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Remnants

Scott dwaysloved digging down to history. When we were nine years old we would spend timein the
local woods, me climbing trees and searching for bird nests and damming the local stream, Scott
excavating through the accumulated carpet of leaves and other forest debrisin his search for hidden
things. Usually he found nothing but mud, muck and crawling things, but on those rare occasons when he
went home happy instead of deected, he would be carrying some-thing of interest. A small skeleton
once, easily identi-fiable were we to ask our parents, though we didn't because we preferred the
mystery. He aso found a buried box, about the size of a house brick, and we undertook to smash the
lock with arock. Those few seconds were amagical time—the impact of sone on meta reverberating
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through the woods, the endless possibilities rich and colored by our childish imagi-nations—and even
when thelid flipped open to revea nothing but rust, we weren't truly disappointed. It was empty of
treasure or maps or hidden truths, but the box itself was still there, and that was good enough for us.
Scott walked home that day happier than | had ever seen him, the box tucked beneath one arm, his small
trowd dirtying histrouserswhereit protruded from a pocket. He was beaming. "Theres dways
something there," he said. "Everyone reckons that what we seeisit. They forget about al the buried
quff."

His progression from schoal, to university, to aca-reer in archaeology was no surpriseto anyone. We
kept in touch, even though my work took me on avastly different route. Scott would disappear from my
lifefor yearson end, and then | would receive an e-mail or letter out of the blue, inviting metojoinhimin
Boliviaor Uzbekistan or Taiwan. More often than not | would have to decline, but severa timesarush of
excitement grabbed me. It was often hisyoung, en-thusiagtic face | thought of as| sat therein my office
at home, dreaming, persuading myself that | should go. The wonder in his eyes. The knowledge that
when 1 saw him again that wonder would still be there.,

| was ajealousfriend. Jealous when we were nine, and jeal ous when we were thirty-nine. Scott had
a-ways known what he wanted from life, and he pursued it with vigor. | lived my life unfulfilled, and
worsg, felt that | had no potentid to fulfill.

So | would talk to my wife and children and, with their blessing, jet off to some far-flung corner of the
world to spend two weeksin atent with my old friend. He never changed, only became fuller. Each time
| saw him he seemed more aive and | felt more dead, ground down by life and work, impulsiveness
daugh-tered by necessity. And each time, Scott seemed to be digging much deeper than even he knew.
It was not only lost things he was looking for, but things un-known, and even things that had never been.
Hewas|ooking past history and into the abyss of unadulter-ated truth.

He sometimes told me what he had unearthed. | was no longer achild, so 1 often found it difficult to
believe, alegp of imagination that | was not able to make. He would smile and shake his head, and that
smple ges-ture hurt me to the core. He was so used to miracles.

Hisfind cdling camein aseriesof brief, enigmatic emails.

I've found a city that no one has dreamed of in cen-turies, thefirst said. | smiled at the words on the
screen, my heart quickening in unconscious sympathy with the excitement bleeding from them. | imagined
Scott's eyes wide and childlike in their amazement.

Thefallowing night: It must be a city of ghosts. A thrill went through me. Scott could imbuetext ona
screen with so much emotion and fedling.... but then 1 knew that my memories of him were providing that
effect. He gave me gterile, blank words, and | fleshed them out with his passion.

Matthew is here.

Matthew was Scott's son. Scott had had a brief, pas-sonate affair when he was twenty, and six years
later he learned from his ex-lover that he had achild. She only told him because the boy was dying of
leukemia

Thiswasn't even funny.

What the hell are you talking about? | wrote back, angry and disturbed at the same time. Scott wasa
dreamer, athinker, someone whose imagination led him places not only unheard of, but long forgotten. 1
had never thought of him asafool.



Come to me, Peter, Scott mailed back. Please. It wasthe "please” that convinced me | had to go. | was
cer-tain that Scott needed my help, though not in the way he believed. Perhaps, somewhere deep insde
me where | did not care to look, there was a smugness. Here was the great adventurer—glamorous,
passion-ate, so rich in intellect and enthusiasm—asking for my help. Not outright, but 1 could read
between hisdigitd lines, percelve adesperation that 1 had never expected to find. A desperation, and
perhaps afear. Until now he had aways invited my presence, not requested it.

Matthew is here, he had said.
What could that mean?

| stood from my computer desk after receiving that last message and walked around my home. My wife
was at work, my two children at school, and 1 should have been working through some submissions. But
Scott'swords had fired my comatose imagination, their mystery setting afire in the dried out landscape of
my mind and struggling to light its shadowed cor-ners. | waked from room to room, bathing in the
his-tory of my lifeasit lay revealed in photographs. Here was Janine and me standing by VictoriaFalls,
our glasses splashed with spray, wide smiles as magica as upside-down rainbows. And here, the two of
usin the hospita with our daughter abloody bundle a her breast, suckling her way into the world.
Another pic-ture sat on the dresser in the hallway showing us on our honeymoon, sheltering beneath a
heavy pam tree while atropica storm thundered itsway acrossthe smdl idand. Neither of us could
remember who had taken the photo.

Therewas an old shelf of booksin the living room, variousfirst editions | had collected over theyears. |
liked to think of mysdlf as something of a detective, hauling out my guide to British bookshops every time
we found oursalvesin a strange town or city, exploring afew here and there, searching old cobwebbed
shelves and delving deep into overflowing bargain binsin my search for that eusive raretome. My
col-lection filled one glass-fronted shelf and was worth over ten thousand pounds.

Worthless. Meaningless. If thiswasdl | had to show for alife...

A dried nut, aslargeas my figt, sat on thefireplace. 1 had climbed atreefor it in Austrdia, supposedly
braving spiders and snakes to grab a piece of that country for myself. Janine had been watching, camera
at theready in case | dipped and fell. | had beenin no danger at all.

| tried to think of the most daring thing | had ever done. | had abseiled over three hundred feet down the
sdeof acliff. It wasraining, the rock was dippery and, in places, loose. | had a safety line attached, and
an expert climber stood on top of the cliff dowly feeding merope. | had raised five hundred pounds for
charity. At thetime, | had felt on the edge.

Scott once showed me his collection of scars. Shark off the coast of South Africa, snake in Paraguay, a
gor-ing from running with the bullsin Spain, abullet in his hip from abrush with Chinese soldiersin Tibet,
the ragged wound in histhroat where he had given himself atracheotomy after being stung by adeadly
scorpion, airways closng, life fading away in his poisoned blood, hisknife so sharp and sure. Hehad a
tattoo on one shoulder blade, put there by an old woman in Haiti who claimed it would keep him dive
when death came knocking. On the other shoulder, agypsy woman in Irdland had painted abird, hugdy
feathered and colorful, the carrier of Scott's soul. Theink had never faded, and sometimesit still 1ooked
wet. Scott could not explain that, but it did not concern him. He smply accepted it. He had awooden
mask dating from one of the great Egyptian dynasties, aRoman soldier's spear tip found in Jerusdem and
dating from around the time of Christ's crucifixion, and around his neck hung acharm, adiamondinsetin
white gold, the heart of the diamond impossibly black with the sedled blood of asaint.

| had some photographs and memories, trinkets, meager evidence showing that the most adventurous



thing | had done was to go on holiday and book the hotdl and flights mysdif.

"Damn you, Scott,” | whispered at the empty house. | closed my eyes and tried to imagine the memories
and dreams he must have every single night of hislife. When Janine came home | would talk to her, and
shewould give me her blessing to go and stay with Scott for aweek or two.

Perhaps the fact that | wanted to steal adream sealed the fate of that journey from the start.

Scott was waiting for me at what passed asthe airport. | had changed three times since Heathrow, each
trans-fer resulting in me Sitting aboard asmdler, more di-lgpidated aircraft, and | finaly flew into an
arport somewhere in Ogaden in an antique that must have begun service before World War Two. There
were e ghteen seatsin the cabin, fifteen of which remained empty. The other two passengers spared me
not a glance. They were enrapt in the frantic conversation that came through the open doorway from the
flight deck. Not understanding the language, | watched them for any reaction that should give me cause
for concern. | had the distinct impression that the whole flight skirted the brink of disaster, and that the
inter-mittent shouts of glee from the pilot or co-pilot marked another severe problem somehow
overcome. Asthe propellers spun down and the tang of burning filtered into the cabin, the two other

passengers swapped strangers smiles.

"Peter!" Scott shouted as | descended the rickety set of steps. He ran across the landing strip, kicking up
puffsof dust. "Peter! Chrigt, mate, it's bloody good to see you!"

| could only smile. Here he was again, my old friend who somehow indtilled avery private, very deep
jed-ousy inme, and | couldn't help but love him.

"Youtoo," | said. | held out my hand for a shake, but he dodged it, ducking in for ahug, hisarms strong,
his scent that of someone used to ahard life. | hugged him back, certain that my ribswould crack within
sec-onds.

"How's Janine?' he asked. "Thekids? How are they?'

"Janine sends her love," | said, even though she hadn't. "Gary's Sarting comprehensive school thisyear,
and Sandy'staking her exams.”

"Shit me. Time, en? Time, my old mate. Timedipsaway.”

| looked at Scott then, really looked at him, and though his skin was leathered by the sun, his hair
gray-ing and thinning rapidly, hisjowls drooping lower and lower each time | saw him, he had the manner
and bearing of someone much younger. 1 felt old, even though | tried to keep in shape. Scott had a sense
of aweto kegp him youthful, and he found wonder every day, in everyday things.

"Yeeh," | said. "Nicefuckin'life"
Scott smiled at our old catchphrase, but he did not respond. He was looking at me, gppraising me much
more openly than | had just assessed him. Y ou need to see what I've found, Peter," he said.

Someone shouted behind us, one of the other pas-sengers, and a group of people standing at the edge of
the runway waved and shouted back. The laughter belonged in the hot dry air, but so did the sudden
sense of import between Scott and me, hanging there with the laughter like its solid, immovable
counter-point. Scott's eyes did not shift from mine. | waited for him to say more, but he was silent. He
smiled, but there was a sadness there as well, so deep that | won-dered if he was aware of its existence.

"What isit?" 1 asked.



Scott seemed to snap out of abrief trance. He looked around, pointed out the ramshackle shed that
served as an airport arrivals and departures lounge, the watchtower where an old man sat with a
table-top ra-dio, the collection of huts and sheltersthat lined the airport perimeter on both sides, people
wandering among them like shadows ignoring the sun. The whole place |ooked run-down, wasting away,
and as Scott spoke he was exuberant, a brighter spark in the glow of the day.

"Thisisno place for wonders," he said quietly. "This country hasits paradise, but it's a distance from
here. | can't mention it until we're closer.” And then he turned and started walking away.

"Scott!" | said. "Why did you ask meto come?"

"Youll see" he said, dmost dismissvely. He did not even turn to me when he spoke. "Thisisthe cradle
of civilization, you know. This place." He waved hisarm around and moved on.

| looked around at the plane, the pilots gesticulating at one of the steaming engine compartments, the
joy-ful reunion over by the airport buildings. In the sky dark shapes rode the currents. They were too
high to make out properly, and | frowned at the childish mem-ories of vulturesin old films, circling,
waiting on afresh degth.

My luggage had been unceremoniously dumped on the ground benesth the open luggage compartment. |
grabbed the holdal, snapped open the handle on the suitcase and followed Scott toward the potholed
car park. The heat had hit me. | was mélting.

Thanksfor the help with my luggage!™ | called lightly, hoping for an abusive response, hoping for
nor-mality.

But Scott only raised his hand and waved back at me without turning around. "I'll tell you when we get
nearer,” hesaid. "l cant tdl you yet. Not yet. Not here." The family watched mewalk from the runway,
but they ignored Scott. Perhaps they knew him. More likely, he looked like he belonged.

Scott had an old World War Two jeep, left over from that conflict and probably not serviced since. It
screeched at us as he started it up, ahigh-pitched whine intermingled with the sound of something hard
spinning around insde the engine, ricocheting, trying to find itsway out. A cloud of smoke erupted from
the vehicle's back end.

"Shit," | said.

"Don't worry," Scott said, "I've cursed it. Wouldn't, dare let me down." He grinned madly, smashed the
geardtick into first and dammed hisfoot on the gas.

My first instinct was to look for aseat belt, but if there had ever been oneit waslong since gone.
In-stead | grabbed on to my seat with one hand, the rusted window frame with the other, trying to ride
out the jolts and bounces. The road was rough as a plowed field, not even bearing the ruts of frequent
use

"Fun, eh?" Scott shouted, laughing as the underside of the jegp crunched againgt the ground and sent a
solid shudder through thewhole chassis.

Perhaps we were in atown, but there was not much to see. The most salubrious building we passed was
an old church, itstower tall and bell-less, walls rough-rendered and pocked here and there with what
could have been bullet holes. Empty windows hid adark interior, untouched by the strong sun.
Contragting this seemingly unused shell was the church's garden, fenced in with a clean white picket
fence. It held aprofusion of bright shrubs, lush and thriving even through the dust that had settled on their



leaves, gor-geous orchids nestling at the bases of thick green stems; green and purple, blue and red. They
could have been artificia, such were the colors. An incred-ibly old man approached the church aswe
passed by, carrying a plastic water container on his shoulder, its contents spewing from arent in its base.
Helooked our way but did not appear to see us.

"Where are we going?"' | shouted.
"The desert!" Scott replied. "Hot as Hell, beautiful as Heaven! Hope you brought your sunblock.”

| nodded, though he was paying little attention. | had coated mysdlf on the plane, drawing asingle
amused glance from one of my fellow passengers. Per-haps the sun wasthe least | had to worry about,
and maybe he knew.

We soon passed out of the small settlement. The shacks and rubbish-strewn streets ended abruptly, as
did any sign of cultivation. What few sad fruit trees and root crops | had seen had no place past the
town's outer boundary; now, there was only the wilds. The road suddenly seemed to smooth out and
cam down, asif pleased to be leaving civilization behind, and be-fore uslay the desert.

| had been aware of its presence for some minutes. It could be seen beyond the town, hunched down,
spread asfar asthe eye could see. Its smell permeated the air; hot and dry, barren and crudl. | could
even fed itsweight, itsdistance, its vastness affecting my emotiond tideslikethe sky at night, or the sea
on astormy day. But now for thefirst time| redlly noticed it. | saw its beauty and danger, its mystery
and shapdly curves. And | perceived the sharp edges that waited for those unacquainted with its harsh
truth.

Now that the road had levelled to merely uncom-fortable—and Scott had dropped his speed asif
mourning the potholes|eft behind—I had achanceto talk.

" Scott, you have me confused.”

"It'l al becomeclear,” hesaid. "Or... clearer. More obvious." He shook his head, trying to rattle loose
whatever he wastrying to say. "Just wait and let me show you, Pete.”

1 nodded, tried to return his smile, but the sun must have stretched my skin. | uncapped the lid of my
sun-block and coated my face and arms once more, taking off my cap and rubbing it into my scalp. It
grated and scratched. Glancing at the mess on my hand, | saw that athousand grains of sand had
become mixed in, turning the cream into an effective exfoliant.

"Hal" Scott laughed. "Just like being at the beach. Y ou get used to the sand eventualy, just like you get
used to being thirsty, swesty, tired. Y ou can get used to anything, really. Remember going to the beach
asakid? That time when our families went together, you wanted to go canoeing, but | dragged you over
to ex-plore the rock pools and caves?'

"Y ou got meinto so much trouble.”

"l wasakid, what was | supposed to know about tides?' He laughed again, wild, uninhibited,
untem-pered by norma worries like mortgages and jobs and love. | loved him and hated him, and for the
thou-sandth time | wondered how that could be.

"We could have died.”
"We should have gone farther into the caves. But you were scared.”

| shook my head. "Y ou didn't know what was there. We could have died.”



"Y ou never find out unlessyou look.” If | didn't know him better, | may have imagined mockery in his
amile

"You said youd found acity,” | said. "A city of ghosts?' He glanced across at me, handed over a bot-tle
of water, looked ahead again.

The road had effectively ended as we left town, cross-country evidently being amore comfortable ride.
This desert was not as | had aways imagined it to be—the high, sharp-ridged dunes of Lawrence of
Arabia—»but rather flat, hard-packed, supporting sparse oases of vegetation that seemed to sprout from
the bases of rocky mounds or in shalowsin the ground. Leaves were dark green and thin, their ends
sharp, threatening and unwelcoming. If these plants did flower, now was not their season. The sun was
high, the heat intense, and mirage lakes danced across the horizon. Ghost water, | thought, and the idea
made Scott's sllence even more frustrating.

"What city could be hidden out here?' | asked. "It'sthe desert, but it's hardly wilderness."
"Hardly?' he repeated, raisng his eyebrows. "What's wilderness?’
"Well... thewilds. Somewhere away from civiliza-tion."

Scott lifted ahand from the whed and swept it ahead of him, asif offering me everything | could see.
"Thisisaswild asit gets," he said. "Civilization? Where? Out here there are scorpions and snakes and
spiders and flies, and other thingsto do you mischief. It's easy to diein the desert.”

"And?' | asked. There had been no fedling to hiswords, no sense that he meant it. Spiders and snakes
did not frighten him, or turn his desert into awilder-ness. There was something else herefor him.

"And history," he said. The jegp began to protest as we started up a shallow, long rise. Scott frowned
down at the bonnet, cursing under his breath, and then with a cough the engine settled into its old rumble
once more.

| looked around, searching for ruins or some other evidence of humanity, of history. But | saw only
com-pacted sand and plants, and a shimmering mirage that made me ever more thirsty.

"The sands of time," Scott said. ""Blown around the world for thelast million years. Parts of every
civilizartion that has ever existed on Earth are here. Shards of the pyramids. Flecks of stone from the
hanging gar-dens of Babylon. Dust from unknown obelisks. Traces of societies and peoples weve never
known or imag-ined. All here."

| looked across the desert, trying to perceive any-thing other than what my eyestold me werethere. Y et
again | envied Scott his sense of wonder. He could take a deep breath and know that amillion people
before him had inhaled part of that lungful. 1 could see or fed nothing of the sort.

"Time hasghodts," hesad. "That'swhat timeis: the ghost of every instant passed, haunting the potentid
of every moment to come. And sometimes, the ghosts gather.”

"The dity of ghosts?”

Scott drew to ahalt atop alow ridge. Ahead of uslay a staggering expanse of nothing: desert forever, the
horizon merging with the light blue sky where distance blurred them together. Heat shimmered everything
into falseness.

"Farther in," he said quietly. "A couple of hours travel. | have plenty of water, and therésaspring a my
camp. But here. | found this. Take alook. Gather your thoughts, and when you're ready, tell me what



youthink."

He dug down under his seat and handed me some-thing. For acouple of seconds| drew back and kept
my handsto mysdf, afraid that it would be deadly. Not an insect, nothing poisonous, nothing so band;
some-thing dangerous. Something that, were | to accept it from Scott, would have consegquences.

"Here," hesaid, urging me. "It won't hurt you. That'sthelast thing it'll do.”
| took in adeep breath and held out my hand.

The bundle of cloth was small, and it had no weight whatsoever. | was holding ahandful of air. It was
old, crumbled, dried by the intense heat until al flexibility and movement had been boiled away. It lay
therein my hand, arelic, and as | turned it thisway and that | saw what wasinside.

Bones. Short and thin, knotted, digointed. Finger bones. One of them had ashred of mummified flesh
il hanging on for dear, long-departed life.

| gasped, froze in my seat, conscious of Scott's gaze upon me. | hefted the bundle, still amazed at how
light it seemed, wondering if the climate had done some-thing to my muscles or sense of touch. And for a
mo-ment o brief | may haveimagined it in ablink, | saw this person's death.

Cold. Wet. Alone. And along, long way from here.

"It'sold," Scott said. "Very old. Before Christ. Before the Minoans, the Egyptians, Mesopotamia.”
"How do you know?" | whispered.

"It'shardly there," hesaid. "Touchit.”

| pointed afinger and reached out, aiming between the folds of ancient cloth at the dull gray bone
wrapped insde. Closer, closer, until my finger felt asthough it had been immersed in water of the exact
same temperature as our surroundings. But that was dll.

1 pushed farther, but there was no sense of the bone being there. It was not solid.

"Mirage?' | said. But | knew that waswrong. "What isthis?" | hefted the package again, squeezed it,
watched asit kept its shape and did not touch my skin. "What the bloody hdll... ?'

"Sometimes | guess even ghosts fade away," Scott said. He started the jegp again and headed down the
dope, out into the great desert.

| dropped the cloth bundle and kicked it away from my feet, watching, waiting for it to vanish or change.
It did neither. But by the time we reached Scott's en-campment, | thought perhapsit had faded allittle
more.

* * %

There were six tents scattered around aboggy depres-sion in the ground. Thiswas Scott's "spring.” As
we pulled up in the jeep aflock of birdstook off from the watering hole, darting quickly between the
tents, mov-ing sharply like bats. There was movement on the ground too; lizards shimmied beneath
rocks, and alarger creature on four legs—too fast to see, too blurred for me to make out—flickered out
of dght over thelip of the depression and into the desert.

"Quiteabusy place" 1 sad.



"It'sthe only spring for milesin any direction. | don't mind sharingit.”

"Y ou have otherson the dig?' | asked. The tents looked deserted, unkempt, unused, but there was no
other reason for them to be there.

"1usedto,” hesad. "Thelast oneleft three weeks ago.”

"Y ou been skimping on their wages again?' | wastrying to bejolly, but it could not reach my voice, let
donemy amile

"Frightened off," he said casualy. He jumped from the jegp, dammed the door and made for one of the
tents.

| sat there for awhile, trying to make out just what was different about this place compared to the other
camps| had visited over the past two decades. The sun scorched down, trying to beat sense out of me. |
closed my eyes, but ill it found itsway through, burn-ing my vison red.

There were no people here, but that was not the main difference. There were fewer tentsthan at most
digs. Those that were here looked older, more bedrag-gled, asif they had been herefor alot longer than
usud.

Scott stood staring back at me, hands on hiships. "'l have a solar fridge," he said. "I have beer. We need
to wash up, catch up and then talk some about what 1've found out here. Y ou ready for some wonder,
Pete?’

You ready for some wonder, Pete? He could have been reading my mind. And yet again, only my
close-nessto Scott prevented me from taking his comment asridicule.

"Where'sthe dig?' | asked. "Where's the equipment? The washers, the boxed artifacts, the tools?”

"Ah," Scott said, throwing up hishands asif held been caught chesting at cards. "Wadll... Pete, please
mate, I'm not trying to deceive you or catch you out. | just wanted you here to share something with me,
Come on, into my tent. Well crack afew, and then I'll tell you everything. Thetime needsto beright.”

"Matthew," | said. It wasthefirst time | had men-tioned Scott's most baffling e-mail sncemy arriva.

Hisface dropped and he looked down at hisfeet. We stayed that way for some time—me sitting in the
jeen, dowly frying in the sun; Scott standing afew steps away examining the desert floor—and then he
looked up.

"I haven't found him yet, but he's here.”

| shook my head, frowned.

"l just need to look farther... deeper..."
" Scott, has the sun—7?"

"No, it hasn't. The sun hasn't touched me!" He al-most became angry, but then he calmed, relaxed. "Pete,
Matthew is here somewhere, because every dead person who has ever been wronged is here.

Somewhere. Under our feet, under this desert. I've found the City of the Dead.”

He turned and walked into one of the larger tents, leaving me donein thejeep. The City of the Dead.
"A red city?" | said, but Scott seemed not to hear. | may have been adone. Tent flaps wavered for afew



seconds in a sudden breeze, snapping angrily at the heet. | looked around and felt the immensity of the
place bearing down, crushing meinto the small, insignifi-cant speck of sand that | was. | waslost here,
just aslost as| was a home, and though it was afedling | had never grown used to, at least here | could
find justifi-cation. Here, 1 was|ost because the desert made light of so many aspects of life 1 took to be
important. Here there was only water, or no water. Here too there was life, or death... and perhaps, if
Scott'sweird story held any trace of truth, something connecting the two.

But | could not believe. | did not have the facility to believe.
The sun must have driven him mad.

| jumped from the jegp and followed him into histent. Itsinterior was more well-appointed than it had
any right to be, being compartmented into four by hanging swirls of fine materia, and carpeted with an
outlandish collection of rugs and throw cushions. In one quarter there was even some rudimentary
furni-ture: a cot, acouple of low-dung chairs and the solar fridge. He was pulling out two bottles of beer,
their label's beaded with moisture.

He popped the caps and offered me abottle. "To us" he said. "Nice fuckin' lifel”
"Absolutely,” | said. We clinked bottles and drank.
Only he could use that phrase and sound like he ac-tually meant it.

"Sotell me" | sad. "Thiscity? A red city? Why have you dragged me amillion miles from home? Other
than to St and drink beer and seeif you're fill a pansy when it comesto booze."

"Three bottlesand I'm done," he said, durping nois-ily, wiping his chin, Sghing in satisfaction. "1 wonder if
the dead spend their time mourning their senses?!

"The dead."

"Wouldn't you? If you died and could till think, rea-son, wouldn't you missthe sound of afull orchestra
or achild'slaugh? Miss the taste of agood steak or awoman's pussy? Miss the smell of fresh bread or a
rose garden?'

| shrugged, nodded, not knowing quite how to re-spond.

"l would," he said. "Lifeisso lucky, you just have to wonder at it, don't you? Even thinking about it
makes everything sound, taste and smell so much better.” Helooked at me. "Apart from you. Didn't you
shower be-fore you left home? Stinking bastard.”

"And | suppose the showersare out of action,” | said.
"Y es, but the Jacuzzi isin the next tent, and the Jacuzzi maids have been told to treat you specia.”
We shared alaugh then, for thefirgt time thisvisit, and we sank wearily into thelow chairs.

Thecity," | said again. For someone so keen to drag me out here, he was being infuriatingly reticent
about revedling hisdiscovery.

"Thecity.” He nodded. "I don't know if it'sared city, Pete. It'sredly here, realy under our feet, and
later I'll show you how | know that. Therelic | handed you in the car isone of afew I'vefound, al of
them... thesame. Digant.”

"It didn't fed dl there"



"l think it wasaghogt," he said, frowning, concen-trating. "1 think it was a part of someonewho died a
long time ago, but a piece that was buried or logt to the ages. The other things I've found point to that
too."

"But have you actudly found this place? Or are you surmising?'
"I've found enough to tell methat it'sredlly here. For sure.”

"These bits of ghosts?' | felt dightly foolish verba-izing what Scott had said. It was patently wrong, there
was some other explanation, but he could state these outlandish ideas comfortably. They did not sound
30 red coming from my skeptical sdf.

"Them, and more. | saw apart of the city reveded by asinkhole. Haven't been able to get close yet—the
sand istoo fluid. But there's nothing else it can be other than aburied ruin. Blocks, joints. I'll show you
soon." He stared at me, challenging me to doubt.

"But why hasn't anyone ese ever come here, found this Suff?”

Scott took another long drink from his bottle, emp-tying it, and then tilted his chair back and stared up at
the tent celling. The sun cast weird shapes across the canvas, emphasizing irregularitiesin its surface and
casting shadows where sand had blown and been trapped, gathered in folds and creases. Scott |ooked
asthough he wastrying to make sense.

" Soott?*

"I don't know," he said. "I don't know why no one has found those scraps of things before, or seen the
ruin, or pieced together the evidence that's just lying around for meto find. And for awhile, this made me
doubt the truth of what 1'd discovered. It couldn't be so easy, | thought. | couldn't have just sumbled
acrossit. The evidence was so real, and the existence of the city hereis so right, that others must have
come to the same conclusions. A hundred others, athousand.”

"Areyou quite sure no one has?'

"No," hesaid. "Not positive. Perhaps others have found the place, but never had a chance to reved any
of ther findings"

| drank my beer and glanced around the tent. The closer | looked, the more | saw Scott's identity and
persondlity ssamped on theinterior. A pile of books stood in one corner, al of them reference, no fiction.
What's the point of reading something that isn't true? he'd once said to me, and I'd hated mysdlf for
not being able to come up with agood reason. Me, some-one who worked in publishing, incapable of
defend-ing the purpose of my life. A belt lay cardesdy thrown down on the rugs, various brushes, chisds
and other implements of histradetied to it. And the rugs them-sdlves, far from being locally made,
seemed to speek avariety of stylesand cultures. Some told stories within their weaves, others held only
patterns, and one or two seemed to perform both tasks with deceptive smplicity. The realization that this
man, my friend, did not actualy have ahome hit me then, strong and hard. He carried his home with him.
After al theseyears, al thistime, | guessed that | had assumed Scott would

"come home' one day, not redizing that helived there every day of hislife.

1 missed my wife and kidsthen, sharply and brightly. But the fedling, though intense, was brief, and it
soon faded into a background fog as Scott opened another bottle for each of us.

"I think | found this placefor areason,” hesaid at last. "I can't say | wasled here—I led mysdlf if
any-thing, looking, delving, searching into old histories and older tales—but | think it was meant to be.”



"Dont tdl meyou've Sarted to believein fate."

"Only if it'ssdf-made," he said, grinning. "1 was fated to find this place, and you were fated to join me
here, to search more fully. But only because that's what both of us wanted. Meto find Matthew, and you
to giveyour lifeaninjection of life."

| felt dighted, but | knew that he wasright. In what he said about me, at least. Asto Matthew, | could
not begin to imagine.

"Where better for the city of the dead than nestling in the cradle of humanity?' he said. "Ethiopiaiswhere
thefirst people waked, where Homo sapiens came into being. What better place?"

Something dammed againgt the side of the tent, sending the canvas stretching and snapping againgt the
poles. | jumped to my feet and Scott glanced up, bottle poised at his mouth. "Soundslikewe'rein for a
bit of ablow," hesaid.

"What the hdl wasthat?"

"Wind. Storm coming in. Y ou'd best get your thingsinside. Well sharethistent. Sand storms can be abit
disconcerting thefirgt time you're caught in one, es-pecidly in atent. Magnifies sound.”

"Y ou never said anything about sand storms.” | felt the familiar fear risng insgde, the one that hit me keen
and hard when | was removed from my normal place, the company of my normal people. The fear that
sad 1waslost.

"Didn't say much at al," hesaid. "If | had, would you have come?"
"Of course!" 1 said. "Of course | would."
"Even though you think I've logt the plot?!

| considered lying to my friend then, but he would have known. He aready knew the truth. "That was the
main reason.”

Hesamiled. "You're agood mate. I'm alucky man. | may only have afew possessonsto my name, but
I'mrichinfriends”

| was unfeasibly flattered by his comment, and | went on to say something trite in response—thanks, or
so am |—when another gust of wind hit the tent. It seemed to suck the air from insde, drawing in the tent
wadlls, pulling down the ceiling, shrinking the canopy asif to dlow the desert sand and air to move closer.
The whole structure leaned and strained for afew sec-onds that seemed like minutes, and then the gale
less-ened, the tent relaxed and | glared down at Scott.

"Arewelikely to be left homeess by this?' | said.

"Nope. Tent's meant to move and shift with thewind." His eyes were wide, seeing something far more
distant than | knew, and | saw the familiar excitement there, the knowledge that there was more going on
than we could ever hope to understand. That kind of ignorance never offended Scott. It merely gave him
more cause to wonder.

| ducked outside to drag in my luggage, squinting against the sand being blown around by the risng wind.
| stood there for awhile, hand shielding my eyes, looking out toward the horizon to see whether | could
spot the storm. All around, the skies seemed to have darkened from light blue to agrubby, uniform gray.
The sun was asmudge heading down to the western horizon, asmear of yellow like adaffodil whipped in



the wind. Out past the camp | could see dust dancing above the ground, playing in spiras acrossthe plain
where the wind was being twisted by the heet. They flicked to and fro. Snapping at the ground. Whipping
up more dust and sand to add to their mass.

And then, in the distance, floating above the hori-zon, there was a ghastly flash of light that lit theinsdes
of the gray mass.

1 gasped, fet grit on my teeth and in my eyes, and afew seconds|later along, low roar rolled in across
the desert. It started as subdued as arumbling stom-ach, but increased in volume until it shook the
ground beneath my feet and smashed my ears. Another flash displayed just how dark it had suddenly
become. The resultant thunder merged with the first. The sky was screaming at me.

Just as| turned to go back into the tent the wind came down with avengeance. What | had thought a
gaewas only aprecursor to this ondaught. Sand was ripped up and blasted into my face, my ears, my
hair and eyes and mouth. The sound was tremendous, wind, thunder, and grit coursing across the tent
wdls.

Inside, Scott had stood up and was opening two more bottles of beer. "Bit of ahowler!”
"Isit dwayslikethis?' 1 had to shout just to be heard, and even then | could have been mumbling.

"Never seen one like this before! Here. More beer!” He held out the bottle and I went to him, accepting
it, grateful for the dulling effect of the dcohoal.

The storm came down. It was so loud that we could not hear ourselvestalk, |et aone each other, so we
sat together and listened. | wasterrified. The aural on-daught was so extreme that | wanted to scream,
cha-lengeitsferocity with some of my own. It beet into the tent, seemingly increasing in volume al the
time, and it was all for me, aimed at me, targeted at me and me aone.

Scott sat wide-eyed and astonished, an inscrutable smile on hisface as he stared at the canopy shifting
aboveus.

It went on for along time, becoming more fearsome with each passing minute. The roar turned into
some-thing that sounded aive, a snarling thing, crunching down into the ground in ahideous rhythm. The
storm was running toward us across the desert, legs so long that the footfals were minutes apart. It was
not an im-age that | relished, but deegp down | found some sat-isfaction in the stirring of my mostly
dormant imagination. Thousands of tons of sand picked up by the storm abraded the whole landscape. It
was pow-ered againgt the canvas, setting the whole structure vibrating into ablur.

Something hit thetent. It did dowly acrossthe sur-face, visble asadark shadow against the dightly
lighter background. Its edges shimmered in the wind, and it took several long secondsto pass over the
tent's domed roof, finaly being sucked away into the storm with awhiplike crack.

"Whet the hell wasthat?' | shouted

"One of the other tents, | guess.”

"I thought you said they were meant to bend, could withstand this?'

"Weweren't in that one." His comment made no sense. | guessed | had misheard.

We attempted some more shouted conversation, but two out of every three words were stolen by the
storm. | imagined these lost thoughts blown together, mixed and matched into things neither of ushad
ever meant to say. Scott's tent seemed to be withstanding the battering, its poles bending and twisting just



as held said they were designed to, though | never once felt safe. Asfar as| was concerned we were
forever on the verge of doom. The tent would be whipped away into the gray storm and we would be lft
bare, ex-posed, tumbling across the desert in acloud of rugs and cushions and clothes, sand scoring our
skin until the flesh showed through, blinded, deafened, eventu-ally buried wherever the storm choseto
dump us.

Scott never looked anything less than amazed. His excitement did not flicker. He continued drinking, and
tomy surprise so did |, still able to enjoy the beer even in such desperate circumstances. Part of it was
the lulling effect of the alcohoal, but perhaps 1 was aso taking on some of Scott's awe through our
compan-ionable slence.

The lightning flashes continued, shimmering across the tent's outer walls and casting strange shadows,
swirling, dancing dust devils cdebrating the wind. The thunder came dmost immediately. It wasalong
time before the period between lightning and thunder be-gan to grow again. | imagined the sorm waiting
above our tent, examining us, interested in these petty hu-manswho had decided to pitch againgt its

power.

Still the sands scoured the tent, driven by the hor-rendous gales. | shouted at Scott severa timesto ask
whether the canvas could withstand such a battering, but he did not answer. He knew | was asking
some-thing, but he merely smiled, eyes sparkling, bringing the bottle to hislips once more. He existed in
hisown little space.

There was no point in trying to deep. | checked my watch regularly, but day and night had become
con-fused, and when the time began to make no sense | stopped checking. Perhaps night fell, because
the dark storm became that much darker, but lightning gave us brief moments of illumination hereand
there. Scott lit some dectric lanterns around the tent, solar batteries charged during the day to keep the
day with usthrough the long, dark desert nights. And it grew per-ceptibly cooler. | opened my luggage
and rummaged around for a shirt and apair of combat trousers, stand-ing to change with my head only
inches from the con-vex canvas ceiling. For some reason it seemed so much louder than when | was
Stting down.

Eventudly, after hoursthat fdt like days, the storm began to abate. We only redized how much it had
lessened when we found that we could converse com-fortably by raising our voices only dightly.

"How long do these usudly last?" | asked.
Scott shrugged. "As| said, never seen one like thisbefore. But | think that was short.”
1 looked at my watch, but till it made no sense.

"Hours," hesaid. "Maybe six." He glanced at the empty beer bottles strewn around the floor of histent.
"Maybe more.”

| suddenly realized how much | needed to urinate. | looked around the tent, but there was no sign of a
bucket or a partitioned toilet area.

"Two tentsalong,” Scott said. "If it's il there" He pointed the way without standing. He suddenly
looked very drunk, even though minutes before he had been dert and observant.

I stared at him. | was scared, terrified of the desert and the prospect of leaving the tent on my own, but |
could not articulate that idea.

Heknew. "Comeon," he said, standing and swaying dowly toward me. " Shit, listen to that. Like it never



was.

The storm had dl but died down. There was a con-tinuous, low hissing of sand dipping dowly from the
dometent. But even that faded away after only afew more seconds, and we were |eft with our own

heavy breathing.

The silence was shocking. My stomach rumbled, and 1 wasridiculoudy embarrassed.
"Likeit never was" Scott said again. "Let'sgo and seewhat it's left us.”

We exited the tent into a bloodred dusk.

And we saw what the storm had |eft behind. * * *

The landscape had changed beyond recognition.

Where the watering hole had been, a sand dune now lay. Where the neighboring tents had been pitched,
there was now awind-patterned expanse of loose sand. And the horizon that had once been ap-parent,
viewed across packed sand and low, gentle mounds, was now hidden behind something new.

Rising out of the desert, acity.

| fell to my knees. | could not take in theimmensity of what we were viewing. My mind would not permit
it. It did not fit within the confines of my imagination, the limits of my understanding.

Scott was amazed, but not surprised. That was some-thing that terrified me even more. He was not
sur-prised.

"Thereitis" hesaid. "Thereitis, at last." He walked across the dtered landscape, ignoring the fact that
ours wasthe only tent left stlanding. There was no sign of the others. They could have been anywhere.

"Scott?" | whispered at last. He turned and looked, smiling, but not a me. " Scott, what's going on?"

"The City of the Dead," he said. "The storm gaveit to us. Pete, you have to come and seeit with me.
Dont just stay here.”

"I'm afraid. It shouldn't bethere, it'stoo... big."

"Out of the desext, that's all. Please, Pete. You'll a-waysregret it if you don't come. Y ou'll think about it
forever. Itll haunt you... believe me, | know. Livealittle.”

Livealittle. Yes, that waswhat | wanted to do. Scott had lived alot, and | only wanted to live alittle.
But till, | wasterrified. | could conceive of no way thet this could be happening. | looked past him at the
ruins revealed by the storm. They seemed to begin just over awide, low dune created at the western
extremes of the old camp, and if they were as close as | believed they probably rose about twenty feet
abovethe desert leve. Only twenty fet.

But before the storm, there had been nothing there et all.
"They shouldn't bethere...” | said.
Scott shrugged. "The desert is decelving. Messes with perspective. Come on.”

Hewaslying. But somehow | stood and followed.



The sand underfoot was loose and treacherous; more than once we both dipped and did several steps
down the side of the new dune. | could not take my eyesfrom the ruin risng beforeme. | tried to
convince mysdlf that | had been mided by Scott's certainty; that the structure was naturally formed,
carved from solid stone by millenniaof scouring wind. But it could only be artificid. There werethejoints
between blocks, the blocks themsalves huge and probably each weighing severd tons. And the windows,
squared at the base, curved inward at their head, like traditional church windows back home. Around the
windows, gill visible here and there, ornamentation. Scrolls. Patterned carv-ings that may have been
some sort of writing. And in one place, staring out at us as we approached, guard-ing the ancient ruin it
formed apart of, the face of agargoyle.

| tried not to look, but my gaze was drawn there. It had three eyes, two mouths, and though its edges
had been worn by eons of erosion, still its teeth looked sharp.

"Scott," | whispered.
"I know!" he said, excitement to my fear. "Comeon! | think thisisjust apart of it."

We walked dowly up the low dope of the new dune. | glanced back once or twice at the remains of the
camp we left behind. Only the single large tent was visible now, with afew sand-covered mounds here
and there that may have been scattered equipment. Ahead of us, the old ruin reveded itself more and
more with each step.

| was afraid to reach the top. Afraid to see whether thiswasjust apart of it, or if there was so much
more beyond. | so wanted thisto beasingletal wall.

When we crested the hill, the world became a dif-ferent place. Everything I had held true shifted, much of
it drastically. My beliefs, my faith took a gut-punch and reded against the assault. Scott touched my
shoul-der and then held on; he knew what | wasfedling. | looked a him, and his eyes were ablaze with
thethrill of discovery.

Theruinslay in awide hollow in the desert. There was not one high wall. There was not even asingle
building. Spread across the floor of the depression in the land, seemingly growing from the ground, lay
theremains of severd large and dozens of smaller build-ings. Sand and grit were skirted around bases
and againg walls, had drifted up and through openings that may have been windows, may have been
wounds. Some of the ruins rose above the level of the desert floor, but many more had been reveded
bel ow, shown the sunlight for the first time in eons when the terrible sand storm had opened them up to
view. The hollow must have been amile across.

"Let'sgo down,” Scott said.
IIWW?I

"I want to see. | want to know where the dead live. Look, over there!™ He pointed to our |eft, and before
the dark stone of the first tumbled building there was something in the sand, something dark, moving.

At first 1 thought it was ascorpion or smdl lizard. But aswe moved closer | saw theredlity. It wasa
foot, ill clad in the remains of asandal, bones stripped of flesh and dangling with scraps of skin,
snapped or bro-ken at the ankle. Theillusion of movement stopped aswe came closer, but | blinked
severd times and wiped sand from my eyes, waiting for it to move again.

Scott hesitated momentarily before picking it up. "Here" he said, offering metherelic. "Touch some-thing
timdess"



Before 1 could refuse he grabbed my hand and placed the skeletd foot there. It had no weight. Lighter
than afeather, little more than amemory, it lay across my pam and fingers, yet seemed not to touch
them. It felt warm, though that may have been the sun best-ing through its nothingness—

And the sun struck down asthis person walked, end-lesdy, herded with athousand more, driven from
one old land and taken toward another. Soldiers and set-tlers accompanied them on their way, using
guns and bootsif any of the ragged tribe lagged behind. This person was old by now, crying, leaving a
trail of tears as she wastorn away from her own landsfor thefirst time ever, and she died from thirst and
Sorrow on strange soil—

| dropped the thing back into the sand and it landed with athud. It sat there motionless, and at any
second | expected it to strike out.

"Therdsmore," hesaid. "Signs of habitation.”

| shook my heed, trying to dispel whatever it was | had imagined. Hallucination? Vision?"Youredly
be-lievethisplaceiswhat you said it is?"

"Of course!" he sad. "And theré's more, much more. Thisisjust the surface. | want to go down inside.
Mat-thew isingde!”

"If that's true—if everything you're saying, al this madness, has an ounce of truth—do you know what
thiswould do to theworld? To religion, bief, faith?"

"| don't care," Scott said.

"Why?

"Because caring can't change the truth.”

| stared over Scott's shoulder at the ruined city risen from the sands.

"l want to go deeper," Scott said, and he turned and walked down toward the ruins.

| followed, diding once or twice, sarting asmall avalanche that preceded us both down the dope. There
were severd more dark shapesin the sand, shapes with glimpses of white within, old bones, ready to
crumbleinthe heat. | wondered if they were light and insubstantia like the foot. Light, but filled with
memorieswaiting to be relived. | had no wish to touch them.

Scott reached thefirst ruin. He stood very close, hand held up in front of him, palm out, amost touch-ing
thewall. The stone sported some elaborate de-signs, letters or images, numbers or figures.

"Old," Scott said. Theseareso old.”
"What languageisthat? Isthat hieroglyphics?*

"An earlier form, perhaps. Though initiated sepa-rately. I've seen variations of this before, many timesall
across the world. I've been searching for so long, it'samaost my second tongue.”

"What doesit say?"

Scott turned to me and smiled, and his hand touched the rock for thefirst time. He sighed and blinked
heavily, asif suddenly tired or drunk. ™Y ou don't want to know," he said. "Come on.”

Scott and | circled the stoneruin. 1t was built from huge flat blocks, far too large to possibly be moved



by hand, and old though it was, burid in the sands must have protected it from erasion by the winds of
time. In addition to the strange markings there were several more of the gruesome gargoyles a various
points on its upper surface, not corresponding &t al with any opening or any particular spacing. | glanced
back, and our footprints seemed to have disappeared into the desert. The sand was so smooth, so fine
that it had flowed back in to fill the depressions, leaving little more than dentsin the surface. It was as
though the buried city were swalowing our presence. Or wiping it avay.

"I think thismay be atemple,” he said.
"May have been," | said.

"No." He shook his head, frowning and smiling & me at the sametime. "This may be the City of the
Dead, but it can never be deserted.”

"What do you mean?"
"Comeon," hesaid. "Deeper."

Farther down in the depression stood the remains of more buildings. They looked ruined to me, ancient
and ruined, but what Scott had said stuck with me, forced meto view them in adifferent light. So there
was no roof on these four tumbled-down walls, but what need of aroof buried in the sands? The
doorway was blocked with the tumbled stone arch that had once held it open, but do the dead need true
door-ways? | looked around at our feet and saw more of the scattered remains, some of them ill
wrapped in old cloth, some of the boneswhite in the glaring sun, bleached and seemingly brittle asif they
had been exposed for eons, not hours. The wind must have danced and spun between these barely
standing walls, because the stone floor was reveded in places, sand swept aside. It held patterns,
colored rocksinlaid in the stone so perfectly that their edges seemed to merge, offering no cracksfor
timeto pry apart. Scott tried to brush away more sand, reved alarger pattern, but the more that was on
display the less sense it made.

Herevelled in the mystery, while it made me more nervous.
"Isthat alanguage?’ | asked. "Same asthe wal mark-ings?'

Scott shook hishead. "Not alanguage aswe know it," he said. "I think it's meant to inspire fedings. True
art. We could carry on, uncover it al. Find out which fedings”

| shook my heed. "L et'smove on.”
"Good man!™ Scott said, dapping my shoulder and hurrying on ahead.

There was amaze of long, low walls at the base of the depression, spreading maybe three hundred feet
from side to side. Scott paused at its perimeter for afew moments, looking around, kicking at the sand.
He stooped and picked up a badly eroded bone. It may have been askull, but it was full of unnaturd
holes. He closed his eyes.

Theair around us seemed to shimmer, asif stirred by an invisble breeze. | felt no breath againgt my
swesting skin, but the ruined wals and the high ridge of sand around usflickered asif through aheat
haze. And though | felt no breath, | seemed to hear awhis-per.

Scott dropped the rdlic, glancing back a me. "Mur-der,” he said.

| looked at the tangled mess of cloth and bone. And then | surprised mysdlf. | must have shocked Scott
aswell, because he raised his eyebrows and took a step back.



1 reached out and picked up the skull—

And it was dark by the sea, windy and wet, stinking of rotting sealife as beaches dways do. This person
stood with his back to the cliffs, staring out, watching the bursts of effervescence as waves broke and
cap-tured the moonlight. In one hand there was agun, in the other atorch, and when the small rowboat
came ashore both would be pointed outward this night, and both used. But that chance did not arrive.
The waves hid the sound of the shape creegping up behind him, out of the cave where it must have been
waiting dl day. When the knife curled around histhroat and did through his skin, the moon caught the
spurting blood, bright as breaking waves, and the betraya tasted of salt—

| dropped the bundle and watched it sink into the sand. The sudden change from vison to red life—
darkness and wet, to dryness and blazing sun—star-tled me, but not as much asit should have. |
squinted at Scott, and for thefirst time | saw afleck of fear in hiseyes, adark, fiery look that floated
therelike the sun reflected in negative.

"Did you see?" he whispered.

1 nodded.

"Y ou saw what tiesthat person to thiscity,” he said. "Why they can't et go."

"Murder?'

"Unfinished busness”

| looked down at where the old skull had fallen and sunk. | felt observed.

"I'm going down," Scott said,

"What?"

Tin going down into the city. For every ghost with unfinished bus ness, there's someone accountable.”

"Matthew," | said, but Scott chose not to answer. He was aready walking away, across the boiling sand,
past ruinsthat should not be, past the mysterious lan-guage carved into these stone walls, hisfootprints
be-ing swallowed by the desert behind him, eschewing the sun for darker depths. When he reached
another pile of stone protruding from the ground he turned and looked back at me.

"I'd likeyou to come," he said. Perhaps he feigned the fear. Maybe he was playing me even then, luring
meto hisown ends. But | was hisfriend, and thefear | thought | heard in his few words somehow
enabled meto better my own. | followed him into the ground.

The way down should never have been there. After the storm, and after the eons that the desert had had
tofill this place with its own, there should have been no clear route underground. The fluid sand should
have seen to that. It was asif while the gale thundered above, so too had astorm raged down below,
pow-erful enough to expd the sand like the cork from a shaken bottle of champagne. And Scott had
found theway.

"Down there," he said. "Down there well find ghosts, Pete. Wraiths never given achanceto rest. Are
you sure you want to come with me?”

"I've comeadl thisway," | said, failing to understand my own skewed logic.

"I knew | could count on you. Say goodbye to the sun!" He looked up and squinted at the sun, blazing



and hot, even though it was dipping into the west.

| looked aswell, but not for long. 1 did not want to imbue the moment with too much ceremony. That
would be admitting that | may never seethe sun again.

The hole wasjust wide enough for our entry. It opened beneath awall, smashed through the buried
foundations by some ancient cataclysm, leading in and down like an opened throat waiting to swallow us
whole. Scott dipped quickly inside on his ssomach, but | lay there for awhilein the hot sand, looking a
the perimeter of the hole and wondering just what was holding it up. It looked like compacted sand, little
more. Thewall passed above it and pressed down, but there was no lintel, no supporting stone. A trid of
dan-ger before entering the City of the Dead.

| squeezed through, scraped my back against the edge, felt sand crumble down the neck of my shirt, and
then| wasinside.

Scott was rummaging around at the base of awall, cursing and shaking his head. Enough light filtered in
for meto see him there, moving tuff asde with hisfoot, bending, grabbing something, dropping it again.
He groaned and sighed, spat and whimpered.

" Soott!"

"We need atorch," he said. "We need some light." And | saw what he was doing. There were more
seg-ments of skeletons piled against thewadll, asif blown there by some subterranean wind, and Scott
was sort-ing them until he found abone long enough to use asatorch. And every time he touched a
bone...

"Here," he said. "Not s0 bad. Love rgjected. Hell of areason to miss out on Heaven." Heheld along
thigh bone, knotted awad of materid about its smashed joint, twisting and tying it hard so that thefire
would take its time eeting through. He dipped alighter from his pocket and gave uslight.

Wewerein along corridor, itsfloor doping down quite steeply, itsfar end lost in darkness.
"l guesswe go down," he said.

"No other way. Scott, do you redly think—"

"Shhh!" he hissed. "Hear that? Do you hear that?'

| listened intently, breething out dowly through my nose, and perhaps | heard the echoes of hisvoice.
They seemed to go on for along time, and they grew closer again before fading away into the stone
wdls.

"Let'sgo," hesad. "They know we're here."

He headed off into the corridor and | could only follow. Thelight from his makeshift torch was very
weak, but it bled back far enough to touch the ground around my feet, casting sad reflections from the
bones Scott had rooted through. They were mixed, but | was sure they would not match. A dozen
remains here, two dozen, and | accidentally kicked one aside with my sandaled foot—

The ship was going, sinking quickly, and this person was trapped inside, searching for an air pocket,
trying to force hisway through the deluge, pushing aside floating things, food, ropes, bodies, cursing at
those who had shut them down here, cursing until his mouth opened and emitted afina bubbling gasp that
no onewould ever hear—



Scott would have felt every one of those remains. Every desth, each betraya or sin or deceit, telling its
gtory as he shuffled the remains.

"It'sdl sounfair." 1 had no ideawhat | was seeing, and no ideawhy.
"It'slife," hesad. "Or death.”

Scott went on, and the dope began to dip down even steeper than before. | glanced back frequently, just
to reassure mysdf that the glow of sunlight was till behind us. That smdl entrance grew smaler and
fainter, from afase sun into little more than a smudge in the dark. And then, as| knew had to happen,
we turned a bend in the corridor and the daylight van-ished.

| stopped and called out to Scott. "Were aone."

