like twine, only it wasn’t that at all. “That’s a mouse tail. Shit, what is going on?” 


     He grabbed the door handle, and pulled it down. “I bet that the blanket people must be made from the same stuff. That axe is going to turn them all into ribbons of tagliatelle. Come on!” Mark pulled up the door and ran out into the hallway, leaving me alone and still trying to make sense of what was happening here. I looked back at the cardboard box, then at the mouse tail. A connection had just been made. Thanks to my dad trying to mould me into a Mini Me version of him when I was younger by feeding me on a diet of science fiction, I saw my friend swinging his axe into one of his blanket people, and a mobile phone falling into that cut up mess of red pasta. 


     “Wait on!” I screamed, running out of the shop. Bloody hell, I could see it even now, Mark running up and down the hallways of the mill, cutting down his blanket people with his newly acquired battle axe, only to discover later on that he’d just murdered half the town’s student population. 


     I saw no sign of Mark. That sensation of being alone tore into me once more. I spun around, looking down the other end of the hallway, not wanting to believe that Mark had just abandoned me here. I opened my mouth, intending to scream out his name and yet the word died in my throat, my imagination kicking me in the face by showing every shop door opening simultaneously, and hundreds of Mark’s blanket people stepping out. 


     “Fuck you, Mark,” I swore, running and crouching, heading for the wargaming shop. This dreamlike situation really had gone on too far. I suddenly stopped between two windows, stood up, and slammed my back against the stones, followed by my fists. Tears streamed down my face. I had no idea whether it was from the pain of feeling my knuckles hit the wall or from the frustration, confusion, and utter panic of my circumstances. Frankly, I didn’t care anymore. That scream bubbled up my throat; this time, I didn’t hold it back. 


     Through blurred vision, I did see half a dozen doors further along the hallway open. In the one nearest to where I stood, I saw the familiar shape of Mark jumping out. His mouth opened and closed, but I had no idea what he’d just said. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t stop screaming. The release felt so good. I didn’t want to stop. All that frustration was just pissing out of me. 


     Mark pulled me into the shop, and I gave no resistance, even when he slammed his hand against my mouth again. He leaned towards me until his nose touched mine, and slowly sat me down on the floor. 


     “I want you to hold this, Travis.” He let go of me, opened out my fingers, and dropped a tiny metal figure into my palm. 


     “You have a K’Talien berserker there, Travis. The Empire uses these warriors to soften up the enemy’s battle-lines before the main force charges in. That is from the fantasy line, but the company have also written in the species into their space warfare series as well.” 


     The weight of the damn thing took me by surprise. I had to close my fingers to stop it from falling through my fingers. The thing was utterly grotesque; it reminded me of a cross between an adult pig and an American wrestler, with horns and spines for added effect. Mark was still droning on. I took my eyes off the weird creation and gazed up at him, so trying to allow his nonsense words sink in. 


     It proved more difficult than it sounded. I spent the last decade of zoning out my dad when he plunged into geekspeak, there’s only so much warp engine, time travel, and laser dialogue that I could process without feeling the need to murder small animals. Listening to the same weirdness coming from Mark made this whole situation sink even further into the realm of the strange than it already was. 


     “Please tell me that you just read all that crap off the side of a box.” 


     Mark shook his head, then deftly plucked the figure out of my hand. “I’d better put Alistair’s berserker back. I’ll go spare if he found out that somebody has been touching his precious model.” 


     “And who the hell is Alistair?” 


     “He’s the guy who spent three full days painting that Berserker. He’s done an absolutely sterling job on it as well, even if he has taken liberties with the clan colours.” After he carefully placed it back into the glass display case, he wandered back over to me and sat down by my feet. 


     “I couldn’t get that damn axe off the wall. I was an idiot to think that Donald would make it easy to prise it off. There’s five hooked brackets screwed into the wall. I’ll have to come up with another plan.” 


     I felt myself nod. My head was about ready to detonate. “Let me guess, Donald is the owner?” 


     “Yes.” 


     “And you’ve been into all this crap for years. Meaning that all the time you’ve been agreeing with me that anyone into this stuff were obviously a bunch of anorak, nerdy, train spotting virgins, was a bunch of bullshit lies?” 


     “That’s about the size of it, Travis. You’ve covered all the bases with that sweeping statement.” 


     “You’re even worse than my dad.” 


     “Again, I can’t deny it.” 


     I so wanted to punch the lying little towrag in the face. Jesus, I wasn’t sure what made me angrier, the fact that my best friend had been covering up his dark secret for so long, or that I never guessed. “So I guess that this means that all that stuff about the Blanket People is a bunch of crap as well?” 


     He shook his head. “Oh no, that really did happen. I had night terrors for nearly two years.” Mark placed his hands on my shoulders. “How do you feel, Travis?” 


     “What sort of a question is that, for crying out loud? How do you think I feel? I feel like my best friend has just shit on me from a great height.” 


     “I thought it would have that kind of effect on you. That’s good,” he replied. “You see, when you’re angry, the emotion will push all your other feelings out of the way. I need you to focus on your anger, Travis. Your fear will leave, and with a bit of luck, you won’t freeze up and start screaming again like a big girl’s blouse.” 


     “You sound like that green Muppet from Star Wars. Is that where you picked up that piece of bullshit?” 


     “No, besides, Yoda always preached that embracing anger will lead you onto the dark side of the path.” 


     This was just too much to take in. “Fuck this. I’m going home.” 


     “What else did you expect me to do?” he shouted. 


     I spun around, keeping my hand on the door handle. “How about starting by not keeping secrets from me? You’re supposed to be my best friend.” 


     The unwanted image of me bending his naked sister over our kitchen breakfast bar decided to appear at the front of my mind; so much for not keeping secrets from each other. 


     Mark sighed. “I couldn’t tell you. I’ve seen how you behave in front of your dad, and if you knew that I was just like him, you would have disowned me, Travis. I’m not sure that I could have taken that rejection.” 


     I frowned. “So why now, why after all these years?” 


     “Isn’t it obvious? We’re at war. This is a full scale invasion.” Mark ran over to the window. “Obviously, this is the advance guard. We still need to weapon up if we want to get out of here in one piece.” 


       


     *** 


       


     I don’t need to see your face to know that you must be feeling as confused as I was all those years ago. I’m describing a world to you that must be as alien as the place where our invaders came from, not only in the landscape, but also their mindset.  


     This was a settled society, my son. I know that I’ve already explained how our priorities back then were so trivial and irrelevant. It’s just that I can’t emphasise on this point enough.  


     I have wondered if the invaders would have had such an easy time if they had arrived on this planet five hundred years ago. Sure, our technology was practically non-existent, but at least we knew how to fight. As for our machines? Well, a fat lot of use they were. 


     How can I remember something that happened with crystal clarity from thirty-eight years ago? That’s because the following events will be forever burned into my mind. Oh, and if you’re expecting my teenage self and Mark to emerge from that mill unscathed, only to see the skies black with an impossible amount of the alien Blastships, then think again. None of what the others say truly happened. Our history has been re-written.  


     Before I continue, I’m guessing that you’ve already figured out what Mark’s blanket people really were, and that something inside the globes were responsible for their change. 


     It made sense to our embryonic resistance that the invaders would have some method of softening up their enemy before the main strike force, a bit like Mark’s K’Talien berserker, but without the extra horns and multicoloured armour.  


     At the time, I believed it as well. It’s only when I looked back at the evidence, I started to have doubts. The theory was that these poor bastards found these globes, and the chemicals in the alien pod somehow made the victim take them to a secluded gathering place, like the square in the mill. The globes hatched, grew into the blood trees, and fed on the humans, who, in turn became the blanket people. Yeah, it all made sense, apart from the slight detail of how did those people from the pub get there, considering Mark and I left that place and drove to the mill?  


     One of the reasons why I ended up in this cell is because I asked that question. Wait, I’m jumping too far ahead again. I need to go back to where I left Mark and my very confused younger self. 


       


     *** 


       


     They ambushed us, literally seconds after we left the wargaming shop. Being unable to pull that axe off the wall hadn’t dissuaded Mark from finding an alternative weapon. After a frantic scout around the shop, he had opted for a table leg. I hadn’t even bothered looking for anything. Despite everything that had happened to me in this mill, I still had trouble believing my own eyes. 


     After the door shut behind us, Mark took the lead, holding his table leg as if it really was that battle axe. I started to think that he’d been secretly fantasising about something like this to befall us for a long time. We both saw nothing weird. Apart from the obvious lack of people, nothing looked out of place. We creeped forward whilst keeping a lookout. Only the only direction we didn’t look was up. 


     Two of them dropped on Mark as soon as he passed through the archway. The table leg fell from his hand as he fell under the weight of the things. His muffled screams broke my paralysis, and I drove my boot into the nearest pulsating mass of layered slime. My panicked action had no effect. It felt as effective as kicking a bramble bush. 


     “What am I supposed to do?” I yelled. My friend was being eaten right in front of me, and there was nothing I could do to help. I growled in frustration, then saw his table leg. I lunged for it and yelled out again, when I noticed that the ceiling was full of them, all hanging down like bats. 


     I swung the leg, and like my foot, it went right through the top creature, but it also cut the thing in half, and beneath the thing’s grey fungus-like flesh, I caught a glimpse of Mark’s clothing. I swung the leg again, grinning in savage fury as the improvised weapon shredded the other creature’s body. 


     My thoughts that these were once human left me. All I saw were monsters trying to kill my friend. My frantic actions had, at least, uncovered Mark’s legs. I dropped the weapon, lunged forward, and wrapped my fingers around his ankles, pulling Mark out of the rancid mess. 


     I almost cried with relief when I saw that his was still in one piece. That dreaded feeling of only pulling out empty clothing or a blanket person had pressed down on me as I struggled to wrench him free. Apart from looking as though he’d been in a trifle fight, the lad seemed okay. 


     “Oh my God!” he gasped. Mark turned his head, and stared at the wall. “They were trying to get inside me.” He choked back a single sob. “I had to clamp my hands over my ears to stop them. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here now. I could feel their rubbery tendrils trying to peel my lips apart.” 


     He suddenly leaned to the side, and threw up. “Oh, Jesus, I can still feel them on me.” 


     I shrugged off my top, wrapped it around Mark’s shoulders, and then gently lifted him off the ground. I kept my eyes fixed on the remainder of those things, still crawling across the ceiling. Despite the amount of noise and struggling we made in the past few minutes, no more of them had dropped down. 


     Did they need their victims to directly pass under them before dropping? If that was the case, then these things didn’t strike me as an effective advance guard. If this was the best they could do, then I didn’t think this alien invasion would be that successful. 


     “I’ve got some bad news for you, Mark. You owe me a new jacket, as there’s no way that I’m wearing that again.” 


     “I’m glad you’re having lots of fun,” he muttered. 


     I grinned back. “Don’t let this experience get to you, Mark. I need to focus on being angry instead. After all, anger is a very powerful emotion.” 


     “Fuck off, you’re about as funny as explosive diarrhoea.“ 


     “That’s a lot better than looking like I’ve just taken a swim in the stuff.” 


     Mark’s weapon of choice had rolled further down the hallway, underneath a group of three of them clustered together. 


     “Leave it,” said Mark. “I mean, it didn’t do me much use.” He gazed up, and pulled a sour face. “I’d have probably been better with an umbrella.” 


     As I watched them manoeuvre across the ceiling like human fungi, Mark’s words about this being some kind of advance guard would not leave me alone. I shifted my attention to Mark, who had removed my top and turned it inside out. “What are you doing?” 


     “My clothes are ruined,” he replied, stripping off his own t-shirt before slipping his arms back into my jacket. “We can’t get out that way. I think we should take a short cut through the square and see if the north gate is clear.” 


     I looked at the discarded clothes, then back at the creatures above us. “Oh fuck,” I whispered. “It’s just like shedded skin. 


     “What are you talking about?” 


     “Don’t you get it? Those poor things are just the waste products, that’s what I mean. Your advance guard, Mark, you armour plated warriors, are in the square waiting for us.” I felt sick to my stomach. My tired mind had just about had enough of everything. I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of Mark’s blanket people sliver along the ceiling, as well as my friend’s laboured breathing. “I’m ready when you are,” I uttered. “I think we can…” 


     My last words caught in my throat as a horrendous screeching blasted down the hallway. It was nothing like I ever heard before. I dropped to my knees, and slammed my hands tight against my ear, but even with this, the wailing still permeated into my ears. Imagine the sound of jagged fingernails dragging down a blackboard coupled with screaming babies, then multiply it a thousand times. 


     My eyes wanted to bleed. I cried and yelled out, feeling my teeth shaking loose, and my very bones softening. I believed that this inhuman howling would go on forever, then the sound suddenly cut off, leaving me feeling like my hands were glued to the side of my head. 


     Weak and shaky, I dared myself to prise my hand away, and used the wall to drag myself up. “I feel like my skin is three sizes too big for me.” 


     Mark wiped a length of drool from the corner of his mouth, and nodded. “We’re lucky though.” He pointed to the ceiling. 


     “What the hell?” The creatures were no more. The only thing that remained to show that they’d ever been there were a dozen dirty wet yellow and red stains on the concrete floor. “Did that noise do that?” 


     “It shook them to pieces, Travis, and those pieces just liquidised.”  


     He walked forward and used his boot to kick his weapon closer to me. I thought he was going to pick it up, but instead, he booted it through an open door. 


     “At least the path is clear now,” he said. 


     “I know. We’re still going through the square though.” 


     “You what? Seriously, have you lost your mind? Do you want to end up like a vomit coloured stain as well.” 


     “Don’t you want to find out what’s down there?” 


     “Oh, of course I do, but I’d prefer to check it out from a distance of about thirty miles.” He grabbed my wrist. “We need to move.” 


     “I agree,” I said, pulling him in the opposite direction, and towards the door that led to the square. “We take a look, and go the other way, I promise.” I was in the same mind as Mark. I didn’t want to stay around here either. Saying that, I still needed to find out just what the hell is in here with us. 


     He put up no protest as I pulled Mark towards the stairway. I couldn’t even describe my own thoughts. It felt as though my mind had found its way onto the largest rollercoaster in existence, and had no intention of getting off. Every emotion was tugging at me; one moment, I wanted to release Mark, wait for him to dash off like a rabbit on the run from a fox, then follow him; the next moment, I wanted to scream out in fury, punch the walls, and dive at the first non-human looking thing that we meet. 


     For a few of these moments, I did wonder if I was losing my mind. 


     As we descended, and the stone archway came into view, some of my lucidity gained a firm foothold, and somehow I did manage to get these volatile feelings into some order. At least the more benign emotions finally fucked off, leaving the terror and rage in control of my body, with the former taking precedence at the sight of the vivid light cast from the square, projecting a crimson hue across the front of the ground floor shops. 


     “I really don’t think we should go any farther,” hissed Mark. 


     I agreed with him, yet that decision had not reached my feet. I moved closer, feeling sweat drip down my forehead. Not only had the sky changed colour, the temperature had risen to summer greenhouse levels. 


     The bodies had gone, and only the alien structures remained, but they’d grown since I last saw them. Jesus, that’s the underestimation of the century. The things were now almost as tall as this three storey mill! 


     Their skeletal branches thrust from the bases of each structure, joining with each other, to create an almost solid block of a crystal-like mesh ten feet above the ground. The bright sunlight filtered through the almost translucent branches to give the square and the surroundings its red tinge. 


     Call me irrational, but the more I gazed at this dreamlike organic construction, the more my bewildered emotions fell in love with its beauty. My logic overcame my feelings when I realised that the colour could only have come from the food it had consumed. 


     “We can’t go through there!” cried Mark. 


     I saw why as soon as I looked back on the ground. Hundreds of scarlet tendrils had burst through the soft soil, waving like a thousand angry snakes. I suddenly jumped back when the stone beneath my feet tilted. I grabbed Mark, and pulled him back onto the step, watching in horror as two more tendrils slid through the widening cracks between the stones. I ran further up the step when they all slid in our direction. 


     Mark screamed out, and I gasped at the sight of another thin vine wrapping around his ankle. I viciously slammed my boot on it, gritting my teeth as the shock of hitting the stone shot through my leg. I jumped up, and landed both feet on it, shouting out in triumph as my weight managed to sever the vine. The injured organism retreated. 


     “What are we going to do now?” 


     “We go back, like we said,” I replied. 


     Mark grabbed my arms, and twisted my body around. 


     “Guess again!” 


     Our way was completely blocked by a huge column of writhing red roots growing out of the cracked concrete floor. I jerked my hand to the left, saw the one open door, and ran through it. Mark pushed me even further inside, and slammed the door. It took great restraint not to break out in a hysterical fit of laughter when he pushed the bolt across, as if that would stop it. 


     “You have got to be having a laugh,” muttered Mark, pushing past me and walking further into the shop. 


     I turned my head and gaped. This time I did have to slap my hand over my mouth. We had both ended up in the model shop. I caught up with Mark, finding that these familiar walls started to have a calming effect upon my body as long as I didn’t look behind me, or dwell upon our apparent dire circumstances. 


     “Good day to you, boys,” announced a voice behind the counter. 


     I jumped, and blinked several times, staring at the middle-aged man staring back at me over his magazine. Okay, so this is one thing that I wasn’t expecting. Mr Tileman wore his usual tattered green knitted jumper. Through the large hole, I saw that today he wore a Star Trek t-shirt. I could clearly see Captain Kirk kissing a green-skinned woman. The man carefully placed his magazine on the scratched glass counter and smiled at me. 


     “I guess that you’re here for your father’s model? You can tell him from me that I had to pull in a few favours to get this for him.” He reached down and placed a small cardboard box on the counter next to his magazine. “I would advise him not to build it up just yet. Can you do that for me, Travis?” 


     I nodded, dumbly, still trying to wrap my head around this unreal situation. 


     “The company went into liquidation a couple of weeks ago. I think that’s why these models are getting harder than hen’s teeth to find.” 


     “Don’t you know what the hell is going on, you stupid man?” yelled Mark. 


     Mr Tileman winked at me then slowly, then looked past Mark until his eyes settled on the side window. I followed his gaze. My mouth dried up when I saw the slight red tinge. I hadn’t noticed it until now, thanks to the overhead strip lighting. I followed Mark over to the window. Even in the short space of time, I noticed that it had grown higher. There was another addition as well. Bright blue teardrop shaped pods now hung from the thousands of branches. 


     “For want of a better word, I have called them Blood trees,” said the man, “basically because of what they fed upon.” 


     I stumbled back until my back crashed into a row of shelves, full of model aircraft kits. “Are you insane? How can you stand there and utter that, as if it was the most natural thing in the world? Those poor bastards died down there!” 


     Mr Tileman laughed. “So what? People die in pointless ways every day. At least they died so this magnificent creature could live!” The man then glared at Mark. “As for you, young man. I thought I told you not to come in here again. You‘re supposed to be banned.” 


     I ran my tongue over my dry lips. I wanted to grab this silly little man by the jumper and shake the common sense back into him. “Mr Tileman. We need to get out of here. That thing is going to kill us.” 


     The man broke out in giggles. “Oh my, you poor little boy. You really have no idea what’s happening do you.” 


     “Fuck this,” snarled Mark. He charged at the man.  


     Tileman deftly stepped to the side, his hand reached out, and I saw his fingers close around a scalpel blade. “Mark!” I shouted, “Stop this!” 


     The man held the blade out in front of him. “Yes, Mark. Stop this.” Tileman looked at me, and waved the scalpel to one side. “Come on, away from the window please. You should be thankful that I’m not going to charge you for crushing those boxes behind you.” 


     This day was going from worse to disastrous. “Look, I know you have your very sharp knife and everything, and I know I should really keep my gob shut, but come on. Can’t you see what is happening here? Seriously, have you forgotten to take your sanity pills today?” 


     Mr Tileman grinned at Mark. “I guessed that the colour of my blood trees would be a subtle mix of Fire engine red, with a dash of Sunburst orange.” He reached behind him and picked up two small paint tins. “Travis, I respect you because your father has been a friend and a good customer for many years. So you can leave my shop, if you wish.”  


     For one moment, I really did think he was reaching for a jar of pills. I watched him swing that blade from side to side. My dad has one just like it, and I knew how sharp those buggers were. This guy had shown his true colours; he was as mad as a box of frogs, and I wasn’t in any mood to let this tool open me up like a gutted fish.” 


     The light outside had darkened a bit more. How long would it be before those red vines found their way into this shop? “Mr Tileman, I know this must seem a bit weird. Believe me, buddy, I’m close to losing it as well, but don’t you think we should be working together to try to find a way out of here.” 


     “Come on,” said Mark, taking one more step back. “Listen to him. 


     “I imagine you would have gone for Orc red, even though it’s almost three shades lighter. You see, that’s the problem I have with you lot, there’s no real sense of reality with the fantasy genre; it’s all made up. Okay, so science fiction is all made up as well, but at least most of the genre doesn’t have a foothold in the here and now.” 


     This babbling idiot was making my head hurt. The man’s glazed over eyes hadn’t moved from Mark for over a minute now. I slowly moved my arm back until my fingers brushed against something solid. I think it was an aerosol can. Not that it mattered, it would suffice. The object left my hand, and slammed into the man’s nose. He cried out and staggered back. 


     I lashed out with my left leg, my foot cracking against Mr Tileman’s knife hand. “Fuck you,” I snarled. Mark grabbed my sleeve and pulled me towards the counter. 


     “This way,” he shouted. Mark groaned. “Oh no, look at the floor!” 


     I heard the rip before I saw the red vines pushing up through the weave. “Come on, Mr Tileman, get away from them!” 


     Mark jerked me behind the counter. “Leave the freak to die, it’s better than he deserves anyway.” 


     The man showed no fear at the sight of the dozen thin vines sliding over the carpet. He dropped his only weapon, and fell to his knees before falling forward into the mass of the twisting and writhing tendrils. He made no sound as the vile things slid under his clothing. Some had already entered his mouth, nose, and ears while others found other means to get inside the man’s body. I turned away, sickened, and followed my friend down the stairs into the ground floor shop where he kept his magazines for sale. 


     “There’s our way out,” whispered Mark, pointing to a fire door. “It leads into the street, so we should be okay.” 


     I nodded, and followed him across the floor, trying to block out the images of that man just surrendering himself to that creature. No matter how I looked at it, I could not work out why he’d want to kill himself in that method. 


     The bright sunlight pouring through the open door was the best sight that I’d seen all day. I ran out onto the pavement and raced across the empty road; the quicker I was away from that hellish place, the better. 


     “What the hell do we do now, Travis?” 


     I watched the street, looking for anyone else. We were still alone. My first instinct was to run down the middle of the street in search for anybody, and drag them back here. Mark began to shake. I turned around, watching those red branches creep over the edge of the building.  


     “I didn’t think we were going to make it out of there,” he said. “I thought that daft old bastard was going to kill the pair of us.” 


     “No, he only wanted you to die, Mark,” I whispered. “If we ever get out of this alive, you and me are going to sit down, hopefully with pints, and you’re going to tell me all about your secret life. Right now though, I think we had better alert the authorities, if they don’t already know, that is.” 


     Mark slowly nodded before he slammed both hands down on my shoulders. “Okay, but there’s something I need to tell you first,” he said, his voice cracking. “I think your dad’s going to be really pissed off with you, buddy. You’ve forgotten your dad’s plastic spaceship.” 


       


     *** 


       


     The future is built upon an endless stack of choices. These forks in the road can be the harbingers of doom, or can lead to our salvation. Of course, you already know that, we all do. In our struggle to free our people from the clutches of these vile bastards, the spectre of death is always hugging our shadow, just waiting for that one fork in the road to present itself. 


     Back then, I thought my future didn’t hinge on an endless stack of choices. Well, maybe I did, but just didn’t care. After all, how could my decision to have a cup of coffee instead of tea possibly make any difference to my future? 


     I remember my dad banging on about something called causality, about how the smallest of decisions could potentially alter your life further along the path. I think I zoned out totally when he started going on about butterflies.  


     With him being the ultimate scifi geek, he was big on all of this rubbish, which made me wonder why I took the decision that I did. 


     We reached the car in record time, believing that the blood trees or one of those blanket people were going to grab us at any moment. I should have demanded that he take me home. Picking up my dad would have been the most obvious of choices. Hell, if there was ever a situation built for dad’s expert knowledge, this had to be it. 


     I didn’t though. I wanted my mum. Mark was happy to drive me anywhere, as long as it was away from the three mills. It’s not as if he had any family to find. As far as he was concerned, they had to be safe. 


     On this occasion, the fork in the road was literal. Mark turned the car left towards the centre of town. He even indicated. 


       


     *** 


       


     The familiar yet strange surroundings sped past us as Mark propelled his car through Lorchester as we moved closer to the new shopping mall. Evidence of Mark’s invasion idea was everywhere. Albeit, the differences weren’t as obvious as to what we escaped from, but they were there. 


     I saw bloodtrees growing in the midst of a bank of bushes by the side of the road. If I hadn’t already seen them in action, I don’t think I would have given them a second glance. Collapsed in the archway of a Methodist church were the remains of a pile of blanket people. Again, to the passing eye, they looked about as inconspicuous as a load of rotting clothes. 


     We did finally start to see other people though. Oh God! Words can’t even come close to how I felt when I first spotted an actual living, breathing person. Mark wasn’t too impressed with my behaviour when I started to scream and shout in excitement, he thought I was having an attack. The poor bastard almost crashed the car. The old woman pulling her tartan wheeled trolley wasn’t too impressed either.  


