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 Chapter 1 
 
    The clouds slowly drifted towards the morning sun. Under them moved a black shape. Macy jumped and waved – each different to the last, each full of hope. Zack stood next to her – also waving. 
 
    Laura’s gut ached. She had an urge to remain unseen. She couldn’t explain it. The reason just fluttered out of reach. Who was in there? Could they see her? No – she told herself. They were too far away. 
 
    Stones ran at Macy’s feet, his eyes on her, changing direction with sudden shoulder-dips and jumping as if to copy her. 
 
    Laura watched the helicopter grow smaller and smaller, before it disappeared over the horizon. 
 
    “Shit!” shouted Zack, “Shit…” He put his hands on his hips and stared into the distance before looking at Laura. “Who do you think it is?” 
 
    Laura glanced around, then turned and headed back to the house – an L-shaped building on a hill bent around an overgrown garden. 
 
    “Laura?” Zack said, following her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Laura mumbled as she entered the house and its gloom. She passed through the corridor and slumped down on a sofa in the living room. 
 
    “You think they saw us?” Zack asked. 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fuck…” said Zack. “What do we do?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. She said nothing. 
 
    “Maybe it’s over…” said Zack. “We gotta stay by the windows. Maybe make a sign.” He glanced at Laura. “Macy, come on.” He turned and left, but before Macy could follow he came back in. “Laura, help me make a sign… we need sheets, or something big.” 
 
    She stared at him then looked at her feet. 
 
    “Laura?” 
 
    She shook her head, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    Zack looked at Macy. “Come on,” he said, leaving again. 
 
    … 
 
    Zack dropped the bundle of sheets and blankets on the grass. He grabbed the first one and took a moment to plan, imagining the letters S.O.S. laid over the ground. He took a few steps forward and glanced to the sky where he had seen the helicopter. Holding onto one end of the sheet, he threw it forward so that it snapped out to make a line. 
 
    He left it, a white streak, and moved back to get another. The air felt a little strange. Despite the sun, there was a tension that clung to him. 
 
    Something left over by the storm, he thought, picking up the next sheet. Macy watched him from an open window – tasked with keeping an eye out for any undead. 
 
    … 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Zack got in bed. Macy climbed in the other side and put her head on his chest. They lay quietly in the dim light thrown out by the bedside lamp. 
 
    “Who do you think it was?” said Macy. 
 
    “I don’t know…” said Zack. “Maybe someone from the army.” 
 
    They were quiet for a while. 
 
    “At least it wasn’t a zombie,” said Macy. 
 
    Although he couldn’t guess from the tone, Zack figured she was making a joke. 
 
    “Yeah…” he said simply. 
 
    “They can’t drive helicopters,” she said. 
 
    “No… of course. They can’t do much.” 
 
    “They can’t drive. They can’t speak. They can’t… um… and they lie down when it’s sunny.” 
 
    Zack thought for a while. “You’ve seen quite a lot now haven’t you?” 
 
    “Well… I saw them outside my window… and I’ve seen others too.” 
 
    “I’m really proud of you… Macy…” 
 
    She kept quiet. Zack stroked her hair. 
 
    … 
 
    Laura stared at the ceiling, willing herself to get up. Night had fallen and she hadn’t turned on any lights, leaving the furniture to turn into shadows. Zack and Macy were asleep. There was a bed upstairs, yet Laura fell asleep here on the sofa every night. 
 
    Get up – she told herself. 
 
    It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be able to sleep up there either. She might as well stay, let her thoughts carry her through the night. If sleep came it wouldn’t be because of anything she did.

Get up. 
 
    But she had to leave the house tomorrow. She had to snap out of it. She had to… 
 
    Get up. 
 
    Sometimes it felt as if she were paralysed. She could feel herself sending out the right thoughts. Telling her body to move. But it didn’t work – and she knew that, really, she had given up. 
 
    Get up. 
 