He paused and looked back over my shoulder. The torch he carried was growing fainter asthefire
con-sumed the ancient materid. | reached out to take it from him, but there was nothing there. No bone
to touch, no friction, no heat when | held my hand in the guittering flames. Nothing.

"Scott," 1 said. "Just wherethe hdll are you taking us?"

"Therell belight,” he said. "Every place I'veread of this, therésthe light of the dead. Wejust haveto get
there. Thisisthe route to the city, not the city proper. We should find it soon, Pete. Soon! And then
perhaps| can lay Matthew to rest.”

"Thisismadness," | said. Our voices were peculiarly dead in that subterranean place, consumed by the
rock walls and the weird hieroglyphs. The etchings writhed in the wesk light from Scott's insubstantial
torch, given alife of their own.

"Stay with me, Pete," he said. He turned away and continued aong the tunnel, heading down and away
from the vanished light, perhaps leading usinto places and dangers neither of us could truthfully imagine.
"Youremy best friend."

| followed because it was the only thing | could do. | liketo think | stayed on histail because of my
de-votion to my friend, my burgeoning sense of adven-ture, my excitement at what we might have
discovered around the next curvein the corridor, or the next. But in redity | think 1 was smply scared. |
could not face the walk back out on my own. Uphill. Past those strange markings on thewall, those
bonesthat had no weight or touch.

| had no choice but to follow. We walked for what felt like hours. Scott's torch had guttered down to
little more than ablue smudge in the utter darkness. The new light that manifested came so dowly, so
gradualy, that for awhile | could not understand how that failing torch was throwing out so much
illumination. But this new light was growing and expanding, dusty and blue, originating from no single
source. Thewalls of the pas-sage began to glow, asif touched by the early morning sun, and the shapes
and tales carved there told differ-ing stories as the shadows writhed and shifted. None of them was clear
tome.

"Scott," | said, afraid, more afraid than | had been since thosefirst blasts of the storm had assaulted the
tentwdls.

"Thelight of the dead," he said. "They need it to see. | guessthey don't like the dark. Were amost there,
Pete.”

Ahead of usthe passage narrowed, walls closing in and celling dipping until we had to stoop to pass by.
The ceiling touched my head once, and | didn't like the sensation; the rock was smooth and aswarm as



living flesh. | could not shake the ideathat we were walking willingly into the belly of abeast, and now
here we were at the base of its esophagus, deep deep down, about to enter its ssomach and submit
ourselvesto digestion.

There were more remains around our feet here, scat-tered across the ground, offering no resistance as
we waded through. The bones tumbled aside, clanking silently together, somefaling into dust as soon as
they were disturbed and othersrolling together asif cov-eting their former cozy togetherness. | could not
feel them. It waslike kicking aside wafts of smoke. | won-dered if they could fed me.

Scott was ahead of me. When | heard him gasp, and | walked into him, and hisgasp cameagain asa
groan, | knew that things were about to change. The claustro-phobic passage opened out onto asmdll
ledge strewn with skeletd parts that seemed to dance away as we both came to a stunned standstill,
looking out at the place we had come down hereto find.

| once stood on the viewing platform at the top of the Empire State Building in New Y ork, looking down
at the city surrounding me, the myriad streets and blocks crawling with people and cars, the mechanical
streams spotted yellow with frequent taxis, sirens sSing-ing up out of the city like wailing soulslong-logt,
other high buildings near and far speckled with interior lights, the city risng in three dimengons, not just
gpread out like the carpet of humanity | had imagined. | could look east toward theriver and see a
hotdog vendor's stand at aroad junction, and then south to-ward Greenwich Village, where through one
of thetel-escopes| could just make out someone hurrying across astreet with adog tugging them aong,
and | knew that these two people may never meet. In acity of that size, there was agood chance that
they would passtheir liveswithout ever exchanging glances. And |, at the top of this huge tower, could
seeitdl. | could see afireto the east of Central Park, follow the course of fire engines screeching
intermittently through the traffic, but wherever the owners of the burning build-ing were 1 could not tell
them. | had astrange feding of being lifted way above the city, an observer rather than aplayer, and as|
descended in the express ee-vator and exited once more onto the streets, | experi-enced a didocation
that lasted for the rest of the day. | glanced back up at the tower, and wondered just who was looking
down a me right then.

What 1 saw in this place way below the desert was larger, older and far less explicable.

The City of the Dead lay spread out before us. It wasflat and utterly without limit, stretching way out
farther than | could see, and it was sheer distance rather than anything else that faded it into the horizon.
No hazy atmosphere, no darkening of the air—the light of the dead was rich and pure and
al-encompassing, much more reveding and honest than mere sunlight—but pure, unbelievable distance.
The city went on forever, and | could see only at the speed of light. It spread out left and right and ahead,
the only visbly defined bor-der being the high cliff from which we had emerged. Thewall fell downtothe
city and rose higher than | could see, and it faded similarly as | looked |eft and right. It did not seem to
curve around, perhaps en-closing the city, but stood in astraight line, and here and there | spied other
ledges and darker smudges that may have been the mouths of other tunnels. In the distance | thought |
saw another shocked individual standing on one of these ledges, but | blinked and the image was taken

away.

| looked down, trying to judge how far below the ground lay. Too far to climb but close enough to fall
, | thought, and though | had no idea where the idea came from | looked a Scott, caught his eye, knew
that he was thinking the same awful thing.

Together we stepped forward and tipped dowly over thelip of the ledge, leaning into space, somehow
wel coming the plunge that would immerse usin this city.

Thefal lasted long enough for me to make out plenty more detall. | did not dwell upon the strange-ness



of what was happening—tight then, it did not seem important—and though | knew that things had
changed irrevocably as Scott and | had set foot on that ledge, | took the opportunity to view this place.
Here was the supposed City of the Dead. The buildings were hugely diverse, ranging from small shacks
made of cor-rugated tin spread across branch uprights, to golden-domed offerings of love; stedl and
glasstowers, to complex timber-clad settlements; frosty ice-scul ptured homes, to hollowsin the ground,
caves, deep holes heated by the boiling insides of the hot earth itself. There was no order, no designto
the city, no blocks or arrangement, merely buildings and the spaces in between. Here and there | saw
wider areas that may have been parks, though there was no greenery to be seen. Thethingsin these
parks may have been dead trees, or smply much taler skeletons than any | had seen before. Some
buildings had windows and some did not, and only some of those with windows retained their glazing. It
wasonly aswefdl closer to the city— and that fall, that plunge, was still accepted by both of us—that
my attention was drawn more to the spacesin between the buildings.

In those spaces, things moved.
Until now | had seen this asthe City of the Dead, and | wasfalling toward it, and that did not matter.

Now, seeing this movement in the streets and roads and dleys and parks—seeing d so theflittering
move-ments behind the windows of the taller buildings, shadows denying the strange, level light that this
place possessed—I cameto dwell upon exactly what was happening to us. We fell, though there was no
sensa-tion of movement; no wind in my ears, no Scknessin my stomach, no velocity. And soon, looking
down, | knew that there was an impact to come. Directly be-low uswas acollection of smaler, humped
buildings, risng from the ground like insect hills, surrounded by taler congtructionsthat even now we

began to fdl past.

"Scott!" 1 yelled, but even though | felt no breeze, my voice was stolen away. He was next to me,
spread-eagled in the air, and when he caught my eye he looked quickly away again. What that signified, |
did not know.

Theimpact came closer, and then it was past. It did not hurt, and | had no memory at al of having
landed. One second we werefaling by tal buildings, flitting past windows that each seemed to hold a
shadowy face observing our descent, and the next we were on the ground. Dust rose around us and
floated in the still air, drifting up, up, asif eager to trace the paths of our recent descent. Welay there,
watching the dust form ghostly shapes around us. Somehow, at the end of our fdl, we had flipped over to
land on our backs.

"We're here," Scott whispered. "Look."

Hedid not point and | did not turn my head to see where he waslooking. | did not need to. Because one
of those ambiguous shapes suddenly became more redl, emerging from the dust like a sunbeam bursting
through cloud cover, carrying abluish light and form-ing avery definite shgpe asit passed first over
Scott's body, and then my own. The shape of awoman in long, flowing robes, her hair short, her hands
held out before her asif forever warding off some horrible fate. Her foot touched my arm—

She saw it coming at her, the dog, the animd, what-ever it is, she saw it and she saw the faces of those
behind it, and they could have been grimacing or laughing. She brought up her hands, asif that would do
any good, and before the thing crashed into her in arage of teeth and claws, she caught sight of the face
of someone she had once loved in the gleeful crowd—

| scurried back, pushing with my feet until | wasleaning againgt astone wall, shaking my head to loosen
theimage. The wraith drifted away down the street and eventualy faded into the uniform bluelight that
smothered this place. Thewall a my back should have felt good, but it was merely more confirmation



this was somewhere that should not be, as was the solid ground, the ground | had hit after minutes of
fdling. | glanced up, but the cliff wall was nowhere to be seen. Only that bluelight.

"Arewedive?' | said, asick fear suddenly making me cold.
"Of course," Scott said. "Do you remember dying?'
"No. But that doesn't mean we didn't. Wefel!"

"Everyone here remembersdying,” he said. "That'swhy they're here”
"But why—"

"No more questions, Pete," he said. "Just open your eyestoit al.”
“I'm not sure | want to."

Scott reached down to help me up. Hisfirm grip was comforting, and we held on to each other for a
second or two as we stood there together, looking around. He wasreal to me and | wasrea to him, and
right then that was very important. These buildings were red too. | kicked a the ssconewall | had been
leaning againg. Therewasadull thud and dust drifted from my tatty shoe. And | redlized then, for the
firs time, how utterly slent it was.

Wherever we were, however deep below the ground or submerged in dishdlief, there were no voices, no
gusts of air, no sounds of a city, no movements, no breaths. My own heart started to sound excessively
loud asit continued on its startled course, busy pump-ing oxygen through veinsto dilute my fear and cool
the heat of my distress. 1 was not used to existence without noise of some kind. At home, with awife
and two children sharing the house, there was always araised voice or amumbled dream, music or
televison adding atheme, toys being crashed or musicd instru-ments adding their tone-desf lilt to the air.
Even at work, reading and editing, the voicesin my mind were loud enough to be audible. Here, in this
city larger than any | had ever seen or imagined, the complete sllence was incongruous and unfair. And it
made things so obvioudy false.

"Werenot redly here," 1 said. Scott ignored me. Perhapsin silence he was dedling with thisin hisown
way.

There was an opening in the ssone wall afew metersaong, and | went to it and looked inside. | saw a
room, large and high-ceilinged, bereft of anything—furni-ture, character, life. Four walls, afloor, aceiling,
noth-ing more. There were no signs of it ever having been used. There was adoorway in the far wall
without adoor, no glassin thewindow | looked through, no light fixturein the calling; the same uniform
blue light lit every corner of the room, top and bottom, reveding nothing but dight drifts of dust. Shadows
had no place here. | stood back dightly and looked up, redlizing that the building was maybe fifteen
doriestdl, al of them identicaly holed with glasdesswindows, and | was certain that each room and
floor was the same sterile, deserted emptiness.

Scott nudged against me as he walked by, and when 1 glanced down | realized that he had done so on
pur-pose.

There were severd more wraiths moving along the street. Two of them walked, strutting purposefully
to-gether, their expressions and facid features smilar. They wore bathing shorts and nothing ese, their
torsos and limbs dark with suntan, faces young and strong and long, long dead. They did not touch each
other asthey strode by, and they exuded contempt, staring straight ahead and doing nothing to
acknowledge the other's closeness. Another shape seemed to float and spin through the air, but as she



passed by | redlized that she was falling horizontaly, clothes ripped from her body by theinvisble wind
that whipped her hair around her head, face and shoulders. She may have been beautiful, but the forces
crushing her thisway and that were too cruel to tell. She passed over the heads of the striding brothers
and cornered at the end of the street, her fall unimpeded. Two more shapes came by separately, neither
of them agppearing to no-tice us. One shouted silently and waved figts a the sky, and the other struggled
on footlesslegs, sumping hisway dong and swinging hisarmsfor baance, asif pushing through mud.
One of hishands brushed mine, | saw it but did not fed it—

Hewasin the sea, trapped by a giant clam that had closed around both feet, his muscles burning acid into
his bones as he struggled to keep his nose high enough to snort in a desperate breath between waves,
and even though the salt water was doing its best to blind him, he could see the boat bobbing afew feet
away, the faces peering over the edge, laughing so much asthelr tears of mirth fell to quicken hisfate—

| gasped and pressed mysdlf back against the wall, watching the dead man hobble away.

Scott had remained in the center of the narrow street, staring about him as the new shapes breezed by.
Perhaps they touched him, but he seemed not to have noticed. With the taste of brine fill on my lipsl
went to him, desperate to fed someone red again. | clapped my hand to his shoulder, held on hard,
fol-lowed his gaze. High buildings, that blue light, no sgn of where we had come from. .. and high up,
some-times, darker blue shapes sweeping by.

"What arethey?' | asked.

"I don't know. But Pete, Matthew is here. He hasto be! | haveto find him, and however long it takes..."
He | eft the sentence unfinished, ominous with poss-hilities.

"Thesearen't just ghosts” | said.
"Not ghosts, no!" He shook his head asiif frustrated at my naivete. "Dead people, Pete.”
"Therésnothing to them!™

"Do you haveto fed something for it to bereal or mean anything? Can you touch your dreams, taste your
imagination? They're asreal aswe are, just not in quite the same place, the same way. And they're here
because they were wronged.”

"How could you know dl this?"

"You think | haven't been looking for this place?' he said. "Poring over every scrap of ancient script I've
discovered, or uncovered in some godforsaken old li-brary somewhere? Tearing apart whole digs by
hand to find afragment of writing about it, ashred of evi-dence? Ever sincel first got wind of this place
the year Matthew died, it's been my only reason to keep on living."

"Matthen?Why... 7"

Helooked at methen, aquick glance, asif he was unwillingly to relinquish the sight of our unbdievable
surroundings. "1 wasn't there when he died.”

"Hedied of leukemia, Scott," | said.
"| should have been there"

"Y ou couldn't have done anything! He died of leu-kemia. Just tell mewhat you could have done?



He stared at me, but not for effect. He redlly could not understand why | was even asking. "1 could have
held hishand," hesaid.

"Y ou think your young son could hold that againgt you?"
"No, but 1 could. And that's enough to keep him here.”

"Y ou can't know any of thisl" | said, shaking my head, looking around at the impossible buildings with the
occasiond impossible shape floating, striding or crawling by. ™Y ou might think you do, but you've
been—"

"Mided?' Hesaid it mockingly, asif anyone could draw a saneideafrom this place.
"No," | said. "Not mided. Maybe just alittle mad.”
"Doyou seedl this?' he asked.

"l don't know what | see. It'smadness. My eyes are playing tricks, I'm drunk, I'm dreaming, I'm
drugged. All thisis madness and—"

"You see the City of the Dead!" He grabbed my lapels and propelled me back againgt awal, dust
puffing out around mein an uneven hao. His shout tried to echo between the buildings, but it was soon
swallowed or absorbed, and it did not return. He did not shout again.

"Scott, please...” | fdt alittle madness closing in mysdlf. Some vague insulaing layer of disbdlief il hung
around me, blurring the sharp edges and dan-gerous points of what | saw and what | could not be-lieve.
But beyond that layer lay something far more dangerous. | wondered if Scott was there aready.

"Don't 'please me!" he said. "Matthew is here, trapped here, because of me! He could bethere!” He
pointed along the street a alarge domed building, ran there, peered in through one of severd triangular
openings. | followed after him and looked inside. There were shadows moving about, writhing acrossthe
floor like the dark echoes of snakes, passing through the blue light and somehow negating it with
themsdves

"Therésonly—"

"He could be therel" Scott said, running away from me again, dodging around agray shape that stood
wringing its hands. He passed by arow of squat-fronted buildings and ducked into agap in the block,
disappearing from view. 1 followed quickly and found him leaning over alow wall, looking down into the
huge basement rooms that it skirted. "Down there, see?" Scott said. "He could so easily be down there! ™
| saw severd shapes Sitting on rough circular seets, each of them gesticulating and issuing sllent shouts
and pleas.

"Ishe?' 1 asked.

"No," Scott said, "not there. But there! He could betherel” Y et again he ran, heading between two
build-ings. Thelondy pad of hisfootsteps sounded like ariot in that slent place.

| ran after him, terrified that he would lose mein amaze of dleys and Streets, parks and squares.
"Mat-thew!" he cdled, ill running, calling again. His voice came back to me and guided me on.

| did not want to be lost. I'd spent my wholelife being lost and found, lost and found again, sometimes
the same day, emotionaly tumbled and torn down by the doubt and fear that time was running away from
me. My mind could not cope with the complexity of life, | had often thought, and while others found their



escape in imagination and wonder, | walowed, lost in amiserable salf-pity. Now, inthis place, lost was
thelast place | wanted to be.

| spun around a corner and straight into the figure of alady of the night sanding againgt awal, smiling at
me, making some silent offer as| ducked by. Her fingers snagged my deeves and brushed against my
skin, and in that brief instant | saw abuse moreterrible than | could have imagined. | gasped, fell to my
knees and crawled forward, desperate to escape this dead woman's cursed touch. | turned and glanced
back at her. She waslaughing, pointing & me asif that could touch and show me again. | stood and ran,
wondering just how mad a dead person could become.

Scott's shouts drew me on. | was darting around cor-ners blindly, not knowing what would be reveded
be-yond. A long alley once, the bluelight of the dead faded here asif swallowed by thewalls. Thena
square courtyard, filled with so many wandering shapesthat | could not help touching severa of them asl
ran by, sensing them stroke my skin but unaware of any weight, any substance to their presence. At each
touch, | saw something of their reason for being here. This place was an unbaanced concentration of
pain and suffering, | knew, but before long | began to de-spair that there was any good |eft anywherein
theworld.

| wondered what these dead things saw or felt when / touched them.

"Inherel" Scott cdled. "Or over there!” Hisvoice angled in from severa directions at once now, the city
juggling it to confuse me. | passed from the courtyard into another narrow aley, this one turning and
bearing downward, no square angles, only curved wallsto en-close its doping floor. There were shapes
sitting in doorways like black-garbed Greek women, but they all looked up at me with pale, dead faces.
Some reached out to show metheir stories; most did not One of them turned at my approach and passed
through adoorway into the building behind it, and | could not help stop-ping and looking inside. There
were things apparently growing in there, strange dark fungi breaking from the floor and reaching for the
celling, but when one of them moved and cast its dead gaze upon me, 1 turned and fled.

Some dead people walked, and some ran. Some stood still or sat down, forgetting to move at al.

Scott'svoicerang in again, and for thefirst time | realized that it was only his voice. Footsteps no longer
accompanied his cries. He had either stopped run-ning, or he wastoo far away for meto hear them. Y et
gtill he was crying out for Matthew, and somewhere he looked upon ghosts and did not see his dead
son'sface, because hiscall came again and again. | ran on, but with every step, and whichever direction |
took, hisvoice grew fainter.

| came acrossadidrict of timber buildings, most of them squared and severe looking with their ancient
saw marks, afew seemingly made from the natural shapes of cut trees; curved roofs, irregular wals,
win-dows of bare branches where leaves may have grown once.

There was no greenery, only dead wood.
| wondered who had built this place.

The ground was scattered with fine sawdust, ankle deep in places, and | saw no footprints of any kind.
My own werethefirst, and | imagined them as prints on the moon, no air movement to take them away,
degtined to remain for aslong astime held them. Y et the dead were here too, though leaving no trace.
Re-mainswere scattered againgt the timber walls, just as they had been in the caves and tunndl leading
down from the surface, and as | accidentdly kicked askull out of my way, | had abrief inkling of its
owner'sfate—

Standing in the woods as strange sounds came in, weird visons lighting their way between the trees as



the hunt drew closer, the air grew warmer, and the fear became an al-encompassing thing asthe first of
the arrows twanged into trees and parted the air by his head. The voices called in alanguage he could
not know, though he recognized the universal sound of laughter, viciouslaughter, and that made him turn
to run. The knowledge of his own death wasthere d-ready, asif he had seen what | was seeing many
timesover—

| kicked the holed skull away just as| heard the sound of an arrow parting the air.

The place was utterly silent once more as | looked down into the sightless sockets. Where was his ghost
?1 wondered. Isthisit? Do even ghosts fade away in the end? And as| mused on this, wondering
where | was and why and just how 1 would ever escape, | redlized that Scott's voice had bled away to
nothing, and that | wasalone and lost.

* * %

| despaired. My breath came heavy and fast, and the air tasted of the bluelight, cool and devoid of life. |
could not be here, or anywhere like this, because cit-ieslike thisdid not exist. | saw and smelled this
place, but 1 was lying to mysdif. In fleeing, Scott had taken his open mind with him, leaving mewith my
own wesek, ingpid perception of things.

| found asmal courtyard, the fossilized remains of plants clinging solidly to thewalls. Thewell at the
cen-ter was dry as my mouth. There were no dead here and no remains on the ground, so for atimel
could pretend that | was aone. 1 sat beneath an overhanging balcony. There was no shade from the
unvarying blu-ish light, but the ba cony gave me the psychologicad impression of being hidden avay from
prying eyes. So | sat there, held my head in my hands and looked down at my feet, striving to forget that
the dust around them was in a place that could not be.

There were dead people dl around me. And the blue light, the light of the dead, giving me no day or
night, brightness or darkness, cold or heat__

| believed none of it, because 1 could not. | was more willing to accept that | was mad, or dead mysdlf.
My bresthing became dower, gentler and more camed, and eventualy | fell adeep.

Upon waking there was no telling how much time had passed. | was till not hungry or thirsty. 1 had not
dreamed. | wasin the same postion in which | had dropped off. Time euded me.

"Scott!" | shouted once, loud, but the sound terrified me more than being aone. It felt so wrong. Even
though my voice sailed away, | had the distinct sensethat it was ricocheting from wallsand angles 1
could not see, not from these buildings that stood around me. The resonance sounded wrong.

My old friend did not answer. Perhaps he'd been as dead asthis place dl adong.

| leaned back and closed my eyes, and a sudden breeze blew a handful of dust across my face, a
hun-dred images screaming and destroying the relative peace of the moment, assaulting my senseswith
smells and sounds and views from too many different places and timesto take in. Each scrap of dust
stung, and each sting was apast life striving to make itsalf and its suffering known. | opened my mouth to
cry out and felt grit on my tongue and between my teeth. Held there by my sdliva, these old ghosts had
time to make themselves and their reasons for being here known—

Sheran dong the dock, the animals chasing her, jeering and laughing and tripping asthey tried to drag
their trousers down, readying themselves—

Where had that breeze come from?—



A man stood againgt awall and stared down the barrel of adozen guns, hating them, hating what they
were doing, hating their uncaring eyes asthey saw arat in front of them, not aman, not a human being—

Something must have caused it!—

She should never have left him, never, not when he could do this, not when he could stroke hiswrists this
way and open the skin, the flesh, the veins, she should never have left him, never—

There had been no movement before, nothing, and now a wind to blow the dust over me?—

Therattle of machine-gun fire tore the air above him, just as his somach had been torn asunder, and the
sand was soaking up hislife as he cried out for help that would not come—

There were more, more, SO many images crowding in and flooding my mind that for sometime, seconds
or days, 1 forgot just who | was. | stood and ran and raged, shaking my head, running blind, and each
im-pact with awall only gave me more painful deathsto see, more wronged livesripped away by
unfairness a best, evil at worst. | remember faces watching me, and for atime these faces seemed even
more dive than 1 felt, true observersrather than mere echoes of who and what they had once been.

For awhile, | wasjust like them.
Perhaps that was their way of trying to chase me away.

| walked. Through the city, past the barren build-ings, dodging fleeting shapes of dead people where 1
could. Some of them glanced at me, and one even smiled. | dwaystried to look the other way.

Eventudly, after hours spent walking, | found mysdlf at the base of adliff, and without thinking | began to
climb. Up must be good, | reasoned. If we had come down here then up must be good. Hand over
hand, feet seeking purchase, fingers knotting with cramps, musclestwigting and burning as| heaved
myself higher, higher. | refused to look back down, because | knew that silent city was below me,
watching, and that somewhere Scott still pursued his own wronged ghost. | could not bear to see him.

| had no thoughts of trying to find him in aplace so endless.

Timelost itsmeaning. The blue light of the dead lit my way. | went up and up, and though | once thought
of deep, there was nowhereto rest. | moved on, never pausing for more than afew secondsto locate the
next handhold or footrest, weightless. | did not tire. My heavy breething fled into the massive space
behind me, swallowed away without echo. | wondered how far the sound would travel before fading
away. Per-hapsforever.

| was hardly surprised when | tumbled onto the same ledge Scott and | had falen from. | had no idea
how long had passed since then. 1 was not hungry or thirsty and did not need to urinate, but 1 was
certain that | had been in the city for days. Its grime seemed to cling to my skin, giving glimpses of the
multifarious fatesitsinhabitants had suffered. And much as| thought of my wife and children right then,
they seemed like memoriesfrom ages ago, the past lives of someone e se entirely. It was the city that had
taken the bulk of my life.

| plunged into the tunnel without a backward glance. If | turned | may have seen something impos-sibleto
ignore, asight so mind-befuddling that it would petrify me, leaving methereto turn dowly to stoneor a
pillar of sat. | smply ducked away from that impos-sible place and entered the real world of darkness
once again.

The blue light abandoned me immediatdly. | wasin pitch blackness. | must have kicked through the
shapes a my fedt, though | could only visudize them.



| kept one hand held out, fingertipsflitting across the ssone wall to my right. Perhaps it was because|
could imagine nothing worse than that place 1 was leaving behind—and the fate that must surely await
Scott there, given time—but 1 walked forward without fear, and with a burning eagernessto seethe sun
once more.

| walked, and walked, and dl thetime | thought back to Scott running from me, wondering what had
made him do so, why he had not turned to say goodbye.

He should never have left melike that. Never. Not on my own down there,

The tunndl seemed far longer than it had on the way down. The dope was steeper, perhaps, or maybe 1
had taken a branch in the darkness, aroute leading some-where else. | walked on because that wasdl |
could do.

Aslight began to bleed in, its manifestation was so subtle that it took me awhileto notice. | could not see
and then | could see, and 1 did not discern the moment when that changed. My fear was dwindling,
fading away with the darkness. We are dl energy after dl, | thought. There's nothing to us but space and
power. Our thoughts are an illusion, and the world around us even more so.

Anilluson...

"Whereis that coming from?" | whispered, and my voice was curioudy light. Those ideas, those images
and concepts, dl so unlike me. Given time perhaps | could have thought them, but it had only been a
whilesince| had |ft the city, only awhile.

He should have never left medone...

| heard Scott calling my name. His voice floated to me from afar, nebul ous and ambiguous, and it could
have been a breeze drifting through the tunnels from above. | made out carved symbols on thewalls,
rec-ognized them from our journey down here. In the blu-ish light issuing from my skin, eyes and mouth,
the ancient words were beginning to make some kind of sense.

| heard Scott again from up ahead, but his voice was fainter now, fading, retreating somewhere and some
placelost to meforever.

Voices rose behind me to call me back, and sounds, and the noises of acity coming to life.
At last | could hear the dead.

White

onethe color of blood

Wefound the first body two days before Christmas.

Charley had been out gathering sticksto dry for tinder. She had worked her way through the wild garden
and down toward the cliffs, scooping snow from beneath and around bushes and bagging what-ever
dead twigs she found there. There were no signs, she said. No disturbancesin the virgin surface of the
snow, no tracks, no warning. Nothing to pre-pare her for the scene of bloody devastation she ssumbled
across.

She had rounded a big boulder and seen the red splash in the snow, which was al that remained of a
human being. The shock froze her comprehension. Theredity of the scene struggled to imprint itself on
her mind. Then, dowly, what she waslooking &t finaly registered.



Sheran back screaming. Sheld only recognized her boyfriend by what was | eft of his shoes.

We were in the dining room trying to make sense of the last few weeks when Charley burst in. We spent
alot of time doing that: talking together in the big living rooms of the manor; in pairs, crying and sharing
warmth; or one, staring into darkening skies and struggling to discern ameaning in theinfinite. | wasone
of those more usudly aone. I'd been an only child and contrary to popular belief, my upbringing had

been anightmare. | dways thought my parents blamed me for the fact that they could not have any more
children, and instead of enjoying and revelling in my own childhood, | spent those years watching my
mother and father mourn the ghosts of unborn off-spring. It would have been funny if it were not so sad.

Charley opened the door by falling into it. She dumped to the floor, hair plastered across her fore-head,
her eyestwo bright sparks peering between the knotted strands. Caked snow fell from her boots and
speckled the timber floor, dirtied into dush. Thefirst thing | noticed wasiits pinkish tinge.

The second thing | saw was the blood covering Charley's hands.

"Charley! Hayden jumped to hisfeet and dmost caught the frantic woman before she hit the deck. He
went down with her, sprawling in asudden puddie of dirt and tears. He saw the blood then and backed
away automaticaly. "Charley?'

"Get sometowes," Ellie sad, dwaysthe pragmati<, "and afucking gun.”

I'd seen people screaming—all my life I'd never for-gotten Jayne'sfina hours—but | had never seen
some-one actualy beyond the point of screaming. Charley gasped and clawed at her throat, trying to
openit up and let out the pain and the shock trapped within. It was not exertion that had stolen her
bregth; it was whatever she had seen. Shetold us what that was.

| went with Ellie and Brand. Ellie had a shotgun cra-dled in the crook of her arm, abobble hat hiding her
severdy short hair, her face dl hard. Therewas no room in her life for compliments, but right now she
was the one person in the manor I'd choose to be with. Sheld been dll for trying to make it out alone on
foot; | was so glad that she eventually decided to stay.

Brand muttered dl theway. "Oh fuck, oh shit, what are we doing coming out here? Like those crazy girls
in dasher movies, you know? Always chasing the bad guysingtead of running from them? Asking to get
their throats cut? Oh man..."

In many ways| agreed with him. According to Char-ley there waslittle |eft of Boristo recover, but she
could have been wrong. We owed it to him to find out. However harsh the conditions, whatever the
like-lihood of his murderer—anima or human—still being out here, we could not leave Borislying deed
inthe snow. Apply whatever levels of civilization, foolish cus-tom or superiority complex you like, it just
wasn't done.

Ellie led the way across the manor's front garden and out onto the coastal road. The whole landscape
was hidden beneath snow, like old sheet-covered fur-niture awaiting the homecoming of long-gone
owners.

| wondered who would ever make use of thisland again—who would be | €&ft to bother when the snow
findly did melt—but that train of thought led only to depression.

We crossed the flat area of the road, following Char-ley's earlier footprintsin the deep snow; even and
distinct on the way out, chaotic on the return journey. Asif shedd had something following her.

She had. We dl saw what had been chasing her when we did and clambered down toward the cliffs,



veering behind the big rock that sgnified the begin-ning of the coastdl path. The sight of Boris opened up
and spread across the snow had pursued her al the way, and was probably still snapping a her hedls
now. The smdl of hisinsdes dowly cooling under an indif-ferent sky. The sound of hisfrozen blood
crackling under foot.

Ellie hefted the gun, holding it waist high, reedy to firein an ingtant. Her breath condensed inthe air
be-fore her, coming dightly faster than moments before. She glanced at the torn-up Boris, then surveyed
our surroundings, looking for whoever had done this. East and west dong the coast, down toward the
cliff edge, up to thelip of rock above us, east and west again; Ellie never looked back down at Boris.

| did. | couldn't keep my eyes off what was|left of him. It looked as though something big and powerful
had held him up to the rock, scraped and twisted him there for awhile, and then camly had taken him
apart across the snow-covered path. Spray patterns of blood stood out brighter than their surroundings.
Every speck was visble and there were many specks, thousands of them spread across aten-meter
area. | tried to find arecognizable part of him, but al that was even vagudly identifiable as human wasa
hand, stuck to the rock in amess of frosty blood, fingers curled in like the legs of adead spider. The
wrist was tattered, the bone splin-tered. It had been snapped, not cut.

Brand pointed out a shoe on its Sde in the snow. "Fuck, Charley wasright. Just his shoes | eft. Miserable
bastard always wore the same shoes.”

I'd already seen the shoe. It was gill mostly full. Boris had not been amiserable bastard. He was
introspective, thoughtful, senditive, sncere—qudities Brand would never recognize as anything other than
sourness. Brand was as thick as shit and twice as unpleasant.

The silence seemed to pressin around me. Silence, and cold, and araw smell of mest, and the sea
chant-ing from below. | was surrounded by everything.

"Let'sget back," | said. Ellie glanced at me and nod-ded.
"But what about—" Brand started, but Ellie cut in without even looking at him.

"Y ou want to make bloody snowballs, go ahead. There's not much to take back. Well maybe come
agan later. Maybe."

"What did this?' | said, feding redlity start to shimmy past the shock 1'd been gripped by for the last
couple of minutes. "Just whet the hell?*

Ellie backed up to me and glanced at the rock, then both ways along the path. "I don't want to find out
just yet," shesad.

Later, donein my room, | would think about exactly what Ellie had meant. | don't want to find out just
yet, she had said, implying that the perpetrator of Boriss demise would be revealed to us soon. I'd hardly
known Boris, quiet guy that hewas, and his fate was just another line in the strange composition of death
that had overcome the whole country during the last few weeks.

Charley and | were herein the employment of the Department of the Environment. Our brief wasto keep
acheck on theradiation levelsin the Atlantic Drift, since things had goneto shit in South Americaand the
dirty reactors began to melt down in Brazil. It was abad job with hardly any pay, but it gave us
somewhereto live. The others had tagged adong for differing rea-sons; friends and lovers of friends, all
taking the op-portunity to get away from thingsfor awhile and chill out in the wilds of Cornwall.

But then things went to shit here aswell. On TV, minutes before it had ceased broadcasting for good,



someonecdled it theruin.
Then it had started to snow.

Hayden had taken Charley upstairs, il trying to quell her hysteria. We had ho medicines other than
aspirin and cough mixtures, but there were a hundred bottles of winein the cellar. It seemed that Hayden
had al-ready poured most of a bottle down Charley'sthroat by the time the three of us arrived back at
the manor. Not agood idea, | thought—I could hardly imagine what ghosts a drunken Charley would
see, what terrors her alcohol-induced dreams held in store for her once she wasfindly left on her
own—but it was not my placeto say.

Brand stormed in and with his usua subtlety painted a picture of what we'd seen. "Boriss guts were just
everywhere, hanging on the rock, spread over the snow. Mdted in, like they were still hot when he was
being cut up. What the fuck would do that? Eh? Just what the fuck?"

"Who did it?' Rosdlie, our resident paranoid, asked.
| shrugged. "Can't say."
"Why not?'

"Not wont," | said. "Can't. Can't tell. There's not too much left to tell by, as Brand has so el oquently
re-veded."

Ellie stood before the open fire and held out her hands, pdms up, asif asking for something. A touch of
emotion, | mused, but then my thoughts were often crudl.

"HEllie?' Rosdie demanded an answer.
Ellie shrugged. "We can rule out suicide." Nobody responded.

| went through the kitchen and opened the back door. We were keeping our beer on ashelf in the rear
conservatory now that the electricity had gone off. There was a generator, but not enough fud to run it

for more than an hour every day. We agreed that hot water was a priority for that meager time, so the

fridge was now extinct.

| surveyed my choices. Stella, afew fina cans of Caffreys, Boddingtons. That had been Jayne'sfavorite.
Shedd drunk it in pints, inevitably doing abad impres-sion of some mustachioed actor after the first
creamy Sp. | could still see her sparkling eyes as shetried to think of someone new... | grabbed a
Caffreys and shut the back door, and it was asthe latch clicked homethat | started to shake.

I'd seen a dead man five minutes ago, aman 1'd been talking to the previous evening, drinking with,
chatting about what the hell had happened to the world, making inebriated plans of escape, knowing al
the time that the snow had us trapped here like chick-ens surrounded by afiery moat. Boris had been
quiet but thoughtful, the most intelligent person here at the manor. It had been hisideato lock the doors
to many of the rooms because we never used them, and any heat we managed to generate should be
kept in the rooms we did use. He had suggested along walk as the snow had begun in earnest and it had
been our prevarication and, | admit, our arguing that had kept us herelong enough for it to matter. By the
time Boris had persuaded us to make ago of it, the snow was three feet deep. Five miles and we'd be
dead. Maxi-mum. The nearest village was ten miles away.

He was dead. Something had taken him apart, torn him up, ripped him to pieces. | was certain that there
had been no cutting involved as Brand had suggested. And yes, hisbitsdid look melted into the snow.
Still hot when they struck the surface, bloodying it in death. Still dive and besting as they were taken out.



| sat at the kitchen table and held my head in my hands. Jayne had said that thiswould hold al the good
thoughtsin and let the bad ones seep through your fingers, and sometimes it seemed to work. Now it
was just acomfort, like the hands of alover kneading hope into flaccid muscles, or fear from tense ones.

It could not work thistime. | had seen adead man. And there was nothing we could do about it. We
should be telling someone, but over the past few months any sense of "relevant authorities' had fast faded
away, just as Jayne had two years before; faded away to agony, then confusion and then to nothing.
Nobody knew what had killed her. Growths on her chest and stomach. Bad blood. Life.

| tried to open the can, but my fingers were too cold to dip under the ring-pull. | became frustrated, then
angry, and eventualy in my temper | threw the can to the floor. It struck the flagstones and one edge
gplit, sending afine yellowish spray of beer acrossthe old kitchen cupboards. 1 cried out at the waste. It
was afeding | was becoming more than used to.

"Hey," Ellie said. She put one hand on my shoulder and removed it before 1 could shrug her away.
"They're saying we should tell someone."

"Who?' | turned to look at her, unashamed of my tears. Ellie was a hard bitch. Maybe they made me
more of aperson than she.

She raised one eyebrow and pursed her lips. "Brand thinks the army. Rosalie thinksthe Fairy
Under-ground.”

| scoffed. "Fairy-fucking-Underground. Stupid cow.”
"She can't help being likethat. Y ou ask me, it makes her more suited to how it'sal turning out.”

"And how'sthat, exactly?' | hated Ellie sometimes, al her stronger-than-thou talk and stedly eyes. But
shewas a so the person | respected the most in our pa-thetic little group. Now that Boris had gone.

"Wdl," shesad, "for adtart, take alook at how were dl reacting to this. Shocked, maybe. Horrified.
Butit'samodt like it was expected.”

"It'sdl beengoingtoshit "I said, but | did not need to continue. We had al known that we were not

immuneto the rot settling across society, nature, the world. Eventualy it would find us. We just had not
known when.

"Thereisthe question of who did it," she said qui-etly.
"Or whet."

Shenodded. "Or what."

For now, wel€ft it at that.

"How's Charley?'

"l wasjust going to see,”" Elliesaid. "Coming?'

1 nodded and followed her from the room. The beer had stopped spraying and now fizzled into sticky
riv-uletswhere theflagsjoined. | was il thirsty.

Charley looked bad. She was drunk, that was obvious, and she had been sick down herself, and she had
wet herself. Hayden was in the process of trying to mop up the mess when we knocked and entered.



"How isshe?" Ellie asked pointlesdy.

"How do you think?' He did not even glance at us as he tried to hold on to the babbling, crying, laughing
and puking Charley.

"Maybe you shouldn't have given her so much to drink,” Ellie said. Hayden sent her daggers but did not
reply.

Charley struggled suddenly in hisarms, ranting and shouting at the shaded candlesin the corners of the
room.

"What'sthat?' | said. "What's she saying?' For some reason it sounded important, like asolution to a
prob-lem encoded by grief.

" She's been saying some stuff,” Hayden said loudly, so we could hear above Charley's durred cries.
"Stuff about Boris. Seeing angdsin the snow. She sayshisangels cameto get him.”

"Someangels,”" Ellie muttered.

"Y ou go down," Hayden said. "I'll stay here with her." He wanted us gone, that much was obvious, so we
did not disgppoint him.

Downgtairs, Brand and Rosalie were hanging around the mobile phone. It had sat on the mantel-piece for
the last three weeks like agun without bul-lets, ugly and usdess. Every now and then someone would try
it, receiving only acrackling nothing in re-gponse. Random numbers, recaled numbers, num-bersheld in
the phone's memory, dl cameto naught. Gradualy it wastried less—every unsuccessful at-tempt had
been more depressing.

"What?' | sad.
Trying to call someone,” Brand said. "Police. Some-one.”

"So they can cometo take fingerprints?' Ellie flop-ped into one of the old armchairs and began picking at
its uphol stery, widening a hole sheld been plucking at for days. "Any replies?

Brand shook his head.
"Weve got to do something," Rosdlie said. "We can't just Sit here while Borisislying dead out there.”

Ellie said nothing. The telephone hissed its amuse-ment. Rosalie looked to me. There's nothing we can
do," | said. "Redly, thereés not much to collect. If wedid bring his... bits... back here, what would we
do?'

"Bury..." Rosdie began.

"Threefeet of snow? Frozen ground?'

"And thethings," Brand said. The phone crackled again and he turned it off.
"What things?'

Brand looked around our smdl group. "The things Boris said hed seen.”

Boris had mentioned nothing to me. In our long, drunken talks, he had never talked of any angelsin the
snow. Upgtairs, I'd thought that it was Ssmply Char-ley drunk and mad with grief, but now that Brand had



sad it too | had the distinct fedling | was missing out on something. | wasirked, and upset at feding
irked.

Things?' Rosdiesaid, and | closed my eyes. Oh fuck, don't tell her, | willed at Brand. Sheld regale us
with stories of secret societies and messages in the clouds, disease-makers who were wiping out the
inept and the crippled, the barren and the intellectudly in-adequate. Jayne had been sterile, so we'd never
had kids. Thelast thing | needed was another one of Ros-alie's mad ravings about how my wife had
died, why she'd died, who had killed her.

Luckily, Brand seemed of like mind. Maybe the joint held lit had stewed himinto Sllence et last. He
turned to the fire and stared into its dying depths, sitting on the edge of the seat asif wondering whether
to feed it some more. The stack of logswas running low.

"Things?' Rosdie said again, nothing if not persst-ent.
"Nothings" | said. "Nothing." | left the room beforeit dl flared up.

In the kitchen | opened another can, carefully thistime, and poured it into atal glass. | sared into creamy
depths as bubbles passed up and down. It took a couple of minutes for the drink to settle, and in that
time| had recalled Jayne'sface, her body, the best timeswed had together. At my first Sip, atear
replen-ished the glass.

That night | heard doors opening and closing as someone wandered between beds. | wastoo tired to
care who.

The next morning | half expected it to be dl better. | had the bitter taste of dread in my mouth when |
woke up, but also avague ideathat al the bad stuff could only have happened in nightmares. Asl
dressed—two shirts, a heavy pullover, ajacket—I wondered what awaited me beyond my bedroom
door.

In the kitchen Charley was swigging from afat mug of tea. It stleamed so much, it seemed liableto burn
whatever it touched. Her lips were red-raw, as were her eyes. She clutched the cup tightly, knuckles
white, thumbs twisted into the handle. She looked as though she wanted to never let it go.

| had asinking feding in my stomach when | saw her. | glanced out the window and saw the landscape of
snow, added to yet again the previous night, bloated flakes till fluttering down to reinforce the barricade
againgt our escape. Somewhere out there, Boriss parts were frozen memories hidden under anew layer.

"Okay?' | sad quietly.

Charley looked up at me asif I'd farted a her mother'sfunera. " Of course I'm not okay," she said,
enunciating each word carefully. "And what do you care?'

| st at the table opposite her, yawning, rubbing hands through my greasy hair, generaly trying to
dis-perse the remnants of deep. There was apot of tea on the table, and | took a spare mug and poured
asteam-ing brew. Charley watched my every move. | was aware of her eyes upon me, but | tried not to
let it show. The cup shook, and | could barely grab a spoon. I'd seen her boyfriend splashed acrossthe
snow. | felt terrible about it, but then | redlized that she'd seen the same scene. How bad must she be

feding?
"We have to do something," she said.

"Charley—"



"We can't just Sit here. We have to go. Boris needs afunerd. We have to go and find someone, get out
of this godforsaken place. There must be someone near, able to help, someoneto look after us? | need
some oneto look after me."

The statement was phrased as a question, but | ven-tured no answer.

"Look," shesaid, "we haveto get out. Don't you see?' Shelet go of her mug and clasped my hands; hers
were hot and sweaty. "The village, we can get there. | know we can.”

"No, Charley," | said, but | did not have achance to finish my sentence (there's no way out, we tried,
and didn't you see the television reports weeks ago?) before

Ellie marched into the room. She paused when she saw Charley, then went to the cupboard and poured
herself abowl of cereal. She used water. We'd run out of milk aweek ago.

"Theré's no telephone,” she said, spooning some soggy com flakes into her mouth. "No televison, save
some flickering pictures most of us don't want to see. Or believe. There's no radio, other than the
occasional foreign channd. Rosie says she speaks French. She's heard them talking of ‘the doom.’ That's
how shetrans-latesit, though 1 think it sounds morelike ‘the ruin.' The nearest village isten miles away.
We have no mo-torized transport that will even get out of the garage. To walk it would be suicide.” She
crunched her limp breskfast, mixing in more sugar to give it some taste.

Charley did not reply. She knew what Ellie was say-ing, but tears were her only answer.

"So we're here until the snow melts” | said. Ellieredly was astraight bitch. Not aglimmer of concern for
Charley, not aword of comfort.

Ellielooked a me and stopped chewing for amo-ment. "I think until it does melt, we're protected.” She
had away of coming out with ideas that both enraged me, and scared the living shit out of me at the same
time

Charley could only cry.

Later, three of us decided to try to get out. In moments of stress, panic and mourning, logic holds no
sway.

1 said I'd go with Brand and Charley. It was one of the most foolish decisons I've ever made, but seeing
Charley's eyes as she sat in the kitchen on her own, thinking about her daughtered boyfriend, listening to
Ellie go on about how hopelessit al was... 1 could not say no. And in truth, | was as desperate to leave
asanyone.

It was amost ten in the morning when we set out.

Elliewasright, | knew that even then. Her face as she watched us struggle across the garden should have
brought me back straightaway: She thought 1 was afool. She wasthe last person in the world 1 wanted
to gppear foolishin front of, but till there was that nag-ging fedling in my heart that pushed me on—a
mixture of desireto help Charley and a hopeessfeding that by staying here, we were smply waiting for
death to catch us.

It seemed to have laid its shroud over the rest of the world aready. Weeks ago the television had shown
some dreadful sghts: peoplefdlingill and dying in the thousands, food riotsin London, anuclear
exchange between Greece and Turkey. More, lotsmore, al of it bad. We'd known something was
com-ing—things had been falling apart for years—but onceit began it was a cumulative effect, speeding
from asteady trickle toward declineto araging torrent. We're better off where we are, Boris had said



to me. It wasironic that because of him, we were leaving.

| carried the shotgun. Brand had an air pistol, though I'd barely trust him with a sharpened stick. Aswell
as being loud and brash, he spent most of histime doped to the eyebadlls. If there was any trouble, I'd be
watching out for him as much asanything se.

Something had killed Boris and whatever it was, an-imal or human, it was still out there in the snow.
Moved on, hopefully, now it had fed. But then again, perhaps not. It did not dissuade us from trying.

The snow in the manor garden was amost ameter deep. The three of us had botched together snow
shoes of varying effectiveness. Brand wore two snapped-off lengths of picture frames on each foot,
which seemed to act more as knives to dice down through the snow than anything else. He was
tena-cioudy pompous, he struggled with his mistake rather than admitting it. Charley had used two frying
panswith their handles snapped off, and she seemed to be making good headway. My own cregtions
conssted of circles of mounted canvas cut from the redundant art-work in the manor. Old owners of the
estate stared up at me through the snow as | repestedly stepped on their faces.

By the time we reached the end of the driveway and turned to see Ellie and Hayden watching us, | was
swesting and exhausted. We had traveled about fifty meters.

Acrosstheroad lay the cliff path leading to Boriss dismembered corpse. Charley glanced that way,
per-haps wishing to look down upon her boyfriend one moretime.

"Comeon," | said, clasping her elbow and heading away. She offered no resistance.

The road was apparent as adightly lower, smoother plain of snow between the two hedged banks on
each sde. Everything was glaring white, and we were al wearing sunglasses to prevent snow-blindness.
We could seefar dong the coast from here as the bay swept around toward the east, the craggy cliffs
were spotted white where snow had drifted onto ledges, an occasiond lonely seabird diving to the sea
and return-ing empty-beaked to sing amournful song for com-pany. In places the snow was cantilevered
out over the edge of the cliff, adeadly trap should any of us stray that way. The seaiitself surged against
the rocks below, but it broke no spray. The usua roar of the waters crashing into the earth, dowly
eroding it away and reclaiming it, had changed. It was now more of agrind astonnes of dushy ice
replaced the usua white horses, not yet forming asolid barrier over the water but till thick enough to
temper thewaves. In away it was sad; ahuge beast winding down in old age.

| watched as a cormorant plunged down through the chunky ice and failed to break surface again. It was
asif it were committing suicide. Who was| to say it was not?

"How far?' Brand asked yet again.
"Tenkilometers," | sad.

"I'm knackered." He had aready lit ajoint and hetook long, hard pullsonit. | could hear itstip Sizzling in
thecrigp morning air.

"Weve come about three hundred meters,” | said, and Brand shut up.

It was difficult to talk; we needed al our breath for the effort of walking. Sometimes the snowshoes
worked, especialy where the surface of the snow had frozen the previous night. Other times we plunged
sraight in up to our thighs and we had to hold our arms out for balance aswe hauled aleg out, just to let
it snk in again astep adong. The rucksacks did not help. We each carried food, water and dry clothing,
and Brand especialy seemed to be having trouble with his.



The sky was a clear blue. The sun rose ahead of us asif mocking the frozen landscape. Some daysit
garted like this, but the snow never seemed to melt. 1 had dmost forgotten what the ground below it
looked like; it seemed that the snow had been here forever. When it began our spirits had soared, like a
bunch of school kidswaking to find the landscape had changed overnight. Charley and | had till gone
down to the sea to take our readings, and when we returned there was a snowman in the garden wearing
one of her brasand apair of my briefs. A snowbal fight had ensued, dur-ing which Brand becamealittle
too aggressive for his own good. We'd ganged up on him and pelted him with snow compacted toice
until he shouted and yelped. We were cold and wet and bruised, but we did not stop laughing for hours.

Wed dl dried out in front of the open fire in the huge living room. Rosalie had stripped to her under-wear
and danced to music on the radio. She was a bit of a sixties throwback, Rosalie, and she didn't seem to
redlize what her little display did to cosseted people like me. | watched happily enough.

Later, we sat around the fire and told ghost stories. Boriswas still with us then, of course, and he came
up with the best one, which had us al cowering behind casua expressions. Hetold us of aman who
could not see, hear or speak, but who knew of the ghosts around him. Hislife was silent and sensdless
save for the day his mother died. Then he cried and shouted and raged at the darkness, before curling up
and dying himself. Hisworld opened up then, and he no longer felt alone, but whomever hetried to
gpeak to could only fear or loathe him. The living could never make friends with the dead. And death had
made him more silent than ever.

None of uswould admit it, but we were al scared shitless as we went to bed that night. Asusual, doors
opened and footsteps padded along corridors. And, as usual, my door remained shut and | dept aone.

Dayslater the snow wastoo thick to be enjoyable. It became risky to go outside, and as the woodpile
gtarted to dwindle and the radio and television broad-casts turned more grim, we redlized that we were
be-coming trapped. A few of us had tried to get to the village, but it was a haf-hearted attempt and we'd
re-turned once we weretired. We figured we'd traveled about two miles along the coast. We had seen
Nno one.

Asthe days passed and the snow thickened, the atmosphere did likewise with a pal pable sense of panic.
A week ago, Boris had pointed out that there were no planetrails anymore.

This, our second attempt to reach the village, felt more like life and death. Before Boris had been killed
wed felt confined, but it dso gave asense of protec-tion from the things going on in theworld. Now
there was afeding that if we could not get out, worse things would happen to us where we were.

| remembered Jayne as she lay dying from the un-known disease. 1 had been usdless, hel pless, hopeless,
praying to aGod | had long ignored to grant usakind fate. | refused to sit back and go the same way. |
would not go gently. Fuck fate.

"What wasthat?"
Brand stopped and tugged the little pistol from his belt. It was stark black against the pure white snow.
"Wha?'