     As more people appeared, my traumatic experience at the mills started to feel more and more surreal. I even began to wonder if it had really happened, and my feelings became more and more confused when even the signs of this invasion completely dried up. 


     By the time Mark pulled in to the town’s main high street, there was nothing to distinguish this Saturday from any other. As we passed the two coffee shops, I saw them both packed out. The amusement arcade on the corner of Tassle Street had the regular crowd of misfits leaning against the fruit machines, and as per usual, the town’s pubs were doing a roaring trade. Normality pushed away the nightmares, consigning them to a dark box at the back of my mind. I leaned back against the car’s headrest and closed my eyes, feeling myself drift away. I heard my mum’s silly laugh as she poked fun at some rubbish my dad was watching on the box. My mum took my hand, then moved me past my dad’s head, and pushed me closer to the TV. 


     “Travis, just how ridiculous does this look. I ask you, how can anybody take this seriously?” 


     “This came out in the 70’s, my dear,” replied my dad. “The BBC didn’t have that much money to spend on special effects.” 


     “You’re not wrong there. There’s nothing special at all about those effects. Travis, Come on, what do you think.” 


     I stared at the picture, watching myself and Mark running along the mill’s balcony. Our pursuers were gaining on us. Our screams were real enough, unlike our pursuers. No amount of imagination could disguise the fact that those actors were covered in grey bed sheets tied at the waist with cord. 


     “WAKE UP!” 


     I snapped open my eyes just as Mark manoeuvred his car between two delivery vans.  


     “After everything we’ve been through, you suddenly decide that it’s time for a nap? You’re unbelievable.” 


     I shook my head to clear away the mental fog, trying to remember exactly what had been going through my mind in my dozing state. After a few moments of failure, I gave it up as a bad job. I doubted it was all that important anyway.  


     “There’s nothing wrong with catching up with a bit of much needed sleep, my friend.” I turned to face him, expecting him to reply with one of his usual put downs.  


     Mark was facing forward, his gaze fixed upon the dashboard. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands, then slammed his head down. 


     “What the fuck are you doing?” 


     He headbutted the wheel again. The force of the impact shook the car from side to side. I fumbled with the seatbelt, leaned over, and pushed him back into the seat. 


     “Get a grip on yourself, for crying out loud. Come on, Mark, snap out of it.” 


     “I can’t remember anything, Travis,” he whispered. Fat tears rolled down both his cheeks. “What’s wrong with me? I know that I almost died, that something tried to eat us. The harder I try to think back, the fuzzier everything gets.” Mark wiped his forehead. He looked surprised to see a thin smear of blood covering the tips of his fingers. “I don’t even know why I’m here.” He blinked, then wiped away the tears. “It’s okay, you can let me go. I’ll be good, I promise.” 


     All the tension left Mark’s body. I took that as a sign that he was telling the truth; reluctantly released him, then sat back in my seat. “We’ve come to find my mum.” 


     “Why?” 


     That single word stopped me in my tracks. I had no idea why I got Mark to drive me halfway across Lorchester. After not bothering to crawl out of bed when she shouted for me this morning, I don’t think she’d be all that happy to see me. I frowned. Tradition dictated that mum and I usually didn’t exchange sober words until Sunday afternoon. 


     I looked down at the state of my clothes, and frowned again. What the bloody hell had I done to get into this mess? Mum would definitely throw a major wobbler if she saw me looking like this. Hell, I looked worse than Mark. I then glanced at him again, this time registering his state. I didn’t look as bad as him, but it was a close run thing. 


     Unlike Mark, it didn’t disturb me that I couldn’t remember. Perhaps it’s because I’ve been in this fugue-like state since last night. Hell, even last night is pretty much a blur. In fact, the last thing I can recall with perfect clarity is giving Basil one of my sausages this morning. 


     “Dude, whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll come back to us.” I attempted to give him a smile. “Seriously, it’s probably just the beer or something.” I wound down the side window to allow the fresh air to circulate. “As for nearly dying, somehow I doubt that really happened.” I pushed open the door, and got out of the car. To be honest, I didn’t want to wander around the centre of town looking like this, but I saw no other way around it. Mark needed company, he needed to be around other people, and I didn’t want to be alone with him, not right now. His behaviour was scaring me to death. 


     “There’s a second-hand shop over the road, Mark. There’s bound to be something in there that’ll fit us.” I pulled the fabric away from my skin, holding my breath as the foul odour of whatever was on me reached my nostrils. 


     I balanced on the kerb while I patiently waited for Mark to leave the confines of his car. The feeling of losing my stability grew until it consumed my every thought. There wasn’t a few inches from the kerb to the road, not any more. That distance now felt like light-years. I was standing on the edge of an abyss, and no matter what I did, there would be nobody to stop me from plummeting off the edge. 


     “What did you wind the window down for, you daft clown?” muttered Mark, pushing me back. He opened my door, wound the window back up, and shut and locked the door. “Come on then, we’d better find something a little more respectable to wear if we’re going to meet up with your mum.” He winked at me. “You know, I still have problems trying to wrap my head how such a hot dish could spit out such an ugly fucker like you. Jeez, no wonder they stopped at you, Travis.” 


     “I guess you’re feeling better?” 


     Mark frowned. “Better than what? God, you don’t half come out with some weird shit. Come on, let’s get this over with. You still owe me a few pints.” He stopped dead. “Wait, why don’t we take your mum to the Black Swan? It’ll be a right laugh to get her a bit tipsy.” 


       


     *** 


       


     It is so difficult to look back at those last few threads of harmless bloke banter without bursting into tears. Deep inside the pair of us, our souls knew that everything had changed. The information for our eyes, ears, and nose would have confirmed it, if only we had been able to listen.  


     We walked through the crowds in a dreamstate, commenting on anything and everything that the standard teen, from those times, talks about when they’re out with their mates. Thing is, we weren’t the only ones in this dreamstate. We passed over half a dozen other people who were in a similar messed up appearance, and like us, they were acting like normal as well. 


       As we entered the new shopping mall, dressing in our new to us clothing, there was one individual that almost unravelled everything. Two security guards brushed past the pair of us, and rushed into an electronics store. A few seconds later they emerged, each one holding the arm of Traveller Stu. The town’s resident homeless guy looked like he was in the midst of having a seizure. Traveller Stu stopped his struggles when he saw me. Our eyes met, and as the burly men dragged him towards the exit, he smiled at me. 


     “Travis, they’ve messed it up. We still have a chance to beat them! Find me after the event, Travis!” 


     The guards stood by the door and didn’t move until he showed no sign of returning. By the time they moved away from the door, Traveller Stu was already gone. 


     Even now, I wonder how that homeless guy was able to fight through that curtain of delusions imposed on anyone who’d touched those mushroom things. He had been touched, that much was obvious. Traveller Stu had never been a cleanest of individuals. The odour of stale sweat followed him like a cloud. As those guards had manhandled the guy out of the mall, Traveller Stu’s unique smell was absent. He smelled like we did, like a cross between rotting vegetables and antifreeze. 


     Would it have made any difference if we had been able to fight the fugue? I don’t believe so. Even if anybody had listened to us, it was way too late to do anything about them now, way too late.  


       


     *** 


       


     I pulled Mark away from the gaming centre. “Come on, do you honestly think that my mum is going to be in there?” We had been in here for only a few minutes, and already I wanted to get the hell out. Seriously, I hated places like this. Give me an old fashioned market any day. Shopping malls always appeared to be so plastic, so false, and way too garish. 


     “Why the hell not?” he said. “She might have popped in there to find a present for your dad. Parents do that on occasion, you know.” 


     “Whatever, come on. I know where she’ll be. Mum’s come in here to buy a shitload of clothes.” I winked at Mark. “Parents do that on occasion, you know.” The chances of mum buying anything geek related for dad would be the day when the moon falls out of the sky. He pursued his hobby alone, although there have been, on occasion, times when he persuaded me to purchase the odd item for him when he couldn’t. 


     “Shit the bed, Travis. You’re honestly saying that we have to check out every single clothing shop in here? That’s worse than death.” 


     A point of white light widened into a crack, through that light, I knew my true voice was screaming at me, demanding that I peer inside. Believe me, I couldn’t think of anything better I would like to do. It didn’t matter that my recent history, the events leading up to this would short circuit my mind. That screaming intensified, drowning out everything else, even my obsession to find my forgotten past. 


     “Oh my God! Travis, please. We have to get out of here!” 


     The shrieks pulled me back into reality, pulling away the veil, dragging it across my raw nerves. My legs lost strength, and all that stopped me from collapsing onto the beige tiles were Mark’s hands, holding me up. His frightened eyes drilled into mine, and I couldn’t move my head, I didn’t want to. The screams continued around us, coming from everybody else in the mall.  


     Mark removed his hands. I attempted to grab the front of his top to keep me from falling. As I reached up, he turned me around, and I saw first hand the true horror of our situation. I couldn’t stop myself from falling to my knees. Mark followed me down. “Look at them, Travis!” he cried, his voice almost lost in their dying screams. “I now remember everything, and more besides, much more besides.” 


     Where crowds of shoppers once thronged, statues of melting human candles now stood. Clothing, skin, and wet flesh formed piles around each figure. 


     The screaming had turned into an orchestra of low moans, even as more meat softened and ran down the sides of the bodies, the noise lowered until all I could hear was Mark’s harsh breathing and the occasional sound of something large hitting the floor. It reminded me of a rock thrown into a puddle of mud. 


     “Their agony only lasted for a few brief moments, Travis,” he whispered. 


     He clamped his hands on my shoulders as I tried to stand up. Fleeing from this nightmare was all I could think of to get away; to cleanse my eyes from this terrible sight. 


     “There’s nowhere to go, nowhere to hide from them. This had happened everywhere. Our species is now dead, even you and me.” 


     I looked down to the floor, watching a stream of red fluid form, a few feet from where I knelt. Rivulets coming from every body converged into one pool that expanded as more fluid flowed into it.  


     “Travis, it’s time we left. You’re still to join the others. We’d best hurry. If they discover that you rejected the first one, you’ll end up dissolving as well.” He spun me around. “I can’t let that happen.”  


     He leaned closer to my face until our noses were almost touching. I still tried to struggle and shrug him off, but no matter what I did, Mark held me in a vice-like grip, possessing a strength totally foreign to his size. His old tears had cleaned a narrow path down both his cheeks. Now that I was close enough to see, it was obvious that Mark was very ill. His skin under the grime was no longer smooth. It was textured, lumpy, just like the surface of that vile mushroom. 


     “Please, come with me? I don’t want to be alone,” sniffed Mark. “I mean, if I let go of you, promise you won’t leave me?” 


     Apart from Mark’s heaving breathing, no more sounds reached me. Looking into his big eyes, watching his skin continue to roughen, I honestly believed that I had gone insane.  


     “Mark?” I croaked. “I…”  


     He smiled at me, and it was such a terrible sight. “Hush, you don’t worry about anything. Nothing will harm you. I’ll look after you. You’re my friend.” Mark held his arms out. 


     I think that he wanted to embrace me. I did the first thing that came to mind. It was the only response that my fucked mind would allow me to do. I pulled my arm back, and punched him as hard as I could. My clenched fist smacked Mark in the middle of his nose. He fell backwards, crashing into a melted pillar of red meat.  


     His words of this happening everywhere rang through my head. I slowly spun around, trying to avoid looking at all that semi-solid material defying gravity and physics, flowing away from those still standing bodies.  


     My mum needed me, she had to be in here somewhere. 


     “Wait, you can’t leave me!” 


     Oh, yes I could. That wasn’t Mark anymore, just as all these things standing around weren’t human.  


     I could feel my strength slipping away, fading away, and leaving me as weak as a newborn baby. I closed my eyes, and focused on the sound of the constant sobbing coming from Mark. In a way, it helped to calm me down, to slow down my heart thundering against the inside of my ribs. 


     It was coming for me as well. Whatever had destroyed all these poor people hadn’t passed me over. That knowledge helped me. I suppose it was inevitable. I mean, did I honestly believe that I would be able to survive this, that I was somehow immune? I opened my eyes, staggered over to the entrance of a jewellery shop, and rested my chest against the corner of the front. This was as good a place as any other to await my death. 


     I now remembered everything, from my indiscretions with Mark’s sister, to what happened to Mark and I when went to fetch my dad’s model kit. “I left the bloody thing on the counter. I don’t believe it. After everything I went through. I never bothered to pick it up.”  


     There were over a dozen silver clocks displayed behind the window, each one showing a different time. Even if none of them were correct, they were at least working. The hands moved ever on, eating away the seconds. Yet, as those seconds turned in minutes, I seriously began to have doubts that they were counting down to my demise.  


     “I’ll even forgive you for lashing out, Travis. It’s understandable. You’re bound to be confused. After all, it’s not every day that billions of people all end up looking like a half sucked boiled sweet.” 


     He stood on the opposite side with his hands resting on his hips, grinning at me. If it wasn’t for the fact that more of his skin had grown even lumpier, I would have sworn that the old Mark had come back. 


     I walked over to him, distantly surprised that I could even stand, let alone move my legs. It shocked me even more to find that even my mind was adjusting to this nightmarish situation. Perhaps it wasn’t my time to die after all. Then again, what did I know? By all accounts, after everything that’s happened today, I ought to be howling like a half mad banshee by now. 


     “I’m so glad you’ve come to your senses, Travis. We have so much work to do. Starting with making sure that we find a way to prop all those doors open so our new friends can get…” 


     I punched him again, and just like the last time, Mark never saw my fist until it was too late. He flew backwards, crashing into the plate glass window. “Leave me alone.”  


     The late afternoon sun warmed the top of my head. I shielded my eyes and looked into the bright blue sky, not even aware that I’d even left the shopping mall. For the first time since this nightmare landed on me, my grief broke through the numbness that had raged through my mind and body like a virulent disease. I faced forward, turning in a circle and howled out in despair, gazing in utter horror at the sight of thousands more corpses, every one of them standing where they died, their original shapes corrupted and distorted by whatever alien process had killed them. 


     I was totally alone in a world forever changed. My mind threatened to collapse when I saw a starling swoop down and land on one of the corpses. Before it could fly away, a pale white vine detached from the base of the corpse and whipped up, the flattened head striking the unsuspecting bird.  


     It was just too much to take in. I closed my eyes and fell backwards, striking my head hard against the pavement. 


       


     *** 


       


     So that’s it in a nutshell. The end of our great human civilisation finally came to a violent end on that late Saturday afternoon. I’ll admit that it does feel good to have told you the truth about what really happened.  


     The huge sentinels running down crowds of terrified humans never happened. There were no tribes of Bonestrippers feeding upon the rotting dead either. Don’t get me wrong here, they did show up, just not at first. I don’t think that the Blastships had even reached us before they had secured the planet. 


     I know it’s hard reading, but this is really what happened. Everything that you’ve been previously told about the invasion is a big pile of crap. The aliens took away our world without us even knowing it. 


     If I was in your position right now, I guess I’d be swearing my box off, demanding to know why we lied to you for all these years. What other choice did we have? Spinning tales of human endurance and bravery whilst going up against overwhelming odds, is far better to stomach than the simple truth. We wanted to breed a generation of soldiers. Just how prepared would you have been to fight if we explained that it took the bastards seconds to convert this planet’s dominant species into billions of towers of scarlet compost. 


     Where do we go from here? We go forward, of course. The narrative must continue. There is so much more I need to tell you, son, and although they’ve left me alone so far, I’m not sure how long my luck will hold out.  


     This wasn’t really the end of us as a species. We must have looked like insects to them, but like insects, it doesn’t matter how many of the little bastards you destroy, there’s always a few that manage to get away. Either by accident or design, I was one of those that survived. Looking back, I wonder if I really was one of the lucky ones. 


       


     *** 


       


     The smell of cooking brought me back into the land of the living. At first, I believed I was lying in my bed, about to be stirred by mum yelling at me that breakfast was ready. I prepared myself for the blast by trying to grab the top of my quilt and pull it over my head. 


     My grasping fingers only succeeded to clawing five scratches up my exposed stomach. I snapped open my eyes, and whimpered in misery as the painful memory of what I’d endured slammed into me.  


     “There now, laddie boy. Let’s slide those bad thoughts back in your pockets.”  


     The face of a familiar man blocked my view of the grey sky. “I know you,” I whispered. “Traveller Stu, where am I?” 


     The man ruffled his curly black hair. “Oh flip, do the normals still call me that?” He sighed. “Well, it could be worse, I suppose. Still, looking on the bright side—as most of the normals have turned into blancmange—I’ll only have to hear it from you.”   


     The man dropped a bright blue quilt cover over my naked body, and stepped back. I sat up and found that I was lying on a piece of carpet. Hulks of rusted car bodies were stacked all around us. It took me a moment to get my bearings, and when it did, I caught my breath and wrapped the quilt cover tight around my body. “Did you…did you carry me here?” I ran my tongue over my dry lips, trying to imagine this homeless guy carrying my limp body over two miles across to the other side of Lorchester, slipping in between so many thousands of transformed corpses. I groaned again. 


     “Welcome to my humble abode, Mr Fitzpatrick.” He turned away, his back blocking me from what he was doing. “You should feel privileged, I’ve never brought anyone back until now.” 


     He stood up, walked back over to me, and placed a small cream saucer on my lap. I stared with utter confusion at the sandwich lying on the plate. Did this odd man actually expect me to eat? He’d even sliced the bread into four diamonds. 


     “Don’t worry, it’s all clean. That plate’s never been used,” he grinned. “I liberated it from the Shop and Save this morning along with a number of other items, including that rather fetching quilt cover that you’re wearing as a toga. Now, come on. Eat something. It’s been a while since ole Stu has cooked at all.” 


     He reached behind him, and grabbed a dark blue flask. “Yep, this is another liberated goodie from the cave of wonders. Still, it’s not like they’ll be having much custom today. Don’t fret, young Fitzpatrick, there’s only tea in here.  


     It might be a bit sweet for your tastes, but you’re welcome to have some so you can wash down your sandwich.” 


     The tips of my fingers gravitated towards the edge of the plate. 


     “I know I’m talking way too much, young Fitzpatrick, but keeping the jaw on the move has been the only way of keeping my head above ground.” 


     I didn’t mind all that much; in fact, I found his voice very soothing, and it helped to keep me distracted, to keep my mind off this situation. 


     I listened to him tell me about his descent into the bottle over a decade ago, and his drunken exploits, his weekly arguing with passing cars, lampposts, and the occasional fox. I found myself reaching for that sandwich. 


     Without thinking, I took out a huge bite, moaning in delight as the taste of fresh bacon and buttered bread exploded in my mouth. I can’t remember a meal that tasted so fine. My new companion had stopped to watch me; he’d even stopped talking. I didn’t care. My God, I was so hungry. 


     “Want some tea?” 


     I nodded, and waited impatiently as he poured some of the hot liquid into the cap. I licked the bacon grease and butter off my lips, and gratefully took the cap from his offered hands. 


     “Enjoyed that didn’t you?” he said, grinning. “Not that I’m surprised. After all, you’ve been under for almost a day. It’s Sunday morning.” 


     The empty cap fell from my hands. “No. No way!” I cried, jumping up. “I need to find my mum and my dad. Oh fuck, why didn’t you wake me up?” 


     “Why?” 


     “What the fuck do you mean, you arse?” My guts rolled, and I felt my hastily eaten meal wanting to come back up my throat. I spun around, desperate to get away from here. The exit was only a few metres from here. I could even see the main road. I got my guts under control and took one step towards the two large wire mesh gates, confident that the man wouldn’t stop me, even if he did try any. The clown would soon find out not to mess with me. 


     “Do you know what I missed most of all this morning, young Fitzpatrick?”  


     He didn’t wait for a reply, not that I was about to issue one. I continued to walk away from him. 


     “It’s the bells. I missed the ringing church bells. Hard to credit that, isn’t it. You see, the church is only a little distance from here, and believe me, those bastard things could wake the dead.” 


     The gates were my escape from his continuous noise. Why did I even think that the freak was a comfort? Christ, did he never ever shut the fuck up? I ground to a halt, and clenched my fists. He wasn’t going to leave me alone, the bastard would follow me like an unwanted shadow. I slowly turned, intending to smash my fist right into his face. Traveller Stu had also stopped, and he had even stopped talking, at least for a few moments. 


     “Stay away from me,” I growled. “I want…” 


     “You want answers, my friend” he interrupted. He’d lowered his voice to a whisper. “You’re scared, confused, and I’m sure you feel as though that every one of your emotions have been churned up in a cement mixer.” He took one step closer. “I won’t stop you leaving, Travis.” The man flashed me a single sad smile, then turned and walked back to his fire.  


     My raging fury had gone as quickly as it arrived, but even so, I knew that I couldn’t stay here. I needed to find the others. What other choice did I have? “I’m sorry,” I ventured, unsure whether he’d hear me. I turned and hurried over to the gates, my mind running through the events leading up to just before I cracked my head. No matter what I did, I was still gripped by the essence of unreality. Yet, even in my fragile state, I couldn’t believe what had happened. I couldn’t believe, because if I did, I knew that I’d fall into that abyss. 


     I pushed my fingers through the wire mesh, and gripped the cold metal, feeling that abyss about to claim me. Tears welled up, and my throat tightened. It was all true, everything.  


     A jumble of vehicles covered the entire road, a riot of twisted metal and broken glass, stretching as far as I could see. My mind tortured me with the sudden screaming that I heard in the shopping mall.  


     Oh my God, it happened everywhere!” I sobbed. What chance did I have of finding either of my parents?  


     Even from where I stood, I could see that those vehicles were still occupied, and whatever force had worked on the poor bastards on the mall, had done the same in there as well. Just a few metres from where I stood, there was a small green hatchback facing the other way to the traffic, its front completely flattened against the side of a double decker bus. Thankfully, I couldn’t see the interiors clearly, but what I did make out confirmed that the change had taken these people too. I turned away, and ran my eyes up the vast corridor of colour, looking for one other car: my dad’s car. 


     He usually went out on a Saturday afternoon, calling in at one of the pubs on the outskirts of town for a pint and something to eat before making his way over to one of his old army buddies who lived in the next town.  


     I saw no sign of his bright blue Range Rover; not that it meant he hadn’t escaped. Even with the knowledge that dad wasn’t likely to still be in Lorchester, I still had to find mum. I had to be sure. There was somebody else I needed to find as well. 


     “Me and you are going to have a few words, Mark,” I growled, pulling back the bolt, and pushing the gate open. 


     “Are you still intending to embark on this great journey without the pleasure of my company, young Fitzpatrick?” 


     I spun around, biting down the scream. I hadn’t even heard him creep up behind me. “You scared me.” 


     He nodded, grinning. “Yeah, I know.” The man pointed over to a pale blue portacabin. As far as I could tell, it was the only building in here. “Mr Daniels, that’s the chap who owns all of this, in case you thought this was mine. Well, he generally lets one of his security guards to stay in there on a Saturday night. He’s a decent fella, you see. Although he knows full well that the scrotes that the agency sends over just end up sleeping in there, he makes no complaint.” 


     Stu jumped over a deep tyre track full of muddy water, and strolled over to the closed door. I think he expected me to follow him. To my surprise, I did just that, after giving those cars one last look. 


     “You see, Mr Daniels knows that his beloved yard will stay free of potential thieves, arsonists, and other nasty little tossbags. He knows this, cos the chap has me. In return he lets me stay here. He even leaves me a food package every so often. I’ll tell you now, his lovely wife makes one hell of a cottage pie.” He sighed. “I’m so going to miss her cooking, you know.” Stu climbed the three stairs, and stopped directly in front of the door. “Come on, join me. You’ll need to see this.” 


     Curiosity got the better of me, and I joined him on the wooden platform. I now noticed that he had a rucksack on his back, and a small fire axe jammed into his belt. It wasn’t quite as impressive as the one Mark wanted to pull off the wall, but unlike Mark, I suspected that this talkative but strange individual would know how to use it. 


     “Good man. Now lean to the side, and take a peek through the wire mesh. Of course, it is an 18 rated viewing, but I won’t say anything if you don’t. Don’t worry, there’s no nudity.” 


     I did as he asked, and looked through the window. The two other windows on the other side of the portacabin let in plenty of light, showing me exactly what had happened to the security guard. “Oh Jesus.” 


     “Ample warning was given, young Fitzpatrick, although, to be fair, I was well within my rights to stay quiet. After all, it’s nothing more strange than something seen on a nature documentary. Saying that, I think even David Attenborough in all his extensive career, would have gone pale at the sight of one of the newly changed.” He moved closer to me. “It’s the connotation, isn’t it? Both you and I know that this poor thing was once human. Yeah, that is the weekend security guard. The tragedy is that I have no idea which one. Just how sad is that?” 


     A five foot column of thick red flesh rose up from the wooden floor, ending in a serrated purple cap, dimpled, just like those mushroom things. Its almost phallic appearance was only offset by a dozen thin black bands around its middle; they reminded me a little of wire coiled around a tube. I couldn’t help but gasp as its entire body curved until that cap now faced the window. Those black bands had loosed, hanging down to the floor. 


     “It’s darkened in colour since I last peeked in on our strange little friend.” 


     I jumped back, crashing into him as something slammed into the window on the other side, cracking the glass. “What the fuck?” 


     “That’s the black ropes. They all have them, you know.” He placed his hands on either side of my head, and turned me to face the gates. “All of them, including those trapped in the cars.” 