    Sometimes she drank water. Sometimes she ate. If she needed the toilet it could take up to an hour until she dragged herself up. 
 
    Get up. Laura. Get up. 
 
    Laura let out a long groan, rolled off the sofa and landed on her front. She stayed like that for a while, then bent her knee and put one foot on the floor. A few more seconds and she moved the other to join it. Slowly she raised herself up, until she was standing upright. She headed to the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Laura woke to the sound of knocking. She groaned as the room grew around her. Magnolia paint did its best with the little light it had, while the curtains held onto the rest. 
 
    “Laura,” Zack said opening the door. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s nearly day, we should get going.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    She waited for him to close the door. Instead, he remained standing there. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. 
 
    Laura sighed and got out of bed, still with yesterday’s clothes on. She followed Zack downstairs, finding several rucksacks in the hallway. 
 
    “Everything is here, everything is ready. I looked everywhere, like there’s no… there’s no map but we can just drive slow, avoid any dangerous bits. And there’s gonna be signs or something,” Zack said. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” said Laura. 
 
    “I packed loads of food, just in case.” 
 
    “I want a coffee.” 
 
    “No… There isn’t any.” 
 
    “Yeah there is,” said Laura, turning and walking away. 
 
    “We don’t have time. We need to go,” said Zack, following her. 
 
    … 
 
    Laura sat down at the table with a steaming mug in her hands. She had an emptiness, like she had been carved out from the inside. She could still feel the storm. It had left something in her. Sip after sip of hot coffee passed through her until her mug was finished. She stood and walked with Zack to the front entrance. He opened the door and scanned the area, then picked up a piece of paper, already with tape attached, from on top of the rucksacks and stuck it on the door. 
 
    Laura read it: 
 
    We have left to look for helicopter we saw in sky. 1 Woman. 1 Man. 1 Child. 1 Dog. Please wait 24 hours – we will be back. 
 
    Laura grabbed one of the bags and headed outside. The fields were still covered in morning dew and she could smell the grass in the cold air. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get everything in the vehicle – a small, blue and fairly modern car. Laura sat down in the driver’s seat, Zack in the passenger seat and Macy in the back with Stones. Laura put her hands on the steering wheel and stared at them. She sighed. 
 
    “It was over there,” said Zack, pointing. 
 
    “I know where it was,” Laura said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Laura liked driving. She had always liked it. The trees sped past the windows. The sky had been pulled by two forces – one part dark and blue, still tainted by night, and the other orange, fiery and with a few drifting clouds soaking in the colours. 
 
    Zack had done well dragging her out here. She hoped things worked out for him. Probably he could be happy one day. Him and Macy. If they could make it to somewhere safe. 
 
    Would she ever go back? Back to how the storm had made her feel, back to that incredible power? Who knew? Maybe this helicopter could help. Maybe they knew something that could explain all this. She hoped it wasn’t just some stupid army. Some sort of rescue. They would grin – tell her they had saved her. 
 
    A corner. Laura turned the wheel and watched it unfold in the windscreen – bending the vehicle around a clump of trees. Her foot shot to the brake. The car slowed, tilting forwards as it lost the last push of its momentum. 
 
    She breathed in sharply and yanked the gear stick into reverse, foot hovering above the gas pedal. A crowd stood on the road ahead. 
 
    “They’re not zombies,” she said. 
 
    Zack glanced at her, and then looked back to them. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Laura scanned their faces. A silent, motionless group. All staring at her. 
 
    “Should we speak to them?” said Zack. 
 
    Laura kept her eyes fixed ahead. “Yeah get out. Shout over to them.” 
 
    Zack opened the door and stood behind it. “Hello!” 
 
    A man began taking long, purposeful strides towards them. Laura sized him up. An intense glare on his face. The whites of his eyes large, and consuming. Was he scared? Nervous? Traumatised? A leather coat came down to his knees. He held a stick two-thirds the size of his body. 
 