He nodded. "Over there." 1 followed his gaze and looked up the doping hillsde. To our right the sea
sghed againgt the base of the cliffs. To our left—the direction Brand was now facing—snowfields led up
agentle dope toward the moors severd milesinland. It was arocky, craggy landscape, and some rocks
had managed to hold off the drifts. They peered out darkly here and there, like the faces of drowning
men going under for thefind time.



"What?' | said again, exasperated. 1'd dipped the shotgun off my shoulder and held it waist-high. My
finger twitched on the trigger guard. Images of Boriss remains sharpened my senses. | did not want to
end up likethat.

"l saw something moving. Something white."
"Some snow, perhaps?’ Charley said hitterly.

"Something running across the snow," he said, frown-ing as he concentrated on the middle distance. The
smoke from hisjoint mingled with his condensing breeth.

We stood that way for a minute or two, steaming sweet like smoke signals of exhaustion. | tried taking
off my glassesto look, but the glare was too much. | glanced sideways at Charley. Sheld pulled abig old
revolver from her rucksack and held it with both hands. Her lips were pulled back from her teethina
ferd grimace. Sheredly wanted to use that gun.

| saw nothing. "Could have been acat. Or aseagull flying low."

"Could have been." Brand shoved the pistol back into his belt and reached around for hiswater canteen.
Hetipped it to hislipsand cursed. "Frozen!"

"Giveitashake" | sad. I knew it would do no good but maybe shut him up for awhile. "Charley, what's
thetime?' | had awatch, but 1 wanted to talk to Char-ley, keep her involved with the present, keep her
here. | had started to redlize not only what a stupid ideathis was, but what an even moreidiotic sep it
had been letting Charley come dong. If shewasn't herefor re-venge, she was blind with grief. | could not
see her eyes behind her sunglasses.

"Nearly midday." She was hoisting her rucksack back onto her shoulders, never taking her eyesfrom the
snowscape doping dowly up and away from us. "What do you think it was?"

| shrugged. "Brand seeing things. Too much wacky baccy."

We set off again. Charley wasin theleed, | followed close behind and Brand stumbled along &t the rear.
It was eexily slent around us, the snow muffling our gasps and puffs, the constant grumble of the seasoon
blending into the background as much asit ever did. There was a sort of white noisein my ears. blood
pumping, breath ebbing and flowing, snow crunching underfoot. They merged into one whisper,
eschew-ing al outside noise, dmost soporific in rhythm. | coughed to break the spell.

"What the hell do we do when we get to the village?' Brand said.
"Send back help," Charley stated dowly, enunciat-ing each word asif to anaive young child.
"But what if the villageis like everywhere e se we've seen or heard about on TV?'

Charley was slent for awhile. Sowasl|. A collage of images tumbled through my mind, hateful and
hurt-ful and sharper because of that. Hazy scenesfrom the last day of television broadcasts we had
watched: loaded ships leaving docks and sailing off to some nebulous sanctuary abroad; shootingsin the
dreets, bodiesin the gutters, dogs sniffing at open wounds; an airship, drifting over the hillsin some vague
attempt to offer hope.

"Don't be stupid,” 1 said.

"Evenif itis therewill be hdp there" Charley said quietly.



"Like hdl." Brand lit another joint. It was cold, we were risking our lives, there may very well have been
something in the snow itching to attack us... but a that moment | wanted nothing more than to take a
long haul on Brand's pot, and let casud oblivion an-esthetize my fears.

An hour later we found the car.

By my figuring we had come about three miles. Wewere dl but exhausted. My legs ached, kneejoints
giff and hot asif onfire.

The road had started adow curveto the left, head-ing inland from the coast toward the distant village. Its
path had become less digtinct, the hedges having sunk dowly into the ground until there wasredly nothing
to distinguish it from the fields of snow on either sde. We had been waking the last half hour on memory
done.

The car was dmost completely buried by snow, only one side of the windscreen and theiced-up aerid
dill visible. Therewas no sign of the route it had taken; whatever tracks it had made werelong since
obliter-ated by the blizzards. Aswe approached the snow started again, fat flakes drifting lazily down
and land-ing on theicy surface of last night'sfall.

"Do not drive unless absolutely necessary,” Brand said. Charley and | ignored him. We undung our
ruck-sacks and approached the buried shape, all of us keep-ing hold of our weapons. | meant to ask
Charley where sheld gotten hold of the revolver—whether she'd had it with her when we both came here
to test the sea and write environmentd reports that would never be read—but now did not seem the
time. | had no wish to sound judgmental or patronizing.

As| reached out to knock some of the frozen snow from the windscreen, aflight of seagulls cawed and
took off from nearby. They had been dl but invisible against the snow, but there were at least thirty of
them lifting as one, calling loudly asthey twirled over our heads and then headed out to sea.

Weadl shouted out in shock. Charley sstumbled side-ways as shetried to bring her gun to bear and fell on
her back. Brand screeched like akid, then let off apop with hisair pistol to hide his embarrassment. The
pellet found no target. The birdsignored us after theinitid fly-past, and they dowly merged with the hazy
distance. The new snow shower brought the horizon in close.

"Shit," Charley muttered.

"Yeah." Brand reloaded his pistol without looking at either of us, then rooted around for the joint he'd
dropped when he'd screamed.

Charley and 1 went back to knocking the snow away, using our gloved hands to make tracks down the
windscreen and across the bonnet. "I think it'saFord,” | said usdesdy. "Maybe an old Mondeo.” Jayne
and 1 had owned a Mondeo when we'd been courting. Many was the time we had parked in some
shaded woodland or beside units on the loca industrid estate, wound down the windows and made love
asthe cool night air looked on. We'd broken down once while | was driving her home; it had made us
two hourslate and her father had come close to beating me sense-less. It was only the oil on my hands
that had con-vinced him of our story.

| closed my eyes.

"Can't see anything,” Charley said, jerking me back to cold redlity. "Windscreen's frozen up on the
ingde"

"Take us agesto clear the doors.”



"What do you want to do that for?" Brand said. "Dead car, probably full of dead people.”
"Dead people may have guns and food and fud,” | said. "Going to give usahand?'

Brand glanced at the dark windscreen, the contents of the car hidden by ice and shadowed by the weight
of snow surrounding it. He sat gently on his rucksack, and when he saw it would take his weight without
gnking in the snow, here-lit hisjoint and stared out to sea. | wondered whether held even noticeif we
left him there.

"We could uncover the passenger door,”" Charley said. "Driver'ssdeis stuck fast in the drift, take us
hours."

We both set about trying to shift snow away from the car. "Keep your eyes open,” | said to Brand. He
just nodded and watched the sealift and drop its thick-ening icefloes. | used the shotgun as acrutch to
lift mysalf onto the hood, and from there to the covered roof.

"What?' Charley said. | ignored her, turning adow circle, trying to pick out any movement against the
fields of white. To the west lay the manor, a couple of miles away and long since hidden by creasesin the
landscape. To the north the ground still rose steadily away from the sea, rocks protruding here and there
aong with an occasiona clump of trees hardy enough to survive Atlantic sorms. Nothing moved. The
shower wasturning quickly into astorm and | felt suddenly afraid. The manor was at least three miles
behind us; the village seven miles ahead. We werein the middle, three weak humans dowly freezing as
nature freaked out and threw weeks of snow and ice a us. And here we were, convinced we could
defedt it, certain in our own puny mindsthat we were the rulers here, we caled the shots. However much
we polluted and con-taminated, | knew, we would never cal the shots. Na-ture may let uslive withiniit,
but in the end it would purge and clean itself. And whether there would be room for usin the new
world...

Perhapsthiswasthefirst stage of that cleansing.

While civilization daughtered itsdlf, disease and ex-tremes of wegther took advantage of our distraction
to pick off the weak.

"We should get back," | said.
"But thevillage—"

"Charley, it'sadmost two. It'll Sart getting dark in two hours, maximum. We can't travel in the dark; we
might walk right by thevillage, or sumble onto one of those ice overhangs at the cliff edge. Brand here
may get so doped he thinks we're ghosts and shoot us with his pop-gun.”

IIHW!II
"But Boris..." Charley said. "He's... we need help. To bury him. We need to tell someone.”

| climbed carefully down from the car roof and landed in the snow beside her. "Well take alook in the
car. Then we should get back. It'll help no oneif we freeze to death out here.”

"I'm not cold,” she said defiantly.

"That's because you're moving, you're working. When you walk you sweat and you'll stay warm. When
we have to ssop—and eventually we will—you'll stop moving. Y our swest will freeze, and so will you.
Well al freeze. They'll find usin the thaw, you and me hud-dled up for warmth, Brand with afrozen
reefer dill in hisgob.”



Charley smiled; Brand scowled. Both expressions pleased me.
"Thedoor'sfrozen shut,” she said.

"I'll usemy key." | punched a the glasswith the butt of the shotgun. After three attemptsthe glass
shattered and | used my gloved handsto clear it al away. |

caught awaft of something foul and stale. Charley stepped back with adight groan. Brand was oblivious.
We peered insde the car, leaning forward so that the week light could filter in around us.

Therewas adead man in the driver's sest. He was frozen solid, hunched up under severa blankets, only
his eyes and nose visible. Icicles hung from both. His eydids were ill open. On the dashboard acandle
had burnt down to nothing more than a puddle of wax, imitating theice asit dripped forever toward the
floor. The scenewas so Hill it was eerig, like apainting so lifelike that textures and shapes could be felt. |
noticed the driver's door handle was jammed open, though the door had not budged against the
snowdrift burying that side of the car. At the end he had obvioudly at-tempted to get out. | shuddered as
| tried to imagine this man'slonely death. It was the second body 1'd seen in two days.

"Wel?' Brand cdled from behind us.
"Y our drug supplier,” Charley said. "Car'sfull of snow."

| snorted, pleased to hear the humor, but when | looked at her she seemed as sad and forlorn as ever.
"Maybe we should seeiif he brought us anything use-ful,” she said, and | nodded.

Charley was smdler than me, so she said sheld go. | went to protest, but she was dready wriggling
through the shattered window, and aminute later shed thrown out everything loose she could find. She
came back out without looking at me.

Therewas arucksack haf full of canned foods; apetrol can with aswill of fuel in the bottom; anove
frozen a page ninety; some platic bottlesfilled with piss and split by theice; arifle, but no ammunition; a
smdller rucksack with wallet, some papers, an elec-tronic credit card; aphoto wallet frozen shut; a
plagtic bag full of shit; a screwed-up newspaper as hard as wood.

Everything wasfrozen.

"Let'sgo," | said. Brand and Charley took acouple of items each and shouldered their rucksacks. |
picked up therifle. Wetook everything except the shit and piss.

It took us four hours to get back to the manor. Three times on the way Brand said he'd seen something
bounding through the snow—astag, he said, big and white with sparkling antlers—and we dropped
every-thing and went into adefendgve huddle. But nothing ever materidized from the worsening storm,
even though our imaginations painted al sorts of horrors behind and beyond the snowflakes. If there
were any-thing out there, it kept itself well hidden.

Thelight was fast fading aswe arrived back. Our tracks had been all but covered, and it was only later
that | redlized how staggeringly lucky we'd been to even find our way home. Perhaps something was on
our Side, guiding us, steering us back to the manor. Perhaps it was the change in nature taking us home,
preparing usfor what was to come next.

It wasthe last favor we were granted.

Hayden cooked us some soup as the others huddled around the fire, listening to our story and trying so



hard not to show their disappointment. Brand kept chiming in about the things he'd seen in the snow.
Even Elliesface held thetaint of fading hope.

"Borissangds?' Rosdie suggested. "He may have seen angds, you know. They're not averse to steering
thingstheir way, when it suits them." Nobody an-swered.

Charley was crying again, shivering by thefire. Ros-alie had wrapped her in blankets and now hugged
her close.

"The gunlooks okay." Ellie said. Sheld sat at the table and stripped and diled therifle, ligening to usdl as
wetalked. Sheillugtrated thefact by pointing it at the wall and squeezing the trigger afew times. Click
click click. There was no ammunition for it.

"What about the body?' Rosdie asked. "Did you see who it was?"
| frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Well, if it was someone coming along the road to-ward the manor, maybe one of usknew him." We
were al motionless save for Ellie, who still rooted through the contents of the car. Sheld dready put the
news-paper on the floor so that it could dry out, in the hope of being able to read at least some of it.
We'd made out the date: one week ago. The television had stopped showing pictures two weeks ago.
Therewas aweek of history in there, if only we could saveit.

"He wasfrozen tiff," | said. "We didn't get agood look. .. and anyway, who'd be coming here? And
why? Maybe it was agood job—"

Ellie gasped. There was atearing sound as she pedled gpart more pages of the photo wallet and gasped
again, thistime struggling to draw in a breath afterward.

"Hlie?'

She did not answer. The others had turned to her, but she seemed not to notice. She saw nothing, other
than the photographsin her hand. She stared at them for an endlessfew seconds, eyes moist yet
unreadable in the glittering firdight. Then she scraped the chair back across the polished floor, crumpled
the photo'sinto her back pocket and walked quickly from the room.

| followed, glancing at the othersto indicate that they should stay where they were. None of them
ar-gued. Elliewas dready hafway up the long staircase by thetime | entered the hallway, but it was not
until thefind gair that she stopped, turned and answered my soft calling.

"My husband," she said, "Jack. | haven't seen him for two years." A tear ranicily down her cheek. "We
never redlly madeit, you know?" Shelooked at thewall beside her, asthough she could stare Straight
through and discern logic and truth in the blanked-out |andscape beyond. "He was coming here. For me.
Tofindme"

Therewas nothing | could say. Ellie seemed to forget | was there and she mumbled the next few words
to hersdf. Then she turned and disappeared from view aong the upstairs corridor, shadow dancing in the
light of disturbed candles.

Back intheliving room | told the othersthat Ellie was dl right, she had gone to bed, shewastired and
cold and as human astherest of us. | did not let on about her dead husband. | figured it was redlly none
of their business. Charley glared at me with bloodshot eyes, and 1 was sure sheld figured it out. Brand
flicked bits of carrot from his soup into the fire and watched them sizzle to nothing.



We went to bed soon after. Alonein my room | sat at the window for along time, huddled in clothesand
blankets, staring out at the moonlit brightness of the snow driftsand the fat flakes ill faling. | tried to
imag-ine Ellie's estranged husband struggling to steer the car through deepening snow, the radiator
clogging in the drift the car had buried itsnosein, splitting, gushing boiling water and seaming ingantly
into anicy trap. Sitting there, perhaps not knowing just how near he was, thinking of hiswife and how
much he needed to see her. And | tried to imagine what desperate events must have driven him to do
such athing, though | did not think too hard.

A door opened and closed quietly, footsteps, an-other door dipped open to allow aguest entry. |
won-dered who was sharing a bed tonight.

1 saw Jayne, naked and beautiful in the snow, bear-ing no sign of theillnessthat had killed her. She
beck-oned me, drawing me nearer, and at last a door was opening for me as well, a shape coming into
the room, white materid floating around its hips, or perhaps they were limbs, membranous and thin...

My eyes snapped open and 1 sat up on the bed. | was still dressed from the night before. Dawn
streamed in the window and my candle had burnt down to noth-ing.

Ellie stood next to the bed. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen. | tried to pretend | had not no-ticed.
"Happy Christmas,” she said. "Come on. Brand's dead."

Brand was lying just beyond the smashed conservatory doors behind the kitchen. Therewasasmall
courtyard area here, protected somewhat by an overhanging roof so that the snow was only about knee
deep. Mogt of it wasred. A drift had aready edged its way into the conservatory, and the beer canson
the shelf had frozen and split. No more beer.

He had been punctured by countless holes, each the width of athumb, al of them clogged with
hard-ened blood. One eye stared hopefully out to the hid-den horizon, the other was absent. Hishair
was dso missing; it looked like held been scdped. There were bits of him al around—afinger here, a
gplash of brain there—but he was |less mutilated than Boris had been. At least we could seethat this
smudge in the snow had once been Brand.

Hayden was standing next to him, posing daintily in an effort to avoid stepping in the blood. It was alost
cause. "What the hell was he doing out here?' he asked in disgust.

"I heard doors opening last night,” | said. "Maybe he camefor awak. Or asmoke."

"The door was mine," Rosalie said softly. She had appeared behind us and nudged in between Ellie and
me. Shewore along, creased shirt. Brand's shirt, | no-ticed. "Brand was with me until three o'clock this
morning. Then heleft to go back to his own room, said he wasfeding ill. We thought perhaps you
shouldn't know about us." Her eyes were wide in an effort not to cry. "We thought everyone would

laugh."

Nobody answered. Nobody laughed. Rosdie looked at Brand with more shock than sadness, and |
won-dered just how often hed opened her door in the night. The insane, unfair notion that she may even
be relieved flashed across my mind, one of those awful thoughts you try to expunge but that hangs around
likeaguilty secret.

"Maybewe should goinsde," | said to Rosdlie, but she gave me such anicy glarethat | turned away,
look-ing at Brand's shattered body rather than her piercing eyes.

"I'mabig girl now," shesaid. | could hear her rapid breathing as she tried to contain the disgust and



shock at what she saw. | wondered if she'd ever seen adead body. Most people had, nowadays.

Charley was nowhereto be seen. "I didn't wake her," Ellie said when | queried. " She had enough to
handle yesterday. | thought she shouldn't redlly seethis. No need.”

And you? | thought, noticing Ellie's puffy eyes, the gauntness of her face, her handsfisting open and
closed at her sides. Areyou all right? Did you have enough to handle yesterday?

"What the hell do we do with him?* Hayden asked. He was still standing closer to Brand than the rest of
us, hugging himsdf to try to preserve some of the warmth from deep. "I mean, Boriswas dl over the
place, from what | hear. But Brand... we have to do something. Bury him, or something. It's Christmas,
for God's sake."

The ground'slikeiron,” | protested.
"Sowetakeitinturnsdigging,” Rosdiesad quietly.
"Itl take us—"

"Then I'll doit mysdlf." Shewalked out into the bloodied snow and shattered glassin bare feet, bent over
Brand's body and grabbed under each armpit asif to lift him. She was naked beneath the shirt. Hayden
gared in frank fascination. | turned away, embarrassed for myself more than for Rosdlie.

"Wait," EHiesghed. "Rosdlie, wait. Let'sal dress properly, and then well come and bury him. Rosdie.”
The girl stood and smoothed Brand's shirt down over her thighs, perhaps redlizing what she had put on
dis-play. Shelooked up at the sky and caught the morn-ing's first snowflake on her nose.

"Snowing," shesaid. "Just for afucking change."

We went indde. Hayden remained in the kitchen with the outsde door shut and bolted while the rest of
uswent upstairs to dress, wake Charley and tell her the grim Y ule tidings. Once Rosdlie's door had
closed | followed EHie dong to her room. She opened her door for me and invited mein, obvioudy
knowing | needed to talk.

Her place was amess. Perhaps, | thought, she was so busy being strong and mysterious that she had no
timefor tidying up. Clothes were strewn across the floor, afase covering like the snow outside. Used
plates were piled next to her bed, those at the bottom aready blurred with mold, the uppermost till
showing the re-mains of the meal we'd had before Boris had been killed. Spaghetti bolognese, 1 recalled,
to Hayden's own recipe, rich and tangy with tinned tomatoes, strong with garlic, the hel pings massive.
Somewhere out there Borisslast medl lay frozen in the snow, half digested, torn from his guts—

| snorted and closed my eyes. Another terrible thought that wouldn't go away.
"Brand redlly saw thingsin the snow, didn't he?' Ellie asked.

"Yes, hewas pretty sure. At least, a thing. He said it was like a stag, except white. It was bounding along
next to us, he said. We stopped afew times, but I'm certain | never saw anything. Don't think Charley
did, either." | made space on Ellie's bed and sat down. "Why?'

Ellie walked to the window and opened the cur-tains. The snowstorm had started in earnest, and
a-though her window faced the Atlantic, all we could see was a sea of white. She rested her forehead on
the cold glass, her breath migting, fading, misting again. "1've seen something too," she said.

Ellie. Seeing thingsin the snow. Ellie was the nearest we had to aleader, though none of us had ever



wanted one. Shewas strong, if distant. Intelligent, if alittle straight with it. She'd never been much of a
laugh, even before things had turned to shit, and her dogged conservatism in someone o young annoyed
me no end.

Ellie, seaing thingsin the snow.

| could not bring myself to believeit. | did not want to. If | did accept it then there really were things out
there, because Ellie did not lie, and she was not proneto fanciful journeys of the imagination.

"What something?' | asked at last, fearing it aques-tion | would never wish to be answered. But | could
not smply ignoreit. | could not St here and listen to Ellie opening up, then stand and walk away. Not
with Borisfrozen out there, not with Brand sill cooling into the landscape.

She rocked her head against the glass. "Don't know. Something white. So how did 1 seeit?" Sheturned
from the window, stared at me, crossed her arms. "From thiswindow," she said. "Two days ago. Just
before Charley found Boris. Something flitting across the snow like abird, except it |eft faint tracks. As
big asafox, perhaps, but it had more legs. Certainly not a deer.”

"Or one of Borissangels?'

She shook her head and smiled, but there was no humor there. Thererardly was. "Don't tell anyone,” she
said. "1 don't want anyone to know. Well have to be careful. Take the guns when wetry to bury Brand.
A couple of us keep alookout while the others dig. Though | doubt well even get through the snow.”

"Youand guns" | said perplexed. | didn't know how to word what | wastrying to ask.
Elliesmiled wryly. "Meand guns. | hate guns.”

| stared at her, saying nothing, using silence to pose the next question.

"I have ahigtory,” she said. And that wasall.

Later, downgtairsin the kitchen, Charley told uswhat sheld managed to read in the paper from the frozen
car. In theweek since we'd picked up thelast TV signa and the paper was printed, things had gone from
bad to worse. Theillnessthat had killed my Jayne was claming millions across the globe. The USA
blamed Irag. Russablamed China. Blame continued to waste lives. There was civil unrest and shootings
in the streets, mass burids at sea, martial law, air strikes, food shortages. .. the words melded into one
another as Rosdlie recited the reports.

Hayden was trying to cook mince pies without the mince. He was using stewed applesinstead, and the
kitchen stank sickeningly sweet. None of usfet partic-ularly festive.

Outside, in the heavy snow that even now was at-tempting to drift in and cover Brand, we were dl
twit-chy. Whoever o—now more likely—whatever had done this could till be around. Gunswere held

at the ready.

Wewrapped him in an old sheet and enclosed thisin torn black plastic bags until there was no white or
red showing. Ellieand | dragged him around the cor-ner of the house to where there were some old
flower beds. We gtarted to dig where we remembered them to be, but when we got through the snow
the ground was too hard. In the end we left him on the surface of the frozen earth and covered the hole
back in with snow, mumbling about burying him when the thaw came. The whole process had an
unsettling sense of permanence.

Asif the show would never melt.



L ater, staring from the dining room window as Hay-den brought in a platter of old vegetables as our
Christ-masfeas, | saw something big and white skimming across the surface of the snow. It moved too
quickly for me to makeit out properly, but | was certain | saw wings.

| turned away from the window, glanced at EUie and said nothing.
two the color of fear

During thefind few days of Jayneslife | had felt com-pletely hemmed in. Not only physicaly trapped
within our home—and more often the bedroom where she lay—but dso mentally hindered. It wasa
fedling | hated, felt guilty about and tried desperately to relieve, but it was dways there.

| stayed, holding her hand for hour after terrible hour, our palms fused by swest, her face pasty and
contorted by agonies| could barely imagine. Some-times she would be conscious and dert, Sitting up in
bed and listening as | read to her, smiling at the hu-morous parts, trying to ignore the sad ones. She
would ask me questions about how things were in the outside world, and | would lie and tell her they
were getting better. There was no need to add to her misery. Other times she would be a shadow of her
old sdf, agray stain on the bed with liquid limbs and wesk bowels, a screaming thing with bloody
growths sprouting across her skin and pumping their venom inward with uncontrollable, unstoppable
tenacity. At thesetimes 1 would talk truthfully and tell her the redity of things, that the world was going to
shit and she would be much better off when sheleft it.

Eventhen| did not tel her the complete truth: that | wished | were going with her. Just in case she could
dill hear.

Wherever | went during those final few days | was under assault, besieged by images of Jayne, thoughts
of her impending desth, vague ideas of what would happen after she had gone. | tried to fill the landscape
of time laid out before me, but Jayne never figured and so the landscape was bare. She was my whole
world; without her | could picture nothing to live for. My mind was never free, dthough sometimes, when
adoctor found timeto visit our house and tut and sigh over Jayne's wasting body, | would go for awalk.
Mostly she barely knew the doctor was there, for which | was grateful. There was nothing he could do. |
would not be able to bear even the faintest glimmer of hopein her eyes.

| strolled through the park opposite our house, stay-ing to the paths so that | did not risk stepping on
dis-carded needles or sumbling across suicides decaying dowly back to nature. The treeswere as
beautiful as ever, huge emeralds againgt the grimly polluted sky. Somehow they bled the taint of humanity
from their systems. They adapted, changed, and our arrival had redlly donelittle to halt their progress. A
few years of poisons and disease, perhaps. A shaping of the land-scape upon which we projected an
ideaof control.

But when we were dl dead and gone, our industria disease on the planet would be little more than afew
twisted, corrupted ringsin the lifetime of the oldest trees. | wished we could adapt so well.

When Jayne died there was no sense of release. My grief was asgreat asif sheld been killed at the height
of hedlth, her dow decline doing nothing to prepare me for the dread that enveloped me a the moment of
her last strangled sigh. Still 1 was under siege, thistime by death. The certainty of its black fingers rested
on my shoulders day and night, long past the hour of Jayne's hurried burid in alocal footbal ground
along-side athousand others. | would turn around some-times and try to see past it, make out someray
of hopein astranger's gaze. But there was alway's the black-ness bearing down on me, clouding my
vison and the gaze of others, promising doom soon.

It wasironic that it was not desth that truly scared me, but living. Without Jayne the world was nothing
but an empty, dying place.



Then | had come here, an old manor on the rugged South West coast. 1'd thought that solitude—a
distance between me and the terrible place the world was dowly becoming—would be abam to my
suffering. In redity it wasllittle more than aplacebo and redlizing that negated it. | felt more trapped than
ever.

The morning after Brand's death and botched bur-ial—Boxing Day—I sat a my bedroom window and
watched nature laying siege. The snow hugged the landscape like afunera shroud in negative. The coast
was hidden by the cliffs, but | could see the seafarther out. There was something that | thought at first to
be an iceberg, and it took me afew minutesto figure out what it realy was; the upturned hull of abig
boat. A ferry, perhaps, or one of the huge cruise liners being used to ship people south, away from
blighted Britain to the false promise of Australia | wasglad | could not see any more detail. | wondered
what we would find washed up in the rock pools that morning, were Char-ley and 1 to venture down to
the sea.

If | stared hard at the snowbanks, the fields of virgin white, the humped shadows that were our ruined
and hidden cars, 1 could see no sign of movement. An oc-casional shadow passed across the snow,
though it could have been from abird flying in front of the sun. But if 1 relaxed my gaze, tried not to
concentrate too hard, lowered my eydids, then | could see them. Sometimes they skimmed low and fast
over the snow, twigting like sea serpents or Chinese dragons and throwing up afine mist of flakes behind
them. At other timesthey lay till and watchful, fading into the back-ground if | looked directly at them
until one shadow |looked much like the next, but could be so different.

| wanted to talk about them. 1 wanted to ask Ellie just what the hell they were, because | knew that she
had seen them too. | wanted to know what was hap-pening and why it was happening to us. But | had
some mad ideathat to mention them would make them red, like ghostsin the cupboard and dithering wet
things beneath the bed. Best ignore them and they would go away.

| counted a dozen white shapesthat morning. * * *
"Anyone dead today?' Rosdlie asked.

The statement shocked me, made me wonder just what sort of relationship she and Brand had had, but
we all ignored her. No need to aggravate an argument.

Charley sat closeto Rosdlie, asif asharing of grief would have it. Hayden was cooking up bacon and
bagelslong past their sdll-by date. Ellie had not yet come downgtairs. Sheld been stalking the manor al
night, and now that we were up she was washing and changing.

"What do we do today?" Charley asked. "Arewe go-ing to try to get away again? Get to the village for
hdp?'

| sighed and went to say something, but the thought of those things out in the snow kept me quiet.
Nobody el se spoke, and the silence was the only answer re-quired.

We ate our stale breakfast, drank tea clotted with powdered milk, listened to the silence outside. It had
snowed again in the night and our tracks from the day before had been obliterated. Standing at the sink
to wash up | stared through the window, and it was like looking upon the same day as yesterday, the day
be-fore and the day before that; no signs of our presence existed. All footprints had vanished, dl echoes
of voices swallowed by the snow, shadows covered with another six inches and frozen like corpsesin a
glacier. | wondered what patterns and traces the snow would hold this evening, when darkness closed in
to wipe us away once more.

"We haveto tell someone,” Charley said. " Some-thing's happening. We should tell someone. We haveto



do something. We can't judt..."” Shetrailed off, star-ing into a cooling cup of tea, perhaps remembering a
time before d| this had begun, or imagining she could remember. "Thisiscrazy."

"It'sGod," Rosdlie said.

"Huh?' Hayden, dready peding wrinkled old veg-etables, was ready for lunch, congtantly busy, dways
doing something to keep hismind off everything e se. 1 wondered how much reglly went on behind his
fringed brow, how much theorizing he did while he was boiling, how much nostalgiahewalowed in as
familiar cooking smells settled into hisclothes.

"It's God, fucking us over one moretime. Crazy, as Charley says. God and crazy are synonymous.”

"Rose" | said, knowing she hated the shortened name, "if it's not congtructive, don't bother. None of this
will bring—"

"Anything is more constructive than sod-dl, which iswhat you lot have got to say this morning. We wake
up one morning without one of us dead, and you're al tongue-tied. Bored? Isthat it?"

"Rosdlie, why—"

"Shut it, Charley. Y ou more than anyone should be thinking about al this. Wondering why the hell we
came here afew weeks ago to escape dl the shit, and now weve landed right in the middle of it. Right up
to our armpits. Drowning in it. Maybe one of usisaJonah and it'sfollowed—"

"And you think it's God?' | said. | knew that asking the question would give her open opportunity to rant,
but inaway | felt shewas right—we did need to talk. Sitting here stewing in our own thoughts could not
help anyone.

"Ohyes, it'sHisHoliness" she nodded, "stting on his pedestal of lost souls, playing around one day and
deciding, hmm, maybe I'll have some fun today, been ayear since a decent earthquake, afew months
since the last big volcano eruption. Soooo, what can 1 do?

Ellie appeared then, sat at the table and poured a cup of cold teathat looked like sewer water. Her
ap-pearance did nothing to interrupt Rosalie's flow.

"I know, he says, I'll nudge things to one side, turn them dightly askew, give the world agasp before I've
cleaned my teeth. Just alittle, not so that anyone will notice for awhile. Get them paranoid. Get them
look-ing over their shoulders at each other. See how the wrinkly pink bastards deal with that onel”

"Why would He do that?" Hayden said.

Rosdlie stood and put on adeep voice. "Forget me, will they? I'll show them. Turn over and open your
legs, humanity, for | shall root you up thearse.”

"Just shut up!" Charley screeched. The kitchen went ringingly quiet, even as Rosalie dowly sat down.
"You'refull of thissort of shit, Rose. Alwaystelling us how we're being controlled, manipulated. Who
by? Ever seen anyone? There's a hidden agenda behind everything for you, isn't there? If there's no toilet
paper after you've had a crap you'd blame it on the global dirty-arse conspiracy!”

Hysteria hung silently in the room. The urgeto cry grabbed me, but aso ayearning to laugh out loud. The
air was heavy with held breaths and barely re-strained comments, thick with the potentia for vio-lence.

"So," Elliesaid at last, her voice little more than awhisper, "let's hear sometruths.”



"What?' Rosdie obvioudy expected an extenson of her foolish monologue. Ellie, however, cut her
down.

"Wadll, for garters has anyone e se seen thingsin the snow?' Heads shook. My own shook aswell. |
won-dered who e'se was lying with me. " Anyone seen any-thing strange out there at al?* she continued.
"Maybe not the things Brand and Boris saw, but something ese?' Again, shaken heads. An
uncomfortable shuf-fling from Hayden as he stirred something on the gas cooker.

"1 saw God looking down on us," Rosdlie said qui-etly, "with blood in hiseyes." She did not continue or
elaborate, did not go off on one of her rants. | think that'swhy her strange comment stayed with me.

"Right," said Ellie, "then may | make a suggestion? Firdly, thereé's no point trying to get to the village. The
snow's even deeper than it was yesterday, it's colder and freezing to death for the sake of it will achieve
nothing. If we did manage to find help, Boris and Brand arelong past it." She paused, waiting for assent.

"Fair enough,” Charley said quietly. "Y eah, you'reright.”

"Secondly, we need to make sure the manor is se-cure. We need to protect ourselves from whatever got
at Brand and Boris. There are adozen rooms on the ground floor, we only use two or three of them.
Check the others. Make sure windows are locked and storm shuitters are bolted. Make sure French
doorsaren't loose or liable to break open at the dightest... breeze, or whatever."

"What do you think the things out there are?' Hay-den asked. "L ock pickers?"

Ellie glanced at hisback, looked at me, shrugged. "No," she said, "I don't think so. But theré'sno use
being complacent. We can't try to make it out, so we should do the most we can here. The snow can't
last forever, and when it findly meltswell go to the village then. Agreed?'

Heads nodded.

"If thevillageis il there" Rosdlie cut in. "If every-oneisn't dead. If the disease hasn't wiped out most of
the country. If awar doesn't start somewhere in the meantime.”

"Yes," Elliesghed impatiently, "if al those things don't happen.” She nodded at me. "WEéll do thetwo
rooms at the back. Therest of you check the others. There are some toolsin the big cupboard under the
dairs, some nails and hammersif you need them, acrowbar too. And if you think you need timber to nall
acrosswindows... if it'll makeyou fed any better... tear up some floorboardsin the dining room.
They're hardwood, so they're strong.”

"Oh, let the battle commence!l” Rosdlie cried. She stood quickly, her chair falling onto its back, and
stalked from the room with aswish of her long skirts. Charley followed.

Ellieand | went to the rear of the manor. In the first of the large rooms the snow had drifted up against
the windows to cut out any view or light from outside. For an ingtant it seemed asif nothing existed
beyond the glass and | wondered if that was the case, then why were we trying to protect ourselves?

Againg nothing.
"What do you think is out there?" | asked.
"Have you seen anything?'

| paused. There was something, but nothing | could easily identify or put anameto. What 1 had seen had
been way beyond my ken, white shadows apparent against whiteness. "No," 1 said, "nothing.”



EHieturned from the window and looked a me.in the haf light, and it was obvious that she knew | was
lying. "Well, if you do see something, don't tell.”

“Why?

"Borisand Brand told," she said. She did not say any more. They'd seen angels and stagsin the snow
and they'd talked about it, and now they were dead.

She pushed at one of the window frames. Although the damp timber fragmented at her touch, the snow
drift behind it was as effective as avault door. We moved on to the next window. The room was noisy
with unspoken thoughts, and it was only amatter of time before they made themselves heard.

"Y ou think someonein here has something to do with Brand and Boris," | said.

EHie sat on one of the wide window sills and sighed deeply. Sheran ahand through her spiky hair and
rubbed at her neck. | wondered whether she'd had any deep at dl last night. | wondered whose door
had been opening and closing; the prickle of jealousy was crazy under the circumstances. | redlized all of
asud-den how much EHie reminded me of Jayne, and | swayed under the sudden barrage of memory.

"Who?' she said. "Rose? Hayden? Don't be soft.”
"But you do, don't you?' | said again.

She nodded. Then shook her head. Shrugged. "I don't bloody know. I'm not Sherlock Holmes. It's just
srange that Brand and Boris..." Shetrailed off, avoid-ing my eyes.

"I have seen something out there,” | said to break the awkward silence. " Something in the snow. Can't
say what. Shadows. Fleeting glimpses. Like everything | seeisfrom the comer of my eye."

Ellie sared a mefor so long that | thought she'd died there on the window sill, avictim of my admis-sion,
another dead person to throw outside and let freeze until the thaw came and we could do our bury-ing.

"Y ou've seen what I've seen,” she said eventualy, verbaizing the trust between us. It felt good, but it also
fet alittle dangerous. A trust like that could dienate the others, not conscioudy but in our mind'seye. By
working and thinking closer together, perhaps we would drive them further away.

We moved to the next window.

"I've known there was something since you found Jack in hiscar,” Ellie said. "Hed never have just sat
there and waited to die. HE'd have tried to get out, to get here, no matter how dangerous. He wouldn't
have sat watching the candle burn down, listening to the wind, feding his eyesfreeze over. It'sjust not
likehimtogivein."

"So why did he? Why didn't he get out?'

"There was something waiting for him outside the car. Something he was trying to keep away from." She
rattled awindow, stared at the snow pressed up against the glass. " Something that would make him
rather freeze to death than faceit.”

We moved on to the last window. Ellie reached out to touch the rusted clasp and there was aloud crash.
Glass broke, wood struck wood, someone screamed, al from a distance.

We spun around and ran from the room, listening to the shrieks. Two voices now, aman and awoman,
the woman's muffled. Somewhere in the manor, some-one e se was dying.



The reaction to death is sometimes as violent as degth itself. Shock throws a cautious coolness over the
senses, but your ssomach till knots, your skin stings asif the Reaper isglaring at you aswell. For a
second you livethat desth, and then shameful relief floods in when you seeit's someone dse.

Such were my thoughts as we turned a corner into the main hallway of the manor. Hayden was
hammer-ing at the library door, crashing hisfistsinto the wood hard enough to draw blood. "Charley!" he
shouted, again and again. "Charley!" The door shook under his assault but it did not budge. Tears
streaked hisface, dribble strung from chin to chest. The dark old wood of the door sucked up the blood
from his plit knuck-les. "Charley!"

Ellieand 1 arrived just ahead of Rosdlie.

"Hayden!" Rosdlie shouted.

"Charley! Inthere! Shewent in and locked the door, and there was a crash and she was screaming!”
"Why did she—" Rosdie began, but Ellie shushed us dl with onewave of her hand.

Silence. "No screaming now," she said.

Then we heard other noises through the door, faint and tremulous asif picked up from adistance dong a
bad telephone line. They sounded like chewing; bone snapping; flesh ripping. | could not believe what |
was hearing, but at the same time 1 remembered the bodies of Boris and Brand. Suddenly | did not want
to open the door. | wanted to defy whatever it was laying Siege to us here by ignoring the results of its
actions. Forget Charley, continue checking the windows and doors, deny whomever or whatever it was
the satisfac-tion—

"Charley," | said quietly. She was asmdl woman, fragile, strong but sensitive. She'd told me once, Sitting
at the base of the cliffs before it had begun to snow, how she loved to sit and watch the sea. It made her
fed safe. It made her fed apart of nature. She'd never hurt anyone. "Charley.”

Hayden kicked at the door again and | added my weight, shouldering into the tough old wood, jarring my
body painfully with each impact. Ellie did the same and soon we were taking it in turns. The noises
con-tinued between each impact—increased in volume if anything—and our assault became more frantic
to cover them up.

If the manor had not been so old and decrepit we would never have broken in. The door was probably
asold asal of us put together, but its frame had been replaced some timein the past. Softwood painted
as hardwood had dowly crumbled in the damp atmo-sphere and after aminute the door burst in, frame
splintering into the coldness of the library.

One of the three big windows had been smashed. Shattered glass and snapped mullions hung crazily from
the frame. The cold had aready made the room its home, laying afine sheen of frost acrossthe
thousands of books, hiding some of their titlesfrom view asif to conced whatever tumultuous history
they contained. Snow flurried in, hung around for awhile, then chose somewhereto settle. It did not melt.
Once on theinsde, thisroom was now apart of the outside.

Aswas Charley.

The areaaround the broken window was red and Charley had spread. Bits of her hung on the glasslike
hellish party streamers. Other parts had melted into the snow outside and turned it pink. Some of her was
rec-ognizable—her hair splayed out across the soft white-ness, ahand fisted around amelting clump of
ice— other parts had never been seen before because they'd always been inside.



| leaned over and puked. My vomit cleared a space of frost on thefloor so | did it again, moving into the
room. My stomach was in agonized spasms, but | en-joyed seeing the white sheen vanish, asif | were
clam-ing the room back for atime. Then | went to my knees and tried to forget what 1'd seen, shakeit
from my head, pound it from my temples. | felt hands close around my wrists to stop me from punching
mysdlf, but | fell forward and struck my forehead on the cold timber floor. If | could forget, if | could
drive theimage away, perhapsit would no longer be true.

But there was the smell. And the steam, rising from the open body and misting what glass remained.
Char-ley'slast breath.

"Shut the door!" | shouted. "Nail it shut! Quickly!"

Ellie had helped me from the room, and now Hay-den was pulling on the broken-in door to try to close it
again. Rosalie came back from the dining room with afew splintered floorboards, her face pae, eyes
star-ing somewhere no one else could see.

"Hurry!" | shouted. | felt adistance pressing in around me, the walls receding, the ceiling rising. Voices
turned dow and deep, movement became stilted. My stomach heaved again, but there was noth-ing left
to bring up. | wasthe center of everything, but it wasal leaving me; al sight and sound and scent fleeing
my faint. And then, clear and bright, Jayne's laugh broke through. Only once, but | knew it was her.

Something brushed my cheek and gave warmth to my face. My jaw clicked and my head turned to one
sde, dowly but inexorably. Something white blurred across my vison and my other cheek burst into
warmth, and 1 was glad. The cold was the enemy; the cold brought the snow, which brought the fleeting
things | had seen outside, things without aname or, perhaps, things with amillion names. Or thingswith a
name | aready knew.

The warmth was good.

Ellies mouth moved dowly and watery rumbles tumbled forth. Her words took shapein my mind,
haul-ing themsalves together just as events took on their own speed once more.

"Snagp out of it," Ellie said, and dapped me across the face again.

Another sound dragged itsdlf together. | could not identify it, but | knew where it was coming from. The
otherswere saring fearfully at the door, Hayden was still leaning back with both hands around the
handle, sraining to get asfar away as possble without |etting go-Scratching. Sniffing. Something rifling
through books, snuffling in long-forgotten corners at dust from long-dead people. A dow regular best,
which could have been footfdls or aheartbesat. 1 redized it was my own and another sound took its
place.

"What...?'
Ellie grabbed the tops of my arms and shook me harshly. ™Y ou with us? Y ou back with us now?"

1 nodded, closing my eyes at the swimming sensa-tion in my head. Vertica fought with horizonta and
won out thistime. "Y egh."

"Rosdie," Ellie whispered. "Get more boards. Hay-den, keep hold of that handle. Just keep hold.” She
looked at me. "Hand methe nailsas | hold my hand out. Now listen. Once | start banging, it may
atract—"

"What are you doing?' 1 said.



"Nailing the bagtardsin."

1 thought of the shapes | had watched from my bed-room window, the shadows flowing through other
shadows, the ease with which they moved, the strength and beauty they exuded as they passed from drift
to drift without leaving any trace behind. | laughed. ™Y ou think you can keep them in?"

Rosdlieturned afearful face my way. Her eyeswere wide, her mouth hanging open asif readying for a
scream.

"Y ou think afew nallswill sop them—"

"Just shut up,” Ellie hissed, and she dapped me across the face once more. Thistimel wasdl there, and
the dap was aburning sting rather than awarm caress. My head whipped around and by thetime |
looked up again, Ellie was heaving aboard againgt the doors, steadying it with one elbow and weighing a
hammer in the other hand.

Only Rosdielooked a me. What 1'd said was still plain on her face—the chance that whatever had done
these foul things would find their way in, take us apart asit had done to Boris, to Brand and now to
Charley. And | could say nothing to comfort her. | shook my head, though | had no ideawhat message |
wastrying to convey.

Ellie held out her hand and snapped her fingers. Rosalie passed her anal.

| stepped forward and pressed the board across the door. We had to tilt it so that each end rested
acrossthe frame. There were il secretive sounds from in-side, like afox rummaging through abin late
at night. | tried to imagine the scene in the room now, but | could not. My mind would not place what 1
had seen outside into the library, could not stretch to that feat of imagination. | was glad.

For oneterrible second | wanted to see. It would only take akick at the door, a single heave and the
whole room would be open to view, and then | would know whatever was in there for the second before
it hit me. Jayne perhaps, awhite Jayne from elsewhere, holding out her hands so that | could join her
once more, just as she had promised on her deathbed. /'// be with you again, she had said, and the
words had terrified me and comforted me and kept me going ever since. Sometimes | thought they were
al that kept medive. /'// be with you again.

"Jyre..."

Ellie brought the hammer down. The sound was ex-plosive and | felt the impact transmitted through the
wood and into my arms. | expected another impact a second later from the opposite way, but instead we
heard the sound of something scampering through the aready shattered window.

Ellie kept hammering until the board held firm. Then she started another, and another. She did not stop
until most of the door was covered, nails protrud-ing at crazy angles, splinters under her fingernails, swest
running across her face and staining her arm-pits.

"Hasit gone?' Rosdie asked. "Isit dill in there?!

"Iswhat ill inthere, precisdy?' | muttered.

Weall sood that way for awhile, panting with ex-ertion, adrendine priming usfor the chase.
"l think," Ellie said after awhile, "we should make some plans.”

"What about Charley?' | asked. They dl knew what | meant: We can't just leave her there; we have to



do something; she'd do the same for us.
"Charley'sdead,” Ellie said, without looking at any-one. "Come on." She headed for the kitchen.
"What happened?" Ellie asked.

Hayden was shaking. "I told you. We were checking the rooms, Charley ran in before me and locked the
door, | heard glass breaking and..." Hetrailed off.

"Arﬂ?'
"Screams. | heard her screaming. | heard her dying.”

Thekitchen fell silent aswe dl recaled the cries, asif they were still echoing around the manor. They
meant different thingsto each of us. For me death d-ways meant Jayne.

"Okay, thisishow | seethings" Elliesaid. "Therésawild animd, or wild animas, out there now."
"What wild animad" Rosdlie scoffed. "Mutant badg-ers come to eat us up? Hedgehogs gone bad?’

"I don't know, but pray it isanimals. If people have done all this, then they'll be ableto get into us.
How-ever fucking goofy crazy, they'll have the intelligence to get in. No way to stop them. Nothing we
could do." She patted the shotgun resting across her thighs asif to reassure hersdlf of its presence.

"But what animas—"

"Do you know what's happening everywhere?' Ellie shouted, not just at doubting Rose but at usdl. "Do
you redlize that the world's changing? Every day we wake up theré's anew world facing us. And every
day there're fewer of usleft. | mean the big us, the world-wide us, us humans." Her voice became
quieter. "How long before one morning, no one wakes up?'

"What has what's happening €l sewhere got to do with dl this?" | asked, although inside | dready had an
idea of what Ellie meant. 1 think maybe I'd known for awhile, but now my mind was opening up, my
beliefs stretching, levering fantadtic truthsinto place. They fitted; that terrified me.

"I mean, it'sal changing. A diseaseiswiping out millions and no one knowswhereit came from. Unrest
everywhere, shootings, bombings. Nuclear bombsinthe Med, for Christ's sake. Y ou've heard what
people have caled it; it'sthe Ruin. Capital R, people. The world's gone bad. Maybe what's happening
hereisjust not that unusua anymore.”

"That doesn't tell uswhat they are," Rosdlie said. "Doesn't explain why they're here, or where they come
from. Doesn't tell uswhy Charley did what shedid.”

"Maybe she wanted to be with Borisagain,” Hayden said.
1 amply stared at him. "I've seen them,” | said, and Ellie Sghed. "'l saw them outside last night.”

The otherslooked at me, Rosali€'s eyes ill full of thefear | had planted there and was even now
prop-agating.

"So what were they?' Rosdlie asked. "Ninja sea-birds?’

"l don't know." | ignored her sarcasm. "They were white, but they hid in shadows. Animals, they must
have been. There are no people like that. But they were canny. They moved only when 1 wasn't looking
sraight at them. Otherwise they stayed till and. .. blended in with the snow." Rosdlie, | could see, was



terrified. The sarcasm was afront. Everything | said scared her more.
"Camouflaged,” Hayden said.
"No. They blended in. Asif they mdted in, but they didn't. | can't redly..."

"In China," Rosdlie said, "whiteisthe color of death. It'sthe color of happiness and joy. They wear white
a funerds.”

Ellie spoke quickly, trying to grab back the conver-sation. "Right. Let'sthink of what we're going to do.
Firg, no usetrying to get out. Agreed? Good. Second, we limit ourselvesto a couple of rooms
downgtairs, the hallway and staircase area and upstairs. Third, do what we can to block up, nail up, glue
up the doorsto the other rooms and corridors.”

"And then?' Rosdie asked quietly. "Charades?' Ellie shrugged and smiled. "Why not? 1t is Chrismas
time"

I'd never dreamt of awhite Christmas. | was cursing Bing fucking Crosby with every gasped breath |
could spare.

The air sang with echoing hammer blows, dropped boards and groans as hammers crunched fingernails. |
was working with Ellie to board up the rest of the downstairs rooms while Hayden and Rosdietried to
lever up the remaining boardsin the dining room. We did the windowsfirst, Ellie standing to onesde
with the shotgun aiming out while | hammered. It was snowing again and | could see vague shapes hiding
behind flakes, dipping in and out of the snow like lark-ing dolphins. | think we al saw them, but none of
us ventured to say for sure that they were there. Our imag-ination was pumped up on what had
happened and it had started to paint its own pictures.

Wefinished one of the living rooms and locked the door behind us. There was an awful sense of findity
inthe heavy thunk of the tumblersclicking in, afegling that perhaps we would never go into that room
again. I'd lived the last few yearstdling myself that there was no such thing as never—Jayne was dead
and | would certainly see her again, after all—but there was noth-ing in these roomsthat | could ever
imagine us need-ing again. They were mostly designed for luxury, and luxury was a conceit of the
contented mind. Over the past few weeks, 1 had seen contentment vanish forever under the gray cloud
of humankind'sfal from grace.

None of this seemed to matter now aswe closed it dl in. | thought | should fed sad, for the symbolism of
what we were doing if not for the lossitsdlf. Jayne had told me we would be together again, and then she
had died and | had felt trapped ever since by her death and the promise of her final words. If nailing up
doors would take me closer to her, then so beit.

In the next room | looked out the window and saw Jayne striding naked toward me through the snow.
Fat flakes landed on her shoulders and did not melt, and by the time she was near enough for meto see
the look in her eyes she had collapsed down into a drift, leaving amemory therein her place. Something
flitted past the window, sending flakes flying againgt thewind, bristly fur spiking dead white leaves.

| blinked hard and the snow was just snow once more. | turned and looked &t Ellie, but she was
con-centrating too hard to return my stare. For thefirst time | could see how scared she was—how her
hand clasped so tightly around the shotgun barrel that her knuckles were pearly white, her nailsashiny
pink— and | wondered exactly what she was seeing out there in the white storm.

By midday we had done what we could. The kitchen, one of the living rooms and the hall and stair-case
were |eft open; every other room downstairs was boarded up from the outside in. Weld also covered the



windows in those rooms left open, but we left thin viewing ports like horizonta arrow ditsin thewals of
an old castle. And like the weary defenders of those ancient citadel's, we were under Siege.

"Sowhat did you dl see?' | said aswe sat in the kitchen. Nobody denied anything.

"Badgers," Rosdie sad. "Big, white, fast. Siding over the snow like they were on skis. Demon badgers
from hell!" She joked, but it was obvious that she was terri-fied.

"Not badgers” Ellie cut in. "Deer. But wrong. Deer with scales. Or something. All wrong.”
"Hayden, what did you see?'

He remained hunched over the cooker, stirring aweak stew of old vegetables and stringy beef. "I didn't
Seeanything.”

| went to argue with him but redlized he was prob-ably telling the truth. We had al seen something
dif-ferent, why not see nothing at al? Just asunlikely.

"You know," said Ellie, sanding at aviewing dot with the snow reflecting sunlight in aband across her
face, "weredl seeing white animals. White animalsin the snow. So maybe we're seeing nothing at all.
Maybe it's our imaginations. Perhaps Hayden is nearer the truth than dl of us.”

"Borisand the others had pretty strong imaginations, then," said Rosdlie, bitter tears animating her eyes.

Wewere slent once again, stirring our wesk milk-lesstea, dl thinking our own thoughts about what was
out in the snow. Nobody had asked mewhat | had seen and | was glad. Last night they werefleeting
white shadows, but today | had seen Jayne aswell. A Jayne 1 had known was not redlly there, even as|
watched her coming a me through the snow. /'// be with you again.