     The implication of his words hit me like a sledgehammer. I wouldn’t have even gone five yards before seeing movement coming from those cars. The sight of those black ropes whipping out of a dozen bus windows would have been my last ever sight. I had no doubt that they were malevolent. 


     “Come back to the fire, Travis, at least for a few more minutes? I know that the yearning to find your family is hard to ignore. But you won’t last long away from the safety of this refuge without a little knowledge.” 


     I didn’t resist as the man gently led me back to his fire. Somewhere in the distance, I heard a scream. It sounded human. I looked back over to those cars, but then again, I couldn’t be sure. I had woken up in an alien world, nothing now felt familiar. I looked down at the quilt cover wrapped around my body, and wondered what had happened to my clothes. 


       


     *** 


       


     I always thought that opening my eyes to the sweet sound of the chattering vagrant was my wake up call. How wrong could I be? There was worse to come, much worse. My new friend had been through a similar situation to me, but unlike me, this guy had come out to the other side with more answers than I could have ever imagined. 


     After he’d finished his words, I wish I stayed ignorant. Then again, if I had stayed in that state, you wouldn’t have found yourself on the winning side. Oh, listen to me. Fuck, if  Stu hadn’t opened my eyes, myself and the rest of the survivors wouldn’t have lasted more than a week on our newly conquered world. 


     He offered me some more of his tea before explaining how he had somehow managed to escape the change. Before he did that, there was one burning question that I just had to resolve. What the hell had happened to my clothes? 


     Burning was exactly what he’d done. Stu had found mirth in my expression as he told me that, not only had he stripped me, he’d also washed me down, removing every trace of the dried goop contaminating my body, even to the point of almost shaving my head, just to be sure. He didn’t explain why, not at first, although, I did find out why later, and his reasoning made me want to hug him very tight. 


       


     *** 


       


     I was glad of the tea, although by now the liquid was lukewarm and contained enough sugar to put a diabetic on life-support, it gave me comfort, showing me that not everything here was strange. 


     “Feels disjointed to still be sober at this time, you know.” He looked up. “It’ll be close to four by now, time for the out of town supermarket to be closing their doors on their worshippers. The procession of cars driving past the gates was just as memorable as the church bells.” 


     Stu set the flask down beside him, and dropped a bundle of multi-coloured pencils into the fire. “Yet another liberated item from the cave of wonders. I wish I could have got to the supermarket, Travis. Their stationary section is to die for.” He sighed, “And that is exactly what would have happened to me if I had been foolish enough to have attempted that journey. Unlike you, there was nobody to warn me of the danger. I dare not imagine how many of those things are planted up and down the supermarket aisles.” 


     “Have you seen anyone else not changed into those things?” I thought of my friend and realised that I hadn’t told Stu about him. 


     “We take this one step at a time, young, Fitzpatrick. To jump into the middle of a story leaves the ending open to interpretation.” 


     I nodded, unsure of what the hell he meant by that. 


     “I used to look forward to a Friday, you know. It meant payday for a lot of the young ones, and after gorging themselves on over expensive nightclub drinks, the next generation generally either staggered to the next club, staggered to a takeaway, or staggered to the taxi ranks. Believe me, people about to fall are usually grateful for a passing stranger to stop them from hitting the pavement. Oh sure, in their inebriated confusion not many of them were aware that their wallet or purse had accidentally fallen into my pocket. Still, a little less money more than makes up than having concussion, wouldn’t you agree?” 


     He threw another bundle of pencils onto the fire. “Of course, this was a couple of years ago, before my own alcohol habit stuck its sharp claws into my throat. Friday night now meant me finding somewhere quiet to drink myself into a stupor, in the hope that I’d be able to get some sleep without the dreams.” 


     I pressed my arms tight against my stomach, not believing that I was hungry again. I watched Stu pick up a metal skewer and poke it into the embers of the fire. He’d stopped speaking now, and I wondered if he’d forgotten that I was here. He looked as though he was miles away. 


     He reached into his pockets, and pulled out a small brass key. “One of the drunken boys who I once saved had this hidden in the pocket of his wallet. Judging from the fact that this key only revealed itself in the ashes of my fire on that memorable Saturday morning, I don’t think he wanted anyone to find it. Our friend worked at the Shop and Save, and this key fits the door located in the minimarket’s delivery bay. I think he was going to use it to do it over, you know. I imagine that my timely appearance had saved the shop a tremendous amount of money. Oh sure, I’ve used it on occasion, since that time, but I only took the odd bottle, nothing that would be missed.” 


     He reached into the rucksack, brought out a foil wrapped package, and handed it over. The smell reached me before I could even unwrap it. Two more bacon sandwiches stared at me, and just like before, sliced into neat diamonds. 


     “On this Friday, though, I took two bottles of Jack Daniel’s. Strange really, I’ve never been a great lover of that brand, but it’s all I could find. Anyway, after the first bottle and a large amount of walking, I found myself on the edge of Meadow Hall primary school. Do you know it?” 


     I nodded, and hurriedly swallowed my first mouthful. “Yeah, I used to go there.” 


     He grinned. “Well, ain’t that a coincidence? So did I. They’ve fenced the place off now, and that green metal fence is pretty high, and the tops are pointed. Not that they stopped me. Even in my drunken state, I got over in less than a minute. What I landed in, though, wasn’t what I expected. My boots did not hit wet grass.” He stopped and stared. “I think you know exactly what I found.” 


     “Yeah, a field full of mushrooms.” 


     He laughed, “Is that what you called them? Yeah, I suppose the name fits. I saw a field of tennis balls, at least at first. My vivid imagination, coupled with a full bottle of whisky, soon put paid to that idea. I then saw dragon’s eggs, thousands upon thousands of stone eggs.” He chuckled. “Yeah, logic never plays any role in a drunk’s fucked up mind. I mean, if they were made of stone, then how could my boots have smashed through their shells so easily?” 


     “I wasn’t alone when I encountered them,” I whispered. “My best mate was with me.” 


     “Yeah, that much I’d already figured out, Travis. Were you both drunk, though? Well, that’s a daft question, of course, you were. Otherwise, you’d now be looking like a Dali painted stick of celery. They were eggs, though. You do know that now, right?” 


     I blinked. Until he mentioned it, that thought hadn’t even surfaced; now, though, it did make sense. 


     “I kneeled down and stared at the closed egg, my befuddled senses trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Travis, what happened when you touched it? No, don’t tell me, I already know. The egg expanded, and then burst, covering you in some kind of foul smelling crap. Well, I did exactly the same. I don’t know how you managed to escape the thing inside, but I’m thankful that you did. I’m used to being alone, but at least I know that our species were carrying on around me regardless. The sight of all these things gave me something that I hadn’t felt since my time in the service. I felt scared, Travis. It permeated down into my bones, and settled there. This was no natural occurrence, and I knew that these things did not originate from this world. No way would Mother Nature create something so abhorrent. My first reaction was to get the fuck out of here, and contact the police. Yet, I didn’t.” 


     That last meal sat heavy on my stomach. I had a feeling what he was about to say next, and I wasn’t sure that I was ready to listen. 


     “That remaining bottle in my coat pocket brushed against my thigh, reminding me exactly what was waiting for me as soon as I left here. I also knew that as soon as I finished that one, I’d end up raiding the Shop and Save again, and probably staying there. I reached out my arm, the tips of my fingers brushing against the skin of the nearest egg. My eyes widened as it grew to the size of a football before splitting open. Before I could react, this…this black spider thing was crawling up my fucking arm! I felt a sharp pain on my forearm. Well, the old training took over. I pulled the fucker off me, and slammed the vile thing against the fence, squashing it flat.”  


     Stu rolled up his sleeve and showed me his arm. Straight away, I saw three puncture marks in the shape of a triangle. The skin around the wound was bright red. I looked into his eyes, “You’re telling me that you’re infected as well?” 


     He shook his head. “No, I would have turned by now. I don’t think he liked the taste of me, Travis.” He picked out a bottle from his pocket, the amber contents reflecting the fire. “I’d advise you to take a good swig of this, Travis. I think you’re going to need it.” He leaned over, and pushed the bottle into my hand. “Seriously, take a good swig, my young Fitzpatrick.” 


     I saw the look in his eyes, and did exactly what he asked. That mischievous sparkle had gone. I felt as though I was now looking into two dark mirrors. The liquid burnt its way down my throat and set my guts on fire. I never have been a great spirits drinker. Unlike Mark, I preferred to just stick to ale. The sudden thought of my best friend gave me a clue as to what Stu was about to tell me. “It’s about my friend, isn’t it?” 


     Stu stared at me in silence for almost a minute before finally nodding. “When I said we were alone, I may have embellished the observed truth somewhat. You see, on the surface, there are a few figures on this Dante landscape that give the appearance of being human, and your pal, Mark, is one of them.” 


     I had already prepared myself for his announcement, but it still shocked the hell out of me. After all, how else could I have explained his behaviour? “Wait, just how the hell do you know Mark?” 


     He shrugged. “How else, Travis? It’s been two decades since I left the forces, and in that time, I have never left the haven of Lorchester, and most of that time was spent out in the open, under the clouds and stars. You’ll be surprised at what I seen on my travels. That includes watching your exploits.” He nodded. “Of course, I’ve known about you and Mark for a long time. How could I not, considering I served with your father.” 


     I’ve seen Traveller Stu around the town for as long as I can remember. Not once had I believed that he had been watching me. To say that I found it a little creepy was an underestimation. Then again, maybe I should be looking at it differently. Dad would have known about his old army buddy; he wouldn’t once let the guy do anything untoward. It was more probable that Stu was watching over me. Hell, no, I still found it creepy. 


     “There were thousands of eggs in that field, Travis. I bet where you ended up, you saw more than a few as well. Now, can you imagine how many other places in our quaint little town were similarly infected? Don’t get me wrong here, I guess most of them didn’t find any hosts, but I know some of them did.” He stood up, and helped me to my feet. “Travis. I’ve seen them. I’ve seen your friend as well. Do you want me to show you?” He picked up his bottle. “Although, I do suggest that you finish off the bottle, as it doesn’t get any easier from now on.” 


       


     *** 


       


     The man hadn’t been lying. What I saw—and fought—once we’d gotten past the things inside those cars finished off what had started back in that field, back when two pissed up teenagers decided to take a shortcut to grab some cheap and nasty takeaway. 


     He told me he’d seen lots of humanlike figures on his last scavenge, none of them saw him, though. He wanted it to stay like that, as well, considering he witnessed one more survivor, another one just like us, who’d been lucky enough to escape the change and not to be infected by the spiders. His luck had ran out when the old man had encountered two humanlike figures. Stu said they didn’t even give him chance to cry out before the pair of them cut into him with machetes. They then fed the pieces to three nearby stalks. It was the first time that Stu had seen them use those flexible ropes, and soon discovered just how effective they were at consuming meat. 


     His first experience with them was conveyed to me just as we both reached the gates. He wanted me to be sure of what I was about to see if I left the relative safety of the scrapyard. I didn’t know it back then, but the man had found a reason to continue living. He had found someone to protect. 


       


     *** 


       


     By the time we had reached the edge of town, dusk had already fallen. None of the streetlights had come on, and I saw no lights in any of the hundreds of widows in front of us. I had at least expected the streetlights to work. After all, it had only been a couple of days since this had happened. Could our machines have already broken down in such a short space of time? It didn’t seem possible. I sat down and rested my back against the side of a bus shelter where Stu had thrown me. 


     “It’s all clear,” he whispered, sticking his head back inside. “They’ve all gone. From what I can tell, they’re heading towards the police station. I wonder if they’re all going to hand themselves in.” Stu sat on the bench opposite me. “Yes, sergeant. Although I previously was the guy who used to stuff letters and junk mail through your letter box, I’m now a danger to what’s left of the human race. You see, an alien spider crawled into my mouth and took me over. Just give me a machete, and I’ll show you exactly what I mean.” 


     “Man, do you ever stop talking shite?” I secretly didn’t mind that much. Better to have him yap on about anything and everything, than for me to turn inward and allow the reality of our dire situation really sink in. 


     “If he was confessing to me, Travis, the fact that he’d been filling my house with junk mail would have been enough to get him strung up. Just imagine how many trees must have perished in the making of all of that junk mail posted each and every year.” 


     “Stu, shut up about pissing junk mail. Come on, let’s get a move on. It’s taken us over three hours to get here, and we’re not even halfway to the mall.” 


     “That’s three hours of extra life that you owe me, young man.” 


     His face dropped, then Stu fell to the floor, and peered through the bus shelter window. “Get ready to run,” he hissed. “We have company.” 


     I expected to see one of the humanlike things walking towards us. When I joined him at the window, my heart almost gave out at the sight of what could only be described as a six foot cranefly scuttling down the middle of the road. The thin legs looked identical to the black ropes, the stalks used to catch their prey. It was the dark purple teardrop shaped body that terrified the crap out of me. “Oh no, I’ve seen that before.” It was one of the pod things attached to that blood tree.  


     It scuttled past the bus shelter, not taking any notice of me, even when I stood up and walked out into the road, not listening to Stu’s urgent calling for me to get back in there. The huge cranefly headed towards the nearest stalk planted directly in front of a bookmakers on the opposite side of the road. “I hope you both eat each other,” I growled. I started to walk forwards, I needed to see what would happen when they met, only I never got the chance as Stu grabbed my collar, and pulled me back into the shelter. “Get off me!” 


     He shook his head, and pointed behind him. There were hundreds of them, and they were all heading this way. “Time to go, Travis. This is going to give me nightmares for years. I can’t tell you how much I hate daddy long legs.” He left the shelter and ran into the nearest shop, only pausing at the doorway to make sure that I was following. 


     I only went after Stu once I’d watched what happened when the two things met. My wish of them attacking each other faded as soon as the cranefly reached the stalk. 


     Its legs grew until its body was at the same level as the stalk’s cap. The new creature then moved forward and straddled the stalk. The pod then sunk into the top of the cap, lifting its legs straight up as it continued to sink inside the stalk. Within seconds, there were only the three tips of its legs remaining. 


     “They’re almost on top of us! Come on, man, get over here. Just because we were ignored by that one, it doesn’t mean the others will act the same.” 


     I nodded, and followed Stu into the shop, trying to work out exactly what I’d just seen. Has it gone to its death, or was there something else at work here? Yet again, I wished that my dad was here. He’d probably know. I watched their progress through the shop window. Just like the first one, they too all headed towards a stalk, and set about going through the same motions. 


     “They’re joining,” muttered Stu. “I don’t even want to think about what’s going to happen next. Whatever it is, you can guarantee that it’s going to be bad for our health.” He grabbed hold of my arm. “Come on, let’s see if we can find a back way out of here without bumping into anything weird and pissed off.” 


     “Wait, what do you mean that they’re joining? How can you be so sure?” 


     He skidded to a halt. “Has anybody told you that you act just like your dad when he was your age?” He smiled. “I guess not. Look, I’m a people watcher. Do you know what they are?”  


     “Hazarding a guess, “a person who watches people,” I muttered. 


     The man giggled. “There’s the dad in you again.” 


     I had no idea what he was talking about, I was nothing like him. 


     “I’ve made it a habit to study people. Not just people either, but everything from traffic, to the weather, to animals, and I’m telling you that they have joined up. Two has become one, and the one will be far greater than the two. That much I’ll stake my life on. In fact, if we don’t make ourselves scarce, it’ll be both of our lives on the line here.” 


     I turned away from the window, trying not to imagine just how it could get if Stu was right. “You mean, they might even be able to move?” 


     He shrugged. “They might already be able to do that anyway, but choose not to.” He opened a fridge door and pulled out a can of coke, then, after a moments deliberation, he carefully put it back and took out a pint of fresh milk instead. “It’s a bit warm,” he twisted off the top and took a small sip, “but, it’s still drinkable.” He threw me a bottle. “Here, drink it. This might be the last time you taste milk.” 


     I stared at him in confusion. “How can you be calm about all of this?”  


     “Son, I’m anything but calm.” Stu finished off his milk, and placed the now empty bottle on the counter, then stuffed several Mars Bars into his pocket. “Believe me, I’m fucking terrified. The fear is what is keeping me going, the fear of turning into one of those things, the fear of dying.” He looked directly at me, and licked his lips. “The fear of being alone.” 


     I opened the bottle and drank the contents, surprised at how thirsty I was. 


     “Travis.” 


     I looked up. 


     “This plan to return to the mall, are you still intent on going? You know what awaits us in there.” He pointed at the shop window. “So far, we’ve only seen a scattering of them. You know as well as I do just how busy that mall got on a Saturday.” 


     “You don’t need to come with me,” I said quietly. 


     “I didn’t ask you that. I know how important this is for you, and I have no plans to talk you out of anything. My only concern is the view.” 


     I shook my head; once again, this man had utterly confused me. Stu brushed past me, and wandered down the next aisle. “What the hell are you doing?” I gasped aloud as a small disk of intense white light hit me in the face. “Are you trying to fucking blind me?” 


     He flicked off the torch, dropped it into his pocket, and casually picked up a packet of crisps. “Best way to blind someone would be to stab your index and forefinger into their eyes, and hope that they don’t either jerk back or turn their head.” He opened the packet, and offered me one. “Travis, walk the Mall’s main concourse for me, and count the windows. Once you have done that, pop in a few hundred six foot columns of alien carnivorous monstrosities.” He patted his pocket. “Tell me when you’ve done that, while I see if I can find you a torch as well.” 


     “The view, oh fuck. There won’t be any view. All the lights are out.” 


     He nodded. “Right now, the moon is up, the stars are out, and the sun has gone to sleep. This looks as good a place as any, plus we don’t have to go far for food.” 


     “The last thing I want to do is sleep, Stu.” I marched past the man, and pushed open the first door I came to. The last thing I wanted to do was to stay here. Couldn’t he see that? The dark room offered no other means to get out of here. No door, no window, just the outline of what looked like an armchair at the back of the room. “You stop here, if you want. I’m going to the mall.” I ran my fingers along the wall until I found the light switch. The socket was there, but after several tries, the light failed to come on. “Fuck you! Stu, give me that torch.” 


     It took me a moment to realise that the man was no longer behind me. I spun around, looking down the length of the shop, trying to see the man. I saw nothing but his empty bottle of milk perched on the top of a magazine rack next to the open front door. “Oh, no, the fucker has left me.” I ran to the other door and looked up and down the dark street. The only movement I saw were a couple of tripod things scuttling past the shop. There was no sign of Stu; he really had left me here. 


     For the first time since this nightmare had started, I was truly alone. I rested the palm of my hand against the edge of the door, watching the remaining tripod thing stride over a garden fence, and over to the front door of a stone cottage. Through the bedroom window, I saw the shape of one of the stalks resting its bulk against the glass. I jumped when I heard the sound of splintering wood. “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I moaned, when I saw the tripod push its thing body through a large hole that it had made in that door. “Stu, why did you have to leave me? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.” 


     I shut the door, leaned against the glass, and slid down to the floor, not knowing what to do now. He would have headed back to the scrapyard, I was sure of that. After all, where else would he go? Then again, maybe he would find somewhere else to hole up until it got light again. After all, it had been him who had suggested the idea in the first bloody place. 


     “Shit. What do I do now?” 


     Outside, I heard more sounds of splintering wood, as well as breaking glass. It looked like nothing would stop those tripod things from reaching the stalks. I then remembered the portacabin in the scrapyard. Would that, too, soon have a tripod trying to get inside? The image of a dozen black ropes whipping through a broken door and grabbing Stu filled my mind. I didn’t want him to die. 


     No matter how hard I tried, those gruesome images of my new friend being killed wouldn’t leave my mind. I couldn’t stay here, not anymore. At least I knew for a fact that, unlike my mum, he still lived; he was still human. 


     I jumped to my feet, grabbed the door handle, and stopped as my ears picked up a shuffling sound at the back of the shop. I slowly turned my head. “Stu, is that you?” A silhouette framed the open doorway. The sheer bulk of the body convinced me that it wasn’t him. 


     The shape moved closer into the shop, and stood in front of the counter. I saw his face and felt my bladder loosen at the sight of the man’s distorted features. It looked as though somebody had blowtorched his face; then, I watched in disbelief as his flesh melted like warm butter, and rearranged to form the shape of a bald man who looked to be in his late fifties.  


     The man quickly moved around the counter, and I now saw the huge screwdriver held in his left hand. He stopped again, and tilted his head to one side. I felt the door handle digging into my back. I still had time to get out of here, yet no matter what I did, I just couldn’t get my legs to move. They felt as though they were glued to the floorboards. 


     This was my first meeting with one of these creatures, and it was likely to be my last all because of… 


     I shrieked out in shock when somebody knocked three times on the other side of the door. I found myself grinning. It had to be Stu, it just had to be! I spun around, and came face to face with yet another stranger. I screamed even louder when I saw the cricket bat held in his hand.  


     His face flowed like quicksilver, changing from his initial appearance of a young man into… I moaned loudly as it set. Now he looked exactly like the bastard at the counter! I slammed the bolt home just as he jumped forward, smashing into the door. His howl of frustration followed me as I dived to the side and ran into the corner of the shop.  


     The bastard with the screwdriver marched straight past where I was cowering; he reached the door, slid back the bolt, and turned the handle. The other now identical man walked into the shop. They both turned to face me, raised their improvised weapons, and took one step forward. 


     “Leave me alone!” I shouted, pressing my back against the shelves of tinned food. My fingers curled around one of the tins. “I said, leave me alone!” Without thinking, I threw the tin as hard as I could, finding myself grinning when it slammed into the face of the one on the left. “Fuck you!” I picked up another one and threw that one before scrambling away, running towards the counter, and listening to their heavy footsteps as they chased after me. 


     There was another way out of here. Hidden behind a pile of boxes, I spotted another doorway, dozens of multi-coloured plastic streamers hung down from the top of the door frame. I couldn’t believe it, how had I missed this? Maybe it led to another room and another way out of here? It had to; there had to be a fire door in here somewhere.  


     I was inches from that counter when I felt something grip my ankle. I looked down, staring in horror at the huge hand belonging to one of the things. I fell to the floor when he jerked me backwards. The other one was nowhere to be seen, but what did that matter when this one was already about to kill me? He viciously turned me onto my back and sat down on my knees before pressing his screwdriver against the underside of my chin. 


     “Are you going to give up so easily, Travis?” 


     Another shadow appeared above me. 


     “Fight it or die.” 


     The humanlike thing took his eyes off me for just a second. I reached out, my desperate fingers clambering over the shelf beside me. This time, I found a can of antiperspirant. “Oi, dickhead!” When he looked back at me, I sprayed the contents straight into his eyes. He howled, and brought both his hands up to his face, dropping the screwdriver on my chest, but he didn’t move off my body. 


     “Get the fuck off me!” I screamed, slamming the bottom of the can into his nose over and over, turning the flesh into a bloodied mush, but despite my efforts, he still wouldn’t move. 


     “Here you go, Travis.” 


     I turned to the side and saw Stu crouched beside me. He held my attacker’s screwdriver. 


     “Take it, and push the pointy bit into his neck. Do it, it’s the only way you’ll ever be free.” 


     “I can’t! I can’t kill him, it’s not his fault!” 


     Stu shrugged. “Fair enough.” He placed the screwdriver on my chest and stood up. “I’ll be seeing you then.” He walked past the moaning hulk, then looked back at me. “Or maybe not.” 


     I picked up the screwdriver, gripping the handle tight, tears rolled down the side of my face. I couldn’t do it. 


     “Your mum is dead, Travis. You know that. No, worse than dead. They turned her into some vile monster. Do you think she felt pain? I bet she did, you know. One minute she’s wondering whether to have a cup of tea, the next she’s in agony, going through the worse pain she’s ever felt, and then her flesh begins to stretch and reshape.  


     “Stop it, shut the fuck up!” 


     “It’s happening to everybody all around her; she screams, she howls out, her voice joining the others. You were in there, you heard it, Travis. Can you even imagine what her last few moments were like before those bastards finally reshaped them into what they became?” 


     The humanlike turned his head, his warm blood dripping onto my waist. He saw that I had his screwdriver, and reached for it. 


     “She’s still out there, you know, along with all the others, just waiting for one of the few that survive to come within range of her black ropes, or maybe this fucker will take you to her, a tearful reunion as he feeds your pieces to her, one at a time, bit by bit.” 


     I slammed the end of the screwdriver into the side of the humanlike’s neck, pulled it out, and pushed it deep into his eye. Like a huge bag of flour, it simply rolled off my legs and smacked into the bottom of the shelf. 


     Stu gently opened my fingers, allowing the screwdriver to clatter onto the floor. He then helped me to my feet and half carried me towards the other door. As I passed through the plastic curtain, I caught a glimpse of the other humanlike Stu had dealt with it without me even noticing. He’d cut its throat. Just before the view of the shop disappeared, I saw something else beside the humanlike’s head. It looked like a huge black spider. 


     “I thought you had left me,” I murmured, easing myself into a high backed chair. My legs ached. “Where did you go, Stu?” 


     The man walked over to the window, and gazed through the glass. “I didn’t go anywhere, my young Fitzpatrick. I was here all along, just doing what I do best.” I turned around. “I was watching, observing the things around the pair of us, as well as doing some thinking. Oh, I may have eaten a couple of chocolate bars as well. Yeah, I did do that, yum.” 


     “Would you have really left me?” 


     “I think you already know the answer to that one, my friend. Now, as I was saying, I think it will be an astounding idea to bed down here for the night, don’t you think so? We can make our way to the mall at first light—that’s if you still want to go.” 