"The color of death..." Ellie said. She spoke at the boarded window, never for an instant glancing away.
Her hands held on to the shotgun asif it had become one with her body. | wondered what she had been
inthepast: | have a history, shed said. "White. Happiness and joy."

"It was d so the color of mourning for the Victori-ans," | added.

"And werein aVictorian manor.” Hay den did not turn around as he spoke, but hiswords sent our
imag-ingtions scurrying.

"Wereadl seeing whiteanimals,” Elliesaid quietly. "Likewhite noise. All tones, dl frequencies. Weredl
seaing different thingsasone."

"Oh," Rosdiewhispered, "well that explainsalot.”

| thought 1 could see where Ellie was coming from; at leest, | was looking in theright direction. "White
noiseis used to mask other sounds,” | said.

EUie only nodded.

"There's something else going on here." | sat back in my chair and stared up, trying to divine thetruth in
the patchwork mold on the kitchen celling. "Were not seeing it al.”

Ellie glanced away from the window, just for asec-ond. "'l don't think we're seeing anything.” * * *

Later we found out some more of what was happening. We went to bed, doors opened in the night,
footsteps creaked old floorboards. And through the dark the sound of lovemaking drew us al to another,



more ter-rible degth.
three the color of mourning

| had not made love to anyone since Jayne's death. 1t was months before she died that we last indulged, a
bitter, tearful experience when she held a sheet of polyethylene between our chests and ssomachsto
pre-vent her diseased skin from touching my own. It did not make for the most romantic of occasions,
and af-terward she cried herself to deep as | sat holding her hand and staring into the dark.

After her degth | came to the manor; the others came aong to find something or escape from some-thing
else, and there were secretive noisesin the night. The manor was large enough for usto have aroom
each, but in the darkness doors would open and close again, and every morning the atmosphere at
breskfast was different.

My door had never opened and | had opened no doors. There was alingering guilt over Jayne'sdeath, a
sensethat | would be betraying her loveif | went with someone else. A greater cause of my londiness
was my inherent lack of confidence, a certainty that no one here would be interested in me: | was quiet,
introspective and uninteresting, afledgling bird de-void of any hope of taking wing with any particular
talent. No one would want me,

But none of this could prevent the sense of isolation, subtle jealousy and yearning 1 felt eachtime | heard
footstepsin the dark. | never heard anything ese—the walls were too thick for that, the building too
solid— but my imagination filled in the missing parts. Usudly, Elliewasthe star. And there lay another
problem— lugting after awoman | did not even like very much.

Thenight it dl changed for uswasthefirst time 1 heard someone making love in the manor. The voice
was androgynousin its ecstasy, a high keening, drop-ping off into a prolonged sigh beforerising again. |
sat up in bed, trying to shake off the remnants of dreamsthat clung like seaweed to adrowned corpse.
Jayne had been there, of course, and something in the snow, and another something that was Jayne and
the snow combined. | recalled walowing in the sharp whiteness and fedling my skin diced by ice edges,
watching the snow grow pink around me, then white again as Jayne came and spread her cleansing touch
across the dev-astation.

The cry came once more, wanton and unhindered by any sense of decorum.

Who?1 thought. Obviously Hayden, but who was he with? Rosalie? Cynical, paranoid, terrified
Rosalie?

Or Ellie?
| hoped Rosdlie.

| sat back against the headboard, unable to lie down and ignore the sound. The curtains hung open—I
had no reason to close them—and the moonlight revealed that it was snowing once again. | wondered
what was out there watching the degping manor, listening to the crazy sounds of lust emanating from a
building still spattered with the blood and memory of those who had died so recently. 1 wondered
whether the things out there had any understanding of human emotion— the highs, the lows, the tenacious
Spirit that could sometimes survive even the most downheartening, devastating events—and what they
made of the sound they could hear now. Perhaps they thought they were screams of pain. Ecstasy and
thoughtless agony often sounded the same.

The sound continued, rising and faling. Added to it now the noise of something thumping rhythmically
agang awall.



| thought of the times before Jayne had beeniill, before the gregt decline had redlly begun, when most of
the population il thought humankind could clean up what it had dirtied and repair what it had torn
asun-der. Weld been married for severd years, our love as deep as ever, our lust il refreshing and
invigorating. Car seats, cinemas, woodland, even atelephone box, al had been visited by us at some
gage, laughing like adolescents, moaning and Sghing together, content in familiarity.

And as| sat there remembering my dead wife, some-thing strange happened. 1 could not identify exactly
when the redlization hit me, but | was suddenly sure of onething: The voice | waslistening to was Jayne's.
She was moaning as someone e se in the house made love to her. She had comein from outside, that
cold unreal Jayne | had seen so recently, and she had gone to Hayden's room, and now | was being
betrayed by someone | had never betrayed, ever.

| shook my head, knowing it was nonsense but cer-tain aso that the voice was hers. | was so surethat |
stood, dressed and opened my bedroom door without considering the impossibility of what was
happening. Redlity was controlled by the darkness, not by what-ever light | could attempt to throw upon
it. | may aswell have had my eyes closed.

Thelanding waslit by severd shaded candlesinwall brackets, their soft light barely reaching the floor,
flickering as breezes came from nowhere. Where the light did touch it showed old carpet, worn by time
and faded by countless unknown footfals. The walls hung with shredded paper, damp and torn like dead
skin, the lath and plaster beneath pitted and crumbled. The air was thick with age, heavy with mugt,
redolent with faint hints of hauntings. Where my feet fell | could sense the floor dipping dightly benesth
me, though whether thiswas actudity or arunover from my dream | was unsure.

| could have been walking on snow.

| moved toward Hayden's room and the volume of the sighing and crying increased. | paused one door
away, my heart thumping not with exertion but with the thought that Jayne was a dozen stepsfrom me,
making love with Hayden, aman | hardly redlly knew.

Jayne's dead, | told mysdlf, and she cried out once, loud, as she came. Another voice then, sighing and
graining, and this one was Jayne aswdll.

Someone touched my elbow. | gasped and spun around, too shocked to scream. Ellie wastherein her
nightshirt, bare legs hidden in shadow. She had a strange look in her eye. It may have been the subdued
lighting. | went to ask her what she was doing here, but then | redlized it was probably the same as me.
Sheld stayed downdtairslast night, unwilling to share awatch duty, indstent that we should al deep.

| went to tell her that Jayne wasin there with Hay-den, but then | redlized how stupid thiswould sound,
how foolishit actudly was.

At least, 1 thought, it's not Elliein there. Rosalie it must be. At least not Ellie. Certainly not Jayne.
And Jayne cried out again.

Goose bumps speckled my skin and brought it to life. The hairs on my neck stood to attention, my spine
tingled.

"Hayden having anice time?' someone whispered, and Rosalie stepped up behind Ellie.

| closed my eyes, listening to Jayne's cries. She had once screamed like that in a park, and the keeper
had chased us out with hiswaving torch and throaty shout, the light splaying across our nakedness aswe
laughed and struggled to gather our clothes around us aswe ran.



"Doesn't sound like Hayden to me," EHie said.

The three of us stood outside Hayden's door for awhile, listening to the sounds of lovemaking from
within—the cries, the moving bed, the thud of wood againgt thewall. | felt like an intruder, however much
| redlized something was very wrong with al of this. Hayden was on hisown in there. Aswe each tried to
figure out what we were redly hearing, the sounds from within changed. There was not one cry, not two,
but many, overlying each other, increasing and ex-panding until the voice becamethat of acrowd. The
light in the corridor seemed to dim asthe crying in-creased, though it may have been my imagination.

1 struggled to make out Jayne's voice and there was a hint of something familiar, awhisper inthe
cacoph-ony that was s0 dight asto be little more than an echo of amemory. But ill, to me, it wasredl.

Ellie kndlt and peered through the keyhole, and | noticed for the first time that she was carrying her
shot-gun. She stood quickly and backed away from the door, her mouth opening, eyes widening. "It's
Hay-den," she said aghast, and then shefired at the door handle and lock.

The explosion tore through the sounds of ecstasy and left them in shreds. They echoed away like
stream-ersin thewind, to be replaced by the lonely moan of aman's voice, pleading not to stop, it was
so wonder-ful so pureso dive...

The door swung open. None of us entered the room. We could not move.

Hayden was on his back on the bed, surrounded by the whites from outside. 1 had seen them as
shadows against the snow, little more than pae phantoms, but here in the room they stood out bright and
definite. There were severd of them; | could not make out an exact number because they squirmed and
twisted againgt each other, and against Hayden. Digphanous limbs stretched out and wavered inthe air,
arms or wings or tentacles, tapping at the bed and the wall and the ceiling, leaving spots of icelikeink on
blotting paper wherever they touched.

| could see no redl faces, but | knew that the things were looking at me.

Thelr crying and sighing had ceased, but Hayden's continued. He moved quickly and violently, thrusting
into the mallegble shape that Htill straddled him, not yet noticing our intrusion even though the shotgun
blagt till rang in my ears. He continued his penetra-tion, but dowly the white lifted itself away until
Hay-den's cock flopped back wetly onto his stomach.

Heraised his head and looked straight at us be-tween his knees, looked through one of the thingswhere
it flipped itsdlf eadly acrossthe bed. Theair stank of sex and something else, something cold and old and
rotten, frozen forever and only now experi-encing ahint of thaw.

"Oh please..." he said, though whether he spoke to us or the constantly shifting shapes| could not tell.

| tried to focus but the whites were minutely out of phase with my vision, shifting to and fro too quickly
for meto concentrate. | thought | saw aface, but it may have been afalse splay of shadowsthrown asa
shape turned and sprang to the floor. 1 searched for something | knew—an arm kinked dightly from an
old bresk; a breast with amole near the nipple; asmile turned wryly down at the edges—and | redlized |
was looking for Jayne. Evenin al thismess, | thought she may be here. I'll be with you again, she had
sad.

| amost caled her name, but Ellie lifted the shotgun and shattered the moment once more. It barked out
once, loud, and everything happened so quickly. One instant the white things were there, smothering
Hay-den and touching him with their fluid limbs. The next, the room was empty of al but us humans,
moth-eaten curtains fluttering dightly, window invitingly open. And Hayden's face had disappeared into a



red mis.

After the shotgun blast there was only the wet sound of Hayden's brains and skull fragments pattering
down onto the bedding. His hard-on ill glinted in the weak candldight. His hands each clasped afistful
of blan-ket. One leg tipped and rested on the sheets clumped around him. His skin was pale, dmost
white

Almog.

Rosdlieleaned againgt the wall, dry heaving. Her dress was wet and heavy with puke and the stink of it
had found ahomein my nostrils. Ellie was busy rel oading the shotgun, mumbling and cursing, trying to
look any-where but at the carnage of Hayden's bodly.

| could not tear my eyes away. I'd never seen any-thing like this. Brand and Boris and Charley, yes, their
torn and tattered corpses had been terrible to behold, but here... | had seen the instant arounded,
func-tional person had turned into a shattered lump of meat. 1'd seen the red splash of Hayden's head as
it came apart and hit thewadll, big bits ricocheting, the smaller, wetter pieces sticking to the old wallpaper
and drawing their dreadful art for al to see. Every de-tail stood out and demanded my attention, asif the
shot had cleared the air and brought light. It seemed red tinged, the atmosphereitself stained with
violence.

Hayden'sright hand clasped the blanket, opening and closing very dightly, very dowly.

Doesn't fedl so cold. Maybe there's a thaw on the way, 1 thought distractedly, perhapstrying to
withdraw somewhere bana and comfortable and familiar. ..

There was a splash of sperm across his somach. Blood from his ruined head was running down his neck
and chest and mixing with it, dribbling soft and pink onto the bed.

Ten seconds ago he was alive. Now he was dead. Extinguished, just like that.
Whereishe? 1 thought. Where has he gone?

"Hayden?' | said.

"He'sdead!" Ellie hissed, alittletoo harshly.

"1 can seethat.”" But hishand gill moved. Sowly. Sightly.

Something was happening a the window. The cur-tains were till, but there was a definite sense of
move-ment in the darkness beyond. | caught it from the corner of my eyesas 1 stared at Hayden.

"Rosdlie, go get some boards," Ellie whispered.

"Y ou killed Hayden!" Rosdlie pat. She coughed up the remnants of her last meal, and they hung on her
chinlike wet boils. "Y ou blew his head off! Y ou shot him! What the hell, what's going on, what's
happening here. 1 don't know, | don't know..."

Thethings are coming back in,” Ellie said. She shouldered the gun, leaned through the door and fired at
the window. Stray shot plucked at the curtains. There was a cessation of noise from outside, then a
rugtling, dipping, diding. It sounded like something flopping around in snow. "Go and get the boards, you
two."

Rosdie sumbled noisily dong the corridor toward the staircase.



"Youkilled him," 1 sad lamely.
"Hewasfucking them," Ellie shouted. Then, quieter:

"l didnt meanto_ " Shelooked at the body on the bed, only briefly but long enough for meto see her
eyes narrow and her lips squeeze tight. "He was fuck-ing them. Hisfault."

"What werethey? What the hell, I've never seen any animalslike them.”

Ellie grabbed my bicep and squeezed hard, diciting an unconscious ydp. She had fingerslike stedl nails.
They aren't animas,” she said. "They aren't people. Help me with the door.”

Her toneinvited no response. She aimed the gun at the open window for aslong as she could while |
pulled the door shut. The shotgun blast had blown the handle away, and | could not see how wewould
be able to keep it shut should the whites return. We stood that way for awhile, me hunkered down with
two fin-gersthrough ajagged holein the door to try to keep it closed, Ellie standing dightly back, aming
the gun at the pocked wood. | wondered whether I'd end up getting shot if the whites chose this moment
to climb back into the room and launch themselves at the door ...

Banging and cursing marked Rosdlie's return. She carried severa snapped floorboards, the hammer and
nails. | held the boards up, Rosdie nailed, both of usnow in Elliesline of fire. Again | wondered about
Ellie and guns, about her history. | was glad when the job was done.

We stepped back from the door and stood there silently, three relative strangers trying to understand and
come to terms with what we had seen. But without understanding, coming to termswasimpossible. | felt
atear run down my cheek, then another. A sense of bregthless panic settled around me, clasping mein
cool hands and sending my heart racing.

"What do we do?' | said. "How do we keep those things out?"'
"They won't get through the boarded windows," Rosdlie said confidently, doubt so evident in her voice,

| remembered how quickly they had moved, how lithe and aert they had been to virtually dodge the blast
from Ellies shotgun.

| held my bresath; the others were doing the same.

Noises. Clambering and a soft whigtling at first, then light thuds as something ran around the walls of the
room, acrossthe celling, bounding from the floor and the furniture. Then tearing, durping, cracking, asthe
whites fed on what was left of Hayden.

"Let'sgo down," Ellie suggested. We were aready backing away.

Jayne may be in danger, | thought, recalling her wav-ing to me as she walked naked through the snow.
If shewas out there, and these things were out there aswell, she would be at risk. She may not know,
she may betoo trusting, she may let them take advantage of her, abuse and molest her—

Hayden had been enjoying it. He was not being raped; if anything, he was doing the raping. Even ashe
died hed been spurting ignorant bliss across his somach.

And Jayne was dead. | repeated this over and over, whispering it, not caring if the others heard, certain
that they would take no notice. Jayne was dead. Jayne was dead.

| suddenly knew for certain that the whites could smash in at any time, dodge Ellie's clumsy shooting and



tear usto shredsin seconds. They could do it, but they did not. They scratched and tapped a windows,
clambered around the house, but they did not break in. Not yet.

They were playing with us. Whether they needed usfor food, fun or revenge, it was nothing but agame.
Ellie was smashing up the kitchen.

She kicked open cupboard doors, swept the con-tents of shelves onto the floor with the barrel of the
shotgun, sifted through them with her feet, then did the same to the next cupboard. At first | thought it
was blind rage, fear, dread; then | saw that she was search-ing for something.

"What?' 1 asked. "What are you doing?'

"Just ahunch."

"What sort of hunch? Ellie, we should be watching out—"
"Theré's something moving out there," Rosdie said.

She was looking through the dit in the boarded win-dow. There was aband of moonlight across her
eyes.

"Herel" Ellie said triumphantly. She knelt and rooted around in the mess on the floor, shoving jarsand
cansadde, delving into a splash of spilled riceto find asmall bottle. "Bastard. The bastard. Oh God, the
bas-tard'sbeen doing it al dong.”

"There's something out there in the snow,” Rosdie said again, louder thistime. "It's coming to the manor.
It's..." Her voicetrailed off and 1 saw her stiffen, her mouth dightly open.

"Rosdie?' | moved toward her, but she glanced at me and waved me away.
"It'sokay," shesad. "It'snothing."

"Look." Ellie dammed a bottle down on the table and stood back for usto see.
"A bottle

Ellie nodded. Shelooked at me and tilted her head. Waiting for me to see, expecting meto realize what
shewastrying to say.

"A bottle from Hayden'sfood cupboard,” | said.
She nodded again.

| looked at Rosdlie. Shewas till frozen at the win-dow, hands pressed flat to her thighs, eyeswide and
full of the moon. "Rosie?' She only shook her head. Nothing wrong, the gesture said, but it did not look
likethat. It looked like everything was wrong, but she wastoo afraid to tell us. | went to move her out of
the way, look for mysdlf, see what had stolen her tongue.

"Poison,” Elliereveded. | paused, glanced at the bottle on the table. Ellie picked it up and held it in front
of acandle, shook it, turned it thisway and that.

"Poison. Hayden's been cooking for us ever since we've been here. And he's dways had this bottle. And
acouple of timeslately, he's added alittle extrato certain meds."



"Brand," | nodded, aghast. "And Boris. But why? They were outside. They werekilled by those
"Torn up by thosethings," Ellie corrected. "Killed in here. Then dragged out.”

"By Hayden?'

She shrugged. "Why not? He was fucking the whites.”

"But why would hewant to... Why did he have something against Boris and Brand? And Charley? An
accident, like he said?'

"I guess he gave her ahdping hand,” Ellie mused, Stting at the table and rubbing her temples. "They both
saw something outside. Boris and Brand, they'd both seen thingsin the snow. They made it known. They
told usal about it, and Hayden heard as well. Maybe he felt threatened. Maybe he thought we'd stedl his
little sex mates." She stared down at the table, at the rings burnt there over the years by hot mugs, the
scratches made by endless cutlery. "Maybe they told himto do it.”

"Oh, comeon!" | felt my eyes go wide like those of arabhit caught in car headlights.

Ellie shrugged, stood and rested the gun on her shoulder. "Whatever, weve got to protect ourselves.
They may bein soon, you saw them up there. They'reintdligent. They're—"

"Animald" | shouted. "They're animas! How could they tell Hayden anything? How could they get in?"
Ellielooked a me, weighing her reply.

"They'rewhiteanimals, likeyou said!"

Ellie shook her head. "They're new. They're unique. They're apart of the change.”

New. Unique. Thewordsingtilled very little hope in me, and Elli€'s next comment did more to scare me
than anything that had happened up to now.

"They were usng Hayden to get rid of us. Now he'sgone... well, they've no reason not to do it
them-sdves”

Asif on cue, something started to brush up against the outside wall of the house.
"Rosdiel" | shouted. "Step back!"

"It'sdl right," she said dreamily. "It'sonly the wind. Nothing there.. Nothing to worry about.” The sound
continued, like soap on sandpaper. 1t came from be-yond the boarded windows, but it also seemed to
filter through from e sewhere, surrounding uslike an audio enemy.

"Ellie" | said, "what can we do?" She seemed to have taken charge so easily that | deferred to her
with-out thinking, assuming she would have aplan with a certainty that was painfully cut down.

"l have no idea" She nursed the shotgun in the crook of her elbow like a baby substitute, and | redl-ized
| didn't know her half aswell as| thought. Did she have children? | wondered. Where was her family?
Where had thislevd of sdf-control come from?

"Rosdig" | sad carefully, "what are you looking a?' Rosdie was staring through the dit a amoonlit
scene none of us could see. Her expression had dropped from scared to melancholy, and | saw atear
trickle down her cheek. She was no longer her old cynica, bitter self. It was asif dl her fears had come



true and she was content with thefact. "Rosiel” | caled again, quietly but firmly.

Rosdieturned to look at us. Redlity hit her, but it could not hide the tears. "But he'sdead,” she said, half
question, haf statement. Before | could ask whom she was taking about, something hit the house.

The sound of smashing glass came from every-where: behind the boards across the kitchen windows; out
in the corridor; muffled crashesfrom elsewhere in the dark manor. Rosalie stepped back from the dit just
asalong, shimmering white limb camein, glassy nails scratching for her face but ripping the air instead.

Ellie sepped forward, thrust the shotgun through the dit and pulled the trigger. Therewasno cry of pain,
no scream, but the limb withdrew.

Something began to batter againgt the ruined kitchen window, the vibration traveling through the hagtily
nailed boards, nail heads emerging dowly from the gouged wood after each impact. Ellie fired again,
though | could not see what she was shooting at. As she turned to reload she avoided my questioning
glance.

"They'recoming in!" | shouted.

"Canit!" Ellie said bitterly. She stepped back asadiver of timber broke away from the edge of one of
the boards, clattering to the floor stained with frost. She shouldered the gun and fired twice through the
widening gap. White things began to worm their way between the boards, fingers perhaps, but long and
thin and moreflexible than any | had ever seen. They twisted and fdlt blindly acrossthewood... and then
wrapped themselves around the exposed nails.

They beganto pull.
The nails squed ed as they were withdrawn from the wood, one by one.

1 hefted the hammer and went at the nails, hitting each of them only once, aming for those surrounded by
cool whitedigits. As each nail went back in, the things around them drew back and squirmed out of sight
behind the boards, only to reappear e sewhere. | hammered until my arm ached, resting my left hand
againg the vibrating timber. Not oncedid | catch awhite digit beneath the hammer, even when | aimed
for them specifically. | began to giggle and the sound frightened me. It was the voice of amadman, the
ut-terance of someonelooking for hislost mind, and | found that funnier than ever. Every timel hit
another nail it reminded me more and more of an old fair-ground game. Pop the gophers on the head. 1
won-dered what the prize would be tonight.

"What the hell do we do?' | shouted.

Rosdlie had stepped away from the windows and now leaned against the kitchen counter, eyeswide,
mouth working dowly in some unknown mantra. 1 glanced a her between hammer blows and saw her
chest rising and falling at an amost impossible speed. She was dipping into shock.

"Where?" | shouted to Ellie over my shoulder.
"Thehdlway."

"Why?

"Why not?'

| had no real answer, s0 | nodded and indicated with ajerk of my head that the other two should go first.
Ellie shoved Rosdlie ahead of her and stood wait-ing for me.



| continued bashing with the hammer, but now | had fresh targets. Not only werethe dim white limbs
nudg-ing aside the boards and working at the nails, but they were dso coming through the ventilation
bricksat skirting level in the kitchen. They would gain no hold there, | knew; they could never pull their
whole body through there. But till | found their presence abhor-rent and terrifying, and every third
hammer strike was directed at these white monstrosties trying to twist around my ankles.

And at the third missed strike, | knew what they were doing. It was then, aso, that 1 had sometrue
inkling of their intelligence and wiliness. Two digits trapped my leg between them—they were cold and
hard, even through my jeans—and they jerked so hard that | felt my skin tearing in their grasp.

| went down and the hammer skittered across the kitchen floor. At the same instant atwisting forest of
the things appeared between the boards above me, and in seconds the timber had started to snap and
gplinter asthe ondaught intensified, the attackers now seemingly aware of my predicament. Shards of
wood and glass and i ce showered down on me, al of them sharp and cutting. And then, looking up, |
saw one of the whites appear in the gap above me, framed by broken wood, its own limbsjoined by
othersin their efforts to widen the gap and come in to tear me apart.

Jayne stared down at me. Her face wasthere, but the thing was not her; it was asif her image were
pro-jected there, cast onto the pure whiteness of my at-tacker by memory or circumstance, put there
because it knew what the sight would do to me.

| went weak, not because | thought Jayne was there— | knew | was being fooled—but because her fase
vis-age inspired aflood of warm memories through my stunned bones, hitting cold muscles and sending
me into awhite-hot agony of paused circulation, blood pooling at my extremities, consciousness
retreating into the warmer parts of my brain, al thought of es-cape and salvation and the other two
survivors erased by the plain whiteness that invaded from outside, sweeping in through the rent in the wall
and promising me aquick, painful death, but only if I no longer strug-gled, only if | submitted—

The explosion blew away everything but the pain. The thing above me had been so intent upon its
im-minent kill that it must have missed Ellie, leaning in the kitchen door and shouldering the shotgun.

Thething blew apart. | closed my eyesas| saw it fold up before me, and when | opened them again
there was nothing there, not even ashower of dust in the air, no sprinkle of blood, no splash of insdes.
Whatever it had been, it left nothing behind in desth.

"Comeon!" Ellie hissed, grabbing me under one arm and hauling me across the kitchen floor. 1 kicked
with my feet to help her, then finaly managed to stand, abeit shakily.

There was now agaping hole in the boards across the kitchen windows. Weak candldight bled out and
illuminated the falling snow and the shadows behind it. | expected the hole to be filled again in seconds
and thistime they would pour in, each of them amimic of Jaynein someterrifying fashion.

"Shut the door,” Elliesaid camly. | did so and Ros-die was there with ahammer and nails. Wed run out
of broken floor boards, so we smply nailed the door into the frame. It was clumsy and would no doubt
proveineffectud, but maybe it would give us afew more seconds.

But for what? What good would time do us now, other than to extend our agony?

"Now where?" | asked hopelesdy. "Now what?' There were sounds al around us; soft thuds from
be-hind the kitchen door, and louder noises from farther away. Breaking glass, cracking wood; agentle
rustling, more horrible because they could not be identified. Asfar as| could see, wereally had nowhere
to go.



"Updairs,” Elliesad. "Theattic. The hatch is outside my room, and it'sgot aloft ladder. Asfar as| know
it'sthe only way up. Maybe we could hold them off until..."

"Until they go homefor tea," Rosdlie whispered. | said nothing. Therewas no usein verbdizing the
hope-lessness we fdlt at the moment because we could seeit in each other's eyes. The snow had been
here for weeks and maybe now it would be here forever. Along with whatever strangenessit contained.

Ellie checked the bag of cartridges and handed them to me. "Hand theseto me," she said. "Six shots | eft.
Then we have to beat them up.”

It was dark inside the manor, even though dawn must now be breaking outside. | thanked God that at
least we had some candles left... but that got me thinking about God and how He would let this hap-pen,
launch these things againgt us, torture us with the promise of certain death and yet give usthesefadse
splashes of hope. I'd spent most of my life thinking that God was indifferent, a passive force holding the
big picture together while we acted out our own fool-ish little plays within it. Now, if He did exist, He
could only be acrud God indeed. And I'd rather there be nothing than a God who found pleasure or
entertain-ment in the discomfort of His creations.

Maybe Rosalie had been right. She had seen God staring down with blood in his eyes.

Aswe sumbled out into the main halway | began to cry, gasping out my fearsand my grief, and Ellie
held me up and whispered into my ear. "Prove Him wrong if you have to. Prove Him wrong. Help meto
survive, and prove Him wrong.”

| heard Jayne beyond the main front doors, calling my name into the snowbanks, her voice muffled and
bland. | paused, confused, and then | even smelled her; gpple-blossom shampoo, the sweet scent of her
breath. For afew seconds Jayne was therewith me and | could al but hold her hand. None of the last
few weeks had happened. We were here on aholiday, but there was something wrong and shewasin
danger outside. | went to open the doorsto her, ask her in and help her, assuage whatever fears she had.

| would have reached the doors and opened them if it were not for Ellie striking me on the shoulder with
the stock of the shotgun.

"There's nothing out there but those things!" she shouted. | blinked rapidly asredlity settled down around
me, but it was like wrapping paper, only dis-guising the truth | thought | knew, not dismissing it
completely.

The ondaught increased.

Ellie ran up the sairs, shotgun held out before her. | glanced around once, listening to the sounds coming
from near and far, al of them noises of Siege, each of them promising pain a any second. Rosdlie stood
at thefoot of the stairs doing likewise. Her face was pale and drawn and corpse-like.

"l can't believe Hayden," she said. "He was doing it with them. | can't believe... doesEllieredly think
he... f

"l can't believe asecond of any of this," | said. "I hear my dead wife." Asif ashamed of the admission, |
Iqwered my eyesas| walked by Rosdie. "Comeon,” | said. "We can hold out in the attic.”

"1 don't think s0." Her voice was so sure, so full of conviction, that | thought shewasal right. Ironic that
agtatement of doom should inspire such afeding, but it was as close to the truth as anything.

| thought Rosdiewasdl right.



It was only as| reached the top of the Stairsthat | realized she had not followed me.

| looked out over the ornate old banister, down into the hallway where shadows played and cast false
im-pressions on eyes 1 could barely trust anyway. At first | thought | was seeing things because Rosdie
was not stupid; Rosalie was cynica and bitter, but never stu-pid. She would not do such athing.

She stood by the open front doors. How | had not heard her unbolting and opening them | do not know,
but there she was, agtark shadow againgt white flut-tering snow, dim daylight parting around her and
pour-ing in. Other things camein too, the whites, dinking across the floor and leaving paw prints of frost
wherever they came. Rosdie stood with arms held wide in awel coming embrace.

She said something as the whites launched at her. | could not hear the individual words, but | sensed the
tone; she was happy. Asif she were greeting someone she had not seen for avery long time.

And then they hit her and took her gpart in seconds.

"Run!" | shouted, sprinting dong the corridor, chasing Ellie's shadow. In seconds | was right behind her,
push-ing at her shouldersasif thiswould make her move fagter. "Run! Run! Run!”

She glanced back as sheran. "Where's Rosalie?"

"She opened the door.” It was dl | needed to say. Ellie turned away and concentrated on negotiating a
corner in the corridor.

From behind me | heard the things bursting in al around. Those that had dunk past Rosdie must have
broken into rooms from the inside even as others came in from outside, helping each other, crashing
through our pathetic barricades by force of coopera-tion.

| noticed how cold it had become. Frost clung to the walls and the old carpet benegth our feet crunched
with each footfal. Candlesthrew erratic shadows at icicle-encrusted ceilings. | felt ice under my

fingernals

Jayne's voice called out behind me and | dowed, but then | ran on once more, desperate to fight what |
so wanted to believe. Sheld said we would be to-gether again and now she was calling me... but she
was dead, she was dead. Still she cdled. Still | ran. And then she Started to cry because 1 was not going

to her, and 1 imagined her naked out there in the snow with white things everywhere. 1 stopped and
turned around.

Ellie grabbed my shoulder, spun me and dapped me across the face. It brought tearsto my eyes, but it
a so brought me back to shady redlity. "We're here," she said. "Stay with me." Then she looked over my
shoulder. Her eyes widened. She brought the gun up so quickly that it smacked into my ribs, and the
explo-sion in the confined corridor felt like ahammer pum-meling my ears.

| turned and saw what she had seen. It was like adrift of snow moving down the corridor toward us,
rolling across the walls and celling, pouring along thefloor. Elité's shot had blown ahole through it, but
the whites quickly regrouped and moved forward once more. Long, fine tendrils felt out before them,
freezing the corridor seconds before the things passed by. There were no faces or eyes or mouths, but if
| looked long enough | could see Jayne rolling naked in there with them, her mouth wide, arms holding
whitesto her, into her. If | really listened | was sure | would hear her sighs as she fucked them. They had
passed from luring to mocking now that we were trapped, but till...

They stopped. The slence was awithheld chuckle.
"Why don't they rush us?' | whispered. Ellie had d-ready pulled down the loft ladder and was waiting to



climb up. She reached out and pulled me back, indi-cating with anod of her head that | should go firdt. |
reached out for the gun, wanting to give her a chance, but she elbowed me away without taking her eyes
off the advancing white mass. "Why don't they... ?'

Shefired again. The shot tore ahole, but another thing soon filled that hole and stretched out toward us.
"I'll shoot you if you stand in my way anymore,” she said.

| believed her. | handed her two cartridges and scur-ried up the ladder, trying not to see Jayne where she
rolled and writhed, trying not to hear her Sighs of ecstasy asthe whites did thingsto her that only | knew
sheliked.

Theingtant | madeit through the hatch the sounds changed. | heard Ellie squed asthe things rushed, the
metdlic clack as she dammed the gun shut again, two explosionsin quick succession, awet sound as
whitesripped apart. Their charge sounded like a steam train: wood cracked and split, the floorboards
were smashed up beneath icy fegt, cellings collapsed. | could not see, but | felt the corridor shattering as
they came et Ellie, asif it were suddenly too smdl to house them al and they were plowing their own way
through the manor.

Ellie came up the ladder fast, throwing the shotgun through before hauling hersdf up after it. | saw aflash
of white before she dammed the hatch down and locked it behind her.

"Therésno way they can't get up here," | said. "They'll be herein seconds.”

Ellie struck amatch and lit a pathetic stub of candle. "Last one." She was panting. In the weak light she
looked pale and worn out. "L et's see what they de-cide," she said.

Wewerein one of four atticsin the manor roof. This one was boarded but bare, empty of everything
except spiders and dust. Ellie shivered and cried, mumbling about her dead husband Jack frozen in the
car. Maybe she heard him. Maybe sheld seen him down there. | found with atwinge of guilt that | could
not care less.

"They herded us, didn't they?' 1 said. | was breath-less and aching, but it was Smilar to the feeling after a
good workout; energized, not exhausted.

Ellie shrugged, then nodded. She moved over to me and took the last couple of cartridges from the bag
on my belt. As she broke the gun and removed the spent shells her shoulders hitched. She gasped and

dropped the gun.

"What? Ellie?" But shewas not hearing me. She stared into old shadows that had not been bathed in light
for years, seeing some unknown truths there, her mouth falling open into an expression so unfamiliar on
her face that it took me some seconds to place it— a smile. Whatever she saw, whatever she heard, it
was something she was happy with.

| amost |et her go. In the space of a second, al possibilities flashed across my mind. We were going to
die, there was no escape, they would take us singly or dl in one go, they would starve us out, the snow
would never melt, the whites would change and grow and evolve benesth us, we could do nothing,
whatever they were they had won aready, they had won when humankind brought the ruin down upon
itsdlf

Then | leaned over and dapped Ellie across the face. Her head snapped around and shelost her balance,
fdling onto dl fours over the gun.

| heard Jayne's footsteps as she prowled the corri-dors searching for me, caling my namewith



increas-ing exasperation. Her voice was changing from sing-song, to monotone, to panicked. The whites
were down there with her, the white animas, dl animas, searching and stalking her tender naked body
through the freezing manor. | had to help her. | knew what it would mean, but at |east then we would be
together, at least then her last promise to me would have been fulfilled.

Ellie's moan brought me back and for asecond | hated her for that. | had been with Jayne and now | was
here in some dark, filthy attic with ahundred crea-tures below trying to find away to tear me apart. 1
hated her and | could not help it onelittle bit.

| moved to one of the doping roof lights and stared out. | looked for Jayne across the snowscape, but
the whites now had other things on their mind. Fooling me was not a priority.

"What do we do?" | asked Ellie, sure even now that she would have an ideg, a plan. "How many shots
haveyou got lft?'

She looked a me. The candle was too weak to light up her eyes. "Enough.” Before | even redlized what
she was doing she had flipped the shotgun over, wrapped her mouth around the twin barrels, reached
down, curved her thumb through the trigger guard and blasted her brainsinto the air.

It'sbeen over an hour since Elliekilled hersdf and left me on my own.

In that time snow has been blown into the attic to cover her body from view. Elsewhereit's merely a
sprinkling, but Ellieislittle more than awhite hump on the floor now, the mess of her head a pink splash
across the ever-whitening boards.

At firg the noise from downstairs was terrific. The whites raged and ran and screamed, and | curled into
abal and tried to prepare mysdlf for them to smash through the hatch and take me apart. | even
consd-ered the shotgun. .. there's one shot Ieft... but Ellie was brave; Ellie was strong. | don't have that
srength.

Besides, ther€'s Jayne to think of. She's down there now, | know, because | have not heard a sound for
ten minutes. Outgde it is snowing heavier than I've ever seen, it must be ten feet deep, and thereisno
move-ment whatsoever. Inside, below the hatch and throughout the manor, in rooms sealed and broken
open, the whites must be waiting. Here and there, Jayne will be waiting with them. For me. Sothat | can
be with her again.

Soon | will open the hatch, make my way downstairs and out through the front doors. | hope, Jayne, that
you will meet methere.

TheUnfortunate

"Oh, look," said Adam, "afour-leaf clover." He stroked thelittle plant and sighed, pushing himsdlf to his
feet, sretching hisarms and legs and back. He had been laying on the grassfor along time.

Hewalked across the lawn and onto the gravel driveway, past the M ercedes parked mock-casud,
through the front door of the elght-bedroom house and into the study.

Two wallswere lined with books. Portraits of the people he loved stared down at him and he should
havefdt at peace, should have felt comforted... but he did not. There was alarge map on onewall, a
thou-sand intended destinations marked in red, half adozen places he had dready visited pinned green.
Travel was no longer on his agenda, neither was read-ing, because his family had gone. Hewas till
about to make ajourney, however, somewhere even stranger than the places he had seen so recently.
Stranger than anyone had ever seento tell of, more terrifying, more final. After the past year he was



keener than ever to find his own way there.
And he had amap. It was in the bureau drawer. A

44 magnum, gleaming snakeike silver, dick to the touch, cold, impersona. He warmed it between his
legsbefore using it. May aswel fed comfortable when he put it in his mouth.

Outsde, thefourth leaf on the clover glowed brightly and disappeared into apinprick of light. Then,
nothing.

"Well," Adam said to the house full of memories, "it wasn't bad to begin with... but it could have been
better."

He heard footsteps approaching aong the driveway, frantic footsteps crunching quickly toward the
house,

"Adam!" someone shouted, panic giving the voice an androgynouslilt.

Helooked around the room to make sure he was not being observed. He checked his watch and smiled.
Then he calmly placed the barrdl of the gun inside his mouth, angled it upward and pulled the trigger.

He had found them in the water.

At least heliked to think he found them, but later, in the few dark and furtive moments I eft to him when
his mind was truly his own, he would redlize that thiswas not the case. They had found him. Gods or
faries or angels or demons—mostly just one or another, but sometimes al four—they appeared weak
and ddlicate.

It was not long, however, before Adam knew that looks counted for nothing.

Put on your life jackets, the cabin crew had said. Only inflate them when you're outside the aircraft.
Use the whistle to attract attention, and make for one of the life rafts. Asif disaster had any ruling
factor, asif con-trol could be gained over something so powerful, dev-astating and final.

As soon asthe 747 hit the water, any semblance of control vanished. Thiswas no smooth crash landing;
it was a catastrophe, the shell plitting and the wings dicing through the fuselage and a fire—brief but
ter-rible—taking out first class and the cockpit. There was no time even to draw away from the flames
before everything fdll apart, and Adam was pitched into acool, dark, watery grave. Alison, he thought,
and d-though she was not on the flight—she was back at home with Jamie—hefelt that she was dead
aready. Strange, considering it was he who was dying.

Because in the chaos, he knew that he was about to die. The sounds of rending meta and splitting flesh
had been dampened by their instant submersion into the North Atlantic, but anew form of blind panic
had taken over. Bubbles exploded around him, some of them coming from inside torn bodies, and sharp,
bro-ken metal struck out a him from all around. The cold water masked the pain for awhile, but he
could till fed the numbness where hisleg had been, the ghostly echo of alost limb. He wondered
whether hisleg wasfloating above or below him. Then he redized that he could not discern up or down,
left or right, and so the idea was moot. He was blinded too, and he did not know why. Pain? Blood?
Perhaps his eyes were e se-where, floating around in this deethly soup of waste and suffering, snking to
the sea-bed where unknown bottom-crawlers would snap them up and stedl every-thing he had ever
Sseen with onedismissve clack of their claws.

He had read accounts of how young children could live for up to an hour submerged in freezing water.
They il retained adrowning reflex from being in the womb, their voca cords contracted and drew their



throats shut, and aslong asthey expelled thefirst rush of water from their lungsthey could survive. Body
tem-perature would drift down to match their surround-ings, heart rate would have, oxygen to the brain
would be dramaticaly lessened, brain activity drawn in under acowl! of unconsciousness. So why, then,
was he thinking al this now?Why panic? He should be withdrawing into himsdlf, creating hisown
mini-existence where the tragedies happening al around him, here and now, could not break through.

Why not just et everything happen asit would?

Adam opened hiseyes and finaly saw through the shock. A torn body floated past him, heading down,
trailing something pae and fleshy behind it. It had on apair of shorts and Bart Simpson socks. No shoes.
Mogt people kicked off their shoes on along-haul flight.

The roaring sound around him increased as every-thing began to sink. Great bursts of bubbles stirred the
terrible* brew of the sea, and Adam felt arush of some-thing warm brushing his back. A coffeepot
crushed and is spewing its contents, he thought. That was all. Not the stewardess holding it being
opened up by the thousands of sharp edges, gushing her own warm in-sides across his body asthey
floated apart likelost loversin the night. ..

And then he really opened his eyes, dthough he was so far down now that everything was pitch black.
He opened them not only to what was happening around him, but to what was happening to him. Hewas
gtill strapped in his seet. One of hislegs appeared to be missing... but maybe not, maybe in the confusion
he had only dreamed that he had lost aleg. Perhaps he had been dreaming it when the aircraft took its
find plunge, and the nightmares—real and imagined—had merely blended together. He thought hefelt a
ghogt ache there, but perhaps ghosts can be more real than imagination alows, and he held out his hands
and fet Doth kneesintact.

Other hands moved up his body from his feet, squeezing the flesh so that he knew it was till there,
pinching, lifting. .. dragging him up through the mael-strom and back toward the surface. He gasped in
warter and felt himsdlf catch on fire, every nerve end screaming at the agony in his chest. His mind began
to shut down—

yes, yes, that is the way, go to sleep, be that child again.
—and then he broke surface.

The extraordinary dragged his sight from the merely terrifying. He was aware of the scenes around him—
the bodies and parts of bodiesfloating by, the aircraft wreckage bobbing and sinking and still smoldering
in places, the broken-spined books sucking up water, suitcases spilling their insdesin memory of their
shat-tered owners—but the shapes that rose out of the wa-ter with him were al that he really registered,
al that he redlly comprehended. Although true comprehen-sion... that wasimpossble.

They werefairies.
Or demons.

Or angels.

Or gods.

There were four of them, solid yet trangparent, strong yet unbelievably delicate. Their skin was clear, but
mottled in placeswith adarker light, striped like aglasstiger. They barely seemed to touch him, yet he
could fed the pinch of their fingers on hislegs and amswhere they held him upright. The pain seemed at
odds with their appearance. He closed his eyes and opened them again. The pain was il there, and so



werethethings.

They were saving him. He wasterrified of them. For one crazy moment he looked around at the carnage
and wished himsdlf back in the water, Struggling againgt his seet restraint asit dragged him down, fed-ing
his ears crunch in and his eyeballsimplode as aw-ful pressurestook their toll, sucking out thelast of his
ar and flooding him and filling him. Perhaps he would see Alison again—

she's dead!

—Ilove her ashe had dwaysloved her, fed every moment they had shared. He thought it was afdlacy
that a drowning man'slife flashes before him. But it was aromantic view of death, and if he had to die
then ahint of romance...

"You are not going to die," avoice said. None of the things seemed to have spoken and the voice
appeared in his head, unaccented, pure, like aplayback of every voice ever saying the same thing.

Helooked around at them. He could see no ex-pressions because their faces were ambiguous, stainson
theair at best. He reached out and touched one, and it waswarm. It was alive. Helaid hispam flat
agang itschest.

"That isdl right,” the same voice intoned. "Fed what you must. Y ou haveto trust us. If you haveto
believe that we are here in order to trust us, then make sure you do. Because we have a gift for you. We
can saveyou, but... you must never forget usor deny us."

Adam held out his other hand. "Y oure there," he whispered as he felt a second heartbeat benegth his
palm. For some reason, it felt disgusting.

"So pledge.”

He was ba anced on afine line between life and death. He was in no condition to make such adeci-sion.
That iswhy dl that happened later was so unfair.

He nodded. And then heredized the truth.

"I'm dead." It was obvious. He had been drifting down, down, following the other bodies deep down,
perhaps watched by some of them as he too had watched. He had known his leg had gone, he had felt
the water enter him and freeze him and suck out his soul. He was dead.

"No," thevoice sad, "you are very much dive." And then one of the things scraped its nails across his
face.

Adam screamed. The pain was intense. The scratches burned like acid streaks, and he touched his cheek
and felt blood there. He took his hand away and saw ared smear. He looked down at hislegs; ill
whole. Helooked back up at the four things that were holding him and hiswrecked seat just out of reach
of the water. Their attitude had not changed, their un-clear faces were il just that.

He saw abody floating past, a person merged some-how with a piece of eectrica paneling, metdlic and
biological guts both exposed.

"We have something to show you," the voice said.
And then he was somewhere el se.

He actudly fdt the seat crumple and vanish beneath him, and he was suddenly standing on along, wide



street. His clothes were dry and whole, not ripped by the crash and soaked with sea water and blood.
Hislimbsfdt strong, he was warm, hewasinvigorated. Hisface ill hurt

The four things—the demons, the angdl's, whatever they were—stood around him, holding out their hands
asif to draw hisattention to this, to that. They gave the impression that they lived there, but to Adam they
did not seem to fed at home.

"Whereisthisplace?' Adam said. "Heaven?"
"How isyour face?'

"It il hurts" Adam touched the scratches on his* cheek, but the blood had dmost ceased flowing now,
and dready he could feel the wounds scabbing over. They were itching more than burning. He wondered
just how long ago the crash had been.

"You aredive, you see" the voice said, "but we brought you here for awhile to show you some things.
Andto giveyou agift. Comewith us"

"But who areyou? What areyou?'

Thethingsdl turned to look at him. They were gtill trangparent but solid, shapes made of flowing glass.
Try ashe might, he could not discern any features with which to distinguish one from ancther, yet they dl
acted in dightly different ways. The one on hisfar |eft tilted its head dightly asit watched him; theoneto
his right leaned forward with unashamed curiosity when-ever he spoke.

"Cdl us Amaranth," the voice said, "for we are eter-nd ."

Adam thought about running. He would turn and sprint dong the street, shout for help if the things
pur-sued him, dap off their handsif they chose to grasp a him. He would escape them. He wanted to
escape them. .. even though, as yet, they had done him only good.

Am | really here, hethought, or am | floating at the bottom of the sea? Fishes darting into my
mouth. Crus-taceans plucking at my brain as these final insane thoughts seek their escape.

"For thelast time," Amaranth said, and thistime two of them attacked him. One held him down, whilethe
other reached into his mouth and grasped histongue. Its hand was sickly warm, the skin—or whatever
sur-face sheen it possessed—dlick to the touch. It brought his tongue forward and then pricked at it with
an ex-tended finger.

The pain was bright, explosive, exquisite. Blood gushed into Adam's throat as he struggled to stand. The
things moved aside to let him up and he pat out agob of blood, shaking with shock and astrange,
sub-dued fury.

"You aredive" Amaranth said, "and well, and living here for now. We shal not keep you long because
we know you wish to return to your world. .. to your Al-ison and Jamie... but the price of our saving you
isfor you to see some things. Follow us. And do not be afraid. Y ou are one of the lucky ones."

Adam wanted nothing more than to see hisfamily. His conviction that Alison was dead had gone, had
surely been aresult of hisown impending deeth. And Jamie—swet little Jamie, eighteen months old and
just discovering himself—how crud for him to sud-denly be without afather. How pointless. Yes, he
needed to see them soon.

"Thank you," Adam said. Thank you for saving me."



Amaranth did not reply. Adam wastruly dive, the painin histongue told him that. Thiswas unred and
impossible, yet hefdt completely, undeniably dive. Asto whether heredlly had been saved... time
would tdll.

One of the things gently took his hand and guided him along the Stret.

At first Adam thought he could have been in Lon-don. The buildings on either side presented tall, grubby
facades, with their shop fronts al glazing and posters and flashing neon. A bar spewed music and patrons
into the street on one corner, some of them sitting at rickety wooden tables, others standing around,
mingling, chatting, laughing. They were dl laughing. As he wetched, atal man—hair dyed abright red,
body and legs clad in leather, and sporting amonstrous tattoo of adragon across his forehead, down the
sde of hisneck and onto his collarbone— bumped into atable and spilled severd drinks. Glass
smashed. Beer flowed and gurgled between brick pav-iors. The couple at the table stood, stared at the
leather-clad man and smiled. He set his own drinks down on their table, sat and started chatting to them.
Adam heard them introducing themsalves, and as he and Amaranth passed the bar, the three were
laughing and dapping each other's shoulders asiif they had been friends forever.

Thetal man looked up and nodded at Adam, then again at each of the thingswith him. Hiseyeswere
wide and bright, hisface tanned and strong, and it shone. Not literdly, not physicaly, but his good humor
showed through. He was awalking ad for never judg-ing people by their appearances.

Within afew pacesthe street changed, so quickly that Adam fdlt asthough it were actualy shifting
around him. He could see nothing strange, but sud-denly the buildings were lower, the masonry lighter,
eaves adorned with ancient gargoyles growling gro-tesquely at the buildings opposite, old wooden
win-dowsrotting in their frames, pigeons huddling along sills. He could have moved from London to Itay
in the space of asecond. And if anything the street felt more real, more meant-to-be than he had ever
experienced. It was asif natureitself had built this place specificaly for these people to inhabit, carving it
out of the land-scape as perfectly as possible, and even though the windows were rotting and the
buildings had cracks scarring their surfaces like old battle wounds, these things made it even more

perfect.
"It'slikeapanting,” Adam said.

"Itisart, true." Thething holding his hand et go and another took its place, thisonewarmer, itsflesh
dlkier. Thisway."

The sudden music of smashing glassfilled the street, followed by ascream and a sickening thud as
some-thing hit the road behind them. Adam spun around, heart racing, scap stretching as hetried not to
imagine what he was about to see.

What he did see was certainly not what he expected.

A woman was laying stretched over the high gutter, haf on the pavement, half on theroad. Ashe
watched, she stood and brushed diamond-shards of broken glass from her clothes. She picked them
from her face too, but they had not torn the skin. Her limbs had not suffered in her tumble from the
second-story window, her suit trousers and jacket were undamaged, her skull waswhole. In fact, as she
ruffled up her hair, stretched her back with agroan and glanced up at where she had fallen from, she
looked positively radiant. An ex-treme sports fan perhaps? Maybe this was just a stunt she was used to
doing day-in, day-out?

She saw Adam watching her and threw him adis-armingly cam smile. "That waslucky," she sad.

"What the hell's lucky about faling from awindow?'



She shrugged. Looked around. Waved at someone farther along the street. "'l didn't die,” she said, not
even looking a Adam anymore. And without saying another word she walked past him and Amaranth to
asmdl Itdian cafe.

Amaranth steered Adam past the cafe and into aside alley. Again, scenery changed without actudly
shifting, asif flickering from placeto placein thein-gtant that it took him to blink. This new setting was
graight out of al the American cops-and-robbers tele-vison shows he had ever seen. There was a gutter
run-ning down the center of the aley overflowing with rubbish and excrement, boxes piled high against
onewall just begging a speeding car to send them flying, pull-down fire escapes hanging above head
height, promising disaster. Doorways were hidden back under the shadows of walls, and in some of
those shadows darker shadows shifted.

Someone rolled from adoorway into their path. Adam stopped, caught his bregath, ready for the gleam of
metal and the demand for money.

Amaranth paused aswell. Were they scared?

And then he redlized something else. People had seen him and Amaranth; he had noticed them
look-ing—! ooking and smiling—and they were not out of place.

"Thisisn't red," he said, and a shape stood before him.

The man wore along coat. His hair was an explo-sion of dirt and fleas and other insects, his shoes had
burst and histoes stuck out, asif seeking escape from the wretched body they belonged to.

Helooked up.

"My friend!" he said, although Adam had never seen him before. "My friend, how are you? Welcome
here, welcome everywhere, I'm sure. Oh, s0 1 see they've found you too?' He nodded at the shapes
around Adam and they shifted dightly, asif embarrassed at being noticed. "They're angels, you know,"
the man said quietly. "L ook at me. Down-and-out, you'd guess? Ready to blow you or stab you for the
money to buy abottle of paint stripper.”

"The thought had crossed my mind,” Adam said, but only because he knew, aready, that he was wrong.
There was something far stranger, far more wonderful a work here.

"Maybe years ago.” The man nodded. "But not any-more. See, I'm one of the lucky ones. Take alook!"”
He opened his coat to display aglimmering, golden suit. It looked ridiculous but comfortable. The man
himself looked comfortable. In fact, Adam had rarely seen anyone looking so contented with hislot, so
at home with where and what he was.

"It's... nice Adam said.

"It'sfucking awful! Garish and grotesque, but if that'swhat | want to be sometimes, hey, who'sto deny
me that? Nobody, right? In the perfect world, nobody. In the perfect world, | can do and be what | want
to do and be, whenever | want. Y esterday | was making love with a princess. Tomorrow | may decide
tocrashacar. Today... today I'mjust reliving how | used to be. | hated it, of course; who wouldn't?
Today, here... inthe perfect world, it'snot so bad.”

"But just where arewe?" Adam asked, hoping—re-aizing—that perhaps this man could tell him what
Amaranth would not. "l wasin aplane crash, | wassinking, | was dying—"

"Right," the man said, nodding and blinking dowly. "And then you were rescued. And they brought you



herefor alook around. Well... you're one of the lucky ones. Were al lucky ones here."

There was the sound of something moving quickly down the dley, ill hidden by shadows but
approach-ing rapidly. For an instant Adam thought it could be gun-fire and he prepared to dive for
cover, but then he saw the magnificent shape emergeinto the sun-light.

"Hold up!" the man said with adigtinctly Cockney accent.” 'Ere comes my ride.”

Adam and Amaranth stood aside, and Adam watched aghast as the unicorn galoped dong the aley. It
did not dow down—did not even seem to notice the man—but he grabbed on to its mane asit ran,
swvung himsalf easily up onto its back and rode it out into the street. It paused for amoment and reared
up, and Adam was certain it was a show just for him. The man in the golden suit waved an imaginary hat
back at Adam, then nudged the unicorn with his knees and they disappeared along the Strest.

He heard the staccato best of hoovesfor along time.

For thefirst time he wondered whether it was all adisplay put on for him, and him aone. The red-haired
man... the jumper... the down-and-out. They had al looked a him. Somehow, it was al too perfect.

He pressed his sore tongue againgt the roof of his mouth.
"Do you get the idea?' Amaranth asked.
"What ideg?'

Thethings milled around him, touching him, and now their touch was more pleasant than repulsive. His
skin jumped wherever they made contact. He found himsdlf aroused and he went with the feding. It did
not fed shameful or ingppropriate. It fet just right. While he was here, why not enjoy it?

"Theideathat good luck isagift,” Amaranth said.

Atalent or a present? Adam wanted to ask, but d-ready they were pulling him farther dong the dlley
toward whatever lay beyond itsfar end.

He sméelled the water before he saw it, rich and cloy-ing, heavy with effluent and rubbish. Asthey
emerged from the mouth of the dley and turned a corner, the lake came into view. It was huge, not just a
city lake, more like asea. Adam was reminded briefly of Venice, but there were no gondoliers here, and
the waters were rougher and more violent than Venice ever ex-perienced. And there were things among
the waves, far out from the shore, shiny gray things breaking the surface and screeching before heading
back down to whatever depths they came from.

A woman walked past them whistling, nodded a hdllo, indicated the lake with anod and |ooked
sky-ward, asif to say: oh dear, that lake, huh? She wore so much jeweery on her fingersand wrists
that Adam was sure she would sink, were she to enter the waters. But she never would, no onein their
right mind would, because to go in there would beto die.

Things are in there, Adam thought. Shattered aircraft, perhaps? Bodies of passengers| chatted
with being ripped and torn and eaten? Where am | now? Where, really, am|?

"We stand on the shore of bad luck,” Amaranth said. "Out there... theidand, do you see?... therelive
the unlucky ones."

Now that it had been pointed out to him, Adam could see the idand, dthough he was sure it had not
been there before. You never notice a damn thing until it's pointed out to you, Alison would say to



him, and she was right, he was not very observant. But thisis-land was huge—growing larger—and
eventually, even though nothing seemed to have actualy changed, the lake was amoat and theidand
filled most of hisfield of vison.

Sounds reached him then, athough they were dulled and weary with distance. Screams, shouits, cries, the
rending crunch of buildings collgpsing, an explosion, the roar of flames taking hold somewhere out of
sght. Adam edged closer to the shore of the moat, straining to see through the hazy air, struggling to
make out what was happening on theidand. There were signs erected al aong its shore. Some of them
seemed to be moving. Some of them. ..

They were not Signs. They were crucifixes, and most of them were occupied. Heads|olled on shoulders,
knees moved weakly asthe victimstried to shift their weight, move the pain around their bodies so that it
did not burn itsway through their flesh.

Beneath some of the crosses, fires had been set.
"ItsHe " Adam gasped, turning around to glare at the four thingswith him.

"No," Amaranth said, "we have explained. Those over there are the unlucky ones, but they are not dead.
Not yet. Many of them will be soon... unlucky onesdwaysdie... but firg, thereis pain and suffering.”

Adam fdt tears burning behind his eyes. He did not understand any of this. Sinking into the Atlantic,
dying, being anameess gatistic on an arlingslist of victims, that he understood. Losing Alison and
Jamie, even— never seeing them again—that he could understand.

But not this.

"I want my family," hesaid. "If you've saved melike you say, | want my family. | don't want to be here. |
don't know where hereis."

"Doyou ever, truly?'

"Oh, Jesus," Adam gasped in despair, dropping to his knees and noticing as he did so that the shore was
scattered with pale white bones. Washed up from theidand of the unlucky ones, no doubt.

He closed hiseyes.
And tumbled into the moat.

He had been expecting fresh water—polluted by re-fuse perhaps, rancid with death—»but inland water
nonetheless. Hisfirst mouthful was brine.

Beneath him, the aircraft seat. Around hiswaist the seatbd t, which would ensure that he sank to his
death. Above him, the wide blue sky he had falen from.

Under hisarms and around hislegs, handslifting him to safety.

"Heresalive onel" avoice shouted, and it was gruff and excited, not like Amaranth or the people he had
heard back therein the land of the lucky. This one held awhole range of experience.

"Unlucky," Adam muttered, spitting out seaweter and feding adozen pains biteinto him a the same
ingant. "Bad luck..."

"No, mate," said avoice with an Irish lilt from some-wherefar away. "Y ou're aslucky asfuck. Everyone
eseisdead.”



Adam tried to speak, to ask for Alison and Jamie because he knew he was about to die. He had aready
visited Heaven and dipped back again for hisfina breath. But the bright sunlight faded to black and the
voicesreceded. Already, he was leaving once more...

As he passed out hefisted his hands so that nothing could hold on to them.

The next time he awakened, Alison was staring down at him. There had been no dreams, no feglings, no
sensations. It felt asif a second had passed since he had been in the sea, but he knew ingtantly that it was
much longer. There was a ceiling and fluorescent lights, and the cloying stench of antiseptic, and the
metdlic grumble of trolley whedson vinyl flooring.

And there was Alison leaning over him, hair haloed by abright light.
"Honey," she said. She beganto cry.

Adam reached up to her and tried to talk, but histhroat was dry and rough. He rasped instead, just
mak-ing anoise, happy that he could do anything to let her know he was il dive.

"Alive" he croaked eventudly. "Youredive."

She looked down at him and frowned, but the tears were too powerful and her face took on the shine of
relief once more. "Yes, you're dive. Oh honey, | was so terrified, | saw the newsand | knew you were
dead, | just knew ... and | came here. Mum didn't want meto, but | just had to be here when they
garted... when they started bringing in the bodies. And the wordt thing," she whispered, touching his
cheek, "... | wanted them to find your body. | couldn't live know-ing you were till out there
somewhere. Inthe sea” She buried her face in the sheets covering him and swung her arm across his
somach, hugging him tight, ahug so tight that he would never forget it.

Thisiswhat loveis, hethought to himsdf. Never wanting to let go. He put his hand behind her head
and revelled inthefed of her hair between hisfingers.

"Comeon,” hesad, "it'sal right now. Were both dl right now." A terrible thought came out of nowhere.
In seconds, it became a certainty. My leg!

"I amdl right, aren't 1?7 Alison, am | hurt? Am | dam-aged?”

Shelooked up and grinned at him, red-rimmed eyes and snotty nose giving her astrange childlike quality.
"Yourefine! They said it wasamiracle, you're hardly touched. Bruises here and there, afew scratches
on your face and you bit your tongue quite badly. But you escaped... well, you're on the front page of
the papers. | kept them! Jamie, he's got a scrapbook!”

" Scrapbook? How long have 1 been here?!

"Only two days," Alison said. She sat down on the bed, never relinquishing contact with him, eye or
hand. He wondered whether she'd ever et go again.

"Two days." He thought of where he had been and the things that had taken him there. Asin dl
particu-larly vivid dreams, he retained some of the more un-usual sensory data from the experience—he
could smdll the old back aley, the pissand the refuse. .. he could hear the woman hitting the Street, fed!
thejump in his chest as he redlized what had happened. He could taste the strange fear he had
experienced every second of that waking dream, even though Amaranth had professed benevolence.

A nightmare, surdly? A deeping, verge-of-death nightmare.



"Where's Jamie?"

Alison gtarted crying again because they were talk-ing about their son, their son who gtill had hisfather
after al. "He's a home with Mum, waiting for you. Mum'stold him you fell out of the sky but were
caught by angels. Blesshim, he—"

"What does she mean by that?" Adam whispered. His throat was burning and he craved adrink. He felt
asif someoneweredowly strangling him. Angels, de-mons, who can tell ?

Alison shrugged. "Wel, you know Mum, she'sjust telling Jamie stories. Trying to imbue him with her
re-ligion without us noticing.”

"But she actualy said angels?"

Hiswife frowned and shrugged and nodded at the sametime. Thiswas obvioudy not how she had
ex-pected him to react after surviving acrash into the seain apassenger jet. "Why, hon? You really see
ome?'

What would you think if I said yes, he thought.
Alison brought him someice weter. Then she kissed him.
Three days|ater they let him go home.

In the time he had been in hospita, several major newspapers and magazines had contacted Alison and
offered her five-figure paymentsfor Adam's exclusve story. He was a star, asurvivor anong so much
degth, amiracle man who had lived through a thirty-nine thousand feet plungeinto the North Atlantic and
come out of it with hardly ascratch. Hardly. The three pardle lines on his cheek had scarred. You were
lucky, the doctors had said. Very lucky.

Lucky to be scarred for life? Adam had amost asked, but thankfully he had refrained. At least he
hadn't died.

On hisfirg full day back a home the tel ephone rang twice before bregkfast. Alison answered and calmly
but firmly told whomever was on the other end to go away and spend histime more productively. On the
third ring she turned the telephone off dtogether.

"If anyone wants us badly enough, they can cometo see us. And if it'sfamily, they have my mobile
num-ber."

"Maybel should doiit," Adam said, Spping from a cup of tea. Jamie was playing at hisfeet, building
com-plex Lego congructions and then gleefully smashing them down again. A child's appetite for creetion
and destruction never ceased to amaze Adam. His son had refused to move from hisfeet since they had
risen from bed, even when tempted to the breakfast table with the promise of ayogurt. Heloved that. He
loved that hiswife wanted to hold him al the time; he loved that Jamie wanted to be closein his persond
gpace. Even though his son barely looked up at him—he was busy with blocks and cars and imaginary
lands—Adam fdt himsdlf at the center of Jamig's atention.

"Y ou sure you want to do that?" Alison asked. She sat down and leaned againgt him, snuggling her head
onto his shoulder. He felt her breath on his neck as she spoke. "I mean, they're after sensation, you
know. They're after miracle escapes and white lights at the end of tunnels. They don't want to heer ...
well, what happened to you. The planefdl. Y ou passed out. Y ou woke up in the fishing boat."

Adam shrugged. "Wdll, | could tell them... 1 could tell them more."



"What moreisthere?'

He did not elaborate. How could he?/ dreamed of angels. | dreamed of demons scratching my face
when | did not believe in them, of a place where good luck and bad luck were distilled into very
refined, pure qual-ities. | dreamed that | gave a pledge.

"Y ou need time a home. Herewith us. Timeto get over it."

"To be honest, honey, | don't fed too bad about it al.” And that was shockingly true. He wasthe sole
survivor of adisaster that had killed over three hun-dred people, but dl the guilt and anger and frustration
he thought he should fed was thankfully absent. Per-hgpsintime... but he thought not. After al, hewas
one of the lucky ones. "Besides," he said quietly, "think of the money. Think what we could do with

twenty grand.”
Alison did not respond.

He could hear her thinking abouit it al.

They sat that way for haf an hour, relishing the con-tact and loving every sound or motion Jamie made.
He joined them on the settee severd times, hugging them and pointing at Adam's ears and eyes, asif he
knew what secrets lay within. Then he was back on the floor, back in make believe. They both loved him
dearly and he loved them too, and what more could afamily ask? Redlly, Adam thought, what more?

There was more. The ability to pay the mortgage each month without worrying about going overdrawn.
The occasiond holiday, here and there. Adam's job as a publishing representative paid reasonably well,
and hedid get to travel, but Alison's previous marriage had damaged her financialy, and they were both
gtill pay-ing for her mistakes. Money was not God, but there really was so much more they could ask for.

After lunch, Adam took alook at the numbers and names Alison had been noting down over the past
week. He chose a newspaper that he judged to be more serious than mogt, selling merely glorified news,
not outright lies. He rang them, told them who he was, and arranged for areporter to visit the house.

That afternoon they decided to visit the park. It was only a short stroll from their home, so they held
Jarmie's hands and let him walk. The stroller was easier, but Adam liked his son walking dongside him,
glanc-ing up every now and then to make sure hisfather was il there. Their neighbors said afriendly
hello and greeted Adam with honest joy. Other people they did not know smiled and stared with frank
fascination. On that firg trip out, Adam truly cameto redize just how much he had been the subject of
news over the past week. The last time these people had seen him he had been on atelevision screen, a
pixellated victim of adistant disaster, bloodied face stark againgt the white hospital pillows. Now that he
was flesh and blood once more, they did not quite know how to react.

Just before reaching the park, an old stone bridge crossed a stream. Adam loved to sit on the parapet
and listen to the water gurgling underneeth. Some-times Alison and Jamie would go on to the park and
leave Adam to catch up, but not today. Today Alison refused to leave hisside, and she held their sonin
her arms as they both sat on the cold stone.

"WEelIl get mosson our arses,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.
"Il lick it off when Jami€'sin bed."
"You! Saucy sod."

"Y ou don't know what surviving afatal air crash doesfor oneslibido,” Adam said, and herealized it was
true. He could fed the heet of Alison'sarm through his shirt deeve, fed her hip nudging againg his. He



felt himsalf growing hard, so he turned away and looked at the opposite parapet. There was adate block
st in there, testifying that the bridge had been built over ahundred years ago. Hetried to imagine the
men who had built it, what they had talked about as they were pointing between the stones, whether they
consdered who would cross the bridge in the future. Probably not. Most people rarely thought that far
ahead.

Something glittered in the compressed |eaves at the base of the wall. He frowned, squinted, and leaned
forward for acloser look. Something metallic, perhaps, but glass aswell. He crossed the quiet road and
bent down to see what it was.

"Adam? What have you found, honey?"

Adam could only shake his head.

"Honey, we should go. Y oung rascal's getting rest-less. He needs his dide and swing fix."
"I'll be damned,” Adam gasped.

"What isit?'

Hetook the watch back to Alison, gently wiping dirt from its face and picking shredded leaves from the
expanding meta strap. He showed it to her and watched her face.

"Doesit work?'

Helooked, tapped it againgt his palm, looked again. The second hand wavered and then began to move,
ticking on from whatever old time it had been stuck in. Strangely, the time was now exactly right.

"Looksquite nice" shesaid, cringing as Jamietwisted in her arms.

"Nice? It'spricdess. It's Dad's. Y ou remember Dad's old watch, the one he left me, the onewelost in
the move?'

Alison nodded and stared at him strangely. "We moved here Six years ago.”
Adam nodded, too excited to talk.

It told the right time!

"Six years, Adam. It's not your dad'swatch, just one that looks a bit—"

"Look." He flipped the strap inside out and showed his wife the back of the watch casing. For Dear
Jack, love from June, it said. Jack, hisfather. June, his mother.

"Holy shit”

"Shit, shit, shit,” Jamie gurgled, and they |ooked at each other and laughed because their swearing son
took their atention for amoment, stole it away from this near-impossibility.

They waked in sllence, Adam studioudy cleaning dirt from the watch, checking itsfacefor cracks,
wind-ing it, running hisfingers over the faded inscription.

At the entrance to the park Alison let Jamie run to the playground and took the timepiece from Adam.
"What agtroke of luck," she said. "Oh, you've put it right."



Adam did not say anything. He accepted the watch back and dipped it into his pocket. Maybe thiswas
something that would make a nice end to hisinterview with the newspaper, but straight away he knew he
would never tel them.

With Jamiefrolicking on the climbing frame and Alison hugging him, Adam silently began to get his story
draight.

Nobody is newsforever, even to the ones they love. Stories die down, anewer tragedy or celebrity
gossip takesfirst place, family problems beg attention. 1t's something to do with time, and how it heals
and de-stroys smultaneoudly. And luck, perhaps. It hasalot to do with luck.

Three weeks after leaving the hospital, Adam'’s name disappeared from the papers and television news,
and he was glad. Those three weeks had ex-hausted him, not only because he was sill aching and sore
and emotionally unhinged by the accident—al-though he did not fed quite as bad as everyone seemed to
think he should—but because of the con-gtant, ungtinting attention. He had sat through that painful first
interview, the paper had run it, he and Alison had been paid. Days later amagazine caled and requested
oneinterview per month for the next sx months. The airline wrote to ask him to become involved with
the accident investigation, and to per-haps be a patron of the charity hastily being set up to help the
victims families. A local church requested that he make a speech at its next service, discussing how God
has been involved in hissurvival and what it felt like to be cradled in the Lord's hand, while dl those
around him werefiltering through His divine fin-gers. The suggestion was that Adam was pure and good,
and those who had died were tainted in some way. The request disgusted him. He told them so. When
they perssted hetold them to fuck off, and he did not hear from them again.

Hisreaction was alittle extreme, he knew. But per-haps it was because he did not know exactly what
had saved him.

Heturned down every offer. He had been paid twenty thousand pounds by the newspaper, and no-body
else was offering anywhere near as much. Be-sides, he no longer wanted to be a sideshow freak: Meet
the miracle survivor!

The telephone rang severd times each night—fam-ily, friends, well-wishers, people he had not spoken to
for so long that he could not truly even cal them friends anymore—and eventualy he stopped
answer-ing. Alison became his buffer, and he gave her carte blanche to vet the calls however she
considered ap-propriate.

Thiswas how he came to speak to Philip Howards.

Jamie was in bed. Adam had his feet up on the set-tee, abeer in his hand and a book propped
face-down on hislap. He was staring at the ceiling through almost-closed eyes, remembering the crash,
his thoughts dipping in and out of dream as he cat-napped. On the waking Side, there was water and the
nudge of dead bodies; when he just edged over into deep, trangparent shapes flitted behind his eyes and
showed him miracles. Sometimes the two images mixed and merged. He had been drinking too much that
evening.

Alison went graight to the telephone when it rang, sighing, and Adam opened one eye fully to follow her
across the room. They had been having alot of sex snce he came home from the hospitd.

"Hello?" she answered, and then she smply stood therefor afull minute, listening.

Adam closed his eyes again and thought of the money. Twenty thousand. And the airlinewould cer-tainly
pay some amount in compensation aswell, something to make them appear benevolent in the public eye.
He could take a couple of years off work. Finish paying the mortgage. Start on those paintings he had



wanted to do for so long.

He opened his eyes again and appraised his artist’'s fingers where they were curved around the bottle. He
was stronger there, more cregtive. He felt more of an emotiond input to what he was doing. The painting
he had started two weeks ago was the best he had ever done.

All inal, facing death in the eye had done wondersfor hislife.
"Honey, there'saguy on the phone. He says here-aly hasto talk to you."

"Whoisit?" Thethought of having to stand, to walk, to actudly talk to someone dmost drove him back
to deep.

"Philip Howards"
Adam shrugged. He didn't know him.

"He saysit'surgent. Saysit's about the angels." Ali-son'svoice was neutrd, but itstimbre told Adam that
she was both intrigued and angry. She did not like things she could not understand. And she hated
se-crets.

The angels! Adam'’s near-degth hallucination flooded back to him. He reached up to touch the scarson
his cheek and Alison saw him do it. He stood quickly to prevent her asking him about it, covering up the
move-ment with motion.

Shelooked at him strangely as he took the receiver from her. He knew that expression: We'll talk about
it later. He aso knew that she would not forget.

"Can | hdpyou?'
There was nothing to begin with, only agentle static and the sound of bresthing down theline.
"Hdlo?'

"You're one of the lucky ones," thevoice said. "'l cantell. | can hear it in your voice. The unlucky
ones—poor souls, poor bastards—whatever they're saying, they dways sound like they're begging for
death. Sometimes they do. One of them asked meto kill her once, but | couldn't do it. Life'stoo precious
for me, you see.”

Adam reded. Herecalled his dream again, theis-land of unlucky souls surrounded by the stinking moat.
He even sniffed at the receiver to see whether this caller's voice stank of death.

""Has something happened?’ the man continued. " Since you came back, has something happened that you
can't explain? Something wonderful ?'

"No," Adam spoke at last, but then he thought: the watch, | found Dad's watch!

"I'm not here to cause trouble, redly. It's just that when this happensto others, | dwayslike to watch.
Alwaysliketo get in touch, ask about the angels, talk about them. It's my way of making sure I'm not

The conversation dried for amoment, and Adam stood there breathing into the mouthpiece, not
know-ing what to say, hearing Philip Howards doing the same. They werelike two dudling loverswho
had lost the wordsto fight, but who were unwilling to relin-quish the argument.



"What do you know about them?' Adam said at last. Alison sat up straight in her chair and stared at him.
He averted his eyes. He could not talk to this man and face her accusing gaze, not at the sametime.
What haven't you told me, her stare said.

Theman held hisbreath. Then, very quietly: "I wasright.”

"What do you know?"

"Can we meet? Somewhere close to where you live, soon?”'

Ad(;am turned to Alison and smiled, trying to reassure her that everything wasdl right. " Tomorrow,” he
sad.

Howards agreed, they arranged where and when, and the strangest phone call of Adam'slife ended.
"What was that?" Alison asked.

Hedid not know what to say. What could he say? Could he honestly try to explain? Tell Alison that her
mother had been right in what sheld told Jamie, that angelsredly had caught and saved him?

Angds, demons, fairies... gods.

"Someone who wantsto talk to me," he said.
"About angds?'

Adam nodded.

Alison stared at him. He could see that she was brim-ming with questions, but her lips pressed together
and she narrowed her eyes. She was desperately trying not to ask any more, because she could tel
Adam had nothing to say. Heloved her for that. He felt alump in histhroat as he stooped down, put his
arms around her shoulders and nuzzled her neck.

"It'sdl right,” he said. Whether she agreed or not, sheloved him enough to Say silent. "And besides," he
continued, "you and Jamie are coming too."

He never could keep a secret from Alison.

Later that night, after they had made love and hiswife drifted into a comfortable dumber with her head
rest-ing on his shoulder, Adam had the sudden urge to paint. This had happened to him before but many
years ago, an undeniable compulsion to get up in the middle of the night and apply brush to canvas. Then,
it hed resulted in his best work. Now, it just felt right. He eased his arm out from benegath Alison, dressed
quickly and quietly and left the room. On the way dong the landing he looked in on Jamie for inspiration
and then he carried on downstairs and set up his equipment. They had a small house—certainly no room
for adedicated studio, even if he was as serious about his art now as he had been years ago—so the
dining room doubled as hiswork room when the urge took him.

He began to paint without even knowing what he was going to do.
By morning, he knew that they had lost their dining room for along, long time.

"You'reavery lucky man," Philip Howards said. He was Sitting opposite Adam, staring over his shoulder
a where Alison was perusing the menu board, Jamiewriggling in her arms,

Adam nodded. "I know."



Howardslook at him intently, staring until Adam had to avert his gaze. Shit, the old guy was aspook and
ahaf! Fine clothes, gold weighing down hisfin-gers, ahedthy tan, thelook of atraveled man about him.
His manner also gave thisimpression, asort of weary calmnessthat came with wide and long
expe-rience, and displayed awedth of knowledge. He said he was seventy, but he looked fifty.

"Youredly are. The angdls, they told you that didn't they?"
Adam could not look at him.

"The angels. Maybe you thought they were fairies or demons. But with them, it'sall the samething redly.
How did you get those scars on your cheek?”

Adam glanced up at him. ™Y ou know how or you wouldn't have asked."

Howardsraised his head to ook through the glasses balanced on thetip of his nose. He was inspecting
Adam'sface. "Y ou doubted them for awhile."

Adam did not nod, did not reply. To answer this man's queries—however camly they were being put to
him—would be to admit to something unreal. They were dreams, that was dl, he was sure. Two men
could share the same dreams, couldn't they?

"Wadll, | did the same. | got thisfor my troubles.” He pulled his collar aside to display aknotted lump of
scar tissue below hisleft ear. "One of them bit me.”

Adam looked down &t his handsin hislap. Alison came back with Jamie, put her hands on his shoulders
and whispered into his ear. "Jamie would prefer aburger. We're not used to jazzy placeslikethis. I'll
take him to McDondd's—"

"No, Say herewith me."

She kissed hisear. "No arguing. | think you want to be done anyway, yes? 1 cantell. And later, you can
tell. Tdl mewhat dl thisisabout."

Adam stood and hugged hiswife, ruffled Jami€shair. "1 will," he said. He squatted down and gave his
son abear hug. "Y ou be agood boy for Mummy."

"Gut boy."

"That'sright. Y ou look after her. Make sure she doesn't spend too much money!”

"Goodbye, Mr. Howards," Alison said.

Howards stood and shook her hand. "Charmed." He looked sadly at Jamie and sat back down.

Alison and Jamieleft. Adam ordered a glass of wine. Howards, he knew, was not taking his eyesfrom
him for a second.

"Youll losethem," hesad.
"What?'

Howards nodded at the door, where Alison and Ja-mie had just disappeared past the front window.
"You'll losethem. It's part of the curse. Y ou do well, everyone and everything else goes."

"Don't you talk about my family likethat! | don't even know you. Are you threstening me?' He shook his



head when the old man did not answer. "1 should have fucking known. Y oure acrank. All this bullshit
about angels, you're trying to confuse me. I'm il not totally settled, | wasin adisaster, you'retrying to
con-fuse me, get money out of me—"

"I have eight million poundsin severa bank accounts,” Howards said. "Morethan | can ever spend...
and the angels call themselves Amaranth.”

Adam could only stare open-mouthed. Crank or no crank, there was no way Howards could know that.
He had told no one, he had never mentioned it. He had not even hinted at the strange visons he
experi-enced as hewaited to diein the sea.

"Il makeit brief," Howards said, stirring hisglass of red wine with afinely manicured finger. "And then,
when you believe me, | want you to do something for me."

"l don't know—"

"l was on holiday in Cairo with my wife and two children. Thiswas back in'59. Alex was seven. Sarah
was nine. Therewas afirein the hote and our room was engulfed. Alex... Alex died. Sarah and my wife
fled. | could not leave Alex's body, not in the flames, not in dl the hesat. It just wasn't right. So | stayed
therewith him, fully expecting rescue. It was only as| was blinded by hest and the smoke filled my lungs
that | knew no rescue was going to come.

"Then something fdll across me—something clear and solid, heavy and warm—and protected me from
the flames. It took the smoke frominside me... | can't explain, I've never been ableto, not evento
myself. It just sucked it out, but without touching me.

"Then | was somewhere else, and Amaranth was there, and they told me what alucky man | was."

Adam shook hishead. "No, I'm not hearing this. Y ou know about rrje, I'vetaked inmy deep or...
or.."

"Believe me, I've never been to bed with you." There was no humor in Howards's comment.

How could he know? He could not. Unless...

"Amaranth saved you?'

Howards nodded.

"From thefire?'

"es"

"And they took you... they took you to their place?"

"The dreets of Paris and then asmdl Cornish fishing village. Both filled with people of good fortune.”

Adam shook hishead again, glad at |ast that there was something he could deny in thisold man's story.
"No, no, it was London and Italy and then America somewhere, New Y ork I've aways thought.”

Howards nodded. " Different placesfor different people. Never knew why, but | suppose that'sjust
log-icd really. So where were the damned when you were there?’

"Thedamned..." Adam said quietly. He knew ex-actly what Howards meant, but he did not even want
to think about it. If the old man had seen the same thing as he, then it was redl, and people truly did suffer



likethat.

"The unlucky, the place... Y ou know what | mean. Please, Adam, be honest with me. Y ou redly must if
you ever want to understand any of thisor help your-sdlf through it. Remember, I've been like thisfor
over forty years."

Adam swirled hiswine and stared into its depths, wondering what he could seein thereif he
concen-trated hard. "It wasanidand,” he said, "in abig lake. Or asea, I'm not sure, it al seemed to

changewithout moving."
Howards nodded.

"And they were crucified. And they were burning them.” Adam swalowed hiswinein onegulp. "It was
horrible™

"For meit wasan old prison,” Howards said, "on the dliffs above the village. They were throwing them
from the high walls. There were hundreds of bodies broken on the rocks, and seagulls and sedls and
crabs were tearing them apart. Some of them were ill dive."

"What doesthis mean?' Adam said. "l don't know what to do with this. | don't know what to tell Alison."

Howards|ooked down at his hands where they rested on the table. He twirled his wedding band as he
spoke. "I've had no family or friendsfor thirty years,” he said. "I'm unused to dedling with such...
inimecies.”

"But you're one of the lucky ones, like me? Ama-ranth said so. What happened to your family? What
happened to your wife and your daughter Sarah?”'

Howards looked up, and for an instant he appeared much older than he had claimed, ancient. It was his
eyes, Adam thought. His eyes had seen everything.

"They'redl dead,” Howards said. "And il those thingsfollow me everywhere.”

Adam was stunned into silence. There was chatter around them, the sound of Howards's rings tapping
againg hisglass as he ftirred hiswine, the sizzle of hot plates bearing steaks and chicken. Helooked at
Ho-wards's down-tumed face, trying to seeif hewas cry-ing. "They follow you?' he gasped.

Howards nodded and took a deep breath, stedling himself. "Always. | see them from timeto time, but
I've known they're dways there for years now. 1 can fed them... watching me. From the shadows.
From hid-den corners. From placesjust out of sight." His de-meanor had changed suddenly, from cam
and sdf-assured to nervous and frightened. His eyes darted left and right like abird's, his hands closed
around hiswine glass and hisfingers twisted against each other. Someone opened the kitchen door
quickly and he sat up, adreadful look aready on hisface,

"Arethey here now?' Adam asked. He could not help himsdif.
Howards shrugged. "'l can't see them. But they're dways somewhere.”
"I've not seen them. Not since | dreamed them.”

The old man looked up sharply when Adam said dreamed. "We're their sport. Their game. | can't think
why e sethey would continueto spy..."

"And your family? Sport?"



Howards smiled dightly, calming down. It was asif casting his mind back decades helped him escape the
curse he said he lived under in the present. ™Y ou ever heard Newton'sthird law of motion? To every
action, thereis an equal and opposite reaction.”

Adam thought of Alison and Jamie, and without any warning he began to cry. He sobbed out loud and
buried hisface in his napkin, screwing hisfingersinto it, pressing it hard againgt his eyes and nose and
mouth. He could sense alessening in the restaurant's commotion as people turned to look and, soon
after, agradua increase in embarrassed conversation.

"And that'swhy 1 have to ask you something,” Ho-wards said. "I've been asking people thisfor many
years now, those few | meet by chance or happen to track down. Amaranth doesn't disturb me; they
must know that no one will agreeto what | ask. My asking increasestheir sport, | suppose. But 1
continuetotry."

"What?' Adam asked. He remembered the certainty, as he floated in the sea, that Alison was dead. It
brought afresh flow of tears, but these were silent, more heartfelt and considered. He could truly imagine
nothing worse—except for Jamie.

"Deny them. Take away their sport. They've made you alucky man, but you can reject thet. If you
dont... your family will be gone."

"Don't you fucking thresten me!" Adam shouted, standing and throwing down his napkin, confused,
ter-rified. The restaurant fell completely slent thistime, and people stared. Some had alook in their
eyes—ahungry look—asif they knew they were about to wit-ness violence. Adam looked Straight at
Howards, never losing eye contact, trying to see the madnessin hisface. But there was none. There was
sorrow mixed with contentment, a degp and weary sadness under-lying healthy good fortune. "Why don't
you do it your-sdf! Why, if it's such agood idea, don't you deny them!"

"It'stoo latefor me," Howards said quietly, glancing around at the other patrons watching him. "They
were dead before | knew."

"Fuck you!" Adam shouted. "Y ou freak!" He turned and stormed out of the restaurant, a hundred sets of
eyes scoring hisskin. Hewondered if any of the diners recognized him from hisfifteen minutes of fame.

Astherestaurant door dammed behind him and he stepped out into the street, the sun struck his tearful
eyes, blinding him for amoment. Across the pedes-trian area, sandwiched between atravel agent'sand a
baker's shop, agreen door liquefied for a second and then reformed. Its color changed to deep-seablue.

Before his sight adjusted, Adam saw something clear and solid pass through the door.
"So?" Alison asked.

"Fruitcake." He did across the plagtic seat and hugged his son to him. Then he leaned over the
food-strewn table and planted akiss squarely on his wife's mouth. She was unresponsive.

"The angdls, then?" Shewas injecting good cheer into her voice, but she was angry. She wanted answers,
and he knew that. He had never been ableto lieto hiswife. Even white lies turned his face bloodred.

Adam shook hishead and sighed, stealing a chip from Jamie'stray and fending off his son's tomato-sauce
retribution. He looked up, scanned the burger bar, searching for strange faces that he could not ex-plain.

"Adam," Alison said, voice wavering, "1 want to know what's going on. | saw the look on your face when
you were on the phone with him yesterday. It's like you were suddenly somewhere else, seeing
some-thing different, feding something horrible. Y ou turned white. Remember that time you tried some



pot and couldn't move for two hours and felt sick? Y ou looked worse than you did then.”
"Honey, it'sjust that what he said reminded me of the crash.”

Alison nodded and her face softened. She wanted to keep on quizzing, he could tell, but shewasdso a
wonderful wife. She did not want to hurt him, or to inspire thoughts or memories that might hurt him.

"And what your mum said to Jamie about the angels saving me. When Howards mentioned angels, it
brought it al back. | was sinking, you know? Sinking into the sea. Bodies around me. Then | floated
back up, | saw the sunlight getting closer. And... hejust reminded me of when | broke the surface.” He
waslying! He was creating untruths, but hewas doing it well. Even so hefelt wretched, amost asif he
were betraying Alison, using her supportive nature againgt her. He looked outside and wondered whether
those things were enjoying hislies. Hefdt sick.

"Park!" Jamie shouted suddenly. "Go to park! Swing, swing!"

"All right tiger, herewe go!" Adam said, pleased to be able to change the subject. Tears threstened once
more as he wrestled with Jamie and stole his chips and heard his son squed with ddlight as hetickled
him.

Deny them, Howards had said. If you don't... your family will be gone.

He thought of the watch, and theinterview money, and his painting, and the new-found closeness that
sur-rounded him and Alison and Jamie like a sphere of solid crystd, fending off negative influencesfrom
out-side, reflecting dl the badness that bubbled in the world around them.

How could he give any of thisup? Evenif it were possible—even if Howards was not the madman Adam
knew him to be—how could he possibly turn his back on this?

In the park, he and Alison sat on a bench and hugged each other. Jamie played on atoddler's climb-ing
frame, occasiond tumbles making him giggle, not cry. He was an adventurous lad and he wore his grazed
knees and bruised elbows as proud testaments to this. Adam kissed Alison. It turned from apeck on the
lipsto along, lingering kiss, tongues meeting, warmth flooding through him aslove madeitsdf so
beautifully known.

Then theinevitable shout from Jamie as he saw his parentsinvolved in each other for amoment, instead
of him.

"| could havelost you both," Adam said, realizing as he spoke how strange it sounded.
"We could have logt you."

He nodded. "That's what | meant." He looked acrossto the trees bordering the park, but there were no
flit-ting shadows benesath them. Nobody was spying on them from the gate. The hairs on the back of his
neck stayed down.

They watched Jamie for awhile, taking smple but heartfelt enjoyment in every step he climbed, each
lit-tle victory hewon for himsdlf.

"| sarted apainting thismorning,” Adam said.
"I know. | saw you leave the room and heard you setting up.”

"It's... incredible. It'saready painted in here," he said, tapping his head, "and it's coming out exactly how



| envisoned it. No imperfections. Y ou know the quote from that Welsh writer, 'l dream in fire—"
"'—and work in clay.' Of course | know it. Y ou've spat it out every month since I've known you."

Adam smiled. "Well, thismorning | wasworking in fire. Dreaming and working infire. I'm dight... my
fingers and hands are doing the exact work | want of them. | can't explain it, but... maybe the crash has
given me new ingght. New vigor.”

"Made you redize how preciouslifeis” Alison mused, watching Jamie dip giggling down the dide.

Adam looked at her and nodded. He kissed her tem-ple. He worshipped her, heredlized. Shewas his
bed-rock.

He could smdll therich scent of flowers, hear birds chirping in the trees bordering the park, fed the
warmth of the wooden bench beneath him, taste the sweetness of summer intheair. Hetruly was dight.

He finished the painting the following morning. That afternoon he called Maggie, hisformer art agent, and
asked her to come up from London, take alook. Two days later he had placed it in amgor exhibitionin
alLondon gdlery.

The painting was entitled "Dreaming in Fireand Ice." Only Alison saw it for what it redly was. an
affir-mation of hislove, and a determination that nothing— nothing—would ever rip their family apart.
He was agood man. He would never let that happen.

Onthefirst day of the exhibition he sold the painting for seven thousand pounds. That same evening,
Ali-son's elderly mother, Mally, dipped and fell down-gtairs, bresking her leg in five places.

"How isshe?'

Alison looked up from the magazine she was not reading and Adam's heart sank. Her eyeswere dark,
her skin pale, nose red from crying. "Not too good. There's acompound fracture, and they're sure her
hip's gone aswell. She's unconscious. Shock. In some-one so old, they said... well, | told them shewas
srong."

He went to hiswife and hugged her, wondering whether he was being watched by Amaranth even now.
He had seen one of them on the way to the hos-pital, he was certain, hunkered down on the back of a
flatbed truck, raising itsliquid head as he motored the other way. He had glanced in the rearview mirror
and seen something, but he could not be sure. The car was vibrating, the road surface uneven. It could
have been anything. Maybe it waslight dancing in his eyes from the panic hefelt.

"Oh, honey," hesaid, "I'm so sorry. I'm sure shelll be all right. Shélll pull through. Stubborn old duck
wouldn't dream of doing anything otherwise, you know that.”

"l just don't want her to meet her god that quickly,” Alison said, and she cried into his neck. Hefdlt her
warm tears growing cold againgt his skin, the shud-dering as she tried to stop but failed, and he started to
cry aswdll.

"The angelswill save her,” Adam said without think-ing, for something to say more than anything, and
be-cause it was what Molly would have said. He didn't mean it. He felt Alison stiffen and held his bregath.

They won't, he thought. They won 'tsave her. They've got their sport in me.

Something ran afinger down his spine, and he knew that there were eyes fixed upon him. He turned as
best he could to look around, but the corridor was empty in both directions. There were two doors half



open, ahosered coiled behind a glass pandl, ajunction two dozen steps away, atile missng from the
sugpended ceiling grid. Plenty of placesto hide.

"I wonder if she'sscared,” Alison said. "If she's4till thinking in there, if she'sdreaming. | wonder if she's
scared? | mean, if she dies she goesto Heaven. That'swhat she believes.”

"Of course shewill, but it doesn't matter. Shell come around. Shewill." Adam breathed into hiswife's
hair and kissed her scalp. A door snicked shut behind him. He did not even bother turning around to
look.

He knew that Howards wasright, purely because his sensestold him so.
He was being watched.

Maggiescdl camethree dayslater. Aninfluential Lon-don gallery wanted to diplay his paintings. And
more than that, they were keen to commission some work for the vestibule of their new wing. They had
offered twenty-five thousand for the commission. Maggie had aready accepted. They wanted to meet
Adam imme-diately to talk the projects through.

Alison's mother had not woken up, other than for afew brief moments during the second night. No one
had been there with her, but anurse had heard her caling in the dark, shouting what appeared to be a
plea Don't do it again, don X please don't! By the time the nurse reached the room Molly was
UNCONSCiouS once more.

"You haveto go," Alison said. "Y ou smply have to. No two ways about it." She waswashing asalad
while Adam carved some ham. Jamie was playing in their living room, building empiresin Lego and then
cheer-fully aiding their descent.

Adam felt awful. There was nothing he wanted more than to travel to London, meet with the gdlery,
gmile and shake hands—and to see himsdlf living the rest of hislife aswhat he had always dreamed of
becoming: an artist. It was so far-fetched, so outlandish. But he was alucky man now. The faces a
distant windowstold him so. He was lucky, and he was being watched.

Deny them, Howards had said. If you don't... your family will be gone.

He could till say no. Maggie had accepted, but there was no contract, and sheredlly should have
con-sulted him before even commencing adedl of such magnitude. He could say no thank you, I'm
staying here with my family because they need me, and be-sides, I'm scared of saying yes, I'm scared of
all the good luck. Every action has an equa and opposite reaction, you know.

Therewas dill money left from theinterview. They didn't redly need the cash.
And he could always go back to work—they'd been asking for him, after all.

"I'm doing some of the best work of my life," he said, not sure even as he spoke whether he had intended
tosay it at al. "It'sagolden opportunity. | redly can't turn it down.”

"I know," Alison replied. Shewas dicing acucum-ber into very precise, very regular dices. It was
some-thing her mother waysdid. "1 don't want you to turn it down. Y ou have to go, there'sno
agument.”

Adam popped a chunk of ham into his mouth and chewed. "Y es, thereis," he said around the succulent
mouthful. "The argument is, your mumisill. Shesdo-ing very poorly. Y ou're upset and you need me
here. And there's no one e se who baby-gits Jamie for us on such aregular schedule. | could ask my



parents down from Scotland... but, well, you know."

"Not baby types.”
"Exactly."

Alison cameto him and wrapped her arms around hiswaist. She nuzzled his ear. When she did that, it
made him so glad he had married someone the same height ashim. "I know how much you've been
aching for thisfor years" shesaid. "Y ou remember that time on holiday in Cornwall.... thetime we think
we con-ceived Jamie in the sauna.... remember what you said to me? We'll have a big posh car, a huge
house with a garden all the way around and a long gravel driveway, a study full of books; you can
be my muse and I'll work

by day in the rooftop studio, and in the evenings I'll play with my children.”

"What amemory for words you have," Adam said. He could remember. It used to be the only thing he
ever thought of.

"Go," hisbeautiful wife said. "I'll befine. Redlly. Go and make our fortune. Or if you don', bring acuddly
toy for Jamie and a bottle of something strong for me.”

Good fortune, hethought. That's what | have. Good fortune.

Deny them, Howards had said. But Howards was a crank. Surely he was.
"Fuck it," he whispered.

What?"

"Il go. And I promise I'll be back within two days. And thanks, honey."

Later that night they tried to make love, but Alison began to cry, and then the tears worsened because
she could not forget about her mother, not even for amoment. Adam held her instead, turning away so
that his erection did not nudge againgt her, thinking she may find it horrible that he was till turned on
when she was crying, talking about her injured mother, using his shoulder asapain-sink.

When she eventudly fell adegp he went to look in on Jamie. His son was snoring quietly in the corner of
his bed, blankets thrown off, curled into aball of cute-ness. Adam bent over and kissed hisforehead.
Then he went to vigit the bathroom.

Something moved back from the frosted glass win-dow as he turned on thelight. It may have been
noth-ing—as substantial as a puff of smoke, there for lessthan ablink of an eye—but he closed the
curtains anyway. And held his bregth as he used the toilet. Lis-tening.

In the morning Alison felt better, and Jamie per-formed so asto draw her attention to him. Hethrew his
breakfast to the floor, chose atime when he was digper-lessto take aleak and caused genera mayhem
throughout the house. And al this before nine o'clock.

Adam took a stroll outside for a cigarette and looked up at the bathroom window. There was no way up
there, very little to climb, nothing to hold on to even if someone could reach the window. But then,
Amaranth did not consist of someones, but somethings. He shivered, took adrag on the cigarette,
looked at the garden through a haze of smoke.

He was being watched. Through the conifers bor-dering the garden and asmall public park peered two



faces, pde againg the evergreens.

Adam caught his breath and let it out dowly from hisnosein apuff of smoke. He narrowed his eyes. No,
they did not seem to be watching him—seemed not to have even noticed him, in fact—but rather they
were looking at the house. They were discussing some-thing, one of them leaning Sideways to whisper to
the other. A man and awoman, Adam saw now, truly flesh and blood, nothing transparent about them,
nothing demonic.

Maybe they were staking the place out? Wondering when and how to breek in, waiting for him to leave
so that they could comeinsde and strip the house, not redizing that Alison and Jamie—

But I'm a lucky man.
Surely Amaranth would never permit that to happen to him.

Adam threw the cigarette away and sprinted across the garden. The grass was still damp with dew—he
heard the hiss of the cigarette being extinguished— and it threw up fine pearls of water asheran. Each
footfal matched a heartbeat. He emerged from shadow into sunlight and redlized just how hot it a-ready
was.

It may have been that their vision was obscured by the trees, but the couple did not see him until he was
amost upon them. They wanted to flee, he could see that, but knowing he had noticed them rooted them
to the spot. That was surely not the way of thieves.

"What do you want?' Adam shouted as he reached the screen of trees. He stood well back from the
fence and spoke to them between the trunks, ahot sense of being family protector flooding hisveins. He

felt pumped up, ready for anything. Hefdt strong.
"Oh, I'm so sorry," thewoman said, hands raised to her face asif holding in her embarrassment.
"Wdl, what are you doing? Why are you staring a my house? | should call the police, perhaps?*

"Oh Chrigt, no," the man said, "don't do that! Were sorry, it'sjust that... well, we love your house.
We've been walking through the park on our way to work. .. we've moved into the new estate down the
road... and we can't help having alook now and then. Just to see... well, whether you've put it on the
market."

"You love my house. It'sjust atwo-bed semi.”

The woman nodded. "Buit it's so perfect. The garden, the trees, the location. We've got achild on the
way, we need agarden. Wed buy it the minute you decided to sall!”

"Not agood way to present oursalves as potential house-buyers, 1 suppose,” the man said, mock-grim
faced.

Adam shook hishead. "Especialy so keen. | could doublethe price," he smiled. They seemed genuine.
They were genuine, he could tdll that, and wherever the certainty came from hetrusted it. In fact, far from
being angry or suspicious, he suddenly felt sorry for them.

"Boy or girl?* he asked.
"I'm sorry?'

"Areyou having aboy or agirl?'



"Oh," thewoman said, till holding her face, "we haven't aclue. Wewant it to be asurprise. We just
think oursdveslucky we can have children.”

"Yes, they're precious,” Adam said. He could hear Jamiefaintly, giggling as Alison wiped breskfast from
his mouth, hands and face.

"Sorry to have troubled you,” the man said. "Redlly, thisis very embarrassng. | hope we haven't upset
you, scared you? Here," hefished in his pocket for hiswal-let and brought out abusiness card. He
offered it through the fence.

Adam stepped forward and took the card. He looked at both of them—just long enough to make them
avert their eyes—and thought of hislooming trip to London, what it might bring if thingswent well. He
pictured his fantas zed country house with the rooftop art studio and the big car and the gym.

"It just S0 happens,” he said, "your dream may come sooner than you think."

"Redly?' the woman asked. She was cute. She had big eyes and atrim, athletic figure. Adam suddenly
knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she would screw him if he asked. Not because she wanted his
house, or thought it may help her in the future. Just because he was who hewas.

He shrugged, pocketed the card and bid them fare-well. As he turned and walked acrossthe lawn to the
back door, he could sense them simmering behind him. They wanted to ask more. They wanted to find
out what he had meant by hislast comment.

Let them stew. That way, perhaps they would be even more eager if and when the time came.

Saying goodbye at the train station was harder than he had imagined. It wasthefirst trip he had been on
with-out hisfamily since the disastrous plane journey sev-erd weeks ago, and that find hug on the
platform felt |aden with dread. For Adam it was adistant fear, how-ever, asif experienced for someone
elsein another life, not adisquiet he could truly attribute to himself. However hard he tried, he could not
worry. Thingswere going too well for that.

Amaranth would look after him.

On the way to the station he had seen the things three times: once, aface staring from the back of abus
severd carsin front; once, ashape hurrying across the road behind them, seen briefly and fleetingly in the
rearview mirror; and findly in the station itself, amisplaced shadow hiding behind the high-level TV

monitorsthat displayed departure and arrival times. Each time he had thought to show Alison, tell her
why everything would be dl right, that these beings were here to watch over him and blesshim—

demon, angel, fairy, god

—but then he thought of her mother lying in acoma. How could hetell her that now? How could hetell
her that everything was fine?

So thefind hug, the find sweet kiss, and he could hardly look at her face without crying.
"I'll befing" hesaid.

"Last time you told methat, ten hourslater you were bobbing about in the Atlantic.”
"Thetrain'sfully equipped with life-jackets and non-flammables.”

"Fool." She hugged him again and Jamie snickered from hisstroller.



Adam bent down and gave his son akiss on the nose. He giggled, twisting Adam'’s heart around his
childish finger onemoretime.

"And you, you little rasca. When your daddy comes home, he's going to be aliving, breathing, working
atig.”

"Don't get too optimistic and you won't be disap-pointed,” Alison whispered in hisear.
"I won't be disappointed,” he whispered back. "I know it."
He boarded the train and waved asit drifted from the station. His wife and son waved back.

The journey was quiet but exciting, not because any-thing happened, but because Adam fdt asthough he
was gpproaching some fantastic junctionin hislife.

Oneroad led the way he had been heading for years, and it was littered with stalled dreams and
burned-out ambition. The other road—the new road, offered to him since the plane crash and dl the
srangenessthat had followed it—was dight with exciting poss bilities and new vistas. He had been given
achance at an-other life, anewer, better life. It was something most people never had.

Hewould take that road. Thistrip was Ssmply thefirst step to get there.

Howards had been offered the sasme chance, had taken it, and look at him now! Rich, wdll-traveled, mad
perhaps, but harmlesswith it. Londly. No family or friends. Look at him now...

But hewould not think of that.
Thetrain arrived at Paddington and Adam stepped out onto the platform.
Someone screamed: "L ook out!”

Heturned and his eyes widened, hands raised asif they would hold back the luggage cart careening
to-ward him. It would bresk hislegs a the very least, cast him aside and crumple him between thetrain
and the concrete platform—

Something shimmered in the air beside the panic-siricken driver, like hest haze but more defined, more
solid.

A second and the cart would hit him. He was frozen there, not only by the impending impact and the pain
that would ingtantly follow, but aso by what he saw.

The driver, yanked to the side.

The ambiguous shape thrugting its hand through the metallic chassis and sraight into the vehiclés dectric
engine

The cart, jerking suddenly at an impossible right an-gle to crunch into the sde of the train carriage mere
inchesfrom Adam's hip.

He gasped, finding it difficult to draw abreath, winded by shock.

The driver had been flung from the cart and now rolled on the platform, clutching hisarm and leaving
dark, glistening spots of blood on the concrete. Peopleran to hisaid, some of them diverting to Adam to
check whether he had been caught in the impact.



"No, no, I'mfine" hetold them, waving them away. "Thedriver... he's bleeding, hell need help. I'mfine,
redly.”

The thing had vanished from the cart. High over-head pigeonstook flight, their wings sounding likea
pack of cards being thumbed. Game of luck, Adam thought, but he did not ook up. He did not want to
see the shapes hanging from the girders above him.

Hewaked quickly away, unwilling to become in-volved in any discussion or dispute about the acci-dent.
Hewasfine. That was dl that mattered. He just wanted to forget about it.

"l saw," avoice croaked behind him as he de-scended the escalator to the tube station. And then the
sl hit him. A grotesque merging of al bad stenches, awhite-smell of desperation and decay and
hope essness. There was dcohol mixed in with urine, bad food blended with shit, fresh blood almost
driven under by the rancid tang of rot. Adam gagged and bile rose into his mouth, but he grimaced and
swallowed it back down.