     He didn’t answer my question, and no, I didn’t know the answer to his. In fact, I didn’t know much of fucking anything now, only that I’d just murdered somebody and this quirky man, stood by the window, wasn’t that mostly harmless homeless guy anymore, not that I think he ever was. For crying out loud, he was able to take out that other humanlike without any problems. Killing is probably second nature to him, about as taxing as putting on a hat. 


     Stu left the window, pulled me out of the chair, and wrapped his arms tight around my waist. “You did well, Travis. Seriously, I wasn’t totally sure that you would come through. You have won the equivalent of the lottery, Travis. In fact, you won it yesterday as well as today. I believe that you’ll win it tomorrow as well.” 


     “What are you talking about now?” I was too tired and confused to work out what his roundabout words meant anymore.” 


     “Doesn’t matter.” He released me and smiled. “Now shall we see if we can find some sheets, blankets, maybe even a couple of quilts?” He nodded over to a door at the far end of this room. “I reckon that will lead to a flight of stairs. In fact, I’m sure of it, considering our fire door is in the room where Mr Screwdriver man came out of. Tell you what, I’ll even let you take the bed. I’m used to sleeping under the stairs anyway, so either a carpet or sofa will do for me.” 


     This was just too much. That poor bloke was bleeding out across his shop floor, and now the murderer was going to sleep in his bed? That was the ultimate insult. Not a chance; I had to get out of here. “Stu, do you not think we should look elsewhere?” 


     “Come over here,” he said. 


     He was back at the window again. Hell, I hadn’t even noticed that he’d left me. “Why?” I wanted to sit down. My legs still ached, yet if I did that, I’d not want to get up again. 


     “It’s about your lottery numbers, Travis. Come on, you need to see this.” 


     I sighed, and did as I was asked.  


     “It didn’t click until a few minutes ago, Travis. Now, I realise just how dumb I’d been. There had to be a logic behind the operation. It’s only ‘after the fact’ when I now see it. It’s ironic really. Your dad always said I was a bit lacking in the upstairs department.” 


     He moved aside and held the net curtain, giving me a full view of the shop’s alleyway. Five security lights shined on two of the abominations standing close to a collection of trade-bins. My heart jumped into my mouth. I wanted to cry, I wanted to hide under a table. I wanted my mum. 


     “They were control systems, Travis. Your stalks are the armour, the chassis, and I suspect they also carry the main weapons systems, while the leggy bastards were the brains of the outfit as well as the transport. Yeah, if you had gone out there, young Fitzpatrick, I don’t even think you’d have even got a single number. It would have been a total waste of a pound.” 


     “We’re so fucked,” I whispered. I was looking at something ripped from the nightmare of a madman. The stalk was now horizontal and segmented in three places. Three thick legs sprouted from the trunk, lifting the monster up to a height of about seven feet. The two segments were conical and bulged at the join. 


     That dimpled texture covered every surface, and I saw no sign of any colour; from segment to leg, the nightmares were as black as pitch. As I stared, the things began to move, striding down the alleyway towards the main road. Those segments moved from side to side, and up and down. It took me a moment to realise that they were one of its weapon systems, the other visible form of attack were the black ropes. They hadn’t gone; over a dozen of them were coiled around its legs, constantly moving like restless snakes. 


     “Bed time, I think,” commented Stu. “You know what? I do believe I’ll make some hot chocolate. It’s been years since I tasted that rather delectable beverage. There’s bound to be some way of heating the milk, perhaps our now dead shopkeeper has a camping stove somewhere? Wanna help me look for it?” 


     I blinked, turning away from the window as those monsters finally disappeared around the corner. “How can you even think about such trivial crap at a time like this?” 


     “Is this not the best time, my young Fitzpatrick? In the morning, we’ll both be heading out into a new world, one where we are now mice amongst a planet of hungry cats. We must live for the now, Travis, as we might not be around to enjoy life.” He grinned. “And what better than to drink yummy hot chocolate before we sleep?” 


     “Where do we go? I mean, in the morning?” 


     “You’re not that good with living for the moment, are you?” Stu brushed past me and left the room. “Is not obvious?” He shouted. “We’re going to the mall.” 


     “But my mum is…” 


     He poked his head around the edge of the doorframe. “Yeah, your mum’s gone away. They’ll all be going away now that they can move about. It means we’ll be able to explore the place without having to dodge their stingers.” 


     I followed him out of the room, trying to avoid looking at the two corpses. Stu had his head bent over the counter. He was serious about that drink; he’d already placed a tub of chocolate powder on top of the counter. “Why?” 


     “Because we’re only two, that’s why. If this had happened a hundred years ago, I guess that we’d both be heading towards the largest church. As shopping is the new religion, it makes sense that we go to the mall. We need to find more survivors, and by survivors, I mean more like us, and I think that’s where people will go. We’re a tribal species. Not many of us are equipped to handle life alone.” He lifted his head.  


     “If these dirty little cunts think that they’ve beaten us, then they’re so fucking wrong,” he growled. “Tomorrow, we’re going to start fighting back.” He looked down at the corpse, his face full of hate and disgust. “They’ve shown their hand, they’re not invulnerable. You’ve proven that, Travis.” 


     I nodded, unable to find my tongue. The man in front of me, currently dipping his finger into the tub of chocolate powder, had once again turned from eccentric vagrant into a cold hearted killer, right before my eyes.  


     “My guess is that their advance guard has been here for quite awhile, hiding under the ground, gathering information, and waiting. They’ve already worked out how we are built. From what I’ve seen, I don’t think that would have been that much of a challenge for them. Unlike our species, they’ve gone the way of organic technology. As we put our dead in the ground, they’ll have had plenty of raw materials to work on. As whether they are also masters of other technologies, well, I’ll be able to figure that out once the others arrive.” 


     “What do you mean by that? Are you saying they’re not already here?” 


     “Hell no! Like I said, I think that this is just the advance guard, their job is to clear away as much resistance as possible before the next stage. Judging by how quickly they’ve moved, we’ll soon discover the true masters.” He replaced the lid and put the tub back on the counter. “Enough of that, Travis, we’ll find out more once the sun comes up. Hell, I can’t believe I just came out with all of that. Your dad used to spout shit like that all the time back when we were in the service. Now, are you going keep me yapping, or help me set up the camping stove?” 


     I took a deep breath and actually found myself smiling, although the grin soon slipped off my face when I strode over that corpse. I found myself wondering if I’d have been able to push that screwdriver into his flesh if it had been Mark sitting on my legs. 


       


     *** 


       


     Going by Stu’s thinking, I guess I would be a multi-billionaire by now. I would have been able to buy back our world with my pocket change. Considering the state of the fucking place, I guess that even pocket change would have been too much. The aliens have left what’s left of our species on a solid ball of death. The only organisms able to survive down there are the travesties of their own making. They make the advance guard of all that time ago look like fucking teddy bears. In a way, I should be glad that I’m up here. 


     Son, I don’t envy what you and your fellow survivors must confront every day. I only hope that these words, if you do receive them, will somehow help you in your struggle to finally eliminate their taint.  


     Looking back, I suppose that we should have expected that they would have pulled a stunt like this. After all, it’s not like our species haven’t done the same. Just look back in our history, and you’ll see plenty of examples of a vanquished enemy, ensuring that the victors can’t enjoy what was rightfully theirs. 


     I just hope that my words, the true tale of what happened before you were born, will be able to help you in your struggle. That is, if they reach you in time. 


     I will admit that he is the sole reason for me still able to breathe. I may have survived the first change, but if it hadn’t been for his instruction, I have no doubt that I would have died during the first few weeks of the invasion. Stu gave me something else just as important as the tools in which to fight back: he gave me hope and the reason to continue living, even when it all seemed like a pointless exercise.  


     Getting some sleep before setting out to look for anybody else had proven to be the right decision after all. We weren’t the only ones to have stayed intact after the first change, although from what I heard the next night, there had been even more than the ones we found the next morning. 


     I think that you’ve already guessed what those organic machines were. Stu and I were probably the only humans who witnessed the creation of the Black Sentinels and lived. We slept through the night; at least, I did. I’m not totally sure that Stu followed his own advice. I think he stayed inside, though. If he hadn’t, the man wouldn’t have been the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes the following morning. 


     Needless to say, we were told that other survivors didn’t stay hidden when night fell. The machines killed them seconds after they left the relative safety of their hiding places. Not one of them managed to escape their weapons. I once believed that in that first night what little chance of our species surviving died. Of course, I now know that we’re more robust than I ever gave ourselves credit. I wonder if the aliens would have even attacked us if they had known this beforehand.  


       


     *** 


       


     He’d not moved away from the crater in the middle of the road for over two minutes now. I’d already asked him what it could be, but Stu had just silenced me with an irritable wave of his hand, like I was an annoying fly or something. I should have already gotten used to his strange mood changes by now. It’s not like this was the first time since he woke me up that he went all space cadet on me. It reminds me that apart from knowing that he once served with my dad and his name is Stu, I know next to nothing about the man. 


     I turned away and went back to watching the streets and houses, looking for signs of movement. I hoped to find others like us, but what I didn’t want to bump into were any of those nightmares that we saw last night. So far, apart from the rotting anchors left from the passing of the stalks, I hadn’t seen one. Unlike Stu, I took this as a good omen. 


     “You had better come here, Travis.” 


     The sound of his voice scared the hell out of me. It had been the first time he’d spoken in over half an hour.  


     My legs took command of my body, just as the gravity in his voice took command of my legs. His tear-stained face turned away from the mess in the road. “Travis, the night no longer belongs to us. This is the remains of weapon’s fire.”  


     He crouched down, and slowly ran his fingers across the inverted bubble. It looked as smooth as glass. I now saw that it wasn’t uniformly one colour. Off to the side, I could make out a couple of splashes of silver. Stu saw me looking, and sighed heavily. 


     “That’s a watch, Travis. Or a belt buckle; it might even be a Zippo lighter. Their weapons are hot enough to turn metal into liquid and fuse stone. Flesh, bone, and skin is just vapourised.” He stood up. “The fact that we haven’t been turned into craters tells me that they must only hunt at night. Makes sense really. Depriving us of our natural sleep time will make us even more vulnerable.” He looked over my shoulders. “I think I can see another one over there. We’ll need to find a more secure haven tonight. They’ll be widening their search for us, smashing through the doors and windows of every building they come to. Considering most of the human race now look like fuck-ugly three legged, giant spiders, I doubt it’ll take them too long to burn out anyone dumb enough to hide in a house. 


     The depression that had lifted a little once we’d finished our breakfast this morning now settled back on my shoulders like a big black cloud. Stu left the side of the small crater, and walked over to the other one. I stayed where I was, not wanting to see what could have been me if I had decided to look for somewhere else to sleep last night. 


     Stu abruptly turned away. He gave me one small nod before pushing his hands deep into his pockets and walking away from our location. I took this as a hint to follow him. Our heading hadn’t changed. He still wanted to check out the shopping mall. I had given this idea a lot of thought while Stu had been preparing his rucksack. Two of the people that I cared deeply about could still be in that building, and I still wasn’t sure of whether I’d be able to cope with seeing either of them in their changed shape without having a mental breakdown. I hadn’t shared my fears with Stu simply because, after the events of last night, I wasn’t sure that he wouldn’t leave me. 


     I trudged down the pavement, feeling the hot sun on my forehead, whilst listening to the occasional insect buzzing. The emptiness was seriously beginning to unnerve me. It made me even more determined to keep close to Stu. “I haven’t seen a single cat or dog since we left the shop,” I commented. “Come to think of it, I heard none either.” 


     He stopped next to a clump of tangled roots left from one of the stalks. The sun had dried out most of the material, but you could still make out the bare circular outline of where the stalk had stood with its growth spread out like the twisted petals of a flower. 


     “Pinball machines are probably a bit before your time, Travis.” 


     I shook my head, “I remember them.” 


     “Imagine our town is the playfield, and Tiddles and Fido are the steel balls.” He pointed at the remains of the stalk. “This chap here, with its black ropes, were the bumpers. Do I need to carry on with this analogy?” 


     “No, you’ve made your point. Thank you.” 


     “That’s nice. Now come on. If we hurry, we should be able to get to the mall in a few more minutes. Although there’s plenty of sunlight remaining, it’ll be best to get this over and done with sooner than later.” He stopped and turned. “I meant what I said about those monsters searching through every single building tonight. To be honest, I still haven’t thought of a decent place to hold up yet.” 


     I hoped to Christ that he was wrong. Where on earth would be safe from something that has the power to melt fucking metal? I turned as I walked, looking at the vast profusion of shops, houses and offices all around us. I could think of nowhere. Even the buildings with security shutters over their doors and windows wouldn’t be safe. In fact, I bet that they’d be the first places to be targeted. After all, if I didn’t know what I knew now, it’s exactly where I would have hidden. It’s exactly where I’d feel safe. 


     “Have you ever fired a gun, Travis?” 


     I shook my head. I didn’t think using Mark’s ultra powerful air rifle would count. Apart from taking out pigeons and a couple of rats at his uncle’s farm, my experience of guns was zero. I did once have a crossbow, until my mum took it off me. That was almost five years ago, and I never really did much with it apart from turning a coke can into a colander. “Sorry, unlike my dad, I never got the urge to join up.” 


     He shrugged. “You have shown the intent though, and you certainly know the score. That’ll make up for any lack of shooting experience. As long as you know which end the bullet comes out of, you’ll be fine.” He slowed down. “Until now, I never noticed just how ugly the mall is. Strange how lack of people can alter your perception, or at least divert your eyes to other matters.” 


     “You seriously think a bullet will stop them? More to the point, exactly where are we going to get our hands on them? With live in the UK remember. We can’t exactly pick a couple of AK47’s off the shelf at Sainsbury’s.” 


     “You took out that man with a screwdriver. For all its advantages, flesh will never beat steel in a straight fight.” 


     “Yeah, I know that, but where are we going to get the hardware?” 


     “Geoff Towers has three shotguns. His farm is only three miles north of here. In the middle of the Silvertree estate, a rather questionable fellow called William Harris has three East European handguns hidden away in a plastic bag buried at the bottom of his mother’s garden.” He took off his rucksack, loosened the cord, and brought out a black cloth bag. “I have a little memento from when I wasn’t a civi. Oh, it still works fine, and I’ve certainly not forgotten how to use it. Let’s not forget your dad, Travis. He still has his gun too. Well, it’s not his, he had to hand that one back, but he had his own, brought back from the Middle East.” 


     “What, how? How the hell do you know all of that?” 


     “Because although I’ve always been around, people just don’t see me, and because of that, I hear things that aren’t meant to be heard. That’s how. Now, if you’re quite happy, shall we get on?  


     I stared aghast at him. “My dad has a gun?” 


     “He had, Travis. Whether that’s true now, though, is something else entirely. You see, I was with him back then. I remember what he had to go through, and why he’d ignored specific orders regarding trophy hunting. Imagine that, your dad not obeying the chain of command.” He paused. “Oh, he has never filled you in about his life before you came into this world. Again, I’m not that surprised.” 


     I was glad that he was talking again, just not too comfortable with the subject matter. I joined him on the corner of the junction, and stared at the top of the mall. We were just minutes from our destination now, and so far, we’ve encountered nothing but silence and a couple of melted craters. When we first set off, I had kinda expected to run into something by now. Still, I’m glad we hadn’t. I just hope our luck continues once we reach the shopping centre. Somehow though, I don’t believe it will. Stu hadn’t put the gun back in the rucksack. He now held it tight in his left hand. 


     “Is it loaded?” 


     “It wouldn’t be very effective if it wasn’t, Travis. Come on, we won’t find anybody by standing about here.” He skirted past a dirty white pick up truck, then doubled back and stared through the driver’s side window. He gestured me over. “Look at this.” 


     I shook my head. I had no idea what he was showing me. 


     “It’s been placed here. It looks as though it crashed into the lamppost at the start of the change, but there’s no damage to the front; neither is there any root material on the cab floor.” He chuckled to himself. “This is fantastic news. It means that I’m right.” He raced across the road. 


     Stu was already at the main entrance by the time I caught up with him. It took me a few deep breaths and a lot of courage to walk around the multitude of stalk impressions. Although, thanks to the sun’s heat, most of the material had already gone, taking with it that vile smell. Even so, the taint still remained, and just that alone was enough to stop me in my tracks. 


     “I don’t think I can go any further.” In fact, I know I couldn’t. The sun could penetrate inside the mall, meaning those stalk impressions would be everywhere. Either he hadn’t heard me, or he chose to ignore my fear. Stu pushed and squeezed between the half-open doors, and within second I’d already lost sight of the man, leaving me alone out here.  


     That black void looked as inviting as the very mouth of hell. Yet I couldn’t stay out here. Now that he’d gone, I felt so exposed, and I no longer felt as though we were the only ones left alive in our town. I turned around and faced that white truck, allowing Stu’s words to sink in. I was perfectly cool with the owner coming back to the truck, as long as he wasn’t a humanlike. Stu must have known that it could be possible they could have left the truck there; otherwise, he would have left the gun safe in the rucksack. 


     “Come on, you bloody coward,” I growled. “Grow some balls; after all you’ve faced, you can do this.” It’s strange how comforting it sounded to hear my own voice. It didn’t get rid of that crippling fear, but it did manage to get me turned back again, and force my body to slowly make my way over to those glass doors. I knew where my real fear lay. I didn’t know what I’d do if I came face to face with Mark.  


     The lad had probably long gone by now, I saw no reason why he’d stick around. The stalks had all changed and had gone to ground. No, this would be the last place he’d be inside. I reached the doors and followed Stu’s lead, and pushed my body through the gap. 


     The vile smell hit the back of my throat as soon as I stepped over the threshold. I hurriedly lifted my coat over my nose before I took another step. Jesus, this was strong. The remains of the stalks were everywhere. I saw something else as well; something that I hadn’t been expecting. There was blood everywhere, and not just a few puddles either. It looked as if someone had sprayed a few gallons of the stuff against the shop fronts with a hosepipe. 


     I thought of that white pick up truck once more, and felt my improvised breakfast of heated beans and corned beef wanting to make its way back up my throat. What if Stu had been right all along about folk making their way to the mall, only instead of joining up with fellow survivors, the poor bastards found the stalks, or the things they became? 


     Whether Stu wanted to admit this, we really could be the only ones left alive in this town. For that matter, we could be the only people left alive in the country. Shit, what a depressing thought. I made my way over to the mall’s central fountain, taking care not to step in anything wet. From there, I should get a better view. I hoped Stu hadn’t gone far. The less time I spent in this human abattoir, the better I’d feel.  


     I reached the fountain, and climbed onto the first white marble plinth. This horrible creation was a donation from some idiot who used to live in our town. He moved to the States, and made his fortune selling agricultural equipment. He even part funded this mall; hence the reason why this fountain was here in the first place. I have no idea who designed it, but they were obviously on drugs and had a strange sense of humour. It was supposed to be a representation of five mermaids, joined together. To me, it looked more like a mound of bread dough bashed with a rolling pin. The water was supposed to gush from their mouths. At least, I think it was their mouths. 


     As I climbed, using whatever marble jutting I could grab, my coat fell back down, giving me yet another blast of the foul air in here. Believe me, my guts are very robust; they have to be, considering the type of work I do. Even so, this smell really was making me light headed. The air conditioning, just like the water in this fountain, no longer worked, and I doubted that it would ever work again.  


     Just as my fingers were about to grab hold of a piece of marble that looked suspiciously like a bare breast, I heard the sound of footsteps coming from somewhere in front of me. Until now, I had no idea just how much the sound carried in here. The sound increased, and yet I still couldn’t see anyone. It had to be Stu though. If I heard him, he must have heard me climbing this thing. I hadn’t exactly been quiet myself. 


     My assumption left me when I realised that it wasn’t just one set of footsteps. I dived into the fountain’s bath sized bowl, and ducked my head under the lip, trying not to make any sound, which was a difficult task considering there was at least an inch of wet coins under my body. 


     Peering over the top, I now saw three people heading in my direction, and not one of them was Stu. In fact, I had no idea who they were, and from this distance, I couldn’t make out if they were still truly human. Shit, what the hell was I going to do now? I wished I had Stu’s gun. In fact, I wish I had Stu with me. He wouldn’t be cowering in here with only a bunch of coins for company. 


     Two middle-aged men, both dressed in dark brown jackets, and a teenage girl hurried past me. They all were wearing surgical masks. My heart leaped, they had to be survivors like me, they just had to be. The turned humans wouldn’t care about the vile smell. The three of them stopped by the front of the mall, and each one gazed into a phone shop. They were talking, but from up here I had no idea what they were saying. It then hit me that I really didn’t have a clue as to how to tell apart the turned and the real survivors unless their faces started to melt. 


     The two men exchanged a single look. From up here, I could only guess at what they were doing. They both nodded to the girl before running over to the phone shop and disappearing inside. They had to be looking for me. Stu’s words came back about how the striding monsters would soon search for us.  What if these guys really were the turned, and they were doing the same job as the monsters, only in the daytime? 


     Lorchester isn’t exactly big, and although I don’t know everybody, I certainly recognise a lot of people, especially those close to my own age. That girl down there fitted into that category, but I hadn’t seen her before. I would have remembered a pretty blonde like that. 


     Last night, those two humanlikes had only turned just a few hours previously. The turned had now had a full day to have perfected their face melting technique. 


     “Hello?” 


     I had to clamp a hand against my mouth at the sound of her voice. 


     “I know that somebody has come in here. We heard you. Please, show yourself. We don’t mean you any harm. We’re just like you.” 


     Oh God, an angelic voice to match an angelic face. Comparing her to those hulking fucks from last night now seemed like an absurdity. My gut feeling was to trust her. Besides, even if she was lying, there was only one of them now. I’d already proved that I could handle myself. What did I have to lose? 


     I shuffled about in this bath of loose change, and wrapped my fingers around the edge. Considering the amount of noise I was making, the girl must have heard me. Yet, as I was about to stand up to announce my presence, I saw her staring not at me, but over at the phone shop. Her comrades were returning, and they weren’t alone. The pair was dragging somebody else out of the shop, and by the way he was trying to grab the edge of the door, he had no wish to go with them. This guy certainly was one of the turned, that much I did know. The two men had caught Mark. 


     “Do you think he’s the one we heard?” 


     One of the men shook his head. His large hand was clamped around Mark’s neck, and he wasn’t being all that gentle either. I didn’t know what to do anymore, apart from stay where I was and watch. Where the fuck had Stu gone? The head shaker kicked Mark’s legs from under him. “There’ll be more of the bastards somewhere,” he growled. “We can’t have killed all of them.” 


     Oh Jesus. I hugged myself tight. Now I knew where all this mess had come from. They were hunting the turned and wasting them. Head shaker took out a short sword from of his belt. So much for worrying that I might have to kill my best friend. These maniacs were going to do the job for me.  


     I slowly stood up. No way could I allow them to kill Mark. I didn’t care that the monsters had infected him, it wasn’t his fault. “Leave him alone,” I shouted. “He’s not done you any harm.” 


     The other man took the sword out of head shaker’s hand.  


     “Come on, son. Down you get.” The man looked over at head shaker. “Tony, he’s one of us.” 


     “How can you be so sure?” asked the girl. “I don’t like the look of him.” 


     My guts rolled, and despite the dangerous situation, I felt spurned. How ridiculous is that? Hell, most of the human race had been turned into giant homicidal spiders, my best mate was about to be executed, and I felt bad just because a pretty face didn’t like the look of me. Christ, just how messed up was I? 


     Mark lifted his head; he gazed at the young girl, then looked directly at the man holding the sword, and said “Allow us to end your suffering. Submit or struggle. It’s irrelevant to them.” He tried to stand up, only for both the men to knock him back down. 


     I climbed down out of the marble bath, listening to a few coins hit the tiles below me. They seemed to have forgotten about me, the men were too intent on kicking Mark’s crumpled form. The only one who looked up as I neared was the girl. I held her gaze, looking for any spark of recognition. I saw nothing in those dead eyes but suffering. “Leave him be,” I said. 


     “Why?” 


     The two men had stopped kicking Mark. The pair of them glared at me. “Why?” repeated head shaker. “This fuckhead murdered my wife.” He looked at the girl. “He stuck a broom handle into her dad’s eye.” The other man stopped directly in front of me. “Come on, man. Look, I get it, you know the dude, but that doesn’t matter not anymore. He could be your brother, your best bud. Fuck, he might even be your boyfriend. Take it from me, all that’s in the past, he’s one of them now. One of the enemy, and as soon as your back’s turned, he’ll stick a knife in it.” 


     Mark turned to face me. “Hello, Travis. Submit. Let us end you. Let us end you before our masters arrive.” He turned his head up to face the ornate ceiling. “The flesh of us flows from them.” 


     “Fuck this,” said head shaker. “Just kill them both. Be done with it, so we can get a move on.” 


     “You lot are all fucking insane!” I screamed. “Just a bunch of maniacs. You look at this, look around you!” Fresh blood splashed up against my legs. “For crying out loud, how many of these creatures have you killed here?” Tears ran down my face. I looked over at my best friend. Although he knew my name, I saw nothing in those eyes. They were as dead as the girl’s eyes.  


     “What are you talking about?” asked head shaker. “We’re not responsible for this. We’ve only been here for an hour. This mess was here when we got here.” 


     Mark laughed. “The ones before you submitted.” 


     “You fucker!” The other man lifted the sword. 


     “Drop that right now!” 


     I spun around. Walking out of a clothing shop next to where the men found Mark was Stu. His pistol was pointed straight at the man holding the sword. 


     “Isn’t Saturday’s lottery jackpot good enough for you?” Stu looked directly at me and tipped an imaginary hat. “See, I said there’d be others.” He walked past me and stopped. “Come on, lower that weapon arm or lose your kneecap.” 


     “Why the fuck should I do that?” 


     “Unless you can stop a bullet, I’d say that you already know the answer.” 


     “Kill them, Stu, They’ve already killed a load of the turned.” 


     He shook his head. “Maybe they have. In fact, I’d be surprised if these guys haven’t had to protect themselves, but not here, not in the mall. They haven’t been here long, for a start.” 


     The man looked at his companions before looking back at my new friend. “Wait, I know you now. You’re the guy who hangs around the back of the open market on a Saturday. You’re Traveller Stu.” 


     Stu bowed. “At your service. Now that we’re all fast friends, I’d suggest that you drop the sword arm. Just don’t drop the weapon.” He reached into his pockets, brought out a length of cord, and threw it at me. “Travis, secure your best bud. We don’t have a lot of time.” 


     I caught the rope in both hands. “How do you know?” 


     “The truck’s engine is still warm.” 


     We stood there, all six of us, looking at each other. The only one who looked remotely bored was Mark. He continued to stare at the ceiling whilst muttering that the flesh of us flows from them. I pushed past both men, confident that neither of them would stop me. Mark lowered his head, grinned at me, and held out his hands. 


     “You can’t do this!” cried the girl. 


     Stu nodded. “It’s almost as if you want my friend and me to leave you three alone.” He tested my bindings before pushing the gun back into his belt. “I don’t want to, but if forced, we will go. I’m sure there will be other survivors for us to rescue.” 


     Head shaker burst out laughing. “Rescue us? You’re fucking crazy. Rescue us from who?” 


     “You’re the driver,” he said, nodding at the other man. “You’d better pray that the keys are still in your pocket.” Stu grabbed the bound up Mark and propelled him towards me. “I’m rescuing you from the ones who made the mess that you lot are standing in.” He took out his pistol. “Travis, put him into the back of the truck, and don’t allow the others to hurt him.” Stu smiled. “Can you not hear them, lady and gentlemen?” 


     A low rumble reached my ears. It was the sound of dozens of shoes, trainers, and boots hitting the mall’s tiles. Mark chuckled quietly. “The flesh of us flows from them.” 


     My ears yelled out. I stumbled backwards, catching myself before hitting the floor. I tightened my grip on Mark’s wrist, and pushed him through the gap in the doors. Stu had dropped one of the approaching humanlikes, and the others simply surged forward, not caring that their feet were standing over one of their kind. The other three followed me out. Judging from their looks, neither of them had any experience with a firearm either. Another shot rang out, and I saw one more person, a child of around ten or eleven, disappear under the crowd. 


     Remembering his orders, I kept hold of Mark, and ran towards the truck. Unburdened with extra baggage, my new companions ran past me, reaching their vehicle way before we did. My heart sank when the doors slammed shut, and the truck started first time. The bastards were going to leave us here. I let go of Mark, and raced across the road. If I could at least grab the back before they had chance to reverse, I might be able to swing my body into the back. There was no way that I’d let them leave us behind.  


     So focussed on catching up with the truck, I didn’t notice that the light had dimmed. It was only when the passenger’s window wound down, and the girl stuck out her head. She yelled something at me before gazing up. She started to moan. 


     “The flesh from us flow from them.” 


     I jumped; I hadn’t heard Mark reach me. The two now faced the sky. I followed their gaze, and almost lost control of my bladder. Thousands of jet black triangles filled the sky. “It’s the end of everything.” 


     “Move away from Mark 


     I jerked my gaze down, to find Stu standing on the kerb. His pursuers were all grouped at the entrance of the mall. Every one of them were looking into the sky. “What’s the point?” I moaned. “We can’t fight this anymore.” 


     He raised his pistol. “This is what they’ll all remember.” 


     His gun shouted one more time, and Mark’s body slammed into the middle of the road. 


     “Oh, fuck, you’ve killed him!” 


     “Shut up, Travis, and help me get him into the back of the truck.” Stu thrust the gun back into his belt. “Move it! We don’t have much time.” 


       


     *** 


       


     They turned day into night. There really were so many. Stu had been right about the survivors not remembering much before their ships blocked out the sun. As we sped through our town, swerving past abandoned vehicles, they continued to arrive. Thousands upon thousands of them. If it hadn’t been for Stu, I don’t think any of us would have reached our destination. He’d been the only one who’d kept his cool; one second giving the driver directions, the next making sure that I kept pressure on Mark’s wounded leg.  


     Can you believe that he took us back to the scrapyard? Of all the places we could go, Stu took us in there. As the truck wheeled past the piles of dissected cars, all I could hear was Mark’s continuous chant. He hadn’t stopped saying those words. There seemed little point in telling him to shut his mouth, it’s not like he would have listened. 


     I know I haven’t told you much of what you don’t already know. I’m sorry about that, but I think that it’s essential that you know the background first. Believe me, what doesn’t sound that important could end up being the one thing that saves your life. 


     Son, I can hear them. The extractors have just come back online. They’re recycling the atmosphere. They always do that first. You would have thought that by now, some of the prime aliens would have adapted themselves to breathe our air.  


     Oh, that’s a funny one. Why would they bother doing that when they can just as easily adapt us instead? Fuck, my breath is starting to mist, and the fluid in these clear pipes have changed colour. I don’t have long left. When they get here, you can be sure that they’ll detect that I’ve tampered with the equipment. You need to listen to me, son. The next piece could be your saviour.  


     I’ll resume my story several hours later, when I opened my eyes and saw, to my complete surprise, I’d survived the night; we all had, even Mark. There was something else equally shocking too. The skies were completely clear, I saw no sign of those black ships, and I could have made myself believe that I’d imagined them. All that faded as soon as I stood up and gazed into the distance. 


       


     *** 


       


     I awoke to the sound of quiet chuckling. It was most unnerving. Not her voice, hell, I could listen to that girl all day, and never grow tired of it. It’s just that a few hours earlier I finally fell into an exhausted sleep, thinking that I’d never hear the noise of laughter ever again. To be honest, I didn’t think that I’d hear anything at all, on account of them coming for us whilst we slept. 


     If the Black Sentinels didn’t melt us, then the aliens certainly would. Black Sentinels? It’s not my name. Mark came up with that to describe the spider things during his one brief moment of coherency.  


     I don’t remember that much of last night. I didn’t speak that much, and neither did our new companions. I guess that now our oppressors had finally shown up, there was no need to say anything, apart from to await our death. After all, what chance did any of us have now? In fact, the only two people that were using their vocal chords were Mark and Stu, although my ex-best mate was just saying that same thing over and over. On the other hand, Stu never shut up, explaining what he believed were their tactics. Explaining something called ‘shock and awe’ tactics, while pointing upwards. Saying that they need us broken, as broken things are easier to sweep up.  


     He’d even got a fire going, despite the protests from the two men. Once they had calmed down, Stu dragged Mark closer to the fire, and we all watched him in silence as he forced a funnel into Mark’s mouth, and poured a full bottle of cheap vodka down his mouth. 


     The consequence shocked the hell out of me. I saw—at least I thought I saw— a part of the old Mark shine though, but that could have been my imagination. His spell from repeating that chant only lasted a minute or two, but it was enough for Stu. He said it gave him hope, it should give us all hope.  


     I turned away and lay on my back, wanting to see stars, but only seeing millions of black triangles. Hope was the last thing I felt. I closed my eyes just as Mark began to start his chanting again. 


     Managing to get past the shock of not being dead, I shuffled into a sitting position, placing the quilt cover that I used as a pillow over my legs.  


     “Good to see you’re awake, young Fitzpatrick. Come on over, and formally introduce yourself.” 


     The others were sat around the smouldering embers of the fire. I was the only one missing. Even Mark was there, although he wasn’t taking part in their conversation on account of him being trussed up like a supermarket chicken. They’d even gagged him. I looked into his eyes, hoping to see recognition, perhaps a silent cry for help. I saw nothing in there but my own reflection. I’d never felt so alone. 


     “Notice the blue sky?” asked the girl. She uncrossed her legs, and walked over to me. I felt a little uncomfortable in her presence, considering how our first meeting went. She bent down, grabbed my hand, and pulled me to my feet.  


     “Looks like we’ll live for another day.” She turned her head. “As your strange pal says, we got the six numbers again.” The girl pulled me over to the fire. “I’m Ingrid, and this is my dad, Joshua.”  


     The truck driver stood up, and shook my hand. “I can’t tell you how thankful I am to find others.” He looked down at the other man, the head shaker. “This is Harry Cray. He’s a family friend.” 


     They both sat back down, and I followed suit, noting that this Harry Cray bloke hadn’t taken his eyes off me. Stu looked over at me.  


     “Blue sky, Travis. I’m a little shocked.” 


     I nodded. “You’re not the only one. Where have all the ships gone?” 


     “Oh, dear, you see, this is what happens when you oversleep, and join in to the middle of a conversation. Blue sky, Travis!” He rolled his eyes. “It’s Monday, it’s supposed to be pissing down, or at least dull and cloudy. Is that not how you workers see Monday morning? The start of the working week. Yet another five days of drudgery” He looked at his watch. “By the way, you’re late for work. How am I supposed to steal my microwave chicken dinner if you’re not making them anymore?” 


     Even the head shaker cracked a smile. I had no inclination to do anything but sigh. I couldn’t stop glancing over at Mark and wonder exactly what Stu was up to. I’d learned a lot of the man yesterday. The most important lesson had been that he never did anything without a bloody good reason. That included his words as well, no matter how irrelevant they sounded. If the others live through the next few days, perhaps they might understand this too. 


     “To answer your question, Travis?” Stu used a pair of metal tongs to pull a foil package out of the red ashes. He gingerly dropped it on the saucer he gave me yesterday, and unwrapped it. The smell of cooked fish caressed my nostrils. “I thought you might be hungry.” He leaned over the fire, and handed me the plate, along with a fork. “To impress the natives, our colonial ancestors used a variety of tricks, everything from fireworks to taking their pictures. It’s by the book tactics. If you can break the spirit of your potential enemy, then half the battle is won. I believe that our invaders are using exactly the same tactics. What if there were only about a dozen ships in the sky last night. Each one stationed in fixed orbit over certain locations across the globe, and the ones that we saw were just holographic copies of them. Maybe even just shells, dummy ships.” 


     Harry snorted. “That’s bullshit.” 


     “No, wait on, Harry. Don’t you remember that documentary we saw a few weeks ago, about the army building a load of cardboard tanks to fool the Germans during the Second World War?” Joshua gazed at Stu. “It’s the same thing, isn’t it?” 


     Ingrid’s thigh was pressed tight against mine. I ate my hot fish, feeling the pleasure from the food as well as the pleasure from the girl’s proximity. Right at that moment, I didn’t care if her actions were intentional. As Stu had said to me yesterday, enjoy the moment, as none of us knew exactly what lay around the corner. I took my eyes off the fish laden fork to see Stu reaching behind him to pull out two shotguns. I might not know exactly what lay around the next corner, but the scruffy man opposite me at least had a good idea. He never ceased to amaze me. How the hell had he ended up living out of fucking dustbins? 


     “I thought I heard somebody moving about last night.” Harry glared at Mark. “If I’d known you had gone for a wander, I would have put that thing out of its misery.” 


     All jollity drained from the camp. I slowly put the full fork back on the plate, and began to stand up. I didn’t care that he was twice my size and age. My movement stopped when Ingrid gripped my wrist and pulled me back down. “Leave it!” she hissed.  


     “My new dear friend, what is your trade?” 


     Harry moved his glare to Stu. “What the fuck has that got to do with you?” 


     Stu gave the man a most disarming smile. “Come on, just humour me, sir. I’m interested. I mean, of course, if you’re a government agent, then I can understand your reluctance to share.” He tapped an empty plate next to Harry’s ankle. “See it as a trade.” 


     “I am…I was a bricklayer. Done the job since leaving school. I’m good at it too.” 


     “I see. That’s a skilled and honourable trade, Harry, and I’m sure you are good at your job. Although I profess to only knowing the basics, I’m pretty sure that murdering another human being isn’t part of your skill set?” 


     Harry jumped to his feet. “Are you taking the piss?” 


     “For fuck’s sake, Harry, will you sit back down?!” 


     The man shook his head. “Not a chance, Josh. This joker needs to know his place.” 


     “Harry, for the last time, cool your jets, and sit back down. This guy saved our skins.” He looked at Stu. “You’re ex-army, that much I do know.” 


     The girl picked up my fork, and placed it back into my hand. “You need to eat, Travis. Eat and stay quiet.” She turned my head, and placed a single kiss on my lips. “And keep watching.” 


     Stu hadn’t moved a muscle since Harry had jumped up, his posture all set for bashing mode. “You’re a civilian, my friend. That status alone makes me envy you.” He sat up. “That envy reaches out to all of you. It isn’t just envy though. I feel pride. I feel love for you, Harry, and for all of you here. Call it job satisfaction. Because of what I did, none of you have had to kill another human.” 


     I blinked, gaping at Stu. There were tears flowing down his face. Harry sat back down; he looked straight at the other man before staring down at his feet. 


     “Taking another life was the hardest thing that I had to do, even with the gruelling training and the techniques they used to break up our moral centres.” He took a deep breath, and passed Harry one of the shotguns. “Here you go. Why don’t you try it? Travis did it a couple of nights ago. If he can do it, I’m sure you can. Don’t worry, it’s loaded. Go on, go kill Mark. It’ll be easier with this. There’ll be more mess, but less of a problem for you. It only takes slight pressure to pull the trigger. As I took your sword with me last night, you’ll have only been able to use your hands.” He placed his own hands around his throat. “Not the best way to murder somebody. I mean, can you imagine watching the light dying in their eyes as you squeeze the life out of them?” 


     I felt the girl go rigid. Whatever she had expected Stu to do, I bet that this wasn’t it. His behaviour even made me uneasy, but at least I had some experience of his ways. The head shaker just sat there holding the gun as if it was a live snake. After a few moments, he handed it back to Stu. 


     “Your magic time came and went whilst you were in that mall, Harry. Mark should have died at your hands there and then, in the heat of the moment.” 


     “I’m glad you didn’t kill him,” I muttered. 


     “So am I, my young Fitzpatrick, but not for the reason you believe.” Stu stowed the weapons back behind him. “Harry, that gun belongs to you now by the way.” He held up his hand when the man opened his mouth. “Later, sir.” Stu then nodded to Ingrid. “Okay, honey. As you were the first to awake, why don’t you show Travis what scared you so much, three hours ago.” 


     She nodded, and took my hand. “Come on, you’ll want to see this.”  


     Ingrid pulled me away from the comforting warmth, towards the two gates. I stopped her just before we reached the portacabin. Tiny splinters of painted wood were all that remained of the door. I looked back at where we slept, and found the back of Stu’s head. It didn’t make any sense. He knew that about the thing in there, not to mention the hundreds of trapped stalks in the cars on the jammed road.  


     Just what made him feel that sleeping in the open air would be safer than finding refuge in a house? Ingrid tugged at my hand. “Don’t worry, we’ve already checked it out. There’s nothing in there but a pile of mouldy porn mags and a chipped mug. This is far more interesting.” 


     My feet stumbled just before the pair of us got to the gates. I didn’t even notice. My gaze was elsewhere, at what had happened to the skyline. The rectangular blocks of Lorchester’s buildings were now dwarfed by the jaw-dropping sight behind them. As far as the eye could see, hundreds of towers reaching to the clouds now spanned the horizon. Some of them must have been at least a couple of miles high. They looked like gigantic stalagmites, or termite nests. Whatever they were, they sure as fuck weren’t natural. Could anything else happen to us? “I don’t think I can take any more of this, Ingrid. I want to wake up now. I think my mum is calling me down for breakfast.” 


     “Stu says that we need to check them out. He also told me that I have to look after you.” 


     “Pardon? Wait, rewind here.” I fixed my eyes on the now empty cars. I felt like I was sinking into thick mud. Yet, despite this, I welcomed the time when the slime covered over my head, flowing into my ears, up my nose, and into my mouth. At least I’d be free; I’d be out of the madness.  


     “I thought I was going mad, Travis.” She sat down on a tractor. “Stu told me a little of what you went through this morning, and I’m really sorry about what happened at the mall. I don’t mean when we met each other, I mean the first time, when you went to look for your mum.” 


     Ingrid looked back towards the three men. “It’s my birthday today, by the way.” Ingrid forced out a bitter laugh. “What a way to spend my birthday. That’s why we were at the mall. My mum took me there to look for a dress.” 


     I sat beside her, and listened to the girl tell me what had happened to her, and I squeezed her hand gently when she relayed what the humanlikes had done to her mum when they caught her. She never said if Mark had been with them and I didn’t ask. In fact, I stayed silent. It seemed like the best option. When she got to her life, or should I say, the life before, I turned to watch Stu show the two men how to hold the shotguns. 


     I only turned back when the girl asked me if she thought that we were all going to end up like everyone else; if we were all going to die. The picture of me drowning in mud surfaced once more, but this time, it changed. I saw the owner of that model shop falling forward, embracing death. “By rights, we should all have reached that state yesterday, or the day before.” 


     “I suppose.” Ingrid put her arm around my waist, and rested her head on my shoulders. “You know something? I think I remember you from school. You were a couple of years above me though.” 


     I ran my fingers through her soft hair, wondering what she looked like with no clothes on. I guessed that if Stu didn’t end up getting the pair of us killed today, I guess I’d find out tonight. That thought brought me no comfort, and for the life in me, I couldn’t explain why not. After all, the girl was incredibly beautiful. “Tell me what Stu thought those structures are, Ingrid.” 


     The girl wrapped both her arms around me and leaned closer until our lips were almost touching. “I don’t want to die, Travis.” She sobbed. “I don’t want to go the same way as my mum. Promise me that you’ll look after me?” 


     “Ingrid. I thought Stu told you to look after me, not the other way around.” 


     She held me even tighter, and kissed me. I wanted to struggle, to push her away. I wasn’t ready for any of this. My mind was all over the place. But then what did my mind know about anything? My body wasn’t about to get in the way. When her fingers slid down my spine, I gave in and embraced her. 


       


     *** 


       


     Listen to me go on about fucking trivialities! The last thing you want to hear right now, son, is how you came into this soon to be sterilised world. No, you weren’t conceived there and then, right in front of Ingrid’s own bloody father. We were all confused, traumatised, and terrified of our futures, but we weren’t animals.  


     I don’t have much time left, I can hear them climb through the ribbed corridors. Shit, I’ve wasted so much time. Listen to me, son. I thought that the only reason why we were able to escape turning into one of those stalks was because we ended up being covered by the fluid from those mushroom egg things. It wasn’t anything to do with them. Neither Ingrid, her father, nor Harry had any idea that they even existed.  


     They had a natural immunity to whatever the bastards used to turn us. All the ones that lived through those hellish nights were exactly the same. Don’t you get it? You are looking for a solution in the wrong places. You won’t find anything in the remaining spires. There’s nothing in the humanlike infection labs, even the scattered tribes of the rogue fifth columns won’t be able to help you. The cure is inside you. You’re a product of the pairing of two whose bodies fought and won the alien takeover. You’re unique, the only one of your kind. The others, your fellow fighters, all have questionable parents. Don’t take offence here, you know it’s true. At least one of their parents was a humanlike, and that means they all carry tainted blood.  


     I think that… Oh fuck, they’re here, they’re at the cell door, I need to stop this, I can’t allow them to find… 


       


     End of part one. 


       


    


  




  

       


     Part Two. 


       


     My guts are spinning; they feel as though they’re inside a fucking washing machine. It’s only the desperation of needing every piece of energy I have that’s stopped me from throwing up my last meagre meal. The cell door slammed shut just a few moments ago, and I tell you now, it took great effort to wait until they had gone before I slid down the wall and let it all out. 


     I don’t think my posture or expression betrayed my true intent when that foul thing dropped his little bombshell. Little bombshell? Ha! More like a planet busting nuclear detonation. Oh, God, and I thought the Black Sentinels were bad. 


     After twenty five years of wanting to see the true face of the enemy, I have finally found out exactly what they now look like. I think I preferred it when I didn’t know. In fact, I know I do.  


     I am so tired, and can you believe that after what I’ve just gone through, I want to go to sleep? It’s an action that I’m so trying to avoid. You see, when I do, I find the memory of their eyes running up and down my frail and filthy body filling my mental vision.  


     I’m sorry, my son, but I’m not ready to describe them to you. I think it’ll take me a while for the shock to sink in, and therein lies the problem. You, see, I don’t think I have the luxury of time anymore. In fact, I know I don’t. 


     As far as I know, I’m their last prisoner. Why they kept me imprisoned for so long is a mystery to me. Neither do I know why all the others on this prison ship weren’t human. I ran out of plausible explanations months ago. They have all gone, and I’m the last one. 


     Will I be following the others out of the airlock? Now that is an intriguing question. That’s how all the others went. The procedure followed the same pattern.  


     They took the prisoner from their cell, we all heard that. We heard the poor bastard screaming for mercy through the intercom systems. Thing is, I had no idea what any of them were saying. Most of the time, all I heard was a bunch of hisses, clicks, whistles. Oh, there was always the screaming though.  


     None of us saw the execution, but we sure as fuck saw the body. Our guards flushed pieces out of the airlock. Some of the frozen chunks of leg, shell, torso, and head even bumped against our windows before Earth’s gravity claimed them.  


     If there is nobody left, I might just get away with a quick death, unless they just flush me into space still breathing. After everything that those bastards have put me through whilst up here, I think that finding myself trying to breathe vacuum would be a kindness, and that word is definitely not in their vocabulary.  


     I always knew that I was living on borrowed time. Now, though, I know this for a fact. They’ll be coming for me next. I’m not going to let them kill me, not a chance. Not after what I’ve just seen. I’m going to find some way out of here. I will escape, and get back down to the planet. This new knowledge will unite all of the rival factions; I think it’s the only thing that will. 


     They were only in here for a minute at the most. I knew something was different as soon as the cell door slid open, and only two of them walked in. There was no sign of any Black Sentinel. That has never happened before. The two guards then removed their helmets, and took a blood sample. That’s it, they placed one of vile organic patches on my forearm, waited until the colour has changed from pale yellow to red, peeled it off, and left me with their revelation for company. 


     The bastards didn’t even replace the pipes. Just as well, really, as it means that I can still talk. There’s still so much that I need to tell you; there’s so much knowledge locked inside my head that will help you fight them. 


     I can’t stop shivering now. I guess the shock’s just kicked in. This place feels different now, and it’s not just the noises coming from God knows where, it’s the general feel of the place. I can’t say exactly what it is. Listen to me, babble on about irrelevant crap. It’s probably just my mind adapting to the thought of dying.  


     The best thing for me is to continue talking. I’ll need to skip ahead, though, but not too far, and certainly not to the time when you came about. Just to another significant point about a month after they arrived; it might even be two months. It was so difficult keeping track of time. Sometimes the days seemed to last for weeks, and other times the days all merged into one mass segment of horror, death, and tragedy. It’s to the latter where I need to pick up the story 


       


     *** 


       


     I did as he commanded and shut my mouth, despite seeing no earthly reason why I should. I mean, there were only three of us in here. Stu, Charlie, and I had already checked out all the other classrooms and offices. There was nobody in here, something that Stu had obviously had trouble comprehending. I didn’t add Charlie into my silent dispute. He was one of Stu’s converted, a humanlike now back as one of us. Consequently, the fellow followed Stu around like a very big lost puppy. 


     I was mad. No, I was more than just mad, I was fucking furious. It was close to dusk now, and we were still on the other side of town, meaning that even if we set off right now, we’d still be a long way from home when the Black Sentinels came out to play. 


     The anger kept away the fear. This was the first time that I’d left Mark alone with the others. I still didn’t trust Mark, although Stu had assured me that he was no danger to anyone now. That may be so, but I couldn’t say the same about Harry. The meathead had made numerous offhand remarks regarding my best friend. Nothing that could be constituted as an outright threat, but the animosity was always present when those two were in the same room. 


     I just can’t understand why Stu was so adamant about leaving Mark behind. He was fine with any of the others going on this mission; he just needed Mark to stay behind. It didn’t make any sense to me. Why just him? I mean, if it was still a threat, then why the fuck didn’t he finish what he started, and take out the rest of those vile implants. He’s done it with the other five Humanlikes that we’d found and converted.  


     Not that any of the others were all that keen on going anywhere, and not that I blamed them. For the first time since they arrived, we’d actually found a place that felt secure. Oh, there had been evidence of the Black Sentinels, but that wasn’t unusual, those things must have been through every part of the town by now. Every single night they streamed out of the Spire Forest and picked their way through anywhere that might hide one of us. It’s a combination of skill and luck that we’d managed to evade them for so long. 


     No, they wouldn’t be moving. For three nights we heard them. Their legs scraping over brick and concrete, and not one of them had attempted to enter our new home. Like the others, I was tired; not just my body, but my mind as well. I couldn’t remember the last time we had a decent night’s sleep. How could we sleep with the knowledge that thousands of Black Sentinels were scouring the town, night after night, desperately hunting us down?  