Then he turned around.

He had seen people like her many times before, but mostly on television. He did not truly believe that a
person like this existed because she was so different from the norm, so unkempt, so wild, so unreal . Had
she been adog she would have been caught and put to deep ages ago. And she knew it. In her eyes, the
Street person displayed afull knowledge of what had happened to her. And worse than that—they
foretold of what would happen. There was no hopein her fu-ture. No rescue. No stroke of luck to save
her.

"l saw," she said again, breathing Sckness at hisface. "1 saw you when you were meant to be run over. |
saw your eyeswhen it didn't happen. | saw that you were looking at one of ... them." She spat thefina
word, asif expelling alump of dog turd from her mouth.

Adam reached the foot of the escaator and strode away. Hislegs felt weak, hisvison wavered, his skin
tingled with goose bumps. Howards talking about the things he had seen could have been fluke or
coinci-dence. Now, here was someone e se saying the same things. Here, for Adam, was confirmation.

Heknew the street person was following him; he could hear the shuffle of her disintegrating shoes. A
hand fell on his shoulder. The deeve of her old coat ended frayed and torn and bloodied, asif something
had bitten it and dragged her by the arm.

"l said, | saw. Y ouwant to talk about it? Y ou want meto tell you what you're doing? Y ou lucky fuck.”

Adam turned around and tried to stare the woman down, but he could not. She had nothing to lose, and
S0 she held no fear. "Just leave me done," he said instead. "1 don't know what you're on abouit. I'll call
the policeif you don't leave me done.”

The woman smiled, a black-toothed grimace that split her face in two and squeezed avile, pinkish pus
from cracksin her lips. "Y ou know what they did to me? Huh?Y ou want to hear? I'll tell you that first,
and then I'll let you know what they'll do to you."

Adam turned and fled. There was nothing else to do. People moved out of hisway, but none of them
seemed willing to help. As confused and doubtful as he was about Amaranth, he till thought: Where are
you now? But maybe they were still watching. Maybe thiswas all part of their sport.

"They took me from my family," the woman contin-ued. "' was fucking my husband when they came, we
were conceiving, it was the time my son was con-ceived. They said they saved me, but | never knew



what from. And they took me away, showed me what was to become of me. And you know what?'

"Leave medone!" Adam did not mean to shout, but he was unable to prevent the note of panicin his
voice. Still, none of hisfellow travelers cameto hisaid. Most looked away. Some watched, fascinated.
But none of them intervened.

"They crucified mel" the street person screamed. She grunted with each footstep, punctuating her speech
with regular exclamations of pain. "They nailed me up and cut me open, fed my insdesto the birds and
therats. Then they left methere for awhile.

And they let me see over the desert, across to the golden city where pricks like you were eating and
screwing and being oh-so-bloody wonderful.”

Adam put on aspurt of speed and sensed the woman faling behind.

"In the end, they took me from my family for good!" she shouted after him. "They're happy now, my
family. They're rich and content, and my hushand's fucked by an actress every night, and my son'sin
private school. Happy!"

He turned around; he could not help it. The woman was standing in the center of the wide accesstunne,
people flowing by on both sdes, giving her awide berth. She had her hands held out asif feigning the
crucifixion she claimed to have suffered. Her dark hair was speckled gray with bird shit. The string
holding her skirt up was coming loose. Adam was sure he could see things crawling on the floor around
her, tiny black shapes that could have been beetles or wood lice or large ants. They al moved away,
spreading out-ward like living ripples from her death-stinking body.

"It happen to you, too!" the bug lady screamed. "Thiswill happen to you! Theresult isawaysthe same,
it'sjust the route that's different!"

Adam turned a corner and gasped in relief. Straight ahead atube train stood at a platform. He did not
know which lineit was on, which way it was going, where it would eventudly take him. He dipped
be-tween the doors nevertheless, watched them dide shut, fell into a seat and rested his head back
againg the glass. He read the poem facing straight down at him.

Wise is he who heeds his foe,
For what will come? You never know.

The bug lady made it onto the platform just asthetrain pulled away, waving her hands, screaming, fisting
theair asif to fight exigenceitsdf.

"Bloody Bible bashers," said awoman sitting across from Adam. And he began to laugh.

Hewas Hill giggling three sationslater. Nerves and fear and an overwheming sense of unredlity brought
the laughter from him. His shoulders shook and peo-ple began to stare a him, and by the fourth station
the laughter was more like sobbing.

It was not the near-accident that had shaken him, or the continuing sightings of Amaranth, not even the
bug lady and what she had been saying. It was her eyes. Such black, hopeless pits of despondency,
lack-ing even the wish to save hersdlf, let alone the ability to try. He had never seen eyeslikeit before.
Or if he had, they had been too distant to make out. Far across a polluted lake. Heat from fires obscuring
any char-acterigticsfrom view.

In the tunnel s faces flashed by, pressing out from the century-old brickwork, lit only by borrowed light



from the tubetrain. They strained forward to look in a Adam, catching only the briefest glimpse of him
but seeing dl. They were Amaranth. Still watching him— gill watching over him.

And if Howards had been right—and Adam could no longer find any reason to doubt him—ltill viewing
him as sport.

* * %

The hotel was asmart four-star within astone'sthrow of Leicester Square. His room was spacious and
taste-fully decorated, with adirect outsde telephone, a TV, aluxurious en-suite and amini-bar charging
exorbitant prices for mere dribbles of acohol. Adam opened three miniatures of whiskey, added some
ice he had fetched from the dispenser in the corridor and sat back on the bed, trying not to see those
trangparent facesin hismind's eye. Surely they couldn't be in there aswell? On the backs of hiseydids,
invading hisself asthey'd invaded hislife? Hed never seenthemthere atleast.

Andredly, evenif he had, he could fed no anger toward them.

After he had finished the whiskey and his nerves had settled, he picked up the phone and dialed home.
His own voice shocked him for amoment, and then he left amessage for Alison on the machinetelling
her he had arrived safely, glancing a hisweatch as he did so. They were usudly giving Jamie hisdinner
around thistime. Maybe she was at the hospital with her mother.

He opened aridiculoudy priced can of beer from the fridge and went out to stand on the small balcony.
Catching sight of the busy streets seemed to draw their noise to him, and he spent the next few minutes
taking in the scenery, watching people go about their busi-ness unaware that they were being observed;
cars snaking along the road asiif bad driving could avoid congestion, paper bags floating on the breeze
abovedl this, pigeons huddled on sills and rooftops, an air-craft passng slently high overhead. He
wondered who was on the plane, and whether they had any ink-ling that they were being watched from
the ground at that instant. He looked directly across the street into athird-story office window. A woman
was knedling in front of a photocopier, hands buried in its mechanica guts as shetried unsuccessfully to
clear apaper jam. Did she know she was being watched, he wondered? Did the hairs on the nape of her
neck prickle, her back tingle? She smacked the machine with the palm of her hand, stood and Started to
delveinto her left nostril with one toner-blackened finger. No, she didn't know. None of these people
knew, not really. A few of them saw him standing up here and walked on, alittle more saf-consciousy
than before, but many werein their own smal world.

Most of them did not even know that there was abigger world out there at al. Much bigger. Way
be-yond the solid confines of earth, wind, fire and water.

Hetook another swig of beer and tried to change the way he was|ooking. He switched viewpoints from
observer to observed, seeking to spy out whoever or whatever was watching him. Down in the street the
pedestrians dl had destinationsin mind, and like most city-dwellersthey rarely looked higher than their
own eyelevel. Nothing above that height was of interest to them. In the hive of the buildings opposite the
hotel, office workers sat tapping at computers, stood by cof-fee machines, huddled around desks or
tables, flirted, never imagining that there was anything worth looking a beyond the air-conditioned
confines of their do-mains.

He was being watched. He knew it. He could fed! it. It was afedling he had become more than used to
since Howards had forced him, eventudly, to enter-tain the truth of what was happening to him.

The rooftops were populated by pigeons; no strange faces up there. The street below was a battlefield of
business, and if Amaranth were down there, Adam cer-tainly could not pick them out. The small
bal conies to each side of him were unoccupied. He even turned around and stared back into hisown



room, fully ex-pecting to find aface pressed through the wall like awax corpse, or the wardrobe door
hanging gar. But he saw nothing. Wherever they were, they were kegp-ing themsaves well hidden for
now.

A car tooted angrily and he looked back down over therailling—straight into the eyes of the bug lady.
She was standing on the pavement outside the building opposite the hotel, staring up at Adam, her gaze
un-wavering. Even from this distance, Adam could see the hopelessness therein.

Therewaslittle he could do. He went back inside and closed and locked the doors behind him, pulled
the curtains, grabbed aminiature of gin from the fridge because the whiskey had run out.

Hetried caling Alison again, but his own voice greeted him from the past. He had recorded that
mes-sage before the flight, before the crash, before Ama-ranth. He was a different person now. He
dided and listened again, knowing how foolish it was: yes, adif-ferent person. He had known so little
back then.

"Just Sgn on the dotted line," Maggie said. "Then the dedl's done and you'll have to deep with mefor
what |'ve donefor you."

"Mags, I'd deep with you even if you hadn't just closed the biggest dedl of my life, you know that.”
Mag-gie was close to seventy years old, glamorous in her own way, and Adam was sure she'd never had
enough sex in her earlier years. Sometimes, when he really thought about it, he wondered just how
serious she was when she joked and flirted.

He picked up the contract and scanned it one more time. Sixth reading now, at least. He hated
committing to anything, and there wasllittle asfinal and binding as sgning a contract. True, the galery had
yet to coun-tersign, but once held scrawled his name aong the bottom there was little chance to change

anything.
And besides, thiswas too good to be true.
He wondered how Alison and Jamie were. And then he wondered where they were aswell.

It'll happen to you, too, the bug lady had screamed at him, pus dripping from her lips, insectsfleeing her
body asif they aready thought she was dead.

You'll lose them, Howards had stated plainly.

"Mags..." he muttered, uncertain of exactly what he was about to say. The dcohol had goneto hishead,
especidly after the celebratory champagne Maggie had brought to hisroom. Hisaim had been good. The
cork had gone flying through the door and out over the street, and he'd used that as an excuse to take
another look. The bug lady had gone, but Adam had been left fedling uncomfortable, unsettied.

That, and his missing wife and son.

The contract wavered on the bed in front of him, uncertain, unreal. He held the pen above theline and
imagined sgning his name, tried to see what effect it would have. Surely thiswas his own good fortune,
not something thrown hisway by Amaranth? But he had only been working in fire Snce the accident. ..

"Mags, | just need to cal Alison." He put the pen down. "I haven't told her I've arrived safely yet."
Maggie nodded, eyebrows raised.

Adam dided and fully expected to hear his own voice once more, but Alison snapped up theline. Y es?



"Hongy?
"Oh Adam, yourethere. | got your messages, but | was hoping youdring..."

"Anything the metter?'

"No, no... well, Mum'staken aturn for theworse. They think... she arrested this afternoon.”
"Oh, no."

"Look, how'sit going? Maggie there with you? Tell her to keep her hands off my husband.”
"Honey, I'll come home."

Alison sighed down the phone. "No, you won't. Just call me, okay? Often? Makeiit fed likeyou'reredly
here and I'll befine. But you do what you've got to do to make our damn fortune.”

He held the phone between his cheek and shoulder and made small talk with hiswife, asked how Jamie
was, spoketo hisson. And at the same time he signed the three copies of the contract and did them
acrossthe bed to Maggie.

"Loveyou," hesad a last. Alison loved himtoo. They left it at thet.
"Shall we go out to celebrate?' Maggie asked.

Adam shook hishead. "Do you mind if we just Say in the hotel? Have amed in the restaurant, perhaps?
I'mtired and abit drunk, and...” And | don't want to go outside in case the bug lady's there, he
thought. / don't want to hear what she's telling me.

In the restaurant an i ce sculpture was melting dowly benegth the lights, shedding shards of glittering
move-ment as pearls of water did down itssdes. Asthey sat down Adam thought he saw it twitch, its
face twist to watch him, limbs flex. He glanced away and looked again. Still he could not be sure. Well, if
Amaranth choseto st and watch him eat—cel ebrate his success, his good luck—what could he do about
it?

What could he do?

The dcohol and the buzz of signing the dedl and the experience of meeting the bug lady, al combined to
drive Adam into asort of didocated stupor. He heard what Maggie said, he smelled the food, he tasted
the wine, but they were dl vicarious experiences, asif hewereredly resding esawherefor the evening,
not insde his own body. Later, he recalled only snip-pets of conversation, brief glimpses of events. The
rest vanished into blankness.

"Thiswill lead to alot morework," Maggie said, her words somehow winging their way between the
frantic chords of the piano player. "And the gallery saysthat they normaly sell a least hdf the paintings at
any ex-hibition."

A man coughed and spat hisfalse teeth onto histable. The restaurant bustled with restrained laughter.
The shadows of movement seemed to follow seconds behind.

A waiter kept filling his glasswith wine, however much he objected.

The ice sculpture reduced, but the shape within it stayed the same size. Over the course of the evening,
one of the Amaranth things was revealed to him. No-body else seemed to notice.



Theice cream tasted rancid.
Maggie touched his knee benegth the table and sug-gested they go to hisroom.

Next, hewasadonein hisbed. He must have said something to her, something definite and find about the
way their relationship should work. He hoped he had not been crudl.

Something floated above his bed, a shadow within shadows. "Do not deny us," it said insde hishead, a
cautionary noteinitsvoice. "Bedievein us. Do not deny us." .

Then it was morning, and his head thumped with akiller hangover, and athough he remembered the
words and the sghts of last night, he was sureit had dl been adream.

Adam managed to flag down ataxi as soon as he stepped from the hotel. He was dropped off outside
the gallery, and as he crossed the pavement he bumped into an old man hurrying aong with his head
down. They exchanged apologies and turned to con-tinue on their way, but then stopped. They stared at
each other for amoment, frowning, al the points of recognition dotting into place dmog visibly asther
faces relaxed and the tentative smiles came. ™Y ou were on the horse," Adam said. "The unicorn.”

"Y ou werethe dishdiever. Y ou bdieve now?' The man's smilewasfixed, like apainting overlying his
truefedings. Therewas something in hiseyes... some-thing about givingin.

"l do," Adam said, "but I've met some people... alucky one, and an unlucky one... and I'm beginning to
fed scared.” Verbdizing it actudly brought it hometo him; he was scared.

The man leaned forward and Adam could smell ex-pensive cologne on hisskin. "Don't deny Amaranth,”
he said. "Y ou can't anyway, nobody ever has. But don't even think about it."

Adam stepped back asif the man had spat at him. He remembered Howards telling him that he would
lose hisfamily, and the bug lady spewing promises darker than that.

He wondered how coincidental his meeting these three people was. "How isyour family?* he asked.
The unicorn man averted hisgaze. "Not aslucky asme."

Adam looked up at theimposing facade of the gd-lery, the artistically wrought modern gargoyles that
were never meant for anything other than ornamen-tation. Maybe they should have been imbued with a
power, he thought. Because there redlly were de-mons...

He wondered how Molly was, whether she had woken yet. He should telephone Alison to find out, but if
he hesitated here any longer he may just turn around and flee back home. Leave dl thisbehind— dl this
success, this promise, this hope for a comfort-able and long sought-after future. ..

When he looked back down, the man had vanished aong the street, disappearing into the crowds. Don't
deny Amaranth, he had said. Adam shook his head. How could anyone?

He stepped through the circular doors and into the air-conditioned vestibule of the gallery building.
Mar-ble solidified the area, with only occasiona soft oases of comfortable seating breaking it up hereand
there. Maggie rose from one of these seets, two men standing behind her. The gallery owners, Adam
knew. The men who had signed checksready to give him.

"Adam!" Maggie called acrossto him.
His mobile phone rang. He flipped it open and an-swered. "Alison?"



"Adam, your latenessjust managesto fall into the league of fashionable," Maggie cooed.

"Honey. Adam, Mum'sdied. She went afew minutes ago. Oh..." Alison brokeinto tears and Adam
wanted to reach through the phone, hug her to him, kiss and squeeze and love her until dl of thiswent
away. He glanced up a the men looking expectantly at him, at Maggie chattering away, and he could
hear nothing but hiswife crying down the phoneto him.

"Il be home soon," Adam sad. "Alison?’

"Yes" Very quietly. A pleaaswell asaconfirmation.
"I'll be home soon. IsJamiedl right?’

A wet laugh. "Watching Teletubbies. Blesshim.”
"Three hours. Give methree hoursand I'll be home."

"Adam?' Maggie stood before him now. It had taken her thislong to see that something was wrong.
"What isit?'

"Alison'smother just died.”

"Oh... ohshit."

"Y ou got those contracts, Mags?'

She nodded and handed him a paper file.

He looked up at the two men, at their fixed smiles, their money-maker's suits, the calculating worry lines
around their eyes. "Thisian't art,” he said, and he tore the contractsin haf.

As heleft the building, he reflected that it was prob-ably the most artistic thing he had ever done.

Therewas atrain dueto leave five minutes after he arrived at the station, as he knew therewould be. He
was lucky likethat. Not so hisfamily, of course, hiswife, or hiswife's mother. But he waslucky.

He should not have taken the train—he should have denied Amaranth and the conditiona luck they had
bestowed upon him—but he needed to be with Ali-son. One more time, he thought. Just this one last
time.

They made themsdves known in the sation. He had been aware of them following him since the gallery,
curving in and out of the ground like sea serpents, wending their way through buildings, flying high above
him and merging with clouds of pigeons. Some-times he caught sight of one reflected in ashop win-dow,
but whenever he turned around, it was gone.

At the station, the four of them were standing to-gether at the far end of the platform. People passed
them by. People walked through them, shuddering and glancing around with Sartled expressonsasif
someone had just stepped on their graves. Nobody el se seemed to see them.

Adam boarded the train at the nearest end. As he stepped up, he saw Amaranth doing the same severa
carriages aong.

He sat in the first seat he found and they were there within seconds.

"Go away," hewhispered. "Leave me done." He hoped nobody could hear or see him mumbling to



himsdf.

"Y ou cannot deny us," their voice said. "Think of what you will lose.”
Adam was thinking of what he would gain. Hisfam-ily, safe and sound.
"Not necessarily.”

Wastha humor there? Was Amaranth laughing a him, enjoying this? And Adam suddenly redized that
an emationless, indifferent Amaranth was not the most frightening thing he could think of. No, an
Amaranth possessed of humor—irony—was far more terrifying.

They were Sitting at histable. He had awindow seeat, two sat opposite, athird in the seat beside him. The
fourth rested on the table, sometimes hafway through the window glass. The acceleration did not seem to
concern the thing, which leaned back with one knee raised and its face pointing at the celling, for adl the
world looking asif it were sunbathing.

So far, thankfully, nobody else had taken the seats.

"Leavemedone” hesaid again, "and leave my fam-ily done aswell." Hisvoice wasrising, he could not
help it. Anger and fear combined to make a heady brew.

"We are not touching your family,” Amaranth soothed. "Whatever happensthere smply... hap-pens. Our
interest isinyou."

"Butwhy?"

"That isour business, not yours. But you arein dan-ger... in danger of denying us, refuting our
existence."

"Y ou're nothing but nightmares." He stared down at the table so that he did not have to ook at them, but
from the corner of his eye he could see the hand be-longing to the one on the table, seeit flexing and
flow-ing asit moved.

"Since when did adream give a man the power to survive?'

He glared up a them then, hating the smug superi-ority in their voice. "Power of themind!" he could not
help shouting. "Now leave me! | can't see you any-more.”

Surprisingly, Amaranth vanished.

Pale faces turned away from him as he scanned along the carriage. Everyone must have heard him— he
had been very loud—but this was London, he thought. Strange things happened in London dl thetime.
Strange people. The blessed and the cursed mixed within feet of each other, each cocooned in their own
blanket of fate. Maybe he had smply seen beyond his, for atime.

He had been unfaithful to Alison only once. It had been afoolish thing, aone-hour stand, not even
bear-ing the importance to last anight. A woman in abar— he was drunk with hisfriends—an instant
attraction, afew whiskeystoo many, adamp screw against the moldy wall behind the pub. Unsatisfying,
dirty more than erotic, frantic rather than tender. He had fdlt for-lorn, but it had taken only daysfor him
to driveit down in hismind, believe it was afantasy rather than some-thing that had truly happened.

On the surface, at least.

Deep down, in places he only visited in the darkest, most melancholy times, he knew thet it wasred. He



had doneit. And there was no escape from that.

Now, hetried to imagine that Amaranth was a prod-uct of hisimagination, and those people he had
met— Howards, the bug lady, the man who had ridden the unicorn—were al coincidenta playersina
fantasy of hisown cregtion_

And al the while, he knew deep down that thiswas bullshit. He could camouflage the truth with whatever
colorshedesired, but it was dl till there, plain asday inthe end.

They left him done until hafway through the jour-ney. He had been watching, trying to seethem
be-tween the trees rushing by the window, looking for their facesin clouds, behind hedges, in the eyes of
the other passengers on the train. Nothing. With no hidden facesto see, he redlized just how under Siege
he had been feding.

He began to believe they had gone for good. He began to believe hisown lies.
And then the woman sat opposite him.

Shewas beautiful, voluptuous, raven-haired, well-dressed, clothes accentuating rather than revealing her
curves. Adam averted his eyes and looked out the window, but he could not help glancing back at her,
again and again. Yes. Shewastruly gorgeous.

"l hatetrains," she said. "So boring." Then her un-shod foot dug into his crotch.

He gasped, unable to move, all sensesfocusing on his groin as her toes kneaded, stroked and pressed
him to erection. He closed his eyes and thought of Alison, crying while Jamie caused chaos around her.
Her fa-ther was long dead and there was no close family nearby, so unless she had called one of her
friends around to st with her, she would be there on her own, weeping__

And then heimagined himself guiding thiswoman into the cramped confines of atrain tailet, Stting onthe
seet and letting her impae hersdf upon him, using the movements of the train to match ther rhythms.

He opened his eyes and knew that she was thinking the same thing. Her foot began to work faster. He
stared out the window and saw a planetrail being born high above.

Realized how tentative the other passengers gripson life were,
Saw just how fortunate he wasto till be here.

He reached down, grasped the woman's ankle and forced her foot awvay from him. Thisisn't luck, he
thought, not for my family, not even for me. It's fantasy, maybe, but not luck. What's lucky about
betraying my wife when she needs me the most?

They're desperate. Amaranth is desperate to keep me as they want me.
No, he thought.
"No."

"What?' the woman said, frowning, looking around, staring back at him. Her eyeswent wide. "Oh
Jesus... oh, I'm..." She stood quickly, hurried along the car-riage and disappeared from sight.

Amaranth returned. "Do not deny us,” the voice said, degper than he had ever heard it, stronger.

He closed his eyes. The vision he had was so pow-erful, quick and sharp that he dmogt felt asif hewere



physicaly experiencing it then and there. He smdled the vol-au-vents and the caviar and the champagne
at the exhibition, he saw Maggi€e's cheerful face and the galery owners nodding to him that he had just
sold another painting, he tasted the tang of nerves as one of the viewers raved about the painting of his
they had just bought, minutes ago, for six thousand pounds.

Heforced his eyes open againgt astinging tiredness, rubbed his face and pinched his skin to wake himself
up. "No," hesad. "My wife needs me."

"Youwill regret it!" Amaranth screeched, and Adam thought he was hearing it for thefirst time asit redlly
was. The hairs stood on the back of his neck, hisballstingled, his ssomach dropped. The things came
from out of the table and the seats and reached for him, swiping out with clear, sharp nalls, driving ther
handsinto hisflesh and grabbing his bones, plucking at him, swirling and screaming and cursing in way's
he could never know.

None of them touched him.

They could not.

They could not touch him.

Adam smiled. "Theresabit of luck," he whispered.
And with onefinal roar, they disappeared.

Half an hour from the station he called Alison and arranged for her to come and collect him. He knew it
was fase, but she sounded virtualy back to normal, morein control. She said she had dready ordered
some Chinese takeaway and bought a bottle of wine. He could barely imagine sitting at home, eating and
drinking and chatting—one of their favorite times to-gether—with Molly lying dead less than two miles
away. He would see her passing in every movement of Alison's head, every twitch of her eyelids. She
would be there with them more than ever. He was heading for strange times.

Asthetrain pulled into the station, hismobile phonerang. It was Maggie.

"Adam, when are you coming back? Come on, ar-tistic tempers are well and good when you're not
get-ting anywhere, but that was plain rude. These guysredly have no timefor primadonnas, you know.
Areyou at your hotel?'

"I'm back home," Adam said, hardly believing her tone of voice. "Didn't you hear what | said, Mags?
Al-ison'smum isdead.”

"Yes yes..." shesad, tralling off. "Adam. The guys at the gdlery have made another offer. They'll
com-mission the artwork for the same amount, but they'll also—"

"Mags, I'm not interested. Thisisnat... me. It1l change metoo much.”
"One hundred thousand.”

Adam did not reply. He could not. Hisimagination, kicked into some sort of overdrive for the past few
weeks, was picturing what that sort of money could do for hisfamily.

He stood from his seat and followed the other pas-sengers toward the exit. "No, Mags," he said, shaking
his head. He saw the woman who had sat opposite him, it was obvious that she had aready spotted him
because her head was down, frantically searching for some unknown item in her handbag. "No. That's
not me. 1 didn't do any of it."



"Y ou didn't do those paintings?"

Adam thought about it for amoment as he shuffled dong the aide: the midnight awakenings when he
knew he had to work; the smdll of oils and coffee astime went away, and it was just him and the
painting; his burning finger and hand and arm muscles after severd hourswork, the feding that hetruly
wascre-dinginfire.

"No, Mags," hesaid, "I didn't." He turned the phone off and stepped onto the platform.

Alison and Jamie were there to meet him. Alison was the one who had lost her mother, but on seeing
them it was Adam who burst into tears. He hugged hiswife and son, she crying into hisneck in grest
wrack-ing sobs, Jamie mumbling, "Daddy, Daddy," as he struggled to work hisway back into his
parents world.

Adam picked Jamie up, kissing hisforehead and unable to stop crying. You'll lose them, Howards had
said. How dare he? How dare he talk about someone else'sfamily like that?

"I'm so sorry,” hesaid to Alison.

She amiled grimly, astrange sight in combination with her tears and puffy eyes and gray complexion.
"Such abloody stupid way to go," she managed to gasp before her own tears came again.

Adam touched her chegk. "I'll drive ushome."

Asthey waked dong the platform toward the bridge to the car park, Adam looked around. Faces
gared a him from the train—one of them familiar, the woman who had been rubbing him with her
foot—but none of them were Amaranth. Some were pale and distant, others almost transparent in their
dissatisfaction with their lot, but dl were human.

The open girders of the roof above were lined only with pigeons.

The waste-ground behind the station was home to wild cats and rooks and rusted shopping carts.
Nothing else.

Around them, humanity went about itstoils. Busi-nessmen and travelers and students dodged each other
acrossthe platform. None of them looked at Adam and hisfamily, or if they did they glanced quickly
away. Everyone knew grief when they saw it, and most people respected itsfierce privacy.

In the car park Alison sat in the passenger seat and Adam strapped Jamie into his seet in the back. "Y ou
agood boy?" he asked. "Y ou been agood boy for your mummy?'

"Tiger, tiger! Jamie hissed. "Daddy, Daddy, tiger." He smiled, showing the gap-toothed grin that never
faled to mdt Adam's heart. Then hegiggled.

He was not looking directly at Adam. His gaze was directed dightly to the left, over Adam's shoulder.
Adam spun around.
Nothing.

He scanned the car park. A hundred cars, and Am-aranth could be hiding inside any one of them,
watch-ing, waiting, until they could touch him once more.

He climbed into the car and locked the doors.



"Why did you do that?" Alison asked.
"Don't know." He shook his head. Shewasright. Locked doors would be no protection.

They headed away from the station and into town. They lived on the outskirts on the other sde. A couple
of streets away lay the small restaurant where Adam had talked with Howards. He wondered where the
old man was now. Whether he was still here. Whether he remained concerned for Adam's safety, hislife,
hisluck, since Adam had stormed out and told him to mind his own business.

Approaching the traffic lights a the foot of theriver bridge, Adam began to dow down.

A hand reached out of the seat between hislegs and clasped the whed. He could fed it, icy-cool where
it touched hisballs, aburning cold whereit actually passed through the meet of hisinner thighs.

"No!" he screamed. Jamie screeched and began to cry. Alison looked up in shock.
"What? Adam?'
"Oh no, don't you fucking—" He was dready stamp-ing hard on the brakes, but it did no good.

"Come seeusagan,” Amaranth said between his ears, and the hand twisted the whed violently to the
|eft.

Adam fought. A van loomed ahead of them, scaffold poles protruding from its tied-open rear doors.
Terribleimages of impaement and bloodied, rusted metal legped into hismind and he pulled harder,
muscles burning with the strain of fighting the hand. The wind-screen flowed into the face of one of the
things, ill expressionless but exuding mdice dl the same. Adam looked straight through itseyes at the
van.

The brakes were not working.
"Tiger!" Jamie shouted.

At thelast second the whed! turned afraction to theright and they skimmed the van, metal screeching on
meta, the car shuddering with the impact.

Thank God, Adam thought.
And then the old woman stepped from the pave-ment directly in front of them.

Thistime, Amaranth did not need to turn the whed. Adam did it himsdlf. And he heard the sickening
crump asthe car hit the woman sideways on, and hefelt the vehicletilting asit mounted the pavement,
and he saw alamppost splitting the windscreen in two. His family screamed.

There was aterrible coldness as eight unseen hands closed around hislimbs.
The car gave the lamppost awelcoming embrace.

"I'm dead," Adam said. "I've been dead for along time. I'm floating in the Atlantic. | know this because
noth-ing that has happened is possible. I've been dreaming. Maybe the dead can dream.” He moved his
left hand and felt hisfather's lost watch chafe hiswrigt.

A hand grasped histhroat and quicksiver nailsdug in. "Do the dead hurt?' the familiar voice intoned.

Adam tried to scream, but he could not draw a breath.



Around him, theworld burned.
"Keep ill and you will not die... yet."

"Alison!" Adam began to struggle againg the hands holding him down. The sky was smudged with greasy
black smoke, and the stench reminded him of rotten roadkill he had found in a ditch when he was a boy,
adead creature too decayed to identify. Something wet was dripping on him, wet and warm. One of the
things was leaning over him. Its mouth was open and the liquid forming on itslips was transparent, and of
the same consistency asits body. It was shedding pieces of itself onto him.

"Youwill ligentous," Amaranth said.
"Jamid Alison!"

"Y ou will seethem again soon enough. Fird, listen. Y ou pledged to believe in us and to never deny us.
Y ou have reneged. Reaffirm your pledge. We gave you agift, but without faith we are—"

"l don't want your gift," Adam said, still struggling to stand. He could see more now, asif thisworld were
opening up to him as he cameto. Above the heads of the things standing around him, the ragged walls
and roofs of shattered buildings stood out against the hazy sky. Flames licked here and there, smoke
rolled along the ground, firestorms did their work in some unseen middle distance. Ash floated down and
stuck to hisskin like warm snow. He thought of furnaces and ov-ens, concentration camps, lime pits....

"But you haveit dready. Y ou have the good luck we bestowed upon you. And you have used it... we
have seen... we have observed.”

"Good luck? Was that crash good luck?”

"Y ou avoided the van that would have killed you. Y ou survived. We held you back from desth.”
"You steered mel”

Amaranth said nothing.

"What of Alison? Jamie?'

Once more, the things displayed aloathsome hint of emotion. "Who knows?' the voice said dowly,
draw-ing out the last word with relish.

At last Adam managed to stand, but only because the things had moved back and freed him. "Leave me
be" he said, wondering if begging would help, or perhapsflattery. "Thank you for saving me, that first
time... | know you did, and I'm grateful because my wife has ahusband, my son hasafather. But please
leavemebe." All hewished for wasto see hisfamily again.

Amaranth picked him up dowly, the things using one hand each, lifting and lifting, until he was sus-pended
severd feet above the ground. From up there he could see dl around, view the devastated land-scape
surrounding him—and heredlized at last where he was.

Through agap in the buildingsto hisleft, the glint of violent waters. Slhouetted againg this, dancing in the
flickering flamesthat were egting at it even now, asmall figure hung crucified.

"Oh, no."

"Behonored,” Amaranth said, "you are thefirst to vist both places." They dropped him to the ground
and stood back. "Run.”



"What? Where?' Hewaswinded, certain he had cracked arib. It felt likeahot cod in hisside.

"Run."

IIWWI
And then he saw why.

Around the corner, where this shattered street met the next, capered a horde of burning people. Some of
them had only just caught aflame, besting at clothes and hair asthey ran. Otherswere engulfed, arms
waving, flaming pieces of them falling asthey made an impaossible dash awvay from the agony. Therewere
smaller shapes among them—children— just as doomed as the rest. Some of them screamed, those who
still had vocal cords left to make any sound. Others, those too far gone, sizzled and spat.

Adam staggered, wincing with the painin hisside, and turned to run. Amaranth had moved down the
street behind him and stood staring, dl their eyes upon him. He sprinted toward them. They receded
back aong the rubble-strewn street without seeming to walk. Every step he took moved them farther

away.

Hefdt heat behind him and a hand closed over his shoulder, the same shoulder the bug lady had
grasped. Someone screaming, pleading, ahigh-pitched sound as the acrid stink of burning clothes
scratched at his nodgtrils. The flames crept across his shoulder and down onto his chest, but they were
extinguished d-most immediately by something wet splashing acrosshim.

He looked down. There were no burns on his cloth-ing and his chest was dry.

Adam shook the hand from him and ran. He passed a shop where someone lay half in, half out of the
door-way, adog chewing on the weeping stump of one of her legs. She was till dive. Her eyesfollowed
him as he dashed by, asif coveting his ability to run. He rec-ognized those eyes. He even knew that face,
athough when he had first seen her, the bug lady had seemed more dive.

"Let me back!" he shouted at the figures receding a ong the decimated Street ahead of him. From
be-hind, he heard thumps as burning people hit the ground to melt into pools of fat and charred bone. He
risked alook over his shoulder and saw even more of them, new victims spewing from dilapidated
doorways and sde dleysto join in the flaming throng.

Someone walked out into the street ahead of him, limping on crutches, staring at the ground. Thefigure
looked up and the expression that passed across her face was one of relief. Adam passed her by—he
only saw it was awoman when he drew level—and heard the feet of the burning horde trample her into
thedirt.

"Let me back, you bagtardd” The last time he was here—although he had been on the other side of the
lake, of course, staring across and pitying those poor unfortunates on this side—he had not known what
was happening to him. Now he did. Now he knew that there was away back, if only it was granted to
him.

"You areredlly avery interesting one," the voice said asloud as ever, even though Amaranth stood in the
digance. "Youwill be... fun."

As Adam tripped over ahdf-full skull, the burning people fell across him and avoice started shouting
again. "Tiger! Tiger! It went from a shout to a scream, an unconscious, childish exhdation of terror and

panic.
Theworld was on its Side, and the legs of the burn-ing people milled beyond the shattered windscreen.



One of them was sguatting down, reaching in, grasp-ing at his arms even as he tried to push them away.

Something still dripped onto him. He looked up. Al-ison was suspended above him in the passenger sedt,
the seatbelt holding her there, holding in the piecesthat were till intact. The lamppost had done
some-thing to her. She was no longer whole. She had changed. Adam snapped his eyes shut as
something el se parted from her and hit his shoulder.

Heat gushed and caressed hisface, but then there was a gentle ripping sound above him, and coppery
blood washed the flames away from his skin like hiswife brushing crumbs from his stubble. Theflames
could never take him. Not when he was such alucky man.

You arethefirst to visit both places, Amaranth's voice echoed like the vague memory of pain. You will
be... fun.

"Tiger!"
Jamie?
"Jamid"

Flames danced around him once more. Fingers snagged hisjacket. A hand reached in bearing aknife
and he crunched down into shattered glass as his seat-belt was diced. Something dse fdl from above him
ashewas dragged out, afind present, alast, lasting gift from his Alison. As he was hauled through the
wind-screen, hands beating at the burning parts of him, his doomed son screaming for him from the
doomed car, he wondered whether it was a part of her that he had ever seen before.

Hewas laying out on the lawn. It had not been cut for along time because his riding lawnmower had
broken down. Besides, he liked the wild appearance it gave the garden. Alison had liked wild. She had
loved the countryside; she had been agnostic, but she had said the smells and sounds and sights made her
fed closer to God.

Adam felt close to no one, certainly not God. Not with Amaranth peering at him from the woods
some-times, following him on histripsinto town, watching as good fortune and bad luck juggled with his
life and hedlth.

No, certainly not God.

Alison had been buried aongside her mother over ayear ago. He had not been to the cemetery since. He
remembered her in his own way—he was il painting—and he did not wish to be reminded of what her
ruined body had become benegth the ground. But he was reminded every day. Every morning, on hisbus
trip into town to visit Jamie in the hospitd, he was reminded. Because he so wanted hisson to join her.

That was guilt. That was suffering. That was the sick-est irony about the wholething. He's a lucky lad,
the doctorswould till tell him, even after ayear. He's a fighter. He'll wake up soon, you'll see. HE'll
have scars, yes... And then Adam would ask about infection and the doctors would nod, yes, there has
been something over the last week or two, inevitable with burns, but weve got it under contral, it'sjust
bad luck that...

And so on.

Hiswife, dead. His son in acomafrom which he had only awakened three times, and each time some
minor complication had driven him back under. He was growing up dead. And still Adam went to him
every day to talk to him, to whisper in hisear, to try and bring him around with his favorite nursery
rhymes and the secret dad-voices he had used on him when things were good, when lifewas normd.



When chancewas il afactor in his existence, and fate was uncer-tain.

Helooked across at the house. It was big, bought with Alison'slife insurance, their old home sold for a
good profit to the couple who had wanted it so much. Thisnew property had an acre of land, aglazed
roof-top studio with many panes already cracked or miss-ing, aMercedesin the driveway—a prison. A
Héll. His own manufactured Hell, perhaps to deny the ideathat such agrand home could be seen as
fortunate, lucky to come by. The place was aconstant reminder of hislost family because he had made it
s0. No new gtart for him.

Thewadlls of the house were lined with his own por-traits of Alison and Jamie. Some of them were bright
and full of sunshine and light and positive memories. Others contained thoughts that only he could read—
bad memories of the crash—and what he had seen of Alison and heard of Jamie before being dragged
out from the car. The reddest of these paintings hung near the front door for al visitorsto see.

Not that he had many vigtors. Until yesterday.

Howards had tracked him down. Adam had let him in, knowing it was usdessto fight, and knowing o
that he truly wanted to hear what the old man had to say.

"I'vefound away out," he had whispered. "I tried it last week... | injected mysalf with poison, then used
the antidote at the last minute. But | could have doneit. | could have gone on. They weren't watching me
a thetime”

"Why didn't you?"

"Wel... I'vecometo termswithit. Life. Asitis. | just wanted to test theidea. Provethat | was4till in
control of mysdf."

Adam had nodded, but he did not understand.
"| thought it only fair to offer you the chance," Ho-wards had said.

Now, Adam knew that he had to take that chance. Whether Jamie ever returned or not—and hisfina
screams, hisshouts of Tiger! Tiger!, had convinced Adam that his son had been the twitching shape on
the burning cross—he could never be agood father to him. Not with Amaranth following him, watching
him. Not when he knew what they had done.

Killed hiswife.
Given hisson bad luck.

Y esterday afternoon he had been lucky enough to find someone willing to sell him agun, the wegpon with
which hewould blow hisown brains out. And thet, he thought, perfectly summed up what hislife had
become.

"Oh, look," Adam muittered, "afour-leaf clover." Heflicked thelittle plant and sighed, pushing himself to
hisfeet, sretching. He had been laying on the grassfor along time.

He walked across the lawn and onto the gravel driveway, past the Mercedes parked mock-casud. Its
tireswere flat and the engine rusted through, although it was only ayear old. One of abad batch, he had
thought, and he il tried to convince himsdlf of that, even after dl thistime.

He entered the house and passed into the study.



Two wallswere lined with moldy books he had never read, and never would read. The portraits of the
people he loved stared down at him and he should have felt at peace, should have felt comforted, but he
did not. There was alarge map on one wall, athou-sand intended destinations marked in red, the half
dozen places he had visited pinned green. Travel was no longer on his agenda, neither was reading. He
could go anywhere on his own because he had the meansto do so, but he no longer felt the desire. Not
now that hisfamily waslost to him.

He was abouit to take ajourney of adifferent kind. Somewhere even stranger than the places he had
al-ready seen. Stranger than anyone had seen, more ter-rifying, more—fina. After the past year he was
keener than ever to find hisway there.

And he had amap. It wasin the bureau drawer. A .44 Magnum, gleaming snakelike silver, dick to the
touch, cold, impersonal. He hugged it between hislegsto warm it. May aswell fed comfortablefor his
final seconds.

Outsde, thefourth leaf on the clover glowed brightly and then disappeared into apinprick of light. A
trangparent finger rose from the ground to scoop it up. Then it was gone.

"Well," Adam said to the house, empty but aive with the memories he had brought here, planted and
al-lowed to grow. "It wasn't bad to begin with... but it could have been better.”

He heard footsteps approaching along the gravel driveway, frantic footsteps pounding toward the house.
"Adam!" someone shouted, emotion giving the voice an androgynouslilt.
It may have been Howards, regretting the news he had brought.

Or perhapsit was Amaranth? Redlizing that he had dipped their attention for just too long. Knowing,
fi-ndly, that he would defegt them.

Whoever. It wasthe last sound he would hear.
He placed the barrel of the gun inside his mouth, angled it upward and pulled the trigger.
Thefirg thing he heard was Howards.

"... bounced off your skull and shattered your knee. They took your leg off too. But | suppose that won't
redlly bother you much. The doctors say you were S0 lucky to survive. But then, they would."

The shuffle of fet, the cresk of someone standing from aplastic chair.

"I wish you could hear me. | wish you knew how sorry | am, Adam. | thought perhaps you could defeat
them "

He could not turn to see Howards. He saw nothing but the cracked ceiling. A polystyrenetile had shifted
initsgrid, and atriangle of darkness stared down at him. Perhaps there were eyes hidden within its
gloom even now.

"I'msorry."
Footsteps as Howards | eft.

With agreat effort, one that burned into his muscles and set them aflame, Adam lifted hishands. And he
felt what was|eft of his head.



A face pressed down at him from the celling, lifeless, emotionless, transparent but for darker stripes
acrossits chin and cheeks. Another joined it, then two more.

They watched him for quite sometime.

For dl the world, Adam wished he could look away.

Naming of Parts

"A child grows up when he realizes that he will die." —proverb

That night, something tried to break into the house. Jack heard the noises as he lay avake staring at the
celling, attempting to see sense in the shadowy cracksthat scarred the paintwork. The sounds were
ingstent and intelligent, and before long they were fingering not only a window latches and handles, but
aso at the doorways of hismind.

Heliked listening to the night before he went to deep, and out here in the country there was much to
hear. Sometimes he was afraid, but then he would name dl the different parts that went to make up that
fear and it would go away. A sound | cannot identify. A shape | cannot see. Footsteps that may be
human, but which are most likely animal. There's nothing to be afraid of; there are no monsters.
Dad and Mum both say so; there are no such things as monsters.

So hewould lie there and listen to the hoots and rustles and groans and cries, content in the knowledge
that there was nothing to fear. All the while the blan-kets would be his shield, the bedside light his
protector and the gentle grumble of the television from down-stairs his guarantee.

But that night—the night al guarantees were voided—there were few noises beyond his bedroom
window, and with lessto hear, there was moreto be afraid of. Againgt the silence every snapped twig
sounded louder, each rustle of fur across masonry was singled out for particular atention by his galloping
imagination, It meant that there was something out there to frighten everything e seinto muteness.

And then the careful caress of fingertips across cold glass.

Jack sat up in bed and held his breath. Weak moon-light filtered through the curtains, but other than that
his room wasfilled with darkness. He clutched at his blankets to retain the heat. Something hooted in the
distance, but the call was cut off sharply, leaving the following moments painfully empty.

Click click click. Fingernails picking at old, dried glazing putty, perhaps? It sounded like it was coming
from outside and below, but it could just as easily have originated within hisroom, behind the flowing
cur-tains, something franticaly trying to get out rather than breek in.

He tried naming hisfears, thistime unsuccessfully; he was not entirely sure what was scaring him.

A floorboard creaked on the landing, the one just outside the bathroom door. Three creaks down, three
back up. Jack's heart beat faster and louder and he let out agasp, waiting for more movement, listening
for the subtle scratch of fingernails at his bedroom door.

He could not see the handle, it was too dark, it may even be turning now—
Another creak from outside, and then he heard his mother's voice and hisfather hissing back at her.

"Dad!" Jack croaked. There were other sounds now: the soft thud of something tapping at windows, a
whis-pering sound, like a breeze flowing through the ivy on the sde of the house, though the air was dead
cam tonight.



"Dad!" He cdled louder this-time, fear giving hisvoice asharp edgeto cut through the dark.

The door opened and a shadow entered, silhouet-ted againgt the landing light. It moved toward him,
unseen feet creaking more boards. "It's okay, son," his father whispered. "Just stay in bed. Mum will be
inwith you now. Won't you, Janey?'

Jack's mother edged into the room and crossed to the bed, cursing as she ssumbled on something held
left on the floor. There was dways stuff on the floor in Jack's room. His dad called it Jack debris.

"What's going on, Dad?' he asked. "What's outside?"

"There's nothing outside," hisfather said. His voice was a monotone that Jack recognized, the one he
used to tell fatherly untruths. And then Jack noticed, for the first time, that he was carrying his shotgun.

"Dad?" Jack said uncertainly. Cool fingers seemed to touch his neck, and they were not his mother's.
She hugged himto her. "Gray, you're scaring him.”

"Jney—"

"Whatever... just be careful. Becam.”

Jack did not understand any of this. His mother hugged him and in her warmth he found the familiar
comfort, though tonight it felt like alie. He did not want this comfort, this warmth, not when therewas
something outside trying to get in, not when hisfather stood in his pgjamas, shotgun closed and aimed at
thewall, not broken open over hiselbow as he carried it in the woods.

Thewoods. Thinking of them focused Jack's atten-tion, and hefinally noticed just how utterly slent it
was out there. No voices or night calls, true, but no trees swishing and swaying in deep, no sounds of life,
no hint of anything existing beyond the house a dl.

Hisfather moved to the window and reached out for the curtains. Jack knew what he would find when
he pulled them back—nothing. Blankness, void or in-finity. .. and infinity scared Jack more than anything.
How could something go on forever? What was there after it ended? Occasiondly he thought he had
some bright idea, but then deep would come and stedl it away by morning.

"Dad, don't, thereé's nothing out therel" he said, his voice betraying barely controlled panic.
"Shhh, shhh," hismother said, rocking him.
"I know," hisfather said without turning to offer him asmile. He grabbed a curtain and drew it aside.

Moonlight. The smell of night, aspicy dampness that seemed aways to hide from the sun. And the noises
again, tapping and scraping, tapping and scraping.

"Mum, don't et Dad open the window," Jack said, but his mother ignored him because she was hugging
him, and that was usualy enough. He would forget his bad dreams and go back to deep. Mum would
smile a the foolishness held spouted, but didn't she know?

Didn't she seethat they were dl awake, and that what he was thinking was not foolishness because his
dad redlly was standing in his room with a shotgun, open-ing the window, leaning out now, aiming the
wegpon before him like atorch—

There was an explosion. Like an unexpected scream in the depths of night it tore through Jack’s nerves,
ghred his childish sense of valor and set him screaming and squirming in his mother'slap. Her arms



tightened around him and she screamed too. He could smdll the sudden tang of her fear, could fed the
dampness be-tween her breasts as he pressed hisface to her chest.

"Gray, whét the fuck—"
Her words shocked Jack, but he could not lift hisface to see.
"What the hell? What are you doing? Whét are you shooting at?"

Somewherein the blind confusion hisfather came across and offered soothing words, but they were
edged with his own brand of fear. Jack could not see him, but he could imagine him standing therein
S-lence, staring at awall and avoiding his mother's eyes. It was hisway of thinking about what to say
next.

He said nothing. Instead, Jack felt his dad's strong hands under hisarms, lifting him up out of the warmth
of hismother'sfear and letting the dark kiss his sweety skin coal.

"Dad," Jack sobbed, "I'm scared!”

His dad rocked him back and forth and whispered into his ear, but Jack could barely hear what he was
saying. Ingtead hetried to do what he had once been told, name the parts of hisfear in an attempt to
identify them and set them open to view, to consideration, to understanding.

Something, outside in the dark. Dad, he saw it and shot it. The sounds, they've gone, no more
picking, no more prodding at our house. Monsters, there are none of course. But if there are...
Dad scared them off.

"Gray," hismother said, and Jack looked up sharply.
"They weren't mongters, were they, Dad?' Hisfather did not say aword. He was shaking.

"Gray," hismum said again, standing and wrapping them both in her arms. "We should try the police
agan.”

"Y ou know the phone's dodgy, Janey.”

"Y ou shot a someone. We should try the police.”

"Someone? But you saw, you—"

"Someone," Jack's mum whispered softly. "Robbers, | expect, cometo sted our Jackiesthings." She
ruffled his hair, but Jack could not find asmileto give her.

"I heard them picking at the putty,” he said. "Rob-berswould just smash the window. Least, they doin
The Bill. And theré's nothing else making anoise, like the fox in the woods. | aways hear the fox before
| goto deep, but 1 haven't heard it tonight. Dad!"

Hisfather turned and stared at him, hisface unread-able.
"Did you shoot someone, Dad?!

Hisfather shook his head. He began to smile as he pulled Jack's face into his neck, but the expression
was grotesgue, like one of those old gargoyles Jack had seen on churches when they werein France last
year. "Of course not, Jack. | fired into the air.”



But he had not fired into the air, Jack knew. He had leaned out and aimed down. Jack could not help
imagining something squirming on the ground even now, itsblood running into the gravel dongside the
house, screams of pain impossible becauseit had no jaw |eft to open—

"Comeon," hisdad said, "our room for now, son."

"Didn't you try the mobile?" Jack asked suddenly, but the look on his mother's face made him wish he
hadn'.

"That's not working at dl."
"| expect the batteries have run out," he said wisdly.
"l expect.”

Hisfather carried him across the creaking landing and into their bedroom, a place of comfort. He
dropped him gently onto the bed, and as he stood the telephone on the bedside table rang.

"I'll get it!" Jack shouted, leaping across the bed.
"SCIW n

He answered in the polite manner he had been taught: "Hello, Jack Haines, how may | help you?' It'sthe
middle of the night, he thought. Who rings in the middle of the night? What am | going to hear? Do
| really want to hear it, whatever it is?

"Hey, Jackie," avoice said, masked with crackles and pauses and strange, eectronic groans. "Jackie...
thetown... dangerous... get to Tewton... Jackie? Jackie? Ja... 7'

"Mandy," he said, talking both to her and his par-ents. "It's Mandy!"

His mother took the receiver from hishand. "Mandy? Y ou there?' She held it to her ear for afew
seconds, then glanced at Jack. "No onethere," she said. "Line'sdead. It did that earlier.” Sheturned to
his dad and offered the receiver, but he moved to the window and shaded his eyes so he could see out.

"She said we should go to Tewton," Jack said, trying to recall her exact words, afraid that if hedid he
would aso remember the strange way she had spoken. Mandy never called him Jackie. "She said it was
safethere”

"It'ssafe here" hisdad said without turning around. He was holding the shotgun again and Jack wanted
to believe him, wanted to fed secure.

His mum stood and moved to the window. "What's that?' Jack heard her mutter.
"Hre"
"A fire?'

Hisfather turned and tried to smile, but it seemed to hurt. "' A bonfire" he said, "over on the other sde of
thevaley."

"At night? A bonfirein the middle of the night?" Jack asked.

His parents said nothing. His mother came back to the bed and held him, and his father remained at the
window.



"It was Mandy," Jack said.
His mother shrugged. "I didn't hear anyone.”

Hetried to move away from her, but she held him tight, and he thought it was for her own comfort as
much as his. He didn't like how his mum and dad sometimes talked about Mandy. He liked even lessthe
way they often seemed to forget about her. He was old enough to know some stuff had happened—he
could remember the shouting, the screaming on the last day

Mandy had been with them—but he was not redlly old enough to redlize exactly what.
It was s0 quiet that Jack could hear hisfather's throat clicking as he breathed.
They stayed that way until morning.