     It was the nights when we heard their guns discharging, they were the worse ones. Once you heard that, all thoughts of sleeping just vanished, and you spent the next few hours wondering if they had just melted another survivor, or if they had disturbed one of the few cats or dogs that had escaped the first night’s purge. 


     So I don’t really blame any of them for not wanting to step foot out of our safe haven. After running for so long, I think we all needed at least a week to recharge our batteries. Once Stu had mentioned his plan to go exploring, and Harry had straight away chimed in with ‘Whatever Stu needed to do, it could wait, or he’d be leaving alone.’ Until the meathead had opened his big mouth, I was on the verge of climbing back into that nice warm bed, and into the arms of the nice warm Ingrid.  


     “I should have stayed with Ingrid, you ungrateful bastard,” I muttered, watching Charlie pick up an exercise book and skim through the pages. Should I be more concerned about having one of Stu’s converted in our company? After all, I only had Stu’s say so that the bloke was totally free of the alien influence. Sure, he looked normal enough, and believe me, I’ve been watching the five of them very carefully, just in case any of their faces started to change.  


     I remember seeing Charlie around town. He used to work as a bartender in one of the nightclubs. With his athletic build, angular features, and bright blue eyes, the lad was a regular girl magnet. The change had put paid to that though. I don’t know what Stu had done to them to change the people back to fully human, but it had left its mark. His face was now a mass of scar tissue. He looked like a skin grafted burn victim. Not that he was complaining over the loss of his looks. 


     You only had to watch him around Stu to see that. He worshiped the man; hell, they all did. It also meant that if I showed just the inkling of dissent in the ranks, I would automatically be in the wrong by two to one.  


     Charlie dropped the book, wandered over to one of the Bunsen burners, and started to fiddle with the mechanism. “I remember using this to set fire to my mate’s pencil case with one of these.” 


     I turned away, not wanting to join in, even though I had done the exact jape myself. I had no wish to have any common ground with the lad. This place hadn’t changed in almost five years. I still remember climbing those stairs up to the chemistry lab, back when we were all studying the core subjects. Thank God, we were able to just choose the one science. I went for Biology, not because I enjoyed the subject, I just fancied the teacher. Also, I couldn’t stand physics, and I hated Chemistry even more than I hated maths. 


     I had no idea what Stu wanted up here. After his last retort, I was in no mood to ask him. I wandered over to the window and peered outside, expecting to see pretty much the same as I’d seen looking out of the floor below this one. “You have got to be shitting me!” I gasped. “Stu, come here, we are so fucked! 


     “What part of do not talk did you not understand?” 


     I heard him, but the words just flew straight over me, I stood transfixed at the sight five floors below us. “Black sentinels, Stu.” 


     “Oh, no, Stu, he’s right!” 


     “The man pushed between the pair of us. “This is all wrong. They’re not acting as I thought they would. Bloody hell, this is unexpected.” 


     The carpark was thick with black bodies flowing like tar towards the front entrance. Dotted throughout the mass were spots of colour. In didn’t take much figuring out that it wasn’t just Black Sentinels down there. A group of humanlikes had joined this assault. “What are we going to do now, Stu? It won’t take those horrible things five minutes to get up here. It’s fucking obvious that they’re here for us three.” Even from here, I could hear them clambering over each other, rushing through the lobby, making for the stairway. 


     He turned away from the window, and headed back towards the large desk at the front of the classroom. 


     “Didn’t you hear what I just said?” 


     “Sure, I heard you, my young Fitzpatrick, I just didn’t feel the need to reply.” He reached the desk, and ran his fingers across the surface. “It’s been such a long time since I did this. Such workmanship,” Stu turned around and gazed at the classroom door. “So, why do you think it’s obvious that they’re here for us? Please, feel free to share your evidence.” 


     I moved away from the window, terrified that one of the humanlikes would look up. Charlie hadn’t moved, his face was pressed against the glass. “Get away from the window!” I grabbed his shoulder, and jerked him back. “Do you want them to see us?” 


     He shook his head, scuttled over the Stu, and slammed his back against the wall. “I want to go home,” he whispered. 


     I ignored Charlie and looked back at Stu, my anger now feeling like a furnace. “Are you missing a few brain cells? Why else would they be here?” Jesus, what was wrong with him today? He stood there, complete with his patronising posture, making me feel as though I was back in class. Hell, Stu had never been one hundred percent transparent with me with his plans, but at least until today the bastard never talked to me like I was something he’d found on the bottom of his shoe. 


     “That’s exactly my point, Travis, why else? Oh dear, and you accuse me of missing a few brain cells. Have you not ever not considered switching your brain out of neutral and actually engaging it?” he shouted. 


     “Screw you,” I hissed, storming over to the door. If he wanted those black fuckers to turn him into a puddle of slime, then that’s his problem. I had no intentions of sticking around. I pulled open the door, raced along the corridor, and headed for the nearest fire escape. It might have been a while since I was last inside my old school, but I still vividly remembered the weekly fire drills. The closest way out of here was through the physics labs a couple of doors from here. I glanced behind me, a little annoyed to see that Stu was right behind me with his poodle a couple of steps behind him. 


     “That’s not exactly a coherent answer, Travis. If you were being tested, I believe that would have resulted in a fail.” 


     “Why the fuck are you following me?” 


     He shook his head. “There you go again with your strange assumptions. That door a few steps from you is just the next room to investigate, that’s all.” He closed the gap to two paces, grabbed my jacket, and slammed me into the walls. “Perhaps it’s best if you stayed here?” 


     It didn’t matter what I tried, I couldn’t shift the bastard. “Get off me, I swear, if you don’t, I’ll…” 


     He lunged forward, and pressed his lips against mine. The shock was so great that for that moment I almost forgot how to breathe, let alone struggle. His eyes shifted towards the other door before he looked at Charlie. After a moment that lasted a lifetime, he pulled back. 


     “Don’t say one more word,” he whispered. Stu dragged me over to the door, and peered inside before pulling me over to another classroom on the other side of the corridor. “Get in here.” He nodded to Charlie who meekly followed me inside the empty classroom. “We should be able to watch the proceedings without dying. I would have preferred a better view, but your behaviour kinda put a stop to me following through with my original idea.” 


     He gently clicked the door shut and pulled down the grey blind, then ran over to the window. “Come and have a look at this, Travis.” 


     The man had done it again, he’d managed to push out my fury with just a few little obscure sentences; the kiss kinda helped as well, although I think he was just trying to shut me up. At least, I hope that’s what he was doing. 


     “Do you see now?” 


     I gazed out of the window. This side, I saw no sign of any of them. I did see the sun on the horizon, though, and it had already began to touch the tops of the Spire Forest. “Great, it’s empty, so we can use the fire door to get the fuck out of here.” 


     “So, you don’t see.”  


     “Neither do I,” said Charlie. 


     My heart almost stopped when I heard their legs tapping across the corridor tiles. They were already here! Stu ran over to the door, and gently lifted the blind. “Come on, lads, you’ll find this interesting.” 


     Oh, God, he really was missing a few brain cells! I had no intention of going over there; we needed to get out, like right now. As I edged over to the fire escape, like the drone that he is, Charlie followed his master’s command. My hand touched the metal bar, yet I could not bring myself to slam it down. I couldn’t leave them to their fate. Well, I had no problems with leaving Charlie, but I certainly wasn’t going to let those things melt Stu. Despite this one aberration, the man was needed. 


     “Trust me on this one, Travis. This is not a one number day. It’s not even a five number day either. Come on. Do you not want to see why we’re here?” The man’s disarming smile almost won me over. “Look, I’m sorry if I’ve been a little rough with you. I’m not being a cock on purpose.” He sighed. “I didn’t want to announce this right now, but I’ll be leaving pretty soon.” 


     Both Charlie and I gazed at the man. I have no idea what was going through the converted lad’s mind, but I sure as hell knew what was going through mine. “But you can’t go. Without you, we’ll all be dead in a week.” 


     “That’s nice of you to admit. It does make me wonder why you’re still over there stroking that bar like it’s Ingrid’s thigh. You know, instead of being over here with the rest of the gang.” 


     “Are you really going to leave us?” 


     He nodded. “I’m afraid so. There’s something that needs doing. Now, are you going to come over here, or are you leaving the party? Come on, put away your fear, and take a look at this.” 


     He shook his head when I still didn’t move. 


     “Travis. You know how the Black Sentinels operate when searching for us.” He then lifted the blind, showing me exactly what they were doing out in the corridor. “Like I said earlier, what makes you so sure that they’re after us?” 


     Every single one of them was scuttling into the classroom opposite us. After watching four of the things enter and not come back out, I looked at Stu. “What the hell is happening? That room is only the same size as this one, they can’t all fit inside.” 


     “Well, I do believe that this question of yours warrants an investigation, young Fitzpatrick,” he said, pushing down the door handle. Stu paused, and ran his tongue over his top lip. “Just for once, Travis, trust me here. No hesitation, just follow.” 


     I let go of the bar, and did as he asked, remembering how he just seemed to know that the Black Sentinels would go past the scrapyard on the first night after the stalks and the spiders joined up. After all these months of running and fighting, I still had problems in trusting him. For that, I felt a little ashamed.  


     Stu pressed his hand against Charlie when he stepped forward. “No, son, you need to stay here.” 


     I walked past the converted lad, sensing his disappointment, and once again, I felt ashamed at wanting to stick out my tongue as we both left the classroom. I turned around and found ourselves just a metre away from a Black Sentinel. Stu grabbed me tight, stopping me from darting back into the room. 


     “Do that, and we’ll both be soup.” He took one step closer to the monster, and slowly let go of my jacket sleeve. “They rely on trigger responses, Travis. At least, that’s what I believe.” 


     The Black Sentinel walked up to the open doorway, folded the two beam weapons under its main body, then followed its companions into the room. I couldn’t move my feet. Just being this close to them was doing strange things to my whole body. I opened my mouth, wanting to ask a thousand questions, but all I could croak out was one single word. “Why?” 


     “Why are we still alive?” He then did something I least expected. “This is just unreal, are you telling me that instead of running from house to house for almost four months, all we had to do was to just play fucking statues?” 


     Stu had copied me perfectly, even down to the mannerisms. “That didn’t even sound like me, you piss-taking bastard.” 


     “Bullshit,” he said, smiling. “I want you to look into that classroom, my friend. Go on, it’s perfectly safe.” 


     I jumped back, almost crashing into the wall when another Black Sentinel raced along the corridor, and followed the other one into the doorway. “Fuck me!” I gasped.  


     “Who ever said I don’t hold a cool party is obviously talking out of their arse. Right, it’s all clear. Sorry about that, I should have been watching.” Stu nodded once before pushing me forward. 


     Apart from the sound of my harsh breathing, I heard nothing else. I took this as a sign that perhaps the procession of monsters had finally ended. After a gentle push, I walked through the doorway, my mind filling me with images of a hundred Black Sentinels, all squashed together like sardines in a tin. “This has got to be a joke,” I muttered. Apart from my own shivering body, there was nothing in here but scattered tables and chairs. I looked behind me. “Stu, come on, Mr Know-it-all, what’s happening?” 


     He followed me into the room. “I think I’m more Mr Notice-lots-of-stuff, but thank you for that. I’ll take your compliment and cherish it; I might even take it to bed with me tonight and hug it until sleep finally claims me.” He brushed past my body. Come on, I know you can do it. What’s happening in here? Think like Sherlock Holmes.” Stu looked me up and down. “Are you cold, laddie?” 


     I shook my head. “Sorry, I usually shiver in the presence of creature’s intent on turning me into a soufflé.”  


     “You didn’t answer my question.” 


     “No, Stu. I’m not cold. It’s pretty warm in here.” 


     “Yeah, odd that, considering the heating hasn’t worked since the aliens fucked everything up. Almost toasty in here, in fact.”  


     This was turning into another one of those times when his cryptic speaking bugged the shit out of me. Why the hell couldn’t he just stop going around the houses, and tell me it straight? Stu had made his way over to the corner of the room, and judging by his posture, he’d found something very interesting just behind the teacher’s large wooden desk. Knowing him, it could be anything from a fucking paperclip, to a pair of green panties. Maybe they all jumped out of the window? Sighing heavily, I walked towards the grinning man. Once again, he’d made me feel like the thick pupil, unable to grasp the simplest of problems. 


     All semblance of normality ended just by the tip of Stu’s toes, when it became obvious as to where the monsters had gone. They’d cut a circular hole into the wooden floorboards, just wide enough for their bodies to fit if they folded their weapons under themselves. Stu nodded, then dropped to his knees. 


     “It’s like being stuck inside a puzzle box.” Stu gingerly tapped the edge of the hole. “Melted. Seriously, how do you melt wood?” 


     “With chemicals?”  


     Stu chuckled. “Now you’re getting it!” 


     “No, I’m not. Believe me, I’m not.” 


     “You will do though. Come on, Alice, let’s pay a visit to wonderland.” He placed his legs over the edge, and dropped out of sight. 


     Right at that moment, the trust that I had in Stu and his decisions went head to head with my own self preservation. My moment of hesitancy, seemed to last a lifetime. It was only when the sight of his two eyes popping up above the hole that spurred me on. 


     “Ask yourself why they would climb so high, only to drop back down?” 


     I had no idea.  


     “Judging from the blank look, I’m guessing that your mind is elsewhere?” His head dropped back down. “Let’s find out!” shouted the disembodied voice. 


     Before common sense grabbed me by the balls and turned my body towards that fire escape, I did exactly what Stu wanted. I reached the edge, turned around, and climbed down into the warm hole. 


     I blinked, gazing in confusion at the sight of dozens of shiny black slabs of matter stuck to the walls. We had found ourselves in a passageway just three feet high and about the same width. I knew for a fact that this wasn’t part of the original construction. Not unless the builders had access to alien technology.  


     They melded wood, metal, and even chairs and desks to form this strange passageway. I didn’t think that after everything I’d seen, they had the power to surprise me anymore. Obviously, I’d gotten that wrong. 


     “Okay, this is weird.” 


     Stu nodded. “Oh, yeah, we’ve defiantly taken the wrong turn into Twilight Zone now. Come on, let’s see where it leads to.” 


     I followed him without complaint. It felt like the right thing to do despite being terrified of meeting one of the Black Sentinels coming the other way.  


     I silenced every one of the mental shouting voices, deciding for once to just go with the flow. After all, exactly what did we know about these fuckers? The simple answer was ‘Jack shit. This morning, Stu and Harry got into an argument on where we went from here and the urgency to gather information. Harry told him that he had no plans on doing anything right now apart from trying to stay alive. After all, they had enough food to last those years, why even bother purposely finding ways to die, a sentiment echoed by Joshua. For some reason Stu found this hilarious. Pointing out that if it hadn’t been for him, none of us would be in that preferable state right now. 


     Stu shuffled forward on his hands and knees, taking his time. Every so often, he’d stop and run his fingers across one of the shiny black slabs before muttering something intelligible.  


     His reply stopped Harry in his tracks but he still refused to budge. As far as he was concerned, it would be suicide to leave this place right now. After a few moments of uncomfortable silence, Harry had suggested that perhaps in another month or so the Black Sentinels might have given up looking for them. Why tempt fate? Stu had just turned around, and walked out of the room, still laughing. 


     My dad once said to fight an enemy, one needs to know them, to understand their motives. I think he was quoting something from one of his silly space TV programmes. It didn’t matter where the quote came from; right now I think it could be one of the most pertinent mottos ever devised. We were never going to learn anything about them by either running away or hiding like terrified rabbits. 


     I felt like I’d just been hit by a lightening bolt. Stu had got it right. “Jesus!” 


     Stu shuddered to a halt, and turned his head. “Are you alright?” 


     I smiled back at him. “Never better, my old…” I paused. “Bloody hell, I’ve just realised that I don’t know your last name.” 


     “Shit the bed, Travis. I thought you were in trouble or something.” 


     “You know, I’d piss myself if this corridor ends in a huge metal slide.” 


     “You what?” 


     “Come on, it must get a bit monotonous, spending all their time searching through empty houses every night. Perhaps all we’ve found here is a Black Sentinel playground. There might even be swings, and maybe even a roundabout somewhere in the town.”  


     “That’s not quite what I meant about you acting more like Sherlock Holmes, but hey, whatever works.” 


     The sheer fact that we were both in here at all should have already told me what I needed to know. I suppressed a chuckle. Stu had already known about this tunnel, or if he wasn’t aware of the tunnel, he would have at least known that something dodgy was going on in here. Why else would he lead myself and Charlie straight here?  


     Automatically, those voices barged in, and I almost allowed them space to vent their questions. Instead, I did the impossible, and zipped up. What would have been the point of shouting out a torrent of banal questions, it’s not as if he’d spurt out a straight answer. I stopped beside one of the black slabs and leaned closer, noting that this one wasn’t as smooth as the others that I’d passed. There were four deep grooves running horizontal, and one running from top to bottom. “Now that’s weird.” 


     “Halfway marker. That’s my guess. Why they’d want one is a more relevant question though. I’ll file that in the ‘What the fuck is all that about’ drawer. We had best hurry now, Travis. I don’t want to leave Charlie in that classroom for too long. His unwavering devotion only has a finite length. “ 


     “Shit, you already know what we’re going to find! Unreal, and it’s taken me this long to figure that out.” 


     “The fact that you’ve figured it out at all causes my heart to jump for joy. Now come on, let’s get our limbs blurring. We really are running out of time.” 


     Having said what I think was the highest ever compliment the man had given me, he set off, and this time Stu’s limbs did motor. I put my head down and attempted to keep up to his pace. 


     A moment later, a dull crimson light began to seep into the tunnel. It made me feel incredibly uncomfortable, almost to the point of slowing down, wondering if this really was such a good idea after all. 


     “Don’t back out now, Travis. “This is it; wonderland is the next stop.” 


     Without warning, the ground beneath his feet opened up, and Stu vanished. 


     I caught my breath and tensed up as the hard floor changed to sand and I fell, the tips of my fingers clawing down the sides of the wall before they, too, felt emptiness. With a sudden jolt, freezing water became my whole world. I opened my mouth and choked as the stuff rushed inside. 


     The only thing that stopped me from drowning was finding myself being lifted up out of the water. I opened my eyes at the same time as almost coughing out my insides. “Oh, Christ, I didn’t expect that!” 


     “I think it’s best to keep the voice volume down to a minimum,” hissed Stu. “We have company.” 


     I blinked out the water and slowly stood up, shivering in the waist high water, and gaping at the hundreds of Black Sentinels grouped around the pair of us. Red light streamed from hundreds of tiny triangular holes in the four brick walls surrounding us.  


     I thought that we had just dropped into hell, that notion only reinforced by the sight of numerous thin, red cables hanging from the ceiling high above us. There was something attached to the bottom to each cable, but the dim light made it difficult to see what it was. Stu pulled out a small penlight. “Is that such a good idea?” 


     He gave no sign of hearing me, and even if he had, I doubt the man would have paid any attention. A small beam of white light shone from Stu’s hand, the beam hitting the object under the cable. I moaned quietly when the torch illuminated this place’s real horror. 


     Each cable terminated with a severed human torso, the cable plunging into the neck stump. The Black Sentinel’s were directly under each torso, from the top of the body, a dozen stick-like poles connected the machine to the bottom of the torso.  


     “I think I want to be sick. Are they feeding?” 


     “I’ll go with that. They’re topping up before tonight’s activity. There’s another eight of them dotted around the town, all located in high buildings. This is their equivalent of a storehouse.” 


     “This is fucking disgusting.” 


     “I can’t agree more with that sentiment, Travis. It does bring up one important question though.” 


     If he said anything about asking where the slides and roundabouts were, I think I’d have to lay him out. “Just the one question?” Several Black Sentinels lowered their bodies, and their feeding tubes retracted into the tops of their bodies. They turned as one, and scuttled to the far side of this room before ducking into the water. I counted to up to ten before deciding they had gone. 


     “Why set up this delicate operation in the middle of enemy territory?” He looked directly at me, and smiled. “Of course, I think I know why.” 


     “Look, you’re going to tell me anyway, so just get on with it.” 


     “Simple. I mean, who do you know keeps a microwave in their bedroom? This is just awesome. I think we’ve finally made a break through.” 


     I could see that now. If we could deny their capability to feed, then the fuckers wouldn’t be able to scramble through the town every night. “It could cripple them, at least until they built them back up. Considering how quickly they put up the Spire Forest, I’m not too confident it would cripple them for long.” 


     “I reckon that was a flat pack.” 


     “What?” 


     “Self assembly units, brought from wherever these things came from.” He pointed up. “This is a different kettle of fish. Can you hear that thumping?” 


     I could, now that he’d pointed it out. It sounded like machinery. 


     “They’re hearts, Travis. They’ve modified the body’s pump to suit their own purposes. If they were destroyed, it would take them a while to harvest fresh ones, meaning that the Black Sentinels won’t be able to feed.”  


     He patted me on the shoulder. “Bet you’re glad that you didn’t stay in our shelter now, Travis. I provide the education as well as a tour around the most unusual parts of our fair town. Now, though, I think it’s time to head back and plan this.” 


     That sounded like the best idea he’d come up with in hours. He’d never mentioned anything before setting off about going for a swim. “Just how do you plan to do that, Stu?” I said looking up. “Unless, that is, you have a set of ladders up shoved up your sleeve.” 


     The three remaining Black Sentinels retraced their pipes, and began to scuttle towards the end of the chamber.  


     “No ladders, no need. We follow them out.” Stu waded past the first one, heading over to where the others had submerged. “Come on, laddie, they won’t bother us.” 


     The one nearest to Stu lifted its guns, and they followed his progress until he stepped in front of another one, before lowering them. We weren’t invisible to them, that much was obvious now. Shit, what the hell were we doing down here? “They can see us, Stu” 


     He turned his head. The man didn’t speak, he just nodded and smiled.  


     “For crying out loud, he knows.” I pushed my way through the cold water, not taking my eyes off the monster. What made everything a hundred times worse was the lack of head or eyes. I had no way of knowing what its next move could be. I passed it, and caught up to Stu. Then again, maybe that would be a bad idea. Did I really want a pair of malevolent eyes following me?  


     “Of course they can detect us. They would be crappy sentinels if they couldn’t. We are not following specified patterns, therefore we are anomalies. Now, in normal circumstances that wouldn’t make any difference. If they were coming for you on the street, it wouldn’t matter if you ran, danced, crawled, or stayed immobile, you’d still end up as a stain on the road. Down here though, it’s different.” 


     His calming tone helped to take the edge off my nerves, but that only lasted until the three monsters began to move. They were all heading towards us. 


     “See, they can’t complete their programming because they’ll be forbidden to fire in here. It would be like striking a match to look for a gas leak.” 


     I nodded, but didn’t believe a word. They were coming for us; they might not be able to melt us, but that didn’t stop them from wrapping those fucking black ropes around our bodies, and crushing the life out of us. As I watched, they started to uncoil. “Stu, do something!” 


     He just stood there, shaking his head from side to side. “No,” he muttered, “this is wrong. You’re not supposed to act like this.” 


     I closed my eyes. If I was going to die here, I didn’t want to see it. I heard the ropes lash out, but felt nothing. I did hear a single harsh scream, though, followed by a loud splash directly in front of me. 


     “Oh, dear God, you fool. Why didn’t you listen to me?” 


     I opened my eyes, and saw the three creatures turn, and in single file, they scuttled past us before disappearing from sight, leaving behind a single body floating face down in water. It was Charlie. I looked away from the mutilated body and turned to Stu, unable to speak. 


       


     *** 


       


     That was the first time that I’d seen the man shed tears. It was also a major turning point for me. I guess that from what you have read so far, you have difficulty equating the man you know to this useless teenager that I’ve described so far. Let’s face it, I was hardly the inspiring leader of men, the grizzled commander, loved by his fellow soldiers; men who’d die for him because they all know that he’d do exactly the same for each and every one of them. Let’s not split hairs here. I’m coming across as a bit of a whiny little bitch. If you’ve already split that hair, you might as well try to split it again, and rename this the heroic journal of Traveller Stu. From how this reads, that man is obviously the hero of the hour. 


     Yeah, well, I won’t apologise for my past old self. After all, according to Stu, my old self is exactly why he stuck to me like a limpet in those early days. True, it’s not like the man had a huge list of applicants desperately wanting to save the Earth from the slimy grasp of the little green men. Maybe I was just the best from a bad bunch? Or maybe he saw something in me that nobody else could? 


     Looking back at moments just after seeing those three Black Sentinels beneath the water still fills me with alarm.  


     Not because of just how close we obviously were to ending up dead, but of how the man next to me reacted once the machines had left us. We did follow through with what he mentioned had shot up the place. Would you believe that Stu had two handguns hidden in his jacket?  


     He passed me one of the guns, but for reasons only known to him, didn’t supply any ammo. He stood there and shot every one of those torsos, each one a clean shot through the heart. It was the look on his face that I’ll never forget. I’ve seen misery and trauma in the looks of the survivors, but to see those same terrible emotions etched on his face almost killed me. Until that time, I never realised just how much we relied on his strength. The man did go. After three more nights, Stu left quietly one morning. Looking back, I think it was only myself and Ingrid who even noticed, or for that matter, cared. I know the others didn’t. 


       


     *** 


       


     Harry passed me his beloved shotgun. After checking the chambers, I ran towards the remainder of our unit, hoping to Christ that Mark would be okay. Ingrid had promised me faithfully that she wouldn’t let them harm him; I trusted her, and knew she wouldn’t let me down. She wasn’t the issue though. It was her dad. That fucking Joshua would do anything to get rid of him, especially after his last episode. Now that Stu was away again, this would have been an ideal time to go through with his promise. 


     I hit the dirt when I heard the unmistakable sound of that vile whistling. Somewhere not far from here, another Black Sentinel beam weapon had just fired. As per tradition, I drew a cross on my chest with my forefinger in memory of anybody who could have been caught in that white hot fire. 


     “We need to go back!” urged Harry. 


     I shook off his hand. “Not a chance.” I peered over the top of this broken brick wall, and breathed a silent sigh of relief when I saw two of them heading in the opposite direction. “It was probably a fox they shot at. Anyway, they’re going now.” I didn’t bother waiting for him to reply with some other crap excuse. Beside, if he was determined to go back, then there was nothing I’d be able to do to stop him. I just didn’t want him to take the precious shotgun. 


     Our compound was just three streets from this location. “Just one discharge,” I whispered. That meant, once again, our base had evaded detection. Fuck, I don’t know what I’d do if I lost Ingrid. I closed my eyes and counted to three, but even with the calming mantra, I still found myself stroking the gun’s barrel. Oh, I knew exactly what I’d do if they took her away. It would only take a couple of minutes to get there, if we ran. Believe me, the temptation to do just that was incredible. After all, it’s unlikely that there’d be any more of their machines. Not now. If those things had just swept the area, then it should be all clear. Stu’s intensive training took hold of me before I did anything stupid. Despite needing to be in Ingrid’s arms, I couldn’t let my heart rule my common sense. The aliens were beginning to change their tactics, learning new tricks. I needed to follow procedure. Stu was right, he was always right. 


     The sound of a dull thump reached my ears at the same time as the ground rippled. I spun onto my back and sat up. One of the Black Sentinels was no more. Blue fire erupted from the top of its ravaged body. A moment later, it lost balance and crashed against the side of a post office. 


     Predictably, Harry lost all common sense—not that he had much to begin with, and shouted out a ‘hell yeah!’ followed by ‘That’s one for us!’ Thankfully the other machine continued to stride away from its burning companion; it didn’t even pause. 


     “Who the fuck sanctioned a hit?” I muttered. It had to be one of the new ones, none of the originals were insane enough to do this. Except Harry, but he was with me for that reason alone. He was a loose cannon. “This is bad. Hell, no. It’s worse than bad, we’re going to suffer for this now.” 


     “You’re a fucking traitor to your own kind,” he growled. 


     I saw his hands reaching for me, or to be more precisely, his gun, and jumped to the side. He had the advantage of weight on his side, but he wasn’t as fast as me. I also had a few more brain cells than he did. I placed the gun on the ground, and backed away. “Stu’s only been gone a couple of weeks, and already everything is falling apart.” His eyes never left me as he bent down and picked up the shotgun. He hadn’t pointed it at me, not yet, but I bet that would change. “Don’t you remember what Stu said about the Black Sentinels?” 


     “Sure I do, I’m not that dumb.” 


     I decided not to argue the toss over that one. “One of his better ones was trimming a hedge won’t kill the plant.” 


     He shrugged. “Yeah, a great analogy, worthy of fucking Buddha. Since when did a fucking privet hedge melt you?” 


     “Yeah, I know that, Harry. You just don’t get it do you?” I risked a look over my shoulder, looking for any sign of activity. “We struck a blow to the mighty aliens by killing a thing that was once one of us. It’s okay, I’ve gotten over the fact that we have no choice. What has fucked me off here is that not only was it pointless, the idiots did it on our own fucking doorstep!” 


     “Wait, maybe they didn’t do it?” said Harry. “It might have blown up all by itself? We won’t know until we get home.” 


     “Are you going to shoot me with that?” 


     He looked down at the shotgun, and quickly lowered it. “Hell, no. Wait, why the fuck did you drop it in the first place?” 


     I took my hand away from the knife that I’d stuffed into the back of my jeans. “Well, it was a tense situation. It just seemed like the best idea.” Would he buy that? More to the point, would I have gone through with killing the fucker if his fingers had tightened? I already knew the answer to that one. Sure I would. After all, it would have been self-defence, him or me. Anyone would have seen that.  


     He offered the gun back to me. I shook my head. “No, you might as well keep hold of it now. I don’t think we’ll be bumping into any opposition now.” 


     Harry walked past me. “I don’t care what you think, if it was one of our lads that did it, I still intend to shake his hand. It’s one less bastard to worry about.” 


     In the two months that I’d know this idiot, my feelings towards him had alternated between annoyance and downright revulsion. Killing him would have been a mercy, as well as potentially saving the future lives of our small unit of survivors and converted. I think Stu’s training had changed me after all. Maybe not for the better either. After all, if Stu had seen Harry as a threat, he would have put him down himself. 


     I watched him swagger across the road, as per usual, and the big fool wasn’t looking for danger. Oh, no, he’d be too busy composing his congratulations for whichever arsehole took out that Black Sentinel. “Harry, you’re going the wrong way!”  


     He stopped. His face was a medley of conflicting emotions, mainly confusion. I turned, and hurried over to the fallen Black Sentinel, my knife gripped tight in my left hand. I heard his heavy footsteps behind me, and slowed down. I didn’t think he’d leave me. His nosiness eclipsed even his cowardice. I held my breath once I’d reached the remains. I had forgotten just how bad these things smelled. 


     “What are you doing? Travis, it’s dead. Even I can see that.” 


     “Do you think I’d be standing right next to it if it wasn’t dead, you clown?” 


     “So what are you doing?” 


     “Making the most of a bad situation.” I hadn’t been on the poultry dissection line all that often. I usually ended up either on mixing or sorting. Even so, I haven’t forgotten what they showed me. Now I intended to put my skills into practice.  


     It hadn’t self detonated. That much was obvious, just by looking at the bits of melted metal sticking out of two of its spindly legs. This had to be the work of one of the converted, it had to be. Ingrid and her dad had no knowledge of bomb making. I chuckled to myself, wondering if Harry would still congratulate the perpetrator. I hated the converted more than he hated the Black Sentinels. It could make for an interesting conversation. Christ, it made me wish that I was back on the other side of Lorchester, trying to find a way through the alien’s spire forest. At least it kept my mind occupied, even if I did have this bumbling dork next to me for the past three days. The news of not being able to find any way through was not going to go down well with the others. Especially since we had all agreed that Stu had somehow found a way through. After all, that’s where he said he was going, stating that we needed to join up with others, and that meant moving out of our town. It all sounded like a grand idea, one that we all shared. Only, since the spire forest grew overnight on the third day, travel was impossible, at least out of town. The spire forest had potent defences. Three huge blood trees had moved from their original locations, and had taken root on the borders.  


     I didn’t want to bring bad news to the unit. I had enough trouble believing it myself, as it meant that Stu was probably dead. The thought of that filled me with dread. What if he was now a humanlike? We all knew that they retained the knowledge of their past. All the ones we’d caught and converted back remembered everything. That meant the aliens knew exactly where we were; hell, it meant they knew everything about us. No, I refused to bring back just bad news.  


     The Black Sentinel’s middle section now looked like a rotten watermelon, and it had fallen on one of its weapons, crushing it under the weight. The other one looked okay though. I eyed the black ropes wearily, it would do no good to rush this. Even so, I was eager to get this over and done with. I stopped and picked up half a brick and threw it. The missile landed inside the creature’s cavity with a dull splash. 


     “Best get this over with.” I approached the corpse and leaned over it, trying the work out where to make the first insertion. This was so reckless. If I got this wrong, if I accidently hit a pocket of volatile liquid when I cut, I could very well end up blowing myself and Harry into the middle of next week. 


     I pushed the tip of the blade into what looked like a join behind the bulge that encircled the top of the limb. The metal sank in easily enough. With a swift rocking motion, I slid the knife all the way around the black flesh. 


     “That is fucking gross.” 


     I could only nod in agreement. It didn’t stop me from continuing though. Once I’d cut a deep V around the limb, I jumped back in shock as the flesh on both sides pressed inward, sealing the edges against what looked like a dark red bone. I couldn’t believe it, the weapon was almost separate. All that stopped me from removing the limb was that one obstacle. I tapped the tip of my knife on the surface, and sighed heavily. There’s no way that I’d be able to cut through that. I’d need a saw. 


     “Move out of the way, Travis.” He didn’t wait for me to shift, the man just pushed me to the side, and raised his shotgun.” 


     “No, don’t be an idiot!” I shouted.  


     The man squeezed the trigger. I closed my eyes and rolled into a ball, expecting the blast to hit something explosive.  


     “Here you go, Travis.” He held the weapon out in front of him, “You can thank me in your own good time.”  


     I gingerly took it off him, trying to avoid getting the thick black slob leaking out of the end on my clothes. 


     “Nice one. I never though of using their weapons against one. You’re not as green as your cabbage looking, son. Now, if only we can find out how it works. I wonder if any of the converted will be able to help us.” 


     The man had done it. For the first time since meeting him, he’d managed to surprise me. “Want to swap?” I held out the dripping gun, watching with amusement as he eagerly handed over his shotgun. 


     “Judging from the way it self sealed, the accelerant is either stored inside the limb, or it is the mechanism to produce the stuff that’s in here.” He looked at the remains of the Black Sentinel before looking back at me. “I wouldn’t have shot at it if I thought there were any chance of it exploding, you know. Yeah, that’s it. It has to be modular; keeping the stuff in the main body would be suicidal.” 


     “Wait, you actually sound as though you know what you’re talking about.” 


     He laughed. “I’m not just a pretty face, you know.” 


     “But you’re just a bricklayer.” 


     “I did that to earn money, and I was good at it too. I didn’t lay bricks in my spare time, you know. My love was my vintage American street car. You won’t believe how much time and money I spent on it.” 


     This was just unreal. In all the time I knew him, he never once mentioned anything about this. For one moment, I wondered if he was making it up, until I remembered that Mark kept his hobby a secret from me for years. 


     “It’s been my project for at least seven years. It was almost done as well.” He sighed. “Not that it matters now. It’s not like I’ll ever see it again.” 


     “Why not?” 


     “Why do you think, dickhead? I don’t live in your shitty town. I was only here for Ingrid’s birthday.” He looked back at the huge spire forest. “Let’s be real here, Travis. I’m not going anywhere.” 


     “Come on, Harry, let’s go see which joker had the bright idea of planting a bomb on it.” 


       


     *** 


       


     Would it surprise you if I said that none of them in the base had a single clue of what I was talking about? Two of the converted even thought I was joking. That line of humour soon vanished when Harry walked in, holding the Black Sentinel’s gun.  


     It shocked the hell out of me, as I believed them, even the new ones; after all, nobody would have been able to leave the safety of the compound without either Ingrid or her father from knowing, and besides, as Ingrid correctly pointed out, just where would any of them find the parts to build a bomb? It left us with just one conclusion, that we weren’t alone in town; there had to be another group operating in Lorchester. 


     They took the news about being unable to get out with the predicted despair. There was nothing else I could offer but shrugs and apologies, as well as promising to try again as soon as it got light. The only one who objected to that idea was Ingrid, and I wasn’t all that keen on going back out again, but what else could I do? Stu was right, we did need to find others. Although the thought that there could be another group of survivors battling against the invaders did bring some light to the increasing darkness, it just wasn’t enough. 


     As well as the six of us, minus Stu, we now had grown to ten. Our four new recruits were all converted, just like Mark. It had been Stu’s last gift before setting out in search of more like us. 


     Unlike Harry, he had always believed that they could be saved, that the humanlikes were not that different than us. Looking back, I have often asked myself if the test that he set for me in that grocery shop was more for the attacking humanlike than it was for me; testing its responses, seeing if it really would go through with killing me. I shudder to think of what really had been going through Stu’s mind if that had been the case.  


     He certainly had no problems with experimenting. After all, he’d only been able to free the others because of his experiments with Mark. Stu had told me that if the others had found another humanlike in that photo shop, then he would have taken that one as his guinea pig, and even if Mark had been with the crowd, Stu wouldn’t have tried to save him. 


     If I hadn’t been so fucked up back in the early days, I might have had something to say about how he treated Mark. Back then, though, my thoughts were only for Ingrid. Stu was no fool. He knew exactly what I needed.  


     I didn’t know how Stu brought those poor people out of their own nightmares, he refused to let anyone see. Even I wasn’t allowed to watch him work. I remember the screams, though, and yet they weren’t the worst noises to come out of that shed of his. Even after everything I’ve seen and heard, those sounds still haunt my dreams. Perhaps he had good reason to keep what he did under wraps. 


     A tied up humanlike went in and a converted, as well as a metal bucket full of wet, black bits of legs and body, came back out. The only one who hadn’t been taken into Stu’s shed had been Mark. 


     He hadn’t taken Mark into the shed because he didn’t want him totally clear. He’d left some of that vile creature inside Mark. A few days after we had re-joined the unit, I found out exactly why. 


       


     *** 


       


     I ran for the open doorway, my tired legs struggling to find purchase in the wed mud. It was right there, just metres from me, and yet I just knew that I wouldn’t be able to reach it in time. Already, I could hear the five Black Sentinels striding through our base, each one taking different routes through the tunnels.  


     We thought we’d be safe down here. I mean, how would any of them be able to get us if they couldn’t even get inside? 


     Lorchester council’s abandoned nuclear bunker was perfect for us. Situated directly under the main municipal buildings and only accessible via two routes, we were able to sleep safely during the night, and explore as soon as the sun came up. The main way inside was a narrow passage leading from the back of the post office, through two solid steel doors, and then down to the bunker’s own steel door. The other was a single metal, spiral staircase located at the back of the place which led up into the town’s sewer system. How Stu knew about the place, well, nobody bothered to ask him. What mattered was no matter what, we’d survive. Oh, we took extra precautions. Harry and Josh devised a tripwire system, and if anything other than us tried to get in through the entrance, several huge baths of wet mud would drop onto the sloping corridor. We knew that the Black Sentinels were agile, but even their thin legs wouldn’t be able to cope with that. 


     We thought we were so fucking clever, able to outwit them at every turn. My feet lost their grip, and I fell into the mud. I flailed out both arms, desperately trying to grab the metal railing. I had no chance, they were just too far away. I slipped down the tiles, heading straight for the mouth of Hades.  


     “Travis, catch!” 


     I cried out in pain as the end of a rope smacked into my cheek. My hands instinctively wrapped themselves around it, I looped them tight, and hung on for dear life as both Joshua and Harry pulled my exhausted body up the corridor. I only screamed when I saw one of those abominations duck their torso under the doorway at the bottom, followed by the inevitable sound of that dreadful whistling. This was it, I wouldn’t stand a chance. That thing would melt myself and the two above me, fusing our bodies into the walls. My scream only increased when I felt the hair on the top of my head sizzle. I pushed myself into the mud and rolled onto my back, watching in horror as a burst of green flame passed inches above me—only the weapon fire wasn’t from the Black Sentinel.  


     A pair of hands grabbed my wrists, and pulled me out of the thick mud. 


     “We need to hurry,” gasped Joshua. “There’s dozens of the bastards heading this way.” 


     I stopped and stared at Harry, blinking rapidly. He’d saved me. I looked down in disbelief at the bean gun held in his right hand. The nozzle leaked dark green jelly onto the floor, each drop eating into the concrete. “I owe you my life.” 


     He just shrugged and pushed past me, running towards Joshua and the others. I stood there, trying not to cry. I risked one glance back down the corridor before following them. I’d mourn for the ones we had lost later on—if there was a later on. If Joshua’s reports were correct, our chances of surviving until the sun came up were very slim. Even from here, I could see the vast black belt of sentinels, closing in on our position, tightening the noose. 


     We were right about the corridor, it did stop the things from getting to us, and believe me, they tried for hours before adopting a new strategy. The bastards simply melted their way through the concrete. Unbelievably, the bunkers had been built to withstand a nuclear airstrike, but didn’t stand a chance against those beam weapons. 


     All of the others had run into a department store on the other side of the road. I followed them inside, just hoping one of them had figured a way to get us out of this mess. 


     “Here, take this,” said Joshua, placing a torch in my hand.  


     “What the fuck are we going to do now?” I hurried over to a window, watching flames leap from our old base. 


     “Perhaps they’ll think we have all perished in there, and stop searching for us?” suggested Joshua. 


     We both knew that was unlikely. I looked at him. “You know what I mean, Joshua. I’m talking about Ingrid and Mark.” 


     The man simply shrugged, turned around, and walked over to Harry. 


     I gaped at the man. This was unbelievable, didn’t he care that little about his only daughter? “They are still alive, you must know that?” I shouted. “Are you that ready to give up?” 


     Harry ran over to me. “What’s gotten into you? For crying out loud, can’t you see that the man’s broken?” He looked over to the door. “Perhaps you’d better go.” He began to raise the gun. “It’s probably your best choice. Let us grieve in peace before those bastard things try to murder the rest of us.” He backed away, keeping the muzzle of that alien weapon trained on me. “No more warnings, Travis. I’d rather not, but I will kill you if you don’t leave us in peace.”  


     What else could I do, but to get out of there? I didn’t think he would have killed me, but after tonight’s traumatic events, I couldn’t be sure of anything anymore. I stared at the flames reaching up into the night sky. It felt like I was back to where it all started. Only this time, I wasn’t going to wake up and find a friendly vagrant offering me a bacon sandwich. For the first time since this fucking nightmare descended upon my head, I was truly alone. 


     The orange flames were joined by two, then three bright green flares. Oh no! Those Black Sentinels must have flushed out a few more hidden humans. They were going to exterminate every one of us, and there was nothing we could do about it. 


     I clambered onto the bonnet of a car. There must thousands of them closing in. There was no way out of this, none at all. The circle was solid. They were taking their time, obviously not taking any chances this time. The bastards were determined to murder every single one of us. I had to shield my eyes when two more green flares briefly turned the darkness into daytime. 


     “I salute you, my fallen comrades,” I muttered. That happened close to the Black Swan. I frowned. Since when were there any people over there? We searched that place a few days ago. We found no evidence of activity. Not that it mattered, not now. I just hoped that they gave as good as they received. Just before the light faded, I did see something that I hadn’t expected. The line wasn’t as tight as I first believed. It looked as though the things were avoiding a tiny area. From what I could make out, it was close to the field where Mark and I first encountered the mushroom eggs. Could it be a way out? 


     There was no reason why those creatures ought to be avoiding that area of town. As far as I could recall, it was just a few streets of old terrace houses. If it was something like a huge hole in the ground, then yeah, they wouldn’t be going anywhere near it. The area was fairly close to that field where Mark and I found those mushroom eggs, so was that a coincidence? Whatever the reason, I needed to get over there, and the others needed to know that this could be our way out of this mess. Besides, Harry had the only weapon left. 


     I jumped off the car and ran back into the building, stopping just before I reached the door. The last thing I needed was for Harry to get all jumpy with that trigger finger. “Guys, it’s just me. I think I’ve found a way out of here!” I swallowed hard before walking into the room. They hadn’t moved in inch. 


     “Bullshit,” snarled Harry. “There is no way out.” 


     “Won’t you even take a look? I mean, is that it, you decided to go out in a blaze of glory?” I turned to Joshua. “Come on, man. Think of Ingrid.” 


     “Don’t you fucking dare try to guilt trip me. My girl is dead.” 


     “You don’t know that!” I retorted. “She and Mark aren’t due back for another couple of hours, they might still be out there.”  


     “Are you on drugs?” Harry pushed past Joshua, and walked right up to me. “I’ve told you once. Get out. You’re not welcome here. Leave us be.” 


     “She’s my girl too, Joshua.” I backed away. “Once I do find her, I’ll give her your regards.”  


     Harry roared, and brought up the weapon. “Last chance, shithead!” 


     I stayed my ground. “Even if there’s a tiny chance that she’s out there, we have to try. Isn’t that what this is all about?” 


     “Even if we do leave here, and hell, maybe my daughter is still alive. Then what, Travis? We’re still stuck in here. You’ve already proven that there’s no way out of here. Admit it, we’ve come to the end of the line. There’s no hope left.” 


     I held both my arm out. “Give me the gun, Harry.” 


     “What?” 


     “You heard me. If you two want this, then fine, go ahead, there’s a table over there. If you’re lucky, you might both be able to get under it. Now give me that fucking gun.” 


     Harry shook his head. “Not a chance, this is mine.” 


     I reached behind me, and slipped out my knife. 


     “What, you’re going to take me on with that?” 


     “Unlike you, I’m not going to do the alien’s job.” I turned around, and walked out of the door. “I’ll be seeing you! Then again, maybe not.” 


     As I reached the outer door, their raised voices took away some of the dread that had settled in my guts. They’d come with me, I think Joshua would see to that. I don’t think he was quite so willing to die just yet. I left the building, and took up my position on the car bonnet. The line had contracted, but not as far as I feared. I looked over to where I had seen that gap, and saw nothing but blackness. I refused to believe that it had closed up.  


     “So, where are we going?” 


     I hid my smile, and jumped off the car. “Come on, I’ll show you.” I ran along the side of the pavements, keeping my ear open for any sound of Black Sentinels not with the rest of the pack. I wouldn’t be too surprised to discover a few hidden creatures placed inside buildings before they initiated the main assault. After all, it’s what I would have done. God, I wish I had a proper gun. I have killed one of the Black Sentinels with this, but it took stealth on my part as well as a lot of luck. We crossed the intersection that led to the four mills, and turned left. Our pub was just around the corner. From there, it was only a couple of minutes to the field. I felt their tension as we neared that seemingly unbroken line of murderous machines. Even from this distance, I could hear their limbs hitting the concrete. Once we reached the Black Swan, we’d be able to see them.  


     “This is utter madness,” hissed Harry. 


     I turned, and saw that he’d skidded to a halt. The man rushed over to a post office van, and ran behind it.  


     “I should have stayed where I was. Fuck, you’ve killed us, Travis.” He slid down to the floor and brought his knees up to his chest. “I’m not moving. You two go if you want. I don’t care anymore.” 


     “We can’t leave him!” 


     “I know that, Josh.” He had the only gun, and I think we were about to need it. Three of the machines had just turned into the top end of this street. They hadn’t seen us yet judging from the sound of breaking glass; they were too busy trying to enter a florist on the corner. “Come on!” I ran over to Harry. 


     “You can fuck off, you’re not having my gun.” 


     “Josh, help me pull the dickhead up.” I grabbed one of his arms. “I don’t want your pissing gun. I want you to get up. We’re almost there. Come on, you’ve gone this far. Don’t you want to prove me wrong? Look if there is no gap then…” 


     “Then what?” 


     I looked down at Harry. “Then he can make one!”  


     “You’re fucking insane! What can one gun do against a thousand?” 


     “Jesus, has he always been this fatalistic? I bet you’re a right fucking riot at parties.” With Joshua’s help I did manage to get him back onto his feet. “Time to go.” 


     I raced over to the pub and skidded to a halt, gazing in disbelief at the wide open door. “This is impossible!” The lights inside were now on. I leaned inside, and saw that I’d been mistaken. Somebody had taped a dozen industrial torches to the ceiling. 


     “What part of ‘leave him in the base’ did you not fucking comprehend?” 


     “Stu?” 


     This was beyond surreal. Mark was in the corner, sat in his usual place; he even had a beer in front of him, sat on the table. He wasn’t drinking it, though, he was too busy turning a metal soldier between his fingers, and I don’t even think he had even noticed that I was here. “What the fuck is going on?” I screamed. 


     Stu marched up to me, grabbed the front of my shirt, and pulled me inside. “Are you three the only ones left?” 


     “Where’s Ingrid?” 


     Stu ignored Joshua’s demand. He took one last look outside before he closed the door. “I’ll take that as a yes.” He glared at me before returning to the bar. “Jesus, what a mess. Mark, you’d better go find her.” 


     “This is all my fault. I knew I should have brought him back when they fell over me. Then again, how could I? I mean, this is the end, it all changes after tonight.” 


     “So, this is where we make our last stand?” Harry walked up the Stu. “Thanks for running out on us. At least I’ll go down knowing that you’re going be dying alongside me.” 


     “Oh, shut your cakehole, Harry. Nobody is going to die tonight.” He looked at me. “Nobody else is going to die, that is. 


     “Stu, I’m very tired, and I think my head is about to melt.” I slapped my knife onto the top of the bar. “Please, enough with the keeping everything to yourself. Don’t we deserve an answer before those things outside melt the pub and everyone inside?” 


     “Jesus, for the last bleeding time, we’re not going to die in here, we’re perfectly safe.” He looked over at two figures entering through the back of the lounge. “The only reason why you lot has lived up to now is because of Mark. Unlike the rest of the converted, he still carries a couple of those spiders. Oh, sure, they’re not exerting much influence over the lad, but they’re still alive,” He paused and stared at me. “Alive enough for the Black Sentinels not to bother searching.” 


     “The gap.” I looked once at Stu before running over to Ingrid. “Oh, God. I thought…I thought you were dead.” 


     “Believe me, Travis. Your girlfriend was never in any danger, not while she was with Mark.” 


     This was just too much for me. I looked back at the knife that I’d left on the bar, and so wanted to stick the point right into his fucking smug face. “You bastard. You’ve played us like we were a bunch of pieces on a chess board.” 


     “No, I kept you alive, and if you’d have listened to me in the first place, the others would have had that privilege too!” He pushed past Joshua and Harry, and headed to the door at the back of the pub. “Look, you’re safe. Stay here; have a drink or something. Do shit what civilians do. I have work to do.” 