"There are secretsin the night,” Mandy once told him. She was sitting next to his bed, looking
after him be-cause he'd been lost in the woods. He usually liked it when Mandy talked to him, told
him things, but today even she could not cheer him up. She and his parents were hardly speaking,
and when they did it was to exchange nothing but nastiness.

"What do you mean?"

She smiled. "You know, Jack. Secrets. You lie awake sometimes, listening for them. Don't you? |
know | do."

"I just like listening," he said, but he guessed she was right. He guessed there was more going on
than most people knew, and he wanted to find out what.

"If you find a secret, sometimes it's best to keep it to yourself. Not to tell Mum and Dad.”

Jack was subtly shocked at her words. Why keep something from Mum and Dad? Wasn't that
lying? But Mandy answered for him.

" Sometimes, grown-ups don't understand their kid's secret. And I'll tell you one now."
He sat up in bed, all wide-eyed and snotty-nosed. He wondered why Mandy was crying.

"I'mleaving home. At the weekend. Going to live in Tewton. But Jack, please, don't tell Mum and
Dad until I'mgone."

Jack blinked astears stung his eyes. Mandy hugged him and kissed his cheeks.

He didn't want his sister to go. But he listened to what she said, and he did not tell their parents
the secret.

Three days later, Mandy left home.

In the morning Jack went to fetch the milk, but the milkman hadn't been there. His father appeared
be-hind him in the doorway, scowling out at the sunlight and the dew steaming dowly from the ground,
hands resting lightly on his son's shoulders.

Something had been playing on Jack's mind al night, ever since it happened. Animage had seeded there,
grown and expanded and, in the silence of his parents bedroom where none of them had dept, it had
blossomed into an al-too-plausible truth. Now, with morning providing an air of normality—though it
remained quieter than usual, and stille—he was cer-tain of what he would find. He did not want to find



it, that wasfor sure, yet he had to see.

He darted away from the back door and was aready at the corner of the house before hisdad called
after him. The shout amost stopped him in histracks be-cause there was an unbridled panic there, a
desperation... but then he was|ooking around the side of the cottage at something he had least

expected.

There was no body, no blood, no disturbed flower bed where someone had thrashed around in pain. He
crunched adong the grave path, hisfather with him now, standing guard above and behind.

"You didn't shoot anyone," Jack said, and the sense of relief wasvast.

Then he saw the rosebush.

The peta's had been stripped, and they lay scattered on the ground aongside other things. There were
bits of clothing there, and grimy white shards of harder stuff, and clumps of something ese. Therewas
aso awatch.

"Dad, whosewatch isthat?' Jack could not figure out what he was seeing. If that was bone, where was
the blood? Why was there awatch lying in their gar-den, its face shattered, hands frozen at some
cataclys-mic hour? And those dried things, tattered and ragged around the edges, like shriveled steak. ..

"Gray!" hismother called from the back door. "Where are you? Gray! There's someone coming down
thehill."

"Comeon," Jack's dad said, grabbing his arm and pulling him to the back door.

Jack twisted around to stare up the hillsde, trying to see who his mother was talking about, wondering
whether it was the Judes from Berry Hill Farm. He liked Mr. Jude—he had a huge Mexican mustache
and he did agreat impression of a bandito.

"We should stay in the house," his mum said as they reached the back door. " There's nothing on the
radio.”

If there's nothing on the radio, what is there to be worried about? Jack wondered.
"Nothing a al?" hisdad said quietly.

His mother shook her head, and suddenly she looked older and grayer than Jack had ever noticed. It
shocked him, frightened him. Death was something he sometimes thought about on the darkest of nights,
but his mother's death. ... its possibility was unbear-able, and it made him fedl black and unreal and sick
ingde

"| thought there may be some news..."

And then Jack redlized what his mum had redlly meant... noradio, noradio at all ... and he saw three
people clambering over afence higher up the hill.

"Look!" he shouted. "Isthat Mr. Jude?"

Hisfather darted into the cottage and emerged sec-onds later with the shotgun—Iocked and held ready
in both hands—and a pair of binoculars hanging around his neck. He handed his mother the shotgun and
shehdd it asif it were aliving snake. Then helifted the binocularsto his eyes and froze, standing there
for afull thirty secondswhile Jack squinted and tried to see what his dad was seeing. He pretended he



had abionic eye, but it didn't do any good.

His dad lowered the glasses, and dowly and care-fully took the gun from hiswife.

"Ohno," shesaid. "Oh no, Gray, no, no, no..."

"They didwarn us," he murmured.

"But why the Judes? Why not usaswdl?" his mum whispered.

Jack's father looked down at him, and suddenly Jack was very afraid. "What, Dad?'

"Well beleaving now, son," he said. "Go down to the car with your mum, theré's agood boy."
"Can | take my books?'

"No, we can't take anything. We have to go now because Mr. Jude's coming.”

"But 1 like Mr. Jude!" A tear had spilled down his dad's cheek. That wasterrible, that was aleak in the
dam holding back chaos and true terror because while his dad was here—firm and strong and
unflinching— there was aways someone to protect him.

Hisfather kndtin front of him. "Listen, Jackie. Mr. Jude and hisfamily havea... adisease. If were ill
here when they arrive, they may try to hurt us, or we may catch the disease. | don't know which, if either.
So we haveto go—"

"Why don't wejust not let them in? We can give them tablets and water through the window and..." He
trailed off, feding cold and unredl.

"Because they're not the only oneswho have the disease. Lots of other people will haveit too by now.
Wemay havetowait along timefor hep."

Jack turned and glanced up the hill at the three peo-ple coming down. They didn't look ill. They looked
odd, it wastrue. They looked different. But notill. They were moving too quickly for that.

"Okay." Jack nodded wisdly, and he wondered who else had been infected. He guessed it may have had
something to do with what was on the telly yesterday, the thing his mum and dad had been dl quiet and
tense and pale about. An explosion, he remembered, an accident in aplace so far away he didn't even
rec-ognize the name. "Mandy said we should go to Tew-ton. She said it was safe there.”

"Wewill." Hisfather nodded, but Jack knew it was not because Mandy had said so. His parentsrarely
lis-tened to her anymore.

"That big bonfires till burning,” Jack said, looking out acrossthe valey for thefirst time. A plume of
smoke hung in the sky like afrozen tornado, Spreading out at the top and dispersing in high air currents.
And then he saw it was not abonfire, not redlly. It wasthe white farm on the opposite hillside; the whole
white farm, burning. Hed never met the people who lived there, but he had often seen thefarmer in his
fields, chugging slently acrossthe landscapein histractor.

Jack knew where the word bonfire came from, and he could not hel p wondering whether today thiswas
literdly thet.

His dad said nothing but looked down at Jack, see-ing that he knew what it really was, already reaching
out to pick up hisson and carry him to their car.



"Dad, I'm scared!"

"I've got you, Jackie. Come on, Janey. Grab the keys. The shotgun cartridges are on the worktop."”
"Dad, what's happening?"

"It'sokay."

"Dad..."

Asthey reached the car, they could hear the Jude family swishing their feet through the sheen of
blue-bells covering the hillsde. There were no voices, no talking or laughing. No inane bandito
impressions this morning from Mr. Jude.

His parents locked the car doors from the inside and faced forward.

Jack took afina look back at their cottage. The car left the gravel driveway, and just before the hedge
cut off the house from view, he saw Mr. Jude wak around the corner. From this distance, it looked like
hewasin black and white.

Jack kept staring from the back window so he did not haveto look at his parents. Their sillence scared
him, and hismum's hair was al messed up.

Trees passed overhead, hedges flashed by on both sides, and seeing where they had been instead of
where they were going presented so much more for his consideration.

Likethe fox, standing next to atree where the woods edged down to the road. Its coat was muddied; its
eyes stared straight ahead. 1t did not turn to watch them pass. Jack thought it may have been his
fox—the crea-ture he had listened to each night for what seemed like ages—and as he mourned itsvoice
he heard its cry, faint and wesk, like ababy being dragged from its mother's breast and daughtered.

They had |eft the back door open. His mum had dashed inside to grab the shotgun cartridges, his dad
already had the car keysin his pocket, they'd | eft the back door open and he was sure—he was certain
— that hismum had put some toast under the grille be-fore they ran away. Maybe Mr. Jude was egting it
now, Jack thought, but at the same time he realized that thiswas most unlikely. Mr. Judewas sick, and
from what Jack had seen of him as he peered around the corner of their cottage, toast wasthe last thing
on hismind.

Living, perhaps, wasthefirg thing. Surviving. Pulling through.
Jack wondered whether the rest of Mr. Jude's family |ooked as bad.

The sense of invasion, of having his own space tres-passed upon, wasimmense. They had |eft the back
door open, and anyone or anything could wander into their house and root through their belongings. Not
only the books and cupboards and food and fridge and dirty washing, but the private stuff. Jack had alot
of private Suff in hisroom, like letters from Mandy that he kept under aloose comer of carpet, hisdiary
shoved into the tear in his mattress aong with the page of a magazine he had found in the woods, a
westhered flash of pink displaying what awoman really had be-tween her legs.

But that sense of |oss was tempered by athought Jack was suddenly proud of, an ideathat burst through
the fears and the doubts and the awful possibilities this strange morning presented: that he actudly had his
wholelifewith him now. They may haveleft their home open to whatever chose to abuseit, but home
was redly with hisfamily, wherever they may be. He was with them now.



All except Mandy.
He named hisfears;

Loss, his parents disappearing into memory. Loneli-ness, the threat of being unloved and
unloving. Death... that great black death... stealing away the ones he loved.

Steding him away.

For once, the naming did not comfort him as much asusud. If anything it made him muse upon things
more, and Mandy was on his mind and why she had run away, and what had happened to start dl the
bad stuff between the people he loved the most.

Jack had come home from school early that day, driven by the head teacher because he was fedling sick.
Hewas only eight years old. The teacher redlly should have seen him into the house, but instead she
dropped him at the gate and drove on.

As he entered the front door he was not purposely quiet, but he made sure he did not make any
unnec-essary noise, either. He liked to frighten Mandy—jump out on her or creep up from behind and
smack her bum—because he loved the startled look on her face when he did so. And to be truthful, he
loved the playful fight they would dways have afterward even more.

He dipped off hisshoesin the halway, glanced in the fridge to see if there were any goodies, ate hdf a
jamtart... and then he heard the sound from the liv-ing room.

Hisfather had only ever smacked him three times, the last time more than ayear before. What Jack
re-membered more than the pain was the loud noise as his dad's hand connected with him. It was a
sound that signified abrief failurein their relationship; it meant an early trip to bed, no supper and a
dreadful look on his mother's face that he hated even more, asort of dried-up mix of shame and guilt.

Jack despised that sound. He heard it now, not only once, not even three times. Again, and again, and
again—smacking. And even worse than that, the little cries that came between each smack. And it was
Mandy, he knew that it was Mandy being hit over and over.

Their mum and dad were at work. So who was hit-ting Mandy?
Jack rushed to the living room door and flung it open.

His sster was knedling on the floor in front of the settee. She had no clothes on and her face was pressed
into the cushions, and the man from the bakery was knedling behind her, grasping her bum, and he
looked like he was hurting too. Jack saw the man'swilly—at least he thought that'swhat it was, except
thiswas as big as one of the French bread sticks he sold—dliding in and out of hissister, and it was al
wet and shiny like she was bleeding, but it wasn't red.

"Mandy?' Jack said, and in that word was every-thing: Mandy what are you doing? Is he hurting
you? What should | do?"Mandy?'

Mandy turned and stared a him red-faced, and then her mouth fell open and she shouted: "Wheat the fuck
areyou doing here?'

Jack turned and ran aong the hallway, forgetting his shoes, feet dapping on quarry tiles. He sprinted
acrossthe lawn, stumbling a couple of times. And then he heard Mandy cdll after him. He did not turn
around. He did not want to see her standing at the door with the baker bouncing at her from behind. And
he didn't want her to swear a him again, when he had only come home because hefelt sick.



All he wished for was to un-see what he had seen.

Jack spent that night lost in the woods. He could never remember any of it, and when he was found and
taken home the next day he started to whoop, coughing up clots of mucus and struggling to breathe. He
wasill for two weeks, and Mandy sat with him for a couple of hours every evening to read him the
fan-tadtic tales of Namia, or sometimes just to talk. She would aways kiss him goodnight and tell him she
was sorry, and Jack would tell her it was okay, he some-times said fuck too, but only when hewason
hisown.

It seemed that as Jack got better everything elsein their family got worse,

It was alittle over two milesto the nearest village, Tal Stennington. Jack once asked hisfather why they
lived where they did, why didn't they livein avillage or atown where there were other people, and
shops, and gasin pipes under the ground instead of ail in abig green tank. His dad's reply had confused
him a thetime, and it till did to an extent.

You've got to go a long way nowadays before you can't hear anything of Man.

Jack thought of that now asthey twisted and turned through lanesthat still had grass clumps dong their
spines. There was no radio, his mum had said, and he wondered exactly what they would hear outside
were they to stop the car now. Hewould talk if they did, sing, shout, just to make sure there was a sound
other than the slence of last night.

Thedesthly silence.
"Whose watch was that in the garden, Dad?'
"| expect it belonged to one of the robbers.”

Jack thought about thisfor awhile, staring from hiswindow at the hedges rolling by. He glanced up &t the
treesforming agreen tunnel over theroad, and he knew they were only minutes from the village. " So,
what was the other stuff lying around it? The dried stuff, like meat you've l€ft in the fridge too long?”

His dad was driving so he had an excuse, but his mum didn't turn around either. 1t was she who spoke,
however.

"There's been some stuff on the news—"
"Janey!" hisdad cut in. "Don't be so bloody stupid!”
"Gray, if it'sredly happening he hasto know... hewill know. Well see them, lots of them, and—"

"All thetreesare pale,” Jack said, the watch and dried meat suddenly forgotten. He was looking from the
back window at the avenue of trees they had just passed, and he had figured out what had been nagging
him about the hedges and the fields since they'd | eft the cottage: their color; or rather, their lack of it. The
springtime flush of growth had been flowering acrossthe valey for the last several weeks, gresat
explosons of rich greens, eectric blues and splashes of colorswhich, as his dad was fond of saying,
would put aMonet to shame. Jack didn't know what a Monet was, but he was sure there was no chance
inabillion it could ever match the dow-burning fireworks display nature put on at the beginning of every
year. Spring was his favorite season, followed by autumn. They were both times of change, beautiful in
their own way, and Jack loved to watch stuff happen.

Now, something had happened. It was as though autumn had crept up without anyone or anything
no-ticing, casting its pastd influence secretly across the landscape.



"See?' hesaid. "Mum?Y ou see?'

Hismum turned in her seat and stared past Jack. She was trying to hide the fact she had been crying; she
looked embarrassed and uncertain.

"Maybethey'redusty,” shesad.
Heknew shewaslying; shedidn't redly think that at all. " So what was on the news?" he asked.

"We're a thevillage." His dad dowed the car at the hump-back bridge, which marked the outskirts of
Tdl Stennington.

Jack leaned on the backs of his parents' seats and strained forward to see through the windscreen. The
placelooked asit always had: The church dominated with arecently sand-blasted tower; stone cottages
stood huddled benesth centuries-old trees; afew birdsflitted here and there. A fat old Alsation trundled
along the street and raised itsleg in front of the Dog and Whistle, but it seemed unableto piss.

The grocer's was closed. It opened at Sx every morning, without fail, even Sundays. In fact, Jack could
hardly recall ever seeing it closed, asif old Mrs. Haswell had nothing else to do but stock shelves, serve
locals and natter away about the terrible cost of run-ning avillage business.

"The shop'sshut,” hesaid.
His dad nodded. "And there's no one about."
"Yesthereis," hismum burst out. "Look, over there, isn't that Gerald?"

"Gerdd the Geriatric!" Jack giggled because that'swhat they called him at school. Hed usually be told of f
for that, he knew, on any normal day. After the first couple of seconds he no longer found it al that funny
himsdlf. There was something wrong with Gerald the Geriatric.

He leaned againgt awall, dragging hisleft shoulder aong the stonework with jerky, infrequent movements
of hislegs. Hewastoo far away to see hisexpressionin full, but hisjowls and the saggy bags benegth his
eyes seemed that much larger and darker this morn-ing. He also seemed to have midaid histrademark
walking stick. There were legends that he had once beaten arat to death with that stick in the kitchen of
the Dog and Whistle, and the fact that he had not fre-quented that pub for a decade seemed to hint at its
truth. Jack used to imagine him striking out at the dart-ing rodent with the knotted length of oak, spittle
flying from his mouth, fal se teeth chattering with each im-pact. Now, the image seemed grotesque rather
than comicdl.

His mother reached for the door handle.

"Wait, Mum!" Jack said.

"But heshurt!"

"Jack'sright. Wait." His dad rested his hand on the stock of the shotgun wedged benegath their seets.

Gerdd paused and stood shakily away from the wall, turning his head to Sare at them. Heraised his
hands, his mouth faling open into atoothless grin or grimace. Jack could not even begin to tell which.

"Heé'sin pan!" Jack's mum said, and thistime she actudly clicked the handle and pushed her shoulder to
the door, letting in cool morning air.

"Janey, remember what they said—"



"What'sthat?' Jack said quietly. It was the sound a big spider'slegs made on his postersin the middle of
the night. The fear was the same, too—unseen things.

His mum had heard it aswel, and she snicked the door shut.

There was something under the car. Jack felt the subtle tickle of soft impacts beneath him, insstent
scrapings and pickings, reminiscent of the window fumblers of last night.

"Maybeit'sadog,” hismum said.

His dad dammed the car into reverse and burnt rubber. The skid was tremendous, the stench and
re-verberation overpowering. As soon as thetires caught Jack knew that they were out of control. The
car leapt back, throwing Jack forward so that he banged his head on his mother's headrest. As he looked
up he saw what had been beneath the car... Mrs. Haswell, il flipping and rolling where the chassis had
scraped her dong the road, her hair wild, her skirtstorn to reved pasty, pitted thighs...

Hisfather swore asthe brakes failed and the car dipped sickeningly into the ditch. Jack fell back,
cracking his head on the rear window and tasting the sudden sdlty tang of blood as he bit histongue. His
mum screeched, his dad shouted and cursed again, the engine rose and sang and screamed until, findly, it
cut out.

The sudden silence was huge. The wrecked engine ticked and dripped, Jack groaned, and through the
tilted windscreen he could see Mrs. Haswdl hauling hersdf to her fedt.

Steadying her tattered limbs.
Setting out for their car with dow, broken steps.

"Okay, Jackie?' hismum said. She twisted in her seat and reached back, the look in her eyes betraying
her thoughts. My son, my son!

Jack opened his mouth to speak, but only blood came out. He shuddered a huge breath and realized hed
been winded, things had receded, and only the blood on his chin felt and smelled redl.

"What'swrong with her?" hisdad said, holding the steering whed and staring through the windscreen.
"That's Mrs. Haswell. Under our car. Did | run her over?1 didn't hit her, did you see me hit her?"
"Gray, Jacki€s bleeding.”

Jack tried to talk again, to say he was dl right, but everything went fluid. He felt queasy and deepy, asif
he'd woken up suddenly in the middle of the night.

"Gray!"

"Jack?Y ou okay, son? Come on, out of the car. Ja-ney, grab the binoculars. And the shells. Wait on
your side. I'll get Jack out.” He paused and looked aong the road again. Mrs. Haswell was sauntering
between the fresh skidmarks, and now Gerald the Geriatric was moving their way aswell. "Let's hurry

up.”

Jack took deep, heavy bregths, feding blood bubble in histhroat. The door beside him opened and his
dad lifted him out, and as the sun touched his face he be-gan to fed better. His mum wiped at his bloody
chinwith the deeve of her jumper.

There was a sound now, along, ow scraping, and Jack redlized it was Mrs. Haswell dragging her feet.



Sheld never done that before. She was eighty, but shed aways been active and forceful, like awind-up
toy that never ran out. She hurried through the village at lunchtime, darted around her shop asif she had
wheelsfor feet... she had never, in al the times Jack had seen her or spoken to her, been dow.

Her arms were draped by her sides, not exactly swinging as she waked, but moving asif they wereredly
no part of her at dl. Her mouth hung open, but she did not drool.

"What'swrong with her, Dad?'
"She'sgot the disease," hisdad said quickly, dismis-sively, and Jack felt apang of annoyance.

"Dad," hesaid, "I think I'm old enough for you to tel methe truth." It was a childish thing to say, Jack
understood that straightaway at some deeper leve; petulant and prideful, unmindful of the panic his
par-ents so obvioudy felt. But Jack was nearly ateenager— hefelt he deserved sometrust. "Anyway,”
he said, "shelookslike she'sdead.” He'd seen lots of filmswhere people died, but hardly any of them
looked like the old woman. She seemed lessened somehow, shrunken into hersalf, drained. She had lost
what little color she once possessed. In hismind's eye, thiswas how atrue, real-life dead person should
look.

His dad aimed the shotgun a Mrs. Haswell.
Jack gasped. For the second time in as many minutes, he found himself unableto talk.

"Gray," hismother said cautioudy, quietly, hands raised in awarding-off gesture, "we should go across
thefidds”

Jack saw his dad's face then—tears stinging the cor-ners of his eyes; lips pressed together tight and
blood-less, the way they'd been on the day Mandy left home for the last time—and he realized what a
dire situation they werein.

His dad had no ideawhat to do.

"Acrossthefieldsto the motorway," his mum con-tinued. "If therés any help, we may find it there. And
I'm sure they couldn't drive." She nodded at Mrs. Has-well as she spoke. "Could they? Y ou don't think
they could, do you?"'

His dad was breathing heavily, just as Jack did whenever he wastrying not to cry. He grabbed Jack's
hand.

Jack felt the cool sweat of hisfather's palms... like touching ahunk of raw meat before it was cooked.
They walked quickly back the way they had come, then hopped over adtileinto thefield.

Jack glanced back at their car, canted at a crazy angle in the ditch, and saw that the two old people had
stopped in their tracks. They stood as still as stat-ues, and just aslifeless. Thiswas more disturbing than
ever—at |east before, they had seemed to possess some purpose.

She was under our car, Jack thought. What purpose in that?
And then his own words sprang back a him: She looks like she's dead.

"You know what an open mind is, Jack?" Mandy said. She had crept into his roomin the middle of
the night after hearing him whooping and crying. Sometimes she would sit on the edge of the bed
until daybreak, just talking. Much of what she said confused him—she read all the time, and



occasionally she even confused their mum and dad—but he remembered it all... and later, some
of it began to make sense.

Jack had a grotesque vision of someone with a trap-door in their skull, their brain pulsing and
glowing un-derneath. He smiled uncertainly at this bloody train of thought.

"It's the ability to believe in the unbelievable,” she continued, apparently unconcerned at his
silence. "It's a free mind. Imagination. Growing up closes off so many

doors. The modern world doesn't allow for miracles, so we don't see them. It's a very precious gift,
an open mind, but it's not passive. You've got to nurtureit like a bed of roses; otherwise it will
wither and die. Make sure you don't close off your mind to things you find strange, Jack.
Sometimes they may be the only truth.”

They sat silently for a while, Jack croaking as he breathed past the phlegmin his throat, Mandy
twirling strands other long black hair between her fingers.

"It's something you have," she said suddenly, "and you always will. And that's another secret, to
keep and tend.”

"How do you know | have it?" he asked.

Mandy smiled at him and he saw a sadness behind her eyes. Maybe she still blamed herself for him
being lost in the woods. Maybe she could already see how different their family was going to be.

"Hey," she said, "you're my brother." Asif that was an answer.

Thefarther they moved away, the more Tall Stenning-ton appeared normd. Hafway acrossthe field they
lost sght of the shuffling shapesin the road, the empty streets beyond, the pigeons itting silently on the
church tower. Jack found himself wishing for any sign of life. He dmost called out, wanting to see
windows thrust open and people he knew by name or sght lean out, wave to him, comment on what a
lovely brisk soring morning it was. But histongue hurt from the car wreck. His dad had crashed because
abusy old lady had cut or torn the brake cables. And she had done that because... because...

There was nothing normd this morning. Not with Tall Stennington, not with Mr. Jude, not with the fox at
the edge of the woods. Not even with his parents because they were tense and worried and hurrying
acrossanewly planted field, and his mum till had on her dippers. Hisdad carried a shotgun. Hismum
had her arms crossed, perhaps againgt the cold but more likdly, Jack thought, againgt something else
entirely.

No, nothing was normal today.

They followed the furrows plowed into the field, stepping on green shoots and crushing them back into
the earth from whence they came. Jack glanced be-hind at his footprints, hisidentity ssamped into the
landscape only to be brushed away by the next ssorm. When he was younger he wanted to be an
agtronaut, purely for the excitement of zero-G, piloting experi-menta spacecraft and dodging asteroids
on theway out of the solar system. The idea still appealed to him, but his main reason now would beto
walk on the moon and leave his footprints behind. Hed heard that they would be there forever, or a
least near enough. When he was dead—yperhaps when everyone was dead—some diens might land on
the moon, and see hisfootprints, and think, Here was a guy willing to ex-plore. Here was a guy with
no closed doorsin his head, with an open mind. Here was a guy who might have believed in us.

Jack looked up at the ghost of the moon whereit gill hung in the clear morning sky. Hewondered if his



exact center line of Sght were extended, would he belooking at Nell Armstrong's footprints right now?
Helooked down at hisfeet and one of those doors in his mind flapped wide open.

Fdling to his knees, he plucked at agreen shoot. It felt dry and brittle between his ringers, not cool and
damp asit should have. He rubbed at it and it came apart, shedding its faded outer skin and exposing

pow-dery insides.

He picked another shoot and it was the same. Thethird bled a smear of greenish fluid acrosshis
finger-tips, but the next was as dry asthefirst, and the next.

"Jack, what's up son? What are you doing?' His dad had stopped and turned, glancing nervoudy past
Jack at the dtile asif congtantly expecting Mrs. Haswell and Gerad the Geriatric to come stumbling after
them.

Jack shook his head, not unable to understand—he understood perfectly well, even for a
twelve-year-old— but unwilling. The doors were open, but he was stub-bornly grasping the frames, not
wanting to enter the strange rooms presenting themsalves to him now.

"Thiscrop'sdead,” he said. "It looks fresh, Dad. Mum? Doesn't it dl ook so fresh?' His mum nodded,
cupping her elbowsin her hands and shivering. Jack held up apam full of crushed shoot. "But look. It's
al dead. It'still green, but it's not growing anymore.”

Helooked back at the village. Their footprints stood out in the young crop, three wavering lines of bent
and snapped shoots. And the hedge containing the stile they had hopped over... itscolorslike those of a
faded photograph, not lush and vibrant with the new growth of spring... He'd once read abook called
The Death of Grass. Now, he might belivingit.

To hisleft the hillsdes, speckled with sheep s0 till they looked like pustules on the face of the land.

To hisright the edge of astretch of woodland, at the other end of which stood their house, doors open,
toast burnt in the grille, perhaps till burning.

"Everything'sdying.”"
Hisdad sighed. "Not everything,” he said.

Jack began to shake, his stomach twisted into aknot and he was sure he was going to puke. Another
terrible admission from hisfather, another fearful ideaim-planted when redlly, he should be saying,
There, there, Jackie boy, nothing's changed, it's all in your imagina-tion.

What could he name? How could helay dl this out to understanding, to comprehension, to acceptance,
al ashe had been told? He tried, even though he thought it was useless. The villagers, like walking
dead, perhapsthey are. The plants, dry and brittle even though it's springtime. Mum and Dad,
scared to death... Hethought at first there was nothing there that would work, but then he named
another part of thisterrible day and adiver of hope kept the light shining: Mandy, in the town, saying
it's safe.

"Not everything, Jack," hisdad said again, perhapstrying to jolt his son back to redlity.

"Let'sgo," hismum said. "Come on, Jack, well tell you whilewerewalking... it'sonly two or three fields
away ... and ther€lll be help there.” She smiled, but it could not reach her eyes.

The motorway was not three fields away; it was sx. His parentstold Jack al they knew by thetime



they'd reached the end of the second field. He believed what they said because he could smell deathin
the third field, and he mentioned it, but his mum and dad lied to themsdlves by not even answering. Jack
was sure as hell he knew what deeth smelled like; he'd found a dead badger in the woods a year ago,
after al, and turned it over with agtick, and run home puking. Thiswas similar, only richer, stronger, asif
coming from alot more bodies. Some of them smelled cooked.

They saw the gationary cars on the motorway from two fields away. Wisps of smoke still rose here and
there. Severd vehicleswere twisted on their backs like dead beetles.

From the edge of the field abutting the motorway they saw the shapes sitting around the ruined cars— the
gray peoplein their colorful clothes—and a-though they could not tell for sure what they were egting, it
was mostly red.

Jack's dad raised his binoculars. Then he turned, grabbed Jack's and his mother's hands and ran back
they way they had come.

"Were they eating the people from the cars?' Jack asked, disgusted but fascinated.

His fathe—white-faced, frowning, shaking his head dightly asif trying to didodge amemory—did not
an-swer.

They waked quickly across another field, their path taking them away from the woods and between Tall
Stennington and the motorway. Neither wasin view any longer—the landscape here dipped and rose,
and al they could see around them was countryside. Noth-ing to give any indication of humankind's
presence; no chimney smoke or aircraft trails; no skyscrapers or whitewashed farm buildings.

No traffic noise. None at all.

Jack redized that he only noticed noise when it was no longer there.

"Dad, tell me!" Jack said. "The dead people—were they esating the people from the cars?!
"No," hisfather said.

Jack saw straight through thelie.

He had taken it dl in, everything his parents had told him, every snippet of information gleaned from the
panicked newscasts yesterday, the confused re-ports from overseas. He had listened and tekenit dl in,
but he did not really understand. He had aready seen it for himsalf—Mr. Jude and the peoplein the
village did not have adisease a al, and the young crop really was dead—but he could not believe. It
was too terrifying, too unred. Too crazy.

He whispered as they waked, naming the parts that scared him the most: Dead people, dead things,
still moving and walking. Dumb and aimless, but danger-ous just the same.

Those fingerslast night had not sounded aimless, those probings and proddings at their locked-up, safe
cottage. They had sounded anything but amless.

He carried on naming. Those of you who are im-mune, stay at home. The broadcasts his parents had
listened to had told of certain blood groups succumb-ing dower than others, and some being completely
immune. In away, these positive e ements to the broadcasts—the mentions of immunity—scared Jack
more. They made him fedl increasingly isolated, one of the few survivors, and what was | eft? What was
there that they could use now, where would they go when dead people could cut your brake cables (and
that sure as shit wasn't aimless, ether), when they caused crashes on the motorway so they could... they



could... ?

Jack stumbled, dug histoesinto afurrow and hit the dirt. His face pressed into the ground and hefelt dry
dead things scurrying across his cheeks. He wanted to cry but he could not, neither could he shout nor
scream, and then he redlized that what he wanted most was comfort. His mother'sarms around him, his
father ditting on the side of his bed stroking his brow as he did when Jack had the occasiond nightmare, a
cup of teabefore bed, half an hour reading before he turned out hislight and lay back to listen to the
night.

Hands did touch him, voices did try to soothe, but al Jack could hear was the silence. All he could smell
was the undercurrent of death in the motionless spring air.

Before the world receded into astrange flat bright-ness, Jack saw in sharp detail aline of ants marching
aong afurrow. They were moving strangely—too dowly, much dower than held ever seen one moving
before, asif they were in water—and he passed out wondering how aimless these red antsredlly were.

Hewas not unconscious for long. He opened his eyesto sunlight and sky and fluffy clouds, and he
suddenly knew that his parents had |eft him. They'd walked on, leaving him behind like an injured
commando on araid into enemy territory, afraid that he would dow them down and give the dead things
achance—

And then his mother's face appeared above his and her tears dropped onto his cheeks. "Jackie," she
said, smiling, and Jack could hear the lovein her voice. He did not know how—it did not sound any
different than usuad—but out here, lost .in adying landscape, he knew that sheloved him totally. She
would never leave him behind. Shewould rather die.

"l want to go home," Jack said, his own tears mixing with his mother's on hisface. He thought of the
cottage and al the good times he had spent there. It would be cold inside by now, maybe there were
birds... dead birds, arrogantly roosting on plate racks and picture frames. "Mum, | want to go home. |
want none of thisto happen.” He held up hisarms and she grabbed him, hugging him so tightly that his
face was pressed into her hair, his breath squeezed out. He could smdll her, awarm musk of sweat and
gade perfume, and he took solacein the familiar.

"We can't say heretoolong,” hisfather said, but he sat down in the dirt next to hiswife and son. "Weve
got to get on to Tewton."

"Tofind Mandy?"

"Tofind safety,” hisdad said. He saw Jack's crest-falen expression and averted hiseyes. "And to find
Mandy."

"She never hurt me, you know," Jack muttered.
" She scared you, made you run away!"

"I ran away mysdf! Mandy didn't make me. She only ever hurt herself!" Once more, hetried to recall his
time in the woods, but the effort conjured only sen-sations of cold, damp and dark. Ironicaly, he could
remember what happened afterward with ease—the coughing, the fevers, the nightmares, Mandy by his
bed, his shouting parents, Mandy running down their driveway, leaving her home behind—but still aday
and anight were missing from hislife.

It was a pointless argument, a dead topic, an amless one. So nothing more was said.

They were sllent for awhile, catching their breath and dl thinking their own thoughts. His mother



con-tinued to rock himin her lap, but Jack knew she was e sawhere, thinking other things. His dad had
broken open the shotgun and was making sure the two car-tridges in there were new.

"How do you kill adead thing, Dad?" Jack asked. A perfectly smple question, he thought. Logical.
Reason-able.

His dad looked acrossthe fields. Tewton should be afew milesthat way," he said. Helooked at his
watch, then up at the sun whereit hung low over the hills. "We could makeit by tonight if weredly push
it

Jack's mum began to cry. She pulled agrest clod of mud from one of her dippers and threw it at the
ground. "We can't go that far alone," she said. "Not on foot. Gray, we don't know what's happened, not
redly. They'll come and help us, cure everyone, send us home.”

n Trw?l
"Y ou know what | mean."

"Therewasafilm caled Them once," Jack said. "About giant ants and nuclear bombs. It was nothing like
this, though." Even as he spoke it, he thought maybe he was mistaken. He thought maybe the film was
very much likethis, amonstrous horror of human-kind's abuse of nature, and the harvest of grief it

reaped.

"It'sal so sudden,” hisdad said then. Jack actually saw his shoulders droop, his head dip down, asif he
were being shrunken and reduced by what had hap-pened. "1 don't think there's much help around, not
out here. Not yet."

"It1l bedl right in Tewton," Jack said quietly. "Mandy said it was safe there. She phoned us because she
wasworried, so weve got to go. | don't want to stay out in the dark. Not after last night, Mum.
Remem-ber the noises?'

His mother nodded and tightened her lips.

"] don't want to know what made those noises." Jack felt close to tears once more, but he could not let
them come, he would not.

A breeze came up and rustled through the dead young crop.
Jack jerked upright, eyeswide, mouth hanging open.

There was something around the corner of the re-shaped field, out of sight behind aclump of trees. He
could not heer it, or smell it exactly, but he knew it was dead, and he knew it was moving thisway.

"Mum," hesad. "Dad. There's something coming.”

They looked around and listened hard, his dad tight-ening his grip on the shotgun. "'l can't—"
"Therel" Jack said, pointing across the field a second before something walked into view.
His mother gasped. "Oh, no."

His dad stood and looked behind them, judging how far it was to the hedge.

Eight people emerged from the hidden leg of the field, one after another. There were men and women
and one child. All of them moved strangdly, asif they only just learned how to walk, and most of them



wore night clothes. The exceptions were a policeman—his uniform torn and muddied—and someone
dressed in athick swester, ripped jeans and abobble hat. He had something dangling from hisleft hand;
it could have been aleash, but there was no dog.

One of the women had fresh blood splattered across the front of her nightgown.
The child was chewing something bloody. Flies buzzed around his head, but none seemed to be land-ing.
Perhaps, Jack thought, the flies are dead as well .

The people did not pause. They walked straight at Jack and his parents, arms swinging by their sdes
from smple motion, not habit.

"l doubt they can run that fast," Jack's dad said.
"I'm scared,” his mother whispered.
"But can they get through the hedge, Dad? Once we're through, will they follow us?'

Jack looked from the people to the hedge, and back again. He knew what was wrong with them—they
were dead and they craved livefood, his parents had learned dl that from the news yesterday—»but till
he did not want to believe.

Their nogtrils did not flare, their mouths hung open but did not drool, their feet plodded insstently.... but
not aimlesdy. These dead things had a purpose, it seemed, and that purpose would bein their eyes, were
they moist enough to throw back reflections.

"They'relooking a us," Jack said quietly.
They walked dowly, coming on like wind-up toyswith broken innards; no lifein their movementsat dl.
Seconds | ater, they charged.

Whatever preconceptions Jack had about the ability of dead things to move were daughtered here and
now. The dead folk did not run, they rampaged, churn-ing up the earth with heavy footfals, shattering the
strange peace with the suddenness of their movement. Y et their faces barely changed, other than the
dack movement of their jaws sngpping shut each time their feet struck mud. They did not shout or pant
because, Jack guessed, they had no bregth.

His dad fired the shotgun and then they al ran to-ward the hedge. Jack did not see what effect the shot
had; he did not want to. He could sense the distance rapidly closing between them. The hedge seemed a
hundred steps away, athousand miles, and then he saw hisfather dowly dropping behind.

"Dad, comeon!"
"Run, Jackie!"

"Dad!" He was fumbling with the shotgun, Jack saw, plucking out the spent cartridges and trying to load
fresh ones. "Dad, don't bother, just run!™

"Gray, Gray," he heard his mother panting under her breath, but she did not turn around. She reached the
hedge first and launched hersdlf a what she thought was an easy gap to squeeze through. She squealed,
and then screamed, when she became impal ed on barbed wire and sharp sticks.

Jack was seconds from the hedge but his dad was now out of sight, behind him and to the left. Jack was



watching hisfeet so hedid not trip, but in his mind's eye he saw something else: hisfather caught, then
trampled, then gnawed into, eaten dive while he lay there broken-backed and defensdless. ..

He reached the hedge but did not dow down. In-stead he jumped, scrabbling with his hands and feet
even before he struck the tangled growth, hauling him-self up and through the sharp thorns, the biting
branches, the crisp spring foliage. Bloody tears sprang from cuts on his hands and arms.

"Mum!" he shouted as he tumbled over the other side. The breath was knocked from him as he landed,
and he crawled back to the hedge in akind of slent, airlessvoid.

Ashefound his bregth, he heard the blast of the shotgun once more. Something hit the ground.

His mum was struggling in the heart of the hedge and Jack went to her aid. She was aready cut and
bleeding, the splashes of blood vivid againgt withered leaves and rotting buds. " Stop struggling!” he
shouted.

Theshotgun again.
"Dad"
He could see glimpses of frantic movement through the hedge—

And then he knew it was going to be dl right. Not forever—in the long term everything was dark and
lonely and different—but for now they would al pull through. He saw his bloodied parents hugging each
other, felt the coolness of blood on his neck, smelled the scent of desth receding asthey left the mindless
dead behind to feed on other things. He aso saw a place where everything would be fine, but he had no
idea how to get there.

"Jack, help me!"™ his mother shouted, and everything rushed back. He reached out and grabbed her arms,
and athough she screamed, il he pulled.

The hedge moved and shuddered as bodies crashed into it on the other side. He could not see his dad,
but he did not worry; there was nothing to worry about

(yet, nothing to worry about yet)
and then he came scrambling over, throwing the shotgun to the ground and following close behind.

His mother came free with afinal harsh scream. Jack saw the wounds on her arms and shoulders where
the barbed wire had dashed in and torn out, and he began to cry.

"Oh, Janey," hisdad said, hugging hiswife and let-ting histears dilute her blood. Jack closed hiseyes
because his mum was bleeding. .. shewas hurt and she was bleeding. .. But then she was hugging him
and her blood cooled on his skin.

"Comeon, | don't want to stay hereaminutelonger,”" hisfather said. "And maybethey'll find away
through. Maybe."

They hurried aong the perimeter of the new field, keeping awary look out in case this place, too, had
occupants ready to chase them into the ground.

Jack looked back only once. Shapes were silhou-etted on and in the hedge like grotesque fruits, their
arms twitching uselesdy, clothes and skin stretched and torn on barbed wire and dead wood.

Hedid not ook again, but he heard their strugglesfor along while. By thetime he and hisfamily reached



the gate that led out into alittle country lane, their stench had been carried away on the breeze.
The lane looked unused, but at least it wasasign of humanity.
Jack was so glad to seeit.

They turned east. Jack wondered at his conviction that there was something dangerous approaching,
mo-ments before the crowd had rounded the corner in the field. He had smelled them, of course, that
wasit. Or perhaps he had heard them. He had a good sense of hearing, his mother always said so.

Or perhaps he had smply known that they were there.

His mother and father were walking close together behind him, dmost rubbing shoulders. Almost, but not
quite, because hismum's arm was amess. There was blood dripping from her fingertips as they walked,
and Jack had seen her shoulder where aflap of skin hung down across her armpit, and he'd seen the
meat of her there where the barbed wire had torn her open.

It didn't hurt, she said. It was numb, but it didn't hurt. Jack knew from the way she talked that the
numbness would not last. Once the shock had worn off and the adrenaline drained from her system, the
dow firewould ignite and the pain would come in surges. For his mother, the future was aterrifying place
promising nothing but worse to come.

Totdal slence surrounded them. The landscape had taken on an eerie appearance, one normally reserved
for the strangest of autumn evenings, when the sun was sinking behind wispy clouds and the moon had
dready reveded itsdf. The hillsin the distance were smothered in mist, only occasionad smudges of green
showing through like old bruises. Nearer by, clumps of trees sprouted on ancient hillocks. Thetreeswere
al old, Jack knew, otherwise the farmers would have cut them down; but today they looked positively
an-cient. Today they looked fossilized, petrified like the wood hisfriend Jamie had brought back from his
hol-iday in the Dominican Republic the year before, wood so old it waslike stone.

What would those trees fed! like now? Jack won-dered. Would their trunks be cold and dry asrock, or
wasthere ill that eectric dampness of something alive? Were their leaves as green and fresh and vibrant
asthey should bein the spring. .. or were they as dead inside as the young harvest across the fields?

If I cut them, Jack thought, will they bleed?

"Hang on," hismum said, and he knew that the pain had begun. He turned back and saw her sink dowly
to her kneesin thelane, his dad standing over her, one hand reaching out but not touching her shoulder
because he did not know what to do. It was adways Jack's mum who did the comforting, the
molly-coddling when Dad had a cold, the reassuring when Jack woke from nightmares and became
frustrated when he just could not explain exactly what they were about. And now that she needed
comforting, his dad was standing there like he was bal ancing ateacup on the back of his hand, unableto
help hiswife where she kndlt bleeding and crying into the muck.

"Mum," Jack said, "my teacher said that painistran-gtory."
"Bigwords, Jackie," she said, trying to smilefor him.

"It'swhat he said, though. He wastelling us because Jamie was going to the dentit for afilling, and he
was scared of the needle. Mr. Travis said painistrangtory, you fed it when it happens but afterward you
can't remember exactly what it waslike. Y ou can't recreate pain in your memories because your body
won't let you. Otherwiseit'll only hurt again.”

His dad handed her ahandkerchief and shelifted her deeve dowly, reveding some of the smaller cuts



and dabbing at them asif that would take her attention from the gaping wound in her shoulder. "The point
being?' she said, sharply but not unkindly. Jack could see that she was grateful for the distraction.

"Widll, if you're hurting just cast your mind into the future. When you're dl better, you won't even
remem-ber what the hurting waslike. And pain doesn't actu-aly hurt you, anyway. It'sonly in your
head. Y our cutswill hed, Mum. In afew daysit won't matter.”

"Inafew days..." shesaid, amiling and sighing and opening her mouth asif to finish the sentence. But she
leftit at that.

"It'samost midday," hisdad said.
"] should bein schoal."
"School's off, kiddo!" Tears were cascading past his mum's smiling mouth.

"We should get moving, if we can. Janey, you think you can move, honey? If were going to get to
Tew-ton—"

"Where arewe now?" Jack's mum asked suddenly.
His dad frowned but did not answer.
"Gray? Don't tell methat. Don't say we'relogt.”

"Well," hesad, "Tdl Stennington is maybe three miles back thataway.” He turned and pointed the way
they had come, though Jack thought he was probably off by about asixth of acircle anyway. "So we
must be nearing the river by now. Y ou think, Jackie?"

You think, Jackie? His dad, asking him for advice in something so important. He tried to see himsdif
from hisfather's eyes. Short, skinny, into books instead of his dad's beloved footbal, intelligent in hisown
right but academically average... akid. Just akid. How-ever much Jack thought about things, used big
words, had a hard-on when he watched bikini-clad women on holiday programs... hewasjust akid to
his dad.

"No," Jack said. "I think you're abit off there, Dad. | reckon we're closer to Peter's Acre than anything,
s0 we redlly need to head more that way, if we can.” He pointed off acrossthe fieldsto where the
landscape rose in the distance, lifting toward a heavily wooded hillsde. "Tewton is over that hill, through
the woods. If you drive you go that way, yes," he said, indicating the direction hisfather had suggested.
"Butif | wereacrow, I'd go there.”

"So by thetimewe get that far,” hismum said, "what I'm feding now I'd have forgotten.”
Jack nodded, but he was frowning.

"Ok, Jackie. Let'shitit." And up she stood, careful not to look down at the strip of her husband's T-shirt
wrapped around her shoulder, already stained a deep, wet red.

They left the lane and moved off acrossthe fields toward the tree-covered hillside in the distance.
Be-tween them and the woods lay severd fields, aveiny network of hedges, hints of other lanes snaking
from here to there and afarmstead. It looked quiet and de-serted; no smoke rose from its chimneys; its
yard seemed, from this distance, empty and till. Y et for thefirst time, Jack was glad that his dad was
carying thegun.



Something had changed, Jack thought, since before their flight from the dead people and his mother being
tangled and wounded in the hedge. It was her attitude to things—the nervousness had been swept aside
by the pain, so that now she seemed to accept things more as they came than as she expected them to
be. But this change in his mother had dso moved down the line to hisfather and himsdlf, dtering the
subtle hierarchy of the family, shifting emphases around so that none of them were quite the people they
had been that morning.

Jack suddenly wanted to see Mandy. In the four years since her leaving home she had become
some-thing of astranger. They till saw her on occasion— though it was dways she who cameto visit
them— but she changed so much every time that Jack would see a different person walking in the door.
She and Jack were gtill very close and there was an easy atmo-sphere between them that his parents
seemed to re-sent, but she was not the Mandy he remembered.

Sometimes Jack would imagine that hissster was dtill living at home. He would go into her bedroom, and
athough it had been cleared out by his parents and | eft serile and bland—forever awaiting avisitor to
abuse its neatness—he could sense her and hear her and smédll her. Only his memories placed her there,
of course, but hewould st and chat with her for hours.

Sometimes, when he next spoke to her on the phone, they would carry on their conversation.

"When can we go to see Mandy?" he asked, realizing as he spoke that he sounded like awhiner. They
were going, that was that, and they certainly could not move any faster.

"Well bethere by tonight, Jackie," his mother said comfortingly.

"Y ou do love her, don't you?" he asked.

"Of course we do! She's our daughter—your sister— so of course we love her!”
"So why don't we go to see her anymore?”

His mother was sillent for awhile, hisfather offering no help. There was only the crunch of their feet
crush-ing new grassinto crisp green fragmentsin the dirt. It sounded to Jack as though they were walking
onthinice.

"Sometimes peoplefal out,” hismother said. " There was that time she made you run away—"
"Shedidnt makeme. | told you, | did it mysdif!”

His mother winced in pain as she turned to him and Jack felt ashamed, ashamed that he was putting her
through this soon after she had been dragged through awire fence and torn to shreds. But then, he
thought, maybe there was no better time. Her defenses were down, the pain wasfiltering her thoughts
and letting only essentia ones through, holding back the ballast and, maybe, discarding it atogether.

"Mandy scared you," she said. " She was doing some-thing she shouldn't have been doing and she scared
you and you ran away. We didn't find you until the next day, and you dont'..." She looked up at the sky,
but Jack could ill seethetears. ™Y ou don't know what that night did to your Dad and me." ¢

"But you il love her?"
His mother nodded. " Of course we do."

Jack thought about thisfor awhile, wondering whether easy tak and being together were redly the most
important thingsthere were. That's okay then," hesaid findly. "I'm hungry.”



Mum dying because she's hurt, he thought, naming hisfears automaticaly. Things changing, it's all
still changing. Dead people. I'm afraid of the dead people.

"Well eat when we get to Tewton," hisdad said from up ahead.
"And I'mthirgty.” No food, no drink... no people at all. Death; we could die out here.

"When we get to Tewton, Jackie," his dad said, more forcefully than before. He turned around and Jack
could see how much he had changed, even over the last hour. The extraordinary had been presented to
him, thrugt in hisface in the form of agang of dead people, denying disbdief. Unimaginable, impossible,
true.

"| expect those people just wanted help, Dad." He knew it was crazy even as he said it—he knew they'd
wanted more than that; he had seen the fresh blood— but maybe the idea would drain some of the strain
from hisdad'sface. And maybe alie could hide the truth, and help hold back his mother's pain, and bring
Mandy back to them where she belonged, and per-haps they were only on aquiet walk in the country ...

"Comeon, son," hisfather said, and Jack did not know whether he meant move along, or give me a
break. Whatever, he hated the air of defest in hisvoice.

My dad, failing, hethought. Pulling away from things already, falling down into himself. What
about Mum? What about me?

Who's going to protect us?

They had crossed one field and were nearing the edge of another when Jack suddenly recognized their
surroundings. To the left stood an old barn, doorsrot-ted away and ivy making its home between the
stones. Theivy was dead now, but il it clotted the building's openings, asif holding something precious
indde. Totheright, a thefar corner of thefield, an old metd plow rusted down into the ground. He
remembered playing war here, diving behind the plow while Jamie threw mud grenades hisway, ack—
ack—acting a stream of machine-gun fire acrossthe field, crawling through the rape crop and plowing
their own paths toward and away from each other. Good times, and lost times, never to be revisited; he
felt that now more than ever. Lost times.

"I know thisplacel” he said. "There's a pond over there behind that hedge, with anidand inthe middle
and everything!" Heran to the edge of the field, aming for the gate where it stood haf open.

"Jack, wait!" his dad shouted, but Jack was away, cool breeze ruffling his hair and lifting some of the
nervous swegt from his skin. The crinkle of shoots be-neath hisfeet suddenly seemed louder and Jack
wanted nothing more than to get out onto the road, leave these dead things behind, find acar or thumb a
lift into Tewton where there would be help, where there had to be help, because if there wasn't then
where the hell would there be help?

Nowhere. There's no help anywhere. The thought chilled him, but he knew it wastrue, just as he had
known that there were dead people around the corner of the field—

—just as he knew that there was something very, very wrong here aswell. He could smdll it dlready, a
rich, warm tang to the air instead of the musty smell of deeth they had been living with al morning. A
fresh samdll. But he kept on running because he could not do anything ese, even though he knew he
should ay inthefield, knew he had to stay in thefield for his own good. He had played here with Jamie.
They had shared good times here so it must be agood place.

Jack darted through the gate and out onto the pitted road.



The colors struck him first. Bright colorsin aland-scape so dull with degth.

The car was ablazing ydlow, ameta banana his mum would have called it, never lose that in acar park
shewould say. Insde the car sat awoman in ared dress, and inside the woman moved something else, a
squirrd, itstail limp and heavy with her blood. The dresswas not al red, he could see awhite deeve and
atorn white flap hanging from the open door, touch-ing the road.

Her face had been ripped off, her eyestorn out, her throat chewed away.

There was something else on the road next to the car, amass of meat torn apart and spread across the
tarmac. Jack saw the flash of bone and an eyeless head and aleg, till attached to the bulky torso by
strands of stuff, but they did not truly register. What he did see and understand were the dozen small
rodents chewing at the remnants of whatever it had been. Their tailswerelong and hairless, their bodies
black and dick with the blood they wallowed in. They chewed dowly, but not thoughtfully because there
could not have been asingle thought in their little dead minds.

"Dad," Jack gasped, trying to shout but unableto find a breath.

Morethingslay farther toward the pond, and for aterrible moment Jack thought it was another body that
had been taken apart (because that's what he saw, he knew that now, his mind had permitted
understanding on the gtrict proviso that he—)

He turned and puked and fell to hiskneesin his own vomit, looking up to see hisfather sanding a the
gate and staring past him at the car.

Jack looked again, and he redlized that although the thing farther aong the road had once been a
person— he could seeits head, like ashop dummy's that had been stepped on and covered in shit and
set on fire so the eyes melted and rolled out to leave black pits— there was no blood at all, no wetness
there. Nothing chewed on these sad remains.

Dead aready when the car ran them over. Standing there in the road, dead aready, |etting themselves be
hit so that the driver—he had been tdl, good looking, the girl in his passenger seat smal and mousdlike
and scared into a gibbering, snotty wreck—would get out and go to see what he had done. Opening
himsdlf up to attack from the Side, things darting from the ditches and downing him and falling on him
quickly... and quietly. No sound gpart from the girl's screams as she saw what was happening, and then
her scream had changed in tone.

When they'd had their fill, they dragged themsdlves away to leave the remainsto smaler dead things.

"Oh God, Dad!" Jack said, because he did not want to know anymore. Why the hell should he? How the
hell did he know what he knew already?

His dad reached down and scooped him up into hisarms, pressing his son'sface into his shoulder so he
did not have to look anymore. Jack raised his eyes and saw his mother walk dowly from thefield, and
shewastrying not to look aswell. She stared straight at Jack's face, her gaze unwavering, her lips tensed
with the effort of not succumbing to human curiosity and sub-jecting herself to asight that would live with
her for-ever.

But of course shelooked, and her liquid scream hurt Jack as much as anything ever had. Heloved his
mum because she loved him; he knew how much sheloved him. His parents had bought him a
microscope for Christmas and she'd pricked her finger with aneedle so that he could look at her blood,
that's how much she loved him. He hated to hear her scared, hated to see her in pain. Her fear and agony
weredl hisown.



Hisfather turned and ushered his mum down the road, away from the open banana car with its bright red
mess, away from the bloody dead things eating up what was left. Jack, facing back over hisdad's
shoul-der, watched the scene until it disappeared around abend in the road. He listened to hisfather's
labored breathing and his mother's panicked gasps. He looked at the pale green hedges, where even now
hints of rot were showing through. And he wanted to go home.

"Are you scared, Jack?" Mandy had asked.
"No," he said truthfully.

"Not of me," she smiled. "Not of Mum and Dad and what's happening, that'll sort itself out. |

mean ever. Are you ever scared of things? The dark, spiders, death, war, clowns? Ever, ever, ever
?l

Jack went to shake his head, but then he thought of things that did frighten him a little. Not
outright petrified, just disturbed, that's how he sometimes felt. Maybe that's what Mandy meant.

"Well," he said, "there'sthisthing on TV. It's Planet of the Apes, the TV show, not the film. There's
a bit at the beginning with the gorilla army man, Urko. His face is on the screen and sometimes it
looks so big that it's bigger than the screen. It's really in the room, you know? Well... | hide behind
my hands."

"But do you peek?"
"No!"

I've seen that program,” Mandy said, even though Jack was pretty sure she had not. "I've seen it,
and you know what? There's nothing at all to be scared of. I'll tell you why: The bit that scares
you is made up of a whole bunch of bits that won't. A man in a suit; a cam-era trick, an actor, a
nasty voice. And that man in the suit goes home at night, has a cup of tea, picks his nose and goes
to the toilet. Now that's not very scary, isit?"

Even though he felt ill Jack giggled and shook his

head. "No!" He wondered whether the next time he watched that opening sequence, he'd be as
scared as before. He figured maybe he would, but in a subtly dif-ferent way. A grown-up way.

"Fear's made up of aload of things," she said, "and if you know those things... if you can name
them... you're most of the way to accepting your fear."

"But what if you don't know what it is? What if you can't say what's scaring you?"

His sister looked up at the ceiling and tried to smile, but she could not. "I'vetried it, over the last
few days," she whispered. "I've named you, and Mum, and Dad, and the woods, and what
happened, and you... out there in the woods, alone... and loneliness itself. But it doesn't work.”
She looked down at Jack again, looked straight into his eyes. "If that happens then it should be
scaring you. Real fear islike intense pain. It's there to warn you something's truly wrong."

| hope | dways know, Jack thought. 1 hope | dways know what I'm afraid of.
Mandy began singing softly. Jack slept.
"Ohno! Dad, it'sonfirel"



They had |eft the scene of devastation and headed toward the farm they'd spotted earlier, intending to
find something to eat. It went unspoken that they did not expect to discover anyone dive at the farm.
Jack only hoped they would not find anyone dead, either.

They paused in the lane, which was s0 infrequently used that grass and dock leaves grew in profusion
aong its centrd hump. Insipid green grass and yel-lowed dock now, though here and there tufts of
re-bdliouslife fill poked through. The puddied whed ruts held the occasiond dead thing swimming
fechly.

Jack's dad raised his binoculars, took along look at the farm and lowered them again. "It's not burning.
Something is, but it's not the farm. A bonfire, | think. | think the farmer'sthere, and he's arted abonfire
inhisyard."

"I wonder what he could be burning,” Jack's mother said. She was pale and tired, her left arm tucked
be-tween the buttons of her shirt to try to ease the blood loss. Jack wanted to cry every time he looked
at her, but he could see tearsin her eyes aswell, and he did not want to give her cause to shed any more.

"Well go and find out.”

"Dad, it might be dangerous. There might be. .. those people there. Thosethings." Dead things, Jack
thought, but the idea of dead things walking gtill seemed too ridiculousto voice.

"We need food, Jack," hisdad said, glancing at hismother ashe said it. "And adrink. And some
bandages for your mum, if we can find some. We need help.”

"I'm scared. Why can't we just go on to Tewton?”

"And when we get there, and there are people mov-ing around in the streets, will you want to hold back
then? In case they're the dead things we've seen?”

Jack did not answer, but he shook his head because he knew his dad was right.

"I'll go on ahead dightly," hisdad said. "I've got the gun. That'll op anything that comes at us. Jack, you
help your mum.”

Didn't stop the other people, Jack thought. And you
couldn't shoot at Mrs. Haswell, could you, Dad? Couldn't shoot at someone you knew.

"Don't gotoo fast," hismum said quietly. "Gray, | cant wak too fast. | fed faint, but if | wak dowly |
can keep my head clear.”

He nodded, then started off, holding the shotgun across his ssomach now instead of dipped over his
elbow. Jack and his mother held back for awhile and watched him go, Jack thinking how smdl and
scared he looked againgt the frightening landscape.

"Youdl right, Mum?'

She nodded but did not turn her head. "Come on, let's follow your dad. In ten minuteswell be having a
nice warm cup of teaand some bread in the farmer's kitchen."

"But what's he burning? Why the bonfire?'

His mother did not answer, or could not. Perhaps she was using al her energy to walk. Jack did the only
thing he could and stayed dong beside her.



The lane crossed a B-road and then curved around to the farmyard, bounded on both sides by high
hedges. Therewas no sign of any traffic, no hint that anyone had come this way recently. Jack looked to
his|eft where the road rose dowly up out of the valey. In the distance he saw something walk from one
sdeto the other, dowly, asif unafraid of being run down. It may have been adeer, but Jack could not be
sure.

"Look," hismum said quietly. "Oh Jackie, look."

There was an area of tended plants at the entrance to the farm lane, rose bushes pointing skeletal thorns
skyward and clematis smothered in pink buds turning brown. But it was not this his mother was pointing
a with afinger covered in blood; it wasthe birds. There were maybe thirty of them, sparrows from what
Jack could make out, though they could just as easily have been sskinsthat had lost their color. They
flapped usdedy a the air, heads jerking with the effort, eyeslike small black stones. They did not make
asound, and that is perhaps why his father had not seen them as he walked by. Or maybe he had seen
them and chosen to ignore the sight. Their wings were obvioudy wesk, their muscleswasting. They did
not givein. Even as Jack and his mother passed by they continued to flap usdesdy at air that no longer
wished to support them.

Jack kept his eyes on them in case they followed.

They could smell the bonfire now, and tendrils of smoke wafted across the lane and into the fields on
either sde. "That's not abonfire," Jack said. "1 can't smell any wood." His mother began to sob as she
walked. Jack did not know whether it was from her pain, or something else entirely.

A gunshot coughed at the silence. Jack's father crouched down low, twenty paces ahead of them. He
brought his gun up but there was no smoke coming from the barrdl. "Wait—!" he shouted, and another
shot rang out. Jack actudly saw the hedge next to his dad flicker as pellets tore through.

"Get away!" avoice said from adistance. "Get out of here! Get away!"

His dad backed down the lane, still in acrouch, sgnding for Jack and his mum to back up aswell. "Wait,
we'redl right, were norma. We just want some help.”

Therewas silence for afew seconds, then another two aimless shotsin quick succession. "I'll kill you!™
the voice shouted again, and Jack could tell its owner was crying. Y ou killed my Janice, you made me
kill her again, and I'll kill you!"

Jack's dad turned and ran to them, keeping his head tucked down asif his shoulders would protect it
againgt ashotgun blast. "Back to theroad,” he said.

"But we could reason with him."

"Janey, back to the road. The guy's burning his own cattle and some of them are till moving. Back to the
road."

"Some of them are till moving," Jack repeated, fas-cination and disgust—two emotionswhich, asa
young boy, he was used to experiencing in tandem—blurring hiswords.

"Left here," hisfather said asthey reached the B-road. "Well skirt around the farm and head up to-ward
the woods. Tewton ison the other side of the forest.”

"Therésabig hill fird, isn't there?' hismum said. "A steep hill?"

Tfs not that steep.”



"However steepitis..." But hismum trailed off, and when Jack looked at her he saw tears on her
cheeks. A second glance reveal ed the moisture to be sweat, not tears. It was not hot, hardly even warm.
He wished shewas crying instead of sweating.

Hisfather hurried them along the road until the farm was out of sight. The smell of the fire faded into the
background scent of the countryside, passing over from lush and dive, to wan and dead. Jack could ill
not come to termswith what he was seeing. It was asif hiseyeswere dowly losing their ability to discern
colorsand vitdity in things, the whole of hisvision turning into one of those sepia-tinted photographs hed
seen in his grandmother's house, where people never smiled and the edges were eaten away by time and
too many thumbs and fingers. Except the bright red of his mother's blood was still there, even though the
hedges were pastel instead of vibrant. His dad's face was pale, yes, but the burning spots on his
cheeks—they flared when he was angry or upset, or both—were as bright as ever. Some colors, it
seemed, could not be subsumed so eesily.

"Wewont al fade away, will we, Dad?Y ou won't et me and Mum and Mandy fade away, will you?"

His dad frowned, then ruffled his hair and squeezed the back of his neck. "Don't worry, son. Well get to
Tewton and everything will bedl right. They'll be do-ing something to help, they're bound to. They have
to."

"Who are 'they,’ Dad?" Jack said, echoing his mum'’s question from that morning.
His dad shook his head. "Wdll, the government. The services, you know, the police and fire brigade.”

Maybe they've faded away too. Jack thought. He did not say anything. It seemed he was keeping alot
of histhoughtsto himself lately, making secrets. Insteed, he tried naming some of his fears—they seemed
more expansive and numerous every time he thought about them—but there was far too much he did not
know. Fear islike pain, Mandy had told him. Maybe that's why his mum was hurting so much now.
Maybe that'swhy he felt so much like crying. Underneath al the running around and the weirdness of
today, perhaps hewastruly in pain.

They followed the twisting road for ten minutes be-fore hearing the sound of gpproaching vehicles.

"Stand back," Jack's dad said, stretching out and ushering Jack and his mum up againgt the hedge. Jack
hated the fed of the dead leaves and buds against the back of hisneck. They fdt likelong fingernails, and
if hefdt them move... if hefdt them twitch and begin to scratch. ..

The hedges were high and overgrown here, though stark and sharp in death, and they did not seethe
cars until they were almost upon them. They were both battered almost beyond recognition, paint
scoured off to reved rusting metal beneath. It's asif even the cars are dying, Jack thought, and though
it was afoolish notion it chilled him and made him hug his dad.

His dad brought up the gun. Jack could fed him shaking. He could fed the fear there, thetensionin his
legs, the effort it was taking for him to bresthe.

"Dad?' he said, and he was going to ask what was wrong. He was going to ask why was he pointing a
gun at people who could help them, maybe give them alift to Tewton.

"Oh dear God," hismum said, and Jack heard the crackle as she leaned back against the hedge.

There were bodies tied across the bonnets of each car. HE'd seen pictures of huntersin America,
return-ing to town with deer strapped across the front of their cars, parading through the streetswith kills
they had made. Thiswas not the same because these bodies were not kills. They were dead, yes, but not



kills, be-cause their headsrolled on their necks, their hands twisted at the wrigt, their legs shook and their
hedl's banged on the hot meta beneath them.

Jack's father kept his gun raised. The cars dowed and Jack saw the facesinside, young for the most part,
eyes wide and mouths open in sneers of rage or fear or mockery, whatever it was Jack could not tell.
Living faces, but mad aswdll.

"Wannalift?' one of the youths shouted through the Hal's smashed windscreen.
"I think well walk," Jack's dad said.

"It'snot safe.”” The carsdrifted to astanddtill. "These fuckers are everywhere. Saw them eating afucking
bunch of people on the motorway. Ran them over.” He leaned through the windscreen and patted the
dead woman's head. She stirred, her eyes blank and black, skin ripped in so many placesit looked to
Jack like she was shedding. " So, you wannallift?"

"Where are you going?' Jack asked.

The boy shrugged. He had ableeding cut on hisface; Jack was glad. The dead didn't bleed. "Dunno.
Somewhere where they can figure out what these fuck-ers are about.”

"Who are 'they'?' Jack's dad asked.

The youth shrugged again, his bravado diluted by doubt. His eyes glittered and Jack thought he was
go-ing to cry, and suddenly he wished the youth would curse again, shout and be big and brave and
defiant.

"Well wak. Were going to Tewton.”
"Yes, Mandy rang and said it's safe there!" Jack said excitedly.
"Best of luck to you then, little man,” the driver said.

Then he accelerated away. The second car followed, frightened faces staring out. The cars—the dead
and the living—soon passed out of sight aong the road.

"Into the fields again," Jack's dad said. "Up the hill to the woods. It's safer there.”

Safer among dead things than among the living, Jack thought. Again, he kept histhought to himsdlf.
Again, they started acrossthefields.

They saw severa cows standing very gill in the dis-tance, not chewing, not snorting, not flicking their
tails. Their udders hung dack and empty, teats dready black. They seemed to belooking in their
direction. None of them moved. They looked like photos Jack had seen of the concrete cowsin Milton
Keynes, though those looked more lifelike.

It took an hour to reach the edge of the woods. Flies buzzed them but did not bite, the skies were empty
of birds, things crawled aong at the edges of fields, where dead crops met dead hedges.

Thethought of entering the woods terrified Jack, though he could not say why. Perhapsit wasa
sub-conscious memory of the time he had been lost in the woods. That time had been followed by a
mountain of heartache. Maybe he was anticipating the same now.

Instead, as they passed under thefirst stretch of dip-ping trees, they found a house, and a garden and
more bright colors than Jack had namesfor.



"Look at that! Janey, look at that! Jack, see, | told you, it'snot all bad!" The cottage was smal, its roof
dumped in the mid-die and its woodwork painted abright, cheery yellow. The garden wasablazing
attack of color, and for awhile Jack thought he was seeing something from afairy tale. Roses were only
thisred in Sories, beansthis green, grass so pure, ivy so darkly gorgeous across two sides of the house.
Only infary taesdid potted plants stand in windowsll| ranks so perfectly, their petds kiss-ing each other
but never stedling or leeching color from their neighbor. Greens and reds and blues and violetsand
yellows, al stood out againgt the backdrop of the house and the limp, dying woods behind it. In the
woods there were il colors, true, vague echoes of past glories clinging to branches or leaves or fronds.
But this garden, Jack thought, must be where dl the color in the world had fled, aNoah's Ark for every
known shade and tint and perhaps afew gill to be discovered. There was magic in this place.

"Oh, wow," hismum said. She was amiling, and Jack was glad. But hisfather, who had waked to the
garden gate and pulled an overhanging rose stem to his nose, was no longer smiling. His expression was
asfar away from asmileas could be.

"It'snot redl," hisdad said.

What?"

"Thisroseisntred. It's... synthetic. It'sslk, or something.”

"But thegrass, Dad..."

Jack ran to the gate as hisfather pushed through it, and they hit the lawns together.
"Adtroturf. Like they use on footbal pitches, some-times. Looks pretty real, doesn't it, son?"
"The beans. Thefruit trees, over there next to the cottage.”

"Beansand fruit? In oring?”’

Jack's mum was through the gate now, using her one good hand to caress the plants, squeeze them and
watch them spring back into shape, bend them and hear the tiny snap asaplastic ssem broke. Againgt
the fake colors of the fake plants, she looked very paleindeed.

Jack ran to the fruit bushes and tried to pluck one of the red berries hanging there in abundance. It was
difficult parting it from its stem, but it eventually popped free and he threw it Sraight into his mouth. He
was not redlly expecting aburst of fruity flesh, and he was not proved wrong. It tasted like theinsde of a
yogurt carton: plastic and false.

"It'snot fair!" Jack ran to the front door of the cot-tage and hammered on the old wood, ignoring his
farther's hissed words of caution from behind him. His mum was poorly, they needed some food and
drink, there were dead things—dead things, for fucking hell's sske—walking around and chasing them
and eating people. Saw them eating afucking bunch of people on the motorway, the man in the car had
sad.

All that, and now this, and none of it wasfair.

The door drifted open. There were good smells from within, but old smellsaswell: the echoes of fresh
bread; the memory of pastries; avagueideathat chicken had been roasted here recently, though surely
not today and probably not yesterday.

"There'sno one herel" Jack called over his shoulder.



"They might be upgtairs”

Jack shook his head. No, he knew this place was empty. He'd known the people in thefield were
com-ing and he'd seen what the dead folk in the banana car were like before. .. before he saw them for
real. And he knew that this cottage was empty.

Hewent insde.

His parents dashed in after him, even his poor mum. He felt bad about making her rush, but once they
wereinsde and his dad had looked around, they knew they had the place to themsalves.

"It'sjust not fair," Jack said once again, elbows resting on awindowsill in the kitchen, chin cradled in
cupped hands. "All those calors..."

There was alittle bird in the garden, another survi-vor drawn by the colors. It was darting here and there,
working at thefruit, pecking at invishbleinsects, flut-tering from branch to plastic branch in a state of
in-creasing agitation.

"Why would someone do this?* his mum asked. She was Sitting at the pitted wooden table with a glass of
orangejuice and adice of cake. Redl juice, red cake. "Why construct a garden so false?"

"| fed bad about just eating their stuff,” hisdad said. "'l mean, who knowswho lives here? Maybeit'sa
little old lady and she has her garden like this because she'stoo frail to tend it herself. Well leave some
money when we go." He tapped his pockets, sighed. "Y ou got any cash, Janey?"

She shook her head. "I didn't think to bring any when we left thismorning. It wasdl so... rushed.”

"Maybe everything'sturning plastic and thisisjust where it begins," Jack mused. Neither of his parents
replied. "l read abook once where everything turned to glass.”

"I'll try the TV," hisdad said after along pause.

Jack followed him through the stuffy hallway and into the living room, asmall room adorned with faded
tapestries, brass ornaments and family portraits of what seemed like a hundred children. Faces smiled
from thewalls, hair shone in forgotten summer sun-shine, and Jack wondered where dl these people
were now. If they were till children, were they in school ? If they were grown up, were they doing what
he and his parents were doing, sumbling their way through something so strange and unexpected thet it
forbore comprehension?

Or perhapsthey were dl dead. Sitting at home. Star-ing at their own photographs on their own walls,
see-ing how things used to be.

"Thereitis" hisdad said. "Chrigt, what ardic." He never sworein front of Jack, not even damn or Christ
or shit. He did not seem to notice his own standards dipping.

Thetelevison was an old wooden cabinet type, but-tons and dials running down one Side of the screen,
no remote control, years of mugs and plates having left their ghostly impressions on the veneered top. His
dad plugged it in and switched it on, and they heard an electrical buzz asit wound itself up. Asthe picture
coalesced from the soupy screen Jack's dad glanced at hiswatch. "Almost six o'clock. News should be
on anytime now."

"l expect they'll have anewsflash, anyway," Jack said confidently.

His dad did something then that both warmed his heart and disconcerted him. He laughed gently and



gave him ahug, and Jack felt tears cool and shameless on his cheek. "Of coursethey will, son," he said,
"I'm sure they will."

"Anything?' cdled hismum.
"Nearly," Jack shouted back.

There was no sound. The screen was stark and bland, and the bottom haf stated: "Thisis a Govern-ment
Announcement.” Thetop haf of the screen contained scrolling words: "Stay cam... Remainin-doors...
Hepisat hand... Please await further news."

And that wasit.
"What's on the other sde, Dad?"

Buttons clicked in, the picture fizzled and changed, BBC1, BBC2, ITV, Channd 4, Channd 5, there
were no others. But if there were, they probably would have contained the same image. The government
notice, the scrolling words that should have brought comfort but which, in actud fact, terrified Jack. "'l
wonder how long it's been likethat,” he said, unable to prevent ashiver in hisvoice. "Dad, what if it isn't

changing.”

"It says'Please awalit further news." They wouldn't say that unless they were going to put something else
up soon. Information on where to go or something.”

"Y eah, but that's like a sign on ashop door saying '‘Be back soon.' It could have been there for months.”

His dad looked down at him, frowning, chewing his lower lip. "Therée's bound to be something on the
ra-dio. Comeon, | think | saw onein the kitchen."

His mum glanced up asthey entered and Jack told her what they had seen. The radio was on ashelf
above the cooker. It looked like the sort of antique people spent lots of money to own nowadays, but it
was battered and yellowed, and its back cover was taped on. It crackled into instant life. A somber
brass band sprang from the speakers.

"Try 1215 medium wave," Jack said. "Virgin."

His dad tuned; the same brass band.

In six more places across the wavelengths, the same brass band.

"I'll leaveit on. Maybe ther€lll be some news after thisbit of music. I'll leaveit on.”

They tried the telephone as wdll, but every number was engaged. 999, the operator, the local police
ga-tion, family and friends, random numbers. It was asif everyonein theworld wastrying to talk to
someone dse.

Twenty minutes later Jack's dad turned the radio off. They went to check the television and he switched
that off aswell. Hismum laid down on the settee and Jack washed the cuts on her ams and the horrible
wound on her shoulder, crying and gagging at the same time. He was brave, he kept it down. Hismum
was braver.

Later, after they had eaten some more food from the fridge and shared a huge pot of tea, hisdad
suggested they go to bed. No point trying to travel at night, he said, they'd only get lost. Besides, better
to rest now and do the final part of the trip tomorrow than to travel al night, exhausted.



And there were those things out there aswell, Jack thought, though his dad did not mention them. Dead
things. These fuckers are everywhere. Dead cows, dead birds, dead insects, dead grass, dead crops,
dead trees, dead hedges... dead people. Dead things everywhere with one thing in mind—to keep
moving. Tofind life,

How long before they rot away?
Or maybe the bugs that make things rot are dead as well.

There were two bedrooms. Jack said he was happy deeping donein one, so long as both doors were
kept open. He heard his mother groan as she lowered her-sdf onto their bed, hisfather bustling in the
bathroom, thetoilet flushing... and it wasdl so normd.

Then he saw aspider in the comer of hisroom and there was no way of telling whether it was dive or
dead—even when it moved—and heredlized that "norma" was going to have to change its coat.

Night fell unnaturaly quickly, but when he glanced at hiswatch in the moonlight he saw that several hours
had passed. Maybe he had been drifting in and out of deep, daydreaming, though he could not recall
what these fancies were about. He could hear hisfather's light snoring, his mother's breathing pained and
un-comfortable. What if something tries to get in now?hethought. What if | hear fingers picking at
window latches and tapping at the glass, nails scratching wood to dig out the frames? He looked
up a the misshapen ceiling and thought he saw tiny dark things scurrying in and out of cracks, but it may
have been fluid shapes on the surfaces of hiseyes.

Then he heard the noises beginning outside. They may have been the sounds of dead things crawling
through undergrowth, but so long as he did not hear them shoving between plastic semsand fase
flowers, everything would be fine. The dark seemed to allow soundsto travel farther, ring clearer, asif
light could dampen noise. Perhapsit could; perhapsit would lessen the sound of dead things walking.

The night wasfull of furtive movements, clawed feet on hard ground, sagging bellies dragging through stiff
grasses. There were no grunts or cries or shouts, no hooting owls or barking foxes screaming like
tortured babies, because dead things couldn't talk. Dead things, Jack discovered that night, could only
wander from one pointless place to another, taking other dead things with them and perhaps leaving parts
of them-selves behind. Whether he closed his eyes or kept them open he saw the same image, hisown
idea of what the scene was like out there tonight: no rhyme; no reason; no competition to survive; no
feeding (un-lessthere were afew unlucky living things still abroad); no point, no use, no ultimateam...

... amless.

He opened and closed his eyes, opened and closed them, stood and walked quietly to the window. The
moon was dmost full and it cast its slvery glare across asickly landscape. He thought there was
movement here and there, but when he looked he saw nothing. It was his poor night vision, he knew that,
but it was dso possible that the things didn't want to be seen moving. There was something secretivein
that. Some-thing intentional.

He went back to bed. When he was much younger it had aways felt safe, and the feding persisted now
in some smal measure. He pulled the stale blankets up over hisnose.

His parents dept on. Jack remained awake. Perhaps he was seeking another secret in the night, and that
thought conjured Mandy again. All those nights she had sat next to hisbed talking to him, telling him adult
things she'd never spoken of before, things about fear and imagination and how growing up closes doors
inyour mind. He had thought she'd been talking about hersdlf, but sheld redlly been talking about him as
well. Sheld been talking about both of them because they were so alike, even if shewastwice hisage.



And be-cause they loved each other just as a brother and sister always should, and whatever had
happened in the past could never, ever change that.

Because of Mandy he could name hisfears, dissect and identify them, come to know them if not actualy
come to terms with them. He would never have fig-ured that out for himself, hewas sure.

What she said had always seemed o right.
He closed hiseyesto rest, and the dead had their hands on him.

They were grabbing at hisarms, moving to hislegs, pinching and piercing with rotten nails. One of them
dapped hisface and it was Mandy, she was standing at the bedside smiling down at him, her eyes
shriveled prunesin her gray face, and you should dways name your fears.

Jack opened his mouth to scream but redlized he was not breathing. I1t's safe here, he heard Mandy say.
She was il smiling, welcoming, but there was a sad-ness behind that smile—even behind the dab of
mest she had become—that Jack did not understand.

He had not seen Mandy for several months. She should be pleased to see him.

Then he noticed that the hands on hisarms and legs were her own and her nailswere digging in,
promising never, ever to let him go, they were together now, it was safe here, sefe. ..

"Jack!"
Still sheking, till dapped.
"Jack! For fuck's sakel"

Jack opened his eyes and Mandy disappeared. His dad was there instead, and for a split second Jack
was confused. Mandy and his dad looked so alike.

"Jackie, comewith me" hisdad said quietly. "Come on, we're leaving now."
"Isit mormning?'

"Yes Morning."

"WherédsMum?'

"Come on, son, we're going to go now. Were going to find Mandy."

Her name chilled him briefly, but then Jack remem-bered that even though she had been dead in his
dream, gtill sheld been smiling. She had never hurt him; she would never hurt him. She would never hurt
any of them.

"l need apee.”
"Y ou can do that outside.”
"What about food, Dad? We can't walk al that way without eating.”

His dad turned his back and his voice sounded strange, asif forced through lips sewn shut. "I'll get some
food together when we're downgtairs, now come on.”

"Mum!" Jack shouted.



"Jackie—"
"Mum! Isshe awake yet, Dad?"

Hisfather turned back to him, his eyeswide and wet and overflowing with grief and shock. Jack should
have been shocked aswell, but he was not, not really that shocked at all.

"Mum..." hewhigpered.
He darted past hisfather's outstretched hands and into the bedroom his parents had shared.

"Mum!" he said, relief sagging him againg thewall. Shewas Sitting up in bed, handsin her lap, staring at
the doorway because she knew Jack would come run-ning in as soon as he woke up. "1 thought... Dad
made methink..." that you were dead

Nobody moved for what seemed like hours.

" She was cold when | woke up." His dad sobbed behind him. "Cold. So cold. And sitting like that. She
hasn't moved, Jackie. Not even when | touched her. | felt for her pulse and she just looked at me... | felt
for her heart, but shejust stared. .. shejust keeps star-ing..."

"Mum," Jack gasped. Her expression did not change because there was no expression. Her face waslike
achild's painting: two eyes, anose, amouth, no lifethere a al, no heart, no love or personaity or soul.
"OhMum..."

Shewaslooking at him. Her eyeswere dry, so he could not see himself reflected there. Her bressts
sagged in death, her open shoulder was a pale blood-less mass, like over-cooked meat. Her hands were
crossed, and the finger she had pricked so that he could study her swarming blood under his microscope

was pasty gray.
"Well take her," Jack said. "When we get to Tewton they'll have a cure. Well take her and—"

"Jack!" Hisfather grabbed him under the arms and hauled him back toward the stairs. Jack began to kick
and shout, trying to give life to his mother by pleading with her to help him, promising they would save
her. "Jack we're leaving now, because Mum's dead. And Mandy isal we have left, Jackie. Listen to
m"

Jack continued to scream and hisfather dragged him downgairs, through the hallway and into the
kitchen. He shouted and struggled, even though he knew his dad was right. They had to go on, they
couldn't take his dead mum with them, they had to go on. They'd seen dead people yesterday, and the
results of dead people eating living people. He knew his dad wasright but he was only aterrified boy,
verging on histeens, full of fight and power and rage. The doorsin his mind were aswide asthey'd ever
been, but grief makes so many unconscious choices that control be-comes an unknown quantity.

Jack sat at the kitchen table and cried as his father filled abag with food and bread. He wanted comfort,
he wanted a cuddle, but he watched his dad work and saw the tears on hisface too. He looked a
hundred years old.

At last Jack looked up at the celling—he thought held heard movement from up there, bedsprings flex-ing
and settling—and hetold his dad he was sorry.

"Jack, you and Mandy... | haveto help you. We've got to get to Mandy, you seethat? All the silly stuff,
al that shit that happened. .. if only we knew how petty it al was. Oh God, if only | could un-say so
much, son. Now, with dl this... Mandy and Mum can never make up now." Bitter tears were pouring



from his eyes, no matter how much hetried to keep themin. "But Mandy and | can. Come on, it'stimeto
go."

"Isthere any news, Dad?" Jack wanted him to say yes, to hear they'd found acure.

Hisdad shrugged. "TV'sthe same thismorning. Just like that 'Be back soon’ sign.”

"Y ou checked it already?"

"And the phone and theradio. All the same. When | found your mum, | thought... | wanted help.”

They opened the front door together. Jack went first and as he turned to watch the door close, he was
sure he saw his mother's feet appear at the top of the stairs. Ready to follow them out.

It was only asthey cameto the edge of the gro-tesquely cheerful garden that Jack saw just how much
things had changed overnight.

Looking down the hillsde he could recognize little. Y esterday had come dong to kill everything, and last
night had leeched any remnants of color or life from those sad corpses. Everything was dull. Branches
dipped at the ground asiif trying to find their way back to seed, grasses|lay flat against the earth,
hedgerows snaked blandly acrossthe land, their dividing purpose now moot. Jack's eye was drawn to
the occasiona hints of color in clumps of trees or hedges, where alone survivor sood proudly against the
background of its dead cousins. A survivor much like them.

Nothing was moving. The sky was devoid of birds, and for asfar asthey could see the landscape was
utterly ill.

"Through the woods. Back of the house. Come on, son, one hour and welll be there." Jack thought it
would be more like two hours, maybe three, but he was grateful for his dad's efforts on his behalf.

They skirted the garden. Jack tried desperately not to look at the cottage in case he saw afamiliar face
pressed against awindow.

Ten minutes later they were deep in the woods, still heading generadly upward toward the summit of the
hill. The ground was coated with dead |eaves—au-tumn in spring—and in places they were knee-deep.
Jack had used to enjoy kicking through dried leaves piled dong pavementsin the autumn—his mother
told him it was an indication of the rebirth soon to come—but today he did not enjoy it. His mum was not
hereto talk to him... and he was unsure of what sort of rebirth could ever come of this. Hesaw a
squir-rel at the base of onetree, grayer than gray, siff in death but itslimbs till twitching intermittently. It
was like awind-up toy whose key was on itsfinal revolu-tion. Some branches were lined with dead
birds, and only afew of them were moving. There was an occa-sond rustle of leaves as something fell to
the ground.

Grief was blurring Jack's vision, but even without tears the unredity of what was on view would have
done the same. Where trees dipped down and tapped him on the shoulder, he thought they were skeleta
fingers reaching from above. Where dead things lay twitching, he thought he could see some hidden hand
moving them. There had to be something hidden, Jack thought, something causing and controlling dl this.
Otherwise what was the point? He believed strongly in reasons, cause and effect. Coincidence and
random-ness were just too terrifyingly cold to even consider. Without reason, his mum's death was
pointless.

His dad kept reaching out to touch him on the head, or the shoulder, or the arm, perhaps to make sure he
was gill there, or maybe smply to ensure that he was real. Occasionaly he would mumble incoherently,



but mostly hewas silent. The only other sound was the swish of dead leaves, and the intermittent impact
of things hitting the ground for thefind time.

Jack looked back once. After thinking of doing so, it took him several minutesto work up the courage.
They had found an old track that led deep into the woods, ways erring upward, and they were
following that path now, the going easier than plowing across the forest floor. He knew that if he turned
he would see his mother following them, agray echo of the won-derful woman she had been yesterday,
her blood dried black on her clothes, smile caused by stretched skin rather than love. She had pricked
her finger for him that Christmas, and to the young boy held been then, that was the ultimate sign of
love—the willing-nessto inflict pain upon hersdlf for him. But now, now that she was gone, Jack knew
that his mother's true love was something else entirely. It was the proud smile every time she saw him go
out to explore and experience. It was the hint of sadnessin that smile, because every single time she
said goodbye, some-where deep inside she knew it could bethelast. And it was the hug and kiss at the
end of the day, when once again he came home safe and sound.

So Jack turned around, knowing he would see this false shadow of al the wonderful things his mother
had been.

There was nothing following them, no one, and Jack was pleased. But still fresh tears came.

They paused and tried to est, but neither was hun-gry. Jack sat on afalen tree and put hisfacein his
hands.

"Bebrave, Jack." Hisdad sat next to him and hugged him close. "Be brave. Y our mum would want that,
wouldn't she?’

"But what about you, Dad?" Jack asked helplessy. "Won't you be londy?!

His dad lowered his head and Jack saw the dia=mond rain of tears. "Of course | will, son. But I've got
you, and I've got Mandy. And your mum would want meto be brave aswdll, don't you think?"

Jack nodded and they sat that way for awhile, a-ternately crying and smiling into the treeswhen
un-bidden memories came. Jack did not want to relive good memories, not now, because here they
would be polluted by all the dead things around them. But they came anyway and he guessed they dways
would, and at the most unexpected and surprising times. They were sad but comforting. He could not
bear to drive them away.

They started walking again. Here and there were signs of life, but they were few and far between: a
bluebdl till bright among its million dead cousins, awoodpecker burrowing into rotting wood; asquirrel,
jumping from treeto tree asif following them, then disappearing atogether.

Jack began to wonder how long the survivors would survive. How long would it be before whatever had
killed everything e se killed them, likeit had his mum? He was going to ask his dad, but decided against
it. He must be thinking the same thing.

In Tewton it would be safe. Mandy had said so, Mandy was there, and now she and Dad could make up
for good. At least then, there would till be some-thing of afamily about them.

They walked through the woods and nothing changed. Jack's dad held the shotgun in both hands but he
had no cause to useit. Things were grayer today, blander, dower. It seemed also that things were
deader. They found three dead people beneath atree, not one of them showing any signs of movement.
They looked as though they had been dead for weeks, but they still had blood on their chins. Their
stomachs were bloated and torn open.



Just before midday they emerged suddenly from the woods and found themsdlves at the top of the hill,
looking down into awide, gentle valley. The colors here had gone aswell; it looked like afinefilm of ash
had smothered everything in sight, from the nearest tree to the farthest hillside. In the distance, hunkered
down behind aroll inthe land asif hiding itsdf away, they could just make out the uppermost spires and
roofs of Tewton. From thisfar away it was difficult to see whether there were any signs of life. Jack
thought not, but he tried not to look too hard in case he wasright.

"Let'stake arest here, Jackie," hisdad said. "Let's st and look.” Jack's mum used that saying when they
were on holiday, the atmosphere and excitement driv-ing Jack and Mandy into afrenzy, his dad eager to
find apub, an eternity of footpaths and sight-seeing stretched out before them. Let's just sit and ook,
she had said, and they had heeded her words and smply enjoyed the views and surroundings for what
they were. Here and now there was nothing he wanted to Sit and look at. The place smelled bad, there
were no sounds other than their own labored breathing, the landscape was a corpselaid out on adab,
perhaps awaiting identification, begging buria. There was nothing here he wanted to see.

But they sat and looked, and when Jack's heartbeat settled back to normal, he realized that he could no
longer hear hisfather's breathing.

He held his breath. Stared down at the ground be-tween hislegs, saw the scattered dead beetles and
ants, and the ladybirds without any flame in their wings. He had never experienced such stillness, such
slence. He did not want to look up, did not want events to move on to whatever he would find next.
Dad dead, he named. Me on my own. Me, burying Dad.

Sowly, heraised hishead.

Hisfather was adeep. His breathing was long and dow and shdlow, a contented dumber or thefirst
sgnsof hisbody running down, following hiswifeto that strange place which had recently become even
dranger. Heremained stting upright and his hands still clasped the gun, but his chin wasresting on his
chest, hisshouldersrising and faling, risng and fall-ing, so dightly that Jack had to watch for a couple of
minutesto make sure.

He could not bear to think of hisfather not waking up. He went to touch him on the shoulder, but
won-dered what the shock would do.

They had to get to Tewton. They were here—héll, he could even see it—buit till they found no sefety. If
there was help to be had, it must be where Mandy had said it would be.

Jack stood, stepped from foot to foot, looked around asif expecting help to come galloping acrossthe
fu-nered landscape on awhite charger. Then he gently lifted the binoculars from his dad's neck,
negotiated the strgp under hisarms, and set off dong the hillsde. Ten minutes, he figured, if he walked for
ten minutes he would be able to see what was happening down in Tewton. See the hundreds of people
rushing hither and tither, helping the folks who had come in from the dead countryside, providing food
and shdlter and some scrap of normality among the insanity. There would be soldiers there, and doctors,
and tents in the streets because there were too many survivorsto house in the buildings. There would be
food aswell, tons of it ferried in by helicopter, blankets and medi-cines... maybe avaccine... or acure.

But there were no hdlicopters. And there were no sounds of life.

He saw more dead things on the way, but he had nothing to fear from them. Y esterday dead had been
dangerous, an insane, impossible threet; now it was smply no more. Today, the living were unique.

Jack looked down on the edge of the town. A scatter-ing of houses and garages and gardens spewed
out into the landscape from between the low hills. There was a church there aswell, and arow of shops



with smashed windows, and severa cars parked badly along the two streets he could see.

He lowered the binoculars and oriented himsdlf from a distance, then looked again. A road wound into
town from thisSde, trailing back adong the floor of the valey before splitting in two, one of these arteries
climbing toward the woods he and hisfather had just exited. Jack frowned, moved back to where the
road passed between two rows of housesinto the town, the blurred vision setting him swaying likea
sunflower in the breeze.

He was shaking. The vibration knocked him out of focus. There was acool hand twigting hisinsdes and
drawing him back the way he had come, not only to hisfather, but to his dead mother aswell. It was asiif
shewere caling him across the empty milesthat now separated them, pleading that he not leave her dlone
in that strange color-splashed cottage, Singing her love to tunes of guilt and with achorus of childlike
des-peration so strong that it made him feel sick. However grown up Jack liked to think he was, al he
wanted at that moment was his mother. And in away he was older than his years, because he knew he
would fed likethat whatever hisage.

Tearsgave him afluid outlook. He wiped hiseyes
I

roughly with his deeve and looked again, breathing in deeply and letting his breath out in along, dow
sgh.

There were people down there. A barricade of some sort had been thrown across the road just where
houses gave way to countryside—there was a car, and some furniture, and what looked like fridges and
cook-ers—and behind this obstruction heads bobbed, shapes moved. Jack gasped and smiled and
began to shake again, thistime with excitement.

Mandy must be down there somewhere, waiting for them to come in. When she saw it wasjust Jack and
his dad she would know the truth, they would not need to tell her, but asafamily they could surely pull
through, help each other and hold each other and love each other asthey aways should have.

Jack began to run back to his dad. He would wake him and together they would go thefinal mile.

The binoculars banged againgt his hip and he fell, crunching dry grass, skidding down the dope and
coming to rest against ahedge. A shower of dead things pattered down on hisface, leaves and twigs and
petrified insects. His mum would wipe them away. She would spit on her handkerchief and dab at the
cuts on hisface, scold him for running when he should walk, tell him to read a book instead of watching
thetelevison.

He stood and started off again, but then he heard avoice.

It came from afar, faint, androgynous with distance and panic. He could hear that well enough; he could
hear the panic.

Helooked uphill toward the forest, expecting to see the limp figure of his mother edge out from benesth
the trees shadows, coming a him from the woods.

"Jeck!"



The voice waslouder now and accompanied by something ese—the rhythmic slap dap dap of run-ning
fedt.

Jack looked down the hill and made out something behind a hedge denuded of leaves. Lifting the
binoc-ulars he saw hisfather running along the road, hands pumping at the air, feet kicking up dust.

"Dad!" he called, but hisfather obvioudy did not hear. He disappeared behind aline of brown
ever-greens.

Jack tracked the road through the binoculars, dl the way to Tewton. His dad must have woken up, found
him missing and assumed he'd dready made hisway to the town, eager to see Mandy, or just too
grief-gricken to wait any longer. Now he was on hisway into town on his own, and when he arrived he
would find Jack absent. He would panic. He would think him-self alone, alone but for Mandy. How
would two lossesin one day affect him?

His dad emerged farther down the hillside, little more than a smudge against the landscape now, ill
running and dill caling.

Jack ran aswell. Hefigured if he moved as the crow flies they would reach the barricade at the same
time. Panic over. Then they would find Mandy.

Hetripped again, cursed, hauled the binoculars from his shoulder and threw them away. As he stood and
ran on down the hill, he wondered whether they would ever be found. He guessed not. He guessed
they'd stay here forever, and one day they would be afossil. There were lots of future fossils being made
to-day.

He could no longer see hisdad, but he could see the hedgerow hiding the road that led into Tewton. His
feet were carrying him away, moving too fast, and at some point Jack lost control. He was no longer
run-ning, he wasfaling, plummeting down the hillsde in areckless dash that would doubtlessresultina
broken leg—at least—should he lose hisfooting again. He concentrated on the ground just ahead of him,
tempted to look down the hillside at the road but knowing he should not. He should watch out for
him-sdif, for if he broke alimb now and there were no doctorsin Tewton...

Asthe dope of the hill lessened so he brought his dash under control. Hislungs were burning with
ex-ertion and he craved adrink. He did not stop running, though, because the hedge was close now, a
tangled, bramble-infested maze of dead twigs and crumbling branches.

Tewton was close too. He could see rooftopsto hisright, but little else. Hed be at the barricadein a
matter of minutes.

He hoped, how he hoped that Mandy was there to greet them. She and their father would have made up
dready, arms around each other, smiling sad smiles. I've named my fears, Jack would tell her, and
though their father would not understand they would smile a each other and hug, and hewould tell her
how what she had told him had saved him from going mad.

He reached the hedge and ran dong it until he found a gate. His kneeswere flaring with pain, his chest
tight and fit to burst, but he could see the road. He climbed the gate—there was a dead badger on the
other side; not roadkill, just dead, and thankfully un-moving—and jumped into the lane.

It headed around a bend, and he was sure he heard pounding footsteps for afew seconds. It may have
been hisheart; it wasthumping at his chest, urging him on, encouraging him to safety. Heligtened to it and
hurried aong the lane, moving a a shuffle now, more than arun.



As he rounded the bend everything cameinto view.

The peoplefira of al, acouple of them il dragging themsdlves from the drainage reens either sde of the
road, severa more converging on hisfather. He stood severd steps from the barricade, glancing
franticaly around, obvioudy searching for Jack but seeing only dead people circling him, staring at him.

"Dad!" Jack shouted, at least he tried to. It came out as agasp, fear and dread and defest all rolled into
one exhaation. Tewton... hope... help, al given way to these dead things. For afleeting ingant he
thought the barricade was adividing line behind which hope may Hill exist, but then he saw that it wasn't
redly abarri-cade at dl. It may have been once, maybe only hours ago, but now it was broken down
and breached. Little more than another pile of rubbish that would never be cleared.

"Dad!" Thistimeit was a shout. His dad spun around, and it amost broke Jack's heart to see the relief
on hisface. But then fear regained its hold and his dad began to shout.

"Jack, stay away, they're here, look! Stay away, Jack!"
"But, Dad—"

Hisfather fired the shotgun and one of the dead people hit the road. It—Jack could not even discern its
sex—suirmed and dithered, unableto regain itsfeet.

Mandy, he thought, where's Mandy, what ofMandy?
Mandy dead, Mandy gone, only me and Dad left—

But the naming of hisfears did him no good, be-cause he was right to be afraid. He knew that when he
heard the sounds behind him. He knew it when he turned and saw Mandy scrabbling out from the ditch,
her long black hair clotted with dried leaves, her grace hobbled by desth.

"Mandy," he whispered, and he thought she paused.

There was another gunshot behind him and the sound of meta hitting something soft. Then running feet
coming hisway. He hoped they were hisfather's. He remembered the dead peoplein thefield
yester-day, how fast they had moved, how quickly they had charged.

Mandy was gray and pale and thin. Her eyes showed none of his sister, her expression was not there, he
could not sense her at dl. Her silver ringsrattled loose on long gtick fingers. She was walking toward
him.

"Mandy, Mandy, it's me, Jack—"

"Jack! Movel" Hisfather'swords were durred be-cause he was running, it was his footsteps Jack could
hear. And then he heard a shout, a curse.

Herisked aglance over his shoulder. Hisfather had tripped and did across the lane on his hands and
knees, the shotgun clattering into the ditch, three of the dead folk closing on him from behind. "Dad,
be-hind you!" Jack shouted.

Hisfather looked up at Jack, his eyes widened, his mouth hung open, his hands bled. "Behind you!" he
shouted back.

A weight struck Jack and he went sprawling. He half turned as he fell so that he landed on hisside, and
he looked up and back in time to see Mandy toppling over on top of him. The wind was knocked from



him and for afew seconds his chest fdlt tight, usaless, dead.
Perhapsthisiswhat it's like, hethought. To be like them.

At last he drew ashuddering breath, and the stench of Mandy hit him at the same time. The worst
thing... theworst thing of dl... wasthat he could detect a subtle hint of Obsession benegth the dead
anima smdl of her. Hismum and dad aways bought Obses-son for Mandy at the airport when they
went on hol-iday, and Jack had had a big box of jely-fruits.

Hefdt her hands clawing a him, fingers seeking histhroat, bony kneesjarring into his somach, his
crotch. He screamed and struggled but could not move, Mandy had aways beaten him at wrestling, she
was just so strong—

"Get off!" his dad shouted. Jack could not see what was happening—he had landed so that he looked
aong the lane away from Tewton—Dbut he could hear. "Get the fuck off, get away!" A thump as
something soft hit the ground, then other sounds less easily identifi-able, like an gpple being stepped on or
aleg torn from a cooked chicken. Then the unmistakable metallic snap of the shotgun being broken,
reloaded, closed.

Two shotsin rapid succession.
"Oh God, oh God, oh... Jack, it's not Mandy, Jack, you know that don't you!"
Jack struggled onto his back and looked up at the thing atop him.

You can name your fears, Mandy had said, and Jack could not bear to look. This bastard thing
resembling his beautiful Sster was atravesty, acrime againg everything natura and everything right.

Jack closed hiseyes. "'l il love you Mandy,” he said, but he was not talking to the thing on top of him
NOW.

There was another blast from the shotgun. A weight landed on his chest, something sprinkled down
across hisface. He kept his eyes closed. The weight twisted for awhile, squirmed and scratched at Jack
with nails and something el se, exposed bones perhaps—

A hand closed around his upper arm and pulled.

Jack screamed, shouted until histhroat hurt. Maybe he could scare it off. "It's dright, Jackie," avoice
whis-pered into his ear. Mandy had never called him Jackie, so why now, why when—

Then heredlized it was hisfather's voice. Jack opened his eyes as he siood and |ooked straight into his
dad'sface. They stared at each other because they both knew to stare €l sawhere—to stare down
—would inviteimagesthey could never, ever live with.

They held hands as they ran adong the lane, avay from Tewton. For awhile there were sounds of
possi-ble pursuit behind them, but they came from a dis-tance and Jack smply could not bring himsdlf to
look.

They ran for avery long time. For awhile Jack felt like he was going mad, or perhapsit was clarity ina
world gone mad itsdlf. In hismind's eye he saw the dead people of Tewton waiting in their little town,
waiting for the survivorsto flee there from the coun-tryside, daughtering and eating them, taking feeble
strength from cooling blood and giving themselves afew more hours before true death took them &t last.
The image gave him a strange sense of hope because he saw it could not go on forever. Hopein the
death of the dead. A strange place to take comfort.



At last they could run no more. They found a petrol station and collapsed in the little shop, drinking warm
cola because the e ectricity was off, eating chocolate and crisps. They rested until midafternoon. Then,
be-cause they did not know what else to do, they moved on once more.

Jack held hisfather's hand. They walked dong amain road, but there was no traffic. At one junction they
saw aperson nailed high up on an old telegraph pole. Jack began to wonder why but then gavein
because he knew he would never know.

The countryside began to flatten out. A few milesfrom where they were was the coast, an am as good
as any now, a place where help may have landed.

"Y ou okay to keep going, son?"

Jack nodded. He squeezed his dad's hand aswell. But he could not bring himsdlf to speak. He had said
nothing since they'd left the petrol station. He could not. He was too busy trying to remember what
Mandy looked like, imprint her features on hismind so that he would never, ever forget.

There were shapes wandering the fields of dead crops. Jack and his dad increased their pace but the
dead people were hardly moving, and they seemed to pose no threat. He kept glancing back asthey fell
be-hind. It looked like they were harvesting what they had sown.

Asthe sun hit the hillsdes behind them they saw something startling in the distance. It looked like aflash
of green, small but so out of place among this blandnessthat it good out like an emerdd in ash. They
could not run because they were exhausted, but they increased their pace until they drew level with the
fidd.

In the center of the field stood a scarecrow, very lifdike, straw hands hidden by gloves and face painted
with asoppy sideways grin. Spread out around its stand was an uneven circle of green shoots. The green
was surrounded by the rest of the dead crop, but it was alive, it had survived.

"Something in the soil, maybe?" Jack said.

"Farming chemicas?'

Jack shrugged. "Maybe we could go and see.”

"Look," hisdad said, pointing out towards the scare-crow.

Jack frowned, saw what his dad had seen, then saw thetrail leading to it. It headed from the road, a path
of crushed shoots aiming directly out toward the scare-crow. It did not quite reach it, however, and at
the end of the trail something was dumped down in the mud, just a the boundary of living and dead crop.
Jack thought he saw hair shifting in the breeze, the hem of ajacket lifting, dropping, lifting again, asif
waving.

They decided not to investigate.

They passed severa more bodies over the next cou-ple of hours, dl of them ill, dl of them lying in
gro-tesque contortionsin the road or the ditches. Their hands were clawed, asif they'd been trying to
grasp something before coming to rest.

Father and son ill held hands, and as the sun be-gan to bleed across the hillsides they squeezed every
now and then to reassure each other that they were dl right. Asdl right asthey could be, anyhow.

Jack closed his eyes every now and then to remem-ber what Mandy and his mum had looked like. Each



time he opened them again, atear or two escaped.

He thought he knew what they would find when they reached the coast. He squeezed his father's hand
once more, but he did not tel him. Best to wait until they arrived.

For now, it would remain his secret.