     “Go with him.” Ingrid planted a kiss on my lips. “He is right, you know, we are safe in here. Go, let me hug my dad. I’ll be here when you come back.” 


     I gave Mark one last look. He’d sat back down in his favourite chair and had picked up his toy soldier. All conversation halted when a burst of bright green flashed in the window. I did as Ingrid suggested, and followed Stu out of the room. I’d never felt so alone. 


     It felt odd wandering through these empty rooms, partly due to the fact that, although I’d frequented the Black Swan for what seemed forever, I’d never actually left the two main rooms. Exploring the kitchens and the publican’s living room and dining area felt as though I was intruding in where I didn’t belong. That feeling only increased when I reached the stairs. He must have climbed these, unless he was hiding under the sink. After what he’d put me though, I wouldn’t put that past the bastard. 


     I shook my head and took them two at a time, holding onto the banister tight when I heard two more of the horrible things beyond the pub discharging their weapons. “Jesus, you’d better be right about Mark,” I muttered as I reached the top of the stairs. 


     He was there, waiting for me, with his arms folded over his chest. “My young Fitzpatrick,” he said, smiling. Stu then closed the gap between us, and wrapped his arms tight around my chest. “I’ve missed your company, my friend.” He gripped my shoulders, and pushed me back. “I’m sorry about not telling you about Mark. I honestly thought you had already figured it out.” 


     “Well, I didn’t.” 


     “No, you didn’t, it should have clicked with me earlier. I suppose it would have if I hadn’t been so preoccupied. Come on, let me show you exactly why I had to leave.” 


     Stu released me, walked to the end of the hallway, and stood beside a set of ladders. “These lead up to the roof. From there, we’ll be able to see everything.”  


     He chuckled as he climbed up, leaving me, as per usual, completely confused by his actions and his words. Once he disappeared, I followed him up, determined to find out what he was up to. 


     Thousands of stars shone down on me as I reached the roof. One of those stars could be the home of the aliens. Of all the stars in the sky, why did they have to come here? What did we do to deserve this slaughter? I lowered my gaze, only to have their spire forest infect my view.  


     “Come on, hurry up, you don’t want to miss this.” 


     Stu was right on the edge of the flat roof, dangling his legs over the side. I slowly walked towards him, my heart hammering as the sheer scale of their assault was now evident. There were way more Black Sentinels than I could have possibly imagined. They continued to sweep through the streets and buildings; they were even checking the abandoned cars. They were everywhere, except here. Just like Stu had said, they moved past the pub like a river flowing past a large rock in the middle of a bed. Two of them clambered out the post office van and set off, almost running towards the next vehicle. “They really are checking everywhere.” I stopped behind Stu, and gaped open mouthed, unable to take my eyes off the things. “Nothing can withstand this.” 


     “Remember what I said back in that shop when I passed you that screwdriver?” 


     I shook my head. A lot of what had happened had began to merge into one huge unbroken collage of nightmares. “Wait, yeah I do. You said that flesh will never beat steel, or something like that.” 


     He nodded. “That’s right. Of course, it is kinda difficult to put that to a test when they have already dispensed with our army.” He swept his arm from side to side. “What can you see down there, Travis?” 


     “I don’t know, Black Sentinels?” 


     “The only thing down there is what’s left of our species. Those ships arrived months ago, and they constructed those Spire Forests in the space of a few hours.” He turned around. “It’s not just here either. They built them everywhere.” 


     “What, you’re telling me that you were able to get out of town?” 


     “So, have you not wondered what they would do if they no longer were able to pit those flesh constructs against what remained of our species?”  


     “Of course I have, but that’s not going to happen is it?” 


     He turned back around and patted the ledge beside him. “Sit down, my young Fitzpatrick. I regret not bringing the popcorn, but you can share this Twix with me.” 


     As true to his word, he really did have a Twix in his hand.  


     “By the way, I was impressed with Harry’s choice of weaponry. I take it that was your idea. My instruction obviously made some kind in mark upon your psyche. Now, I need you to focus. Tell me where the epicentre is.” 


     “It’s our base, of course. They obviously found it because of another group planted a bomb on one of those monsters.” 


     “There was no other group,” he whispered. 


     “You mean…you mean that was you?” The man had no idea just how close I was to pushing him off the building. 


     “Look, calm down, for crying out loud, and look again.” 


     I’d come this far. I saw no point in not listening to the rest of what he had to say. I got to my feet and studied them. The ring was getting tighter, he was right. The creatures had already passed by our old base. “It’s the open market, where Joshua said where you used to hang out of a Saturday afternoon.” 


     “Yep, and my buddy wins a years supply of kebabs. Well, there’s a very good reason as to why they are heading to that precise location. You see, while I was away, I managed to find and convert almost thirty humanlikes.” 


     “Seriously? That’s just awesome news. With that many, we’ll easily be able to start making them pay. Especially if we can get hold of a few more of those beam weapons. Oh, yeah, this is awesome news.” I realised that I was babbling, but I didn’t care. Finally, some good news. I couldn’t wait to tell the others. “Where are they?” 


     “In the market. I drugged them, and lay their bodies to the tables.” 


     I started to move, only to find his fingers holding me tight. I honestly thought he was going to do what I originally thought about, and throw me off the edge. “You’re fucking insane. I thought that you put value on life.” 


     “You had better shield your eyes, Travis.” 


     I didn’t even have time to close them, when the night sky burst apart in a torrent of overwhelming noise and eye searing white light. The blast blew the pair of us back against the walls.  


     “What have you done?” I hissed. “Just what the fuck have you done?” 


     Stu brushed himself down before hurrying over to me. I slapped away his helping hand. “I think I’m going to be sick.” 


     “I needed a large enough number to get them all out. As for what I’ve done? Isn’t it obvious? I’ve levelled the playing field. I’ve stripped away their most valuable asset.” He peered over the edge. “Although I think I might have used a bit too much, still that’s not exactly my fault.”  


     I backed away from the grinning man, those ladders couldn’t be that far from me. Oh Christ, I so needed to get away from this lunatic.  


     “Does this mean that you don’t want the rest of this Twix?” Stu rushed me, and grabbed my arm. He dragged me back towards the edge. “Looks like not all of my lessons sank in. Perhaps I should have tried a little harder.” 


     I was running out of roof. “Don’t throw me off. Jesus, man. You can’t do that” He then really did shock the hell out of me by bursting into laughter. 


     “Is that what you thought I was going to do? That blastwave must have scrambled your mind circuits.” He stopped right on the edge. “Those poor people were all casualties. I mean the converted and the Black Sentinels. Look, that beam weapon that the big idiot is so proud to brandish, when you were cutting it off, did you at any time think that you could be hacking into the corpse of your mother?” 


     If he hadn’t kept hold of my wrists, I would have killed the bastard there and then. 


     “Didn’t think so, Travis. My heart screamed when that bomb went off. I knew that there was no other choice. There really wasn’t. Now, look over the edge, just look at what we’ve just done.” 


     The bomb had destroyed a huge part of our town, leaving a crater where the market once stood. I still saw movement, a couple of the creatures were still moving, but the rest were in bits, bloodied pieces lay everywhere.  


     “I bet we’ll be able to grab a sizable amount of beam weapons to equip our force.” 


     “All five of us? Six if we include Mark. I bet the aliens really must be shitting their pants.” 


     “Travis, There’s a force of over a hundred people that are waiting for us on the other side of that Spire Forest, converted and immune. All we need to do now is to reach them.” He pushed the chocolate into to the palm of my hand. “They’ll have heard the explosion, and they’ll want a progress report. Look, those people in that open market? They volunteered. They sacrificed their lives so that we can continue.” 


     “I…I didn’t know that,” I whispered. 


     “We’d better rejoin the others before we do move out, we still need those weapons. I hope you’ll show the others how to remove them.” 


     “I’m sorry, Stu. I thought…” 


     “Forget it. You were right, I did use you. I did treat you like a chess piece, and I’m not going to apologise. This is far larger than either of us, and I’ll do whatever it takes to stop those bastards.” 


     I took one last look at the devastation before moving back towards the ladders. He was right. This was larger than any of us.  


     “We all have our skills, Travis. It’s vital that we recognise them in others. It could mean the difference between life and death. Travis, I don’t have a clue about bomb making. I was a medic.” 


     “So who built the bombs?” 


     “Ingrid is immune. It looks like whatever gene carries this mutation is hereditary.” He smiled. “Travis, your father built the bombs, and he’s waiting for you on the other side.” 


       


     End of part Two. 


    


  




  

       


     Part three. 


       


     So, there we go. All’s well that ends well? I was reunited with my remaining family, we now had an army, and I had a girl who loved me. What better way to end my tale. Yeah, right, happy endings only exist in fairy tales. 


     The next couple of years passed me like one huge blur full to the brim of agony, nightmare, and torment. The aliens didn’t take too kindly to us fighting back. Hell, ain’t that the underestimation of the century.  


     Thing is, the one overriding quandary that I could never wrap my head around was how were we even still breathing. Oh sure, I could have spurted out all the usual macho bullshit about how they just managed to get the drop on us; that they caught us with our pants down. If the fuckers had attacked us properly, by that I mean one on one,—you know, their flying saucers against a few of our combat planes—we really would have kicked their arses all the way back to their star system. At least, that’s what some of our fighters used to say.  


     For me, though, I know what they are capable of; oh, we all know that they’re masters of changing flesh. Hell, we fought their abominations day in, day out. What I mean is that I chose not to block out the obvious, and the obvious was, why are we still breathing? 


       


     Turn this attack from the stars on its head, and put us humans in their place instead. Don’t mock, son. If you had seen some of the crap that your granddad used to watch, then this hypothetical scenario wouldn’t be that difficult to visualise. So, there you are, the proud leader of this huge invasion force. You’ve already won the battle before any of your shock troops fired a single shot.  


     That was the easy part, and thanks to modern technology, your boffins have changed nine tenths of the population into living weapons, every one of these monsters at your command. Not satisfied with just that, you’ve infected most of what remained with vile spider things, thereby enslaving what little of the enemy that could be a threat. So, that’s it, game over, right? Okay, so you have maybe a handful that escaped. Big deal, just nuke the fuckers, or gas them. There you go, problem solved. 


     Don’t you see the reason for my headache now? It just doesn’t add up. It’s not like they don’t have the capability, they’ve demonstrated that a thousand times over. I mean, here’s another example, what of the alien weapons that we were able to cut off the Black Sentinels. They could still unleash their flesh melting fury years after we hacked them off those monsters. There was no three month warrantee with those bastards.  


     None of us had the single clue as to how they worked. My dad once said that each weapon could contain a cold fusion device that was capable of self generating hot plasma. I didn’t understand any of that, and looking back, I bet he didn’t either. I assumed that plasma was something that they injected into modern televisions to make them work. 


     So, I say again, how the fuck are we still breathing? I’m making this sound as though we were able to spend our nights lazing around a fire, telling each other war stories, and debating about our current situation, our future, and perhaps how we might have been able to avert this slaughter. 


     I don’t remember having even one of those nights. For a start, the other commanders never slept in the same location for one good reason. After Stu’s bomb, the aliens raised the bar; we thought it had been bad before, but what happened after made the past few nightmare months look like a teddy bears picnic. 


     I won’t be able to take you back to exactly where I felt off here. As I’ve said, the aliens really did come down hard on us. All I can remember from the period following our so called ’great victory’ was fighting, running, and dying. We did too much of all three.  


     It took them literally hours to replace the Black Sentinels that the bomb destroyed. They swarmed throughout the town, an endless black ocean of death. That night, our town ceased to exist. Those monsters melted everything, turning Lorchester into a smooth plain of fused glass. They never got us though. By the time the new Black Sentinels had reached the perimeter of the town, we had all left, using their tunnels to get to the next town to meet up with the other groups.  


     Even now, I can’t believe that I never even thought of looking under our feet for a way out past the Spire Forests. I mean, it’s where the mushroom eggs came from, it’s how the Blood trees were able to snatch the poor humans. They’d turned below ground into a huge labyrinth of tunnel networks. Stu had even claimed that it might even be possible to get from one end of the county to the other. Well, it might be possible if the tunnels weren’t patrolled. 


     The joy of being reunited with my father lasted for about ten minutes. That’s the time it took for us to experience just how pissed the invaders were with us. We thought we’d be safe in the shelters. Mark wasn’t the only one still not fully converted. Stu had been a very busy bunny during his absence. My father had four shelters, each one with its own version of Mark, meaning four safe houses. We’d be able to fight the bastards during the day, rooting out their nests, killing the humanlikes we couldn’t capture, and be safe in our beds once the sun went down.  


     They took out every shelter, despite having their own safeguard. In one fell swoop, the aliens killed two thirds of my father’s resistance. We were effectively on the run, a condition that never changed for over four years. 


     Until one very memorable night, when everything changed. 


       


     *** 


       


     The six explosions hit one after the other. The vibration from each detonation passed through my already tortured body; it felt like a giant had punched me half a dozen times. Not that I cared about the pain, the discomfort, the fact that I was bleeding from just about everywhere, or that I knew that our medic after last night’s raid had wasted his time. The stitching in my left shoulder had burst open, and old blood mixed with new blood. None of that mattered because, for the first time in years, I actually felt as though we’d achieved a victory. I eased my body forward, ignoring the ache, rested my chest on the sandbag, and peered through the narrow slit in the earthworks, waiting impatiently for the smoke and dust to clear. 


     I didn’t need for the detritus to clear to see that our labour hadn’t been in vain. That ever-present silhouette, that eye-watering stain on the landscape had changed, hopefully forever.  


     Our bombs had vapourised over half of the alien’s Spire Forest. As the dust fell to earth, we clearly saw the huge ugly holes left in that vile architecture, and I couldn’t stop grinning. I then noticed movement. “What the fuck? Ingrid, pass me those glasses!”  


     I pressed them to my eyes, not believing what I saw. The image showed me another creature, something that I’d never seen before. It was obviously similar to the Black Sentinels, but only as a spider is similar to an octopus.  


     There were thousands of them, streaming from every ragged hole. From here, they looked like ants, all congregating around our handiwork. The distance and the size of the Spire Forest made it hard to judge their size, but they must be huge, at least five times the size of the Black Sentinels. I imagined those things hunting us down, and involuntarily shivered. I have seen a lot of their creations, probably more than anyone else, with the exception of Stu, but I’d never seen anything so nightmarish than the creatures before me. 


     They did pass a resemblance to those daddy long legs, the alien things that merged with the stalks, but apart from the general shape and they only had a tiny body, the similarity ended. The legs weren’t segmented, nor did they move in any jerky manner. They were more organic, both in looks and motion. They slid in and out, above and below, their companions. 


     A collective moan of despair echoed from the others in the trench. I slammed my jaw shut, determined not to follow their lead, no matter how tempting it was. The creatures weren’t a new form of hostile enemy, they weren’t about to run down the walls of the Spire Forests and hunt us down. How could they? These things were the walls.  


     As hundreds more emerged from the holes, the first ones to arrive had already cemented their half of their limbs to the outer casing, whilst holding their others into the sky. The next batch climbed up and locked their legs against the first ones, and so it went on, building up a skeletal framework in minutes. Even more creatures streamed out of the ever smaller holes; they weren’t as large as the others, their legs were about the same length as their bodies, they clambered down to the join where the first batch had started their construction, and flattened their bodies against the interlocked legs of their companions. I blinked in astonishments when their bodies changed colour to match the original casing.  


     I lowered the binoculars, turned around, and slid down the mud wall, unable to look at my fellow soldiers. I had just discovered exactly how the bastards had built up the Spire Forests so quickly all those years ago, and it only took the deaths of four of my best men, including my only detonation expert to find out. 


     “What do we do now?” 


     The despair that accompanied my second in command was almost palatable. I stopped watching my blood seeping from one of the many wounds in my thigh, and looked at the man, keeping my gaze steady. He was one of the first humanlike that Stu had converted back when he’d left us. His military experience amounted to two years in the cadets back when he was a teenager, and a stint in the Territorial Army a few years later. He was hardly an experienced soldier, but compared to the others, including me, the lad was the best we had. 


     Walter Ennis’s watery blue eyes moved across our slumped bodies until they finally rested on my wife’s chest. The man quickly looked away when Ingrid caught him staring. He might be one of my best soldiers, popular with the men, as brave as they, and a crack shot with a bean weapon, but everyone knew just how much he resented the fact that Ingrid’s heart was mine. 


     “Travis, didn’t you hear me?” 


     “Yeah, I heard you, Walter, and you know exactly what we are going to do next. Our plans haven’t changed.” I slowly got to my feet, trying not to let the pain or this idiot piss me off too much. “Come on, were you expecting the whole fucking structure to collapse like a block of badly stacked Lego? We hurt them, Walter. We actually caused them pain.” 


     “Are you having a laugh? All we’ve done is to irritate them!” He stood up, and pushed between me and Ingrid. “Didn’t you lot learn from the last time?” Walter glared at me. “You know, when your old man and Stu managed to almost fucking kill every one of my buddies. Do you remember that?” 


     It took effort not to put my hands around his throat and nut him into next week. There was one more thing that made him into a good soldier. He had a real mean streak, as well as the urge for revenge. His girl had been one of the soldiers taken out by the Black Sentinel’s assault on the safe houses.  


     And there’s me thinking that he only wanted to hurt the aliens; if I knew he had other plans, I would have left him wayside years ago. I turned back to the front and looked out. The structure now looked the same as before we attacked it. The only difference now was there was a huge black cloud heading straight for our position.  


     Don’t get me wrong, I felt for his loss, we all did. Hell, our shared loss was the one emotion that every human soul felt more than anything. It united us, it made us stronger. I seriously didn’t want to fight, yet I knew that nothing I could do now would be able to halt this impending train crash.  


     I knew Walter too well. This wasn’t some spontaneous outburst. This guy was working through a script. Oh, you could call it me being the ultimate cynic, if you want, that our operational failure was just the catalyst he needed.  


     His gun was already jammed between my ribs. I didn’t think the others were aware of Walter’s change to the plan. They were too busy licking their wounds, and wondering what would happen next. The cloud was now close enough for me to see the individual creatures. 


     Walter was right about one thing. Our attack had indeed initiated another change in the alien’s actions. “So, what next?” I whispered. “Do you squeeze that trigger, take me out, run off with Ingrid, and live happily ever after?” I looked straight at him. “It could work, sure, but you’ll have to kill Stu next, and that might be a problem; he’s not as trusting as me.” 


     I smiled, then looked forward. “Just don’t take too much time, buddy. From what I can see, time is one commodity that we’re fast running out of.” That cloud now filled my vision. It felt so strange to see three more alien creatures in just one day. As these fuckers flew closer, I idly wondered why we hadn’t seen these things years ago.  


     These flyers were obviously related to everything else I’d seen coming out of their perverted menagerie. Unlike the nightmares working on the Spire Forests these, just like the Black Sentinels, were designed for fighting. Imagine a giant dragonfly about the same size as a single bed. Instead of legs, they had four smaller beam weapons slung under their bodies. Unlike the Black Sentinels, these monsters did have a head, complete with a mouth full of grey, jagged teeth.  


     I felt rather privileged. It’s not every day where you got to choose whether to have the side of your body blown off, or have some alien monster to bite off the top of my head. And to think that when waking up this morning, my only worry was that the bomb would fail to explode. 


     Of course, neither scenarios were going to happen, it wasn’t my time to go. The flying monsters could very well obliterate this trench and its contents, but I suspect that we had a few more seconds before those weapons were in range. I looked straight at Walter, and then noticed his rage had slipped from his face. I saw confusion as well as fear, and perhaps annoyance. I look between us, and watched the man lower his gun at the same time as seeing yet another weapon pushed into Walter’s side. 


     “Honey, do you think you’d better get the men into the tunnels?” 


     For fuck sake! I really wish that Ingrid hadn’t done that. I took my hand off the handle of my knife, and smiled over Walter’s shoulder. “Sure, considering the circumstances, that’s probably the best plan.” I took Walter’s arms and pulled it up his back first. “Come on, you lot, shift it!” I grinned at them, watching the seven soldiers run towards the ladders that led down to this morning’s makeshift camp.  


     The way I saw it, if Walter had wanted me dead, I would have already have been in that state. He wanted something else. Ingrid’s intervention had caused the train to jump tracks, that’s all.  


     I could foresee exactly what Stu and Dad would do to Walter. They’d put him up against a wall, and put a bullet through his brain. There’d be no trial, court, or jury. So, why am I even bothered about his life? I mean, he was going to kill me. Simple as, and even if we did have some means of giving him a fair trial, then what? He’d only try again, and maybe next time he’d just pull the trigger before gobbing off. 


     As soon as the others were through the hatchway, I took his handgun from  


     Ingrid, and flipped it in my palm before smashing the handle into the back of Walter’s head. 


     “What the hell are you doing? Stu will need to talk to him.” She bared her teeth. “Then after he’s finished, I intend to kick his balls into the bastard’s throat.” 


     I gently lowered him to the floor, then pushed Ingrid through the hatchway, and followed her before shutting and locking the metal cover. “And if he lives through that, I’ll be happy to watch you kick the crap out of him.” She shot me a look that could have cracked glass before hurrying to catch up with the others. I doubt the others would agree with my verdict once Ingrid had relayed what she’d heard, but that was fine with me. The simple fact of it was that I just didn’t want anyone else to die, at least not from our own hands.  


     Up there, he did have a chance to survive. It wasn’t a large one, but it was a better chance than facing an execution squad. When I saw those spider things crawl out from those holes in the Spire Forest, I didn’t see aliens. I saw us, more altered humans. Those bastards have even made their fucking buildings out of us! Those flying things out there, they’ll be just the same. All we’ve been doing since this madness started is killing our own kind, and right now, the last thing I wanted to do was for us to take another human life. 


     The others wouldn’t see this as a failure, maybe a setback, but certainly not as a waste of time. After all, two advances had come from this mission. We now knew how the aliens built the Spires, and the aggressors were just not reliant on the Black Sentinels for soldiers. Even now, I could see both Stu and my dad getting all giddy over this new information. They’d have to find some method of capturing one of these new flying creatures. No doubt they’d want to launch yet another mission into the Spire Forest.  


     It was my dad’s idea to attack those structures in the first place, stating that we just had to try something different, something that would show these bastards that there was no way that we were going to go away. No matter how many times they tried to wipe us out, there’d always be some of us left, and as long as even one of us remained defiant, they’d never win. 


     I had to admit that standing at the back of the largest room we had, listening to my dad give his weekly moral boosting speech to the seventy-six remaining soldiers, made me feel proud. Okay, so I didn’t exactly have tears running down my cheeks, but his words certainly made sense, at least the ones about attacking the spire. I secretly believed that he’d stolen the last section from a Presidential speech, and most likely he’d heard it from a movie back before the aliens fucked it all up. 


     For almost a minute, I stood still, aware of the distant voices from further down the tunnel. From the general humour and banter, I’d say that the rest of my unit were back at our temporary barracks. We were lucky. Nobody from our unit lost anyone; otherwise, I wouldn’t be hearing anything right now. Even with the hubbub from my buddies, it couldn’t drown out the silence coming from beyond that hatch.  


     “I’m sorry, Walter.” I murmured. “I’m sorry that you lost your girl. I’m sorry that you thought we were the reason. I’m sorry that it took you so long to hit back.” I turned around and walked away. “Most of all, I’m sorry that I wasn’t there to help you when you needed it all those years ago.” 


     The adrenalin had well and truly left me by the time I caught up with Ingrid. The look of fury on her face had left her too. I leaned back against the earth wall, and closed my eyes, wondering if spent emotions had souls. Ingrid rested her head on my shoulder, and squeezed my fingers. I squeezed back, enjoying her company almost as much as I welcomed the darkness.  


     “We don’t have much time left you know, Travis.” 


     I nodded. She meant the alien patrols would be coming back. They never left their old tunnels unguarded for more than a few days. Luckily, at least for us, their returns were as predictable as clockwork. By the time the Black Sentinels resumed their scuttling, we’d be long gone, making sure we left no evidence of our temporary stay behind for them to pick up. 


     “Walter would have killed me, Ingrid.” I opened my eyes, and ran my fingers through her hair. The sensation brought back the memory of doing the same to Mark’s sister, all those years ago. Only her hair smelled like apple blossom, and my fingers glided through the strands. Ingrid’s hair, like the rest of us in the unit, was full of dust, dirt, grit, and grease. She might still be alive, my mother might still be alive as well. I thought of my girlfriend, the one who I’d cheated on, and realised that I couldn’t remember what she looked like anymore.” 


     “Don’t cry, Travis. You did the right thing. You always do the right thing.” 


     Her words only made the tears flow faster. “I think I’ve lost my focus, Ingrid. I think I’m going to end up like Walter.” I stopped stroking her hair. “I think we are all going to go down that route.” I heard something clang against the hatch. The mental picture of three of those things tearing Walter apart bulldozed into my head. Their heads were still human. I saw my mother, Mark’s sister, then the last one turned around, and for the first time in years, I finally saw the face of my old girlfriend. She opened her mouth impossibly wide, and bit into Walter’s screaming face. 


     “Come on, you,” she said, dragging me away. “What you need right now is wild sex. I see no other medication.” 


       


     The end of book one. 


       


       


     Thank you for reading. 


       


     Don’t forget to Sign up to the mailing list to receive a complementary copy of The Undeath Chronicles! 


  


images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
&
IAN WOODHEAD