    “What is your rank?” the man shouted, stopping a short distance away. 
 
    “What?” Zack shouted back. 
 
    “What is your rank?” 
 
    “… My name is Zack.” 
 
    “What is your rank?” 
 
    “I’m just a civilian.” 
 
    “You’re not a gold priest? What are you doing so close to the devil’s hand?” 
 
    Zack became quiet, holding the man’s stare. He glanced back at his car seat, then climbed inside and closed the door. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he asked Laura. 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Laura said. 
 
    “Do you think he’s in the army?” 
 
    “He could be, er…” Laura trailed off, unable to finish her own sentence with anything that made sense. 
 
    “He was asking me what my rank was,” said Zack. 
 
    The man turned to the crowd behind him, beckoning to them. 
 
    Follow me, quick. 
 
    He turned with a frown across his face and started marching towards the vehicle. 
 
    “What’s he doing… Lock the door,” said Laura. She moved the car back slightly to show him that he should stop. 
 
    He lifted his stick above his head. Laura looked over her shoulder, one hand on the wheel, and began to reverse. The man, growing smaller in the windscreen, moved to the side of road, turned to the crowd and waved his arms. Laura took them around a bend. 
 
    Countryside walls and bushes passed them in blurs. They reached a T-junction. She span the car around it and sped away. 
 
    For a few seconds they were silent, with only engine noise between them. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” said Zack. 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Laura. 
 
    “What was he doing? What did he want?” 
 
    “Fucking lunatic.” Laura shook her head. 
 
    “He had all those people with him.” 
 
    They fell into silence. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The road had two wide lanes. Zack kept his gaze fixed ahead. An abandoned car; an overturned lorry; a crowd of zombies – his eyes searched for what his mind feared. 
 
    “If the road gets blocked, you can use that path,” said Zack. 
 
    Laura glanced at it, a clean line of concrete to her left, separated from the road by sun-soaked, overgrown grass. 
 
    Zack didn’t speak further. He wanted Laura to concentrate. The car went through a few slight turns, then returned straight. This was their best chance, this brightly lit countryside road, Laura driving, Stones and Macy safe in the back seat. 
 
    A noise grew in the back of his ears, cutting underneath the throb of the engine, a kind of beat. 
 
    “You hear that?” he said. 
 
    Laura stayed quiet for a moment. “What?” 
 
    “A helicopter!” He looked out the window towards the sky. Nothing. He unclicked his seat belt and moved to the back seat with Macy and Stones. 
 
    His eyes locked onto it, low enough that Zack instantly felt it was there for them. 
 
    “I can see it. I can see it,” he shouted back to Laura. 
 
    Laura slowed the vehicle. The helicopter passed over them. Laura braked hard – the jerk making them lunge forwards. Zack clambered back to the front seat. They all stared through the windscreen. The helicopter changed direction, making a long sweeping turn, until it came all the way round to face them. It hovered in one spot, before slowly descending. Lower. Lower. The bushes and grass shook. It came to the last few feet and decreased its speed. Its landing gear inched towards the asphalt, making tentative contact, before finally giving its full weight to the road. The blades began to slow – becoming less blurred. 
 
    A man jumped out, landing with bent knees. He turned and walked forward, leaving the helicopter door open – a short, slightly overweight figure. As he drew closer, Zack could make out his bright red torso was actually a Hawaiian shirt. 
 
    He drew closer still, his face round and slightly puffy, his hair grey. He smiled and waved, stopping a few steps from Laura’s door. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, grinning. He gestured for Laura to wind down her window. They both stared at him. 
 
    Laura lowered it slightly. 
 
    “Now Laura. I’m afraid time is against us. I can’t explain right this moment. But you need to come with me. I’m going to take you somewhere safe. And I’ll explain everything there.” 
 
    Laura held his gaze. A silence passed. 
 
    “Where?” she said. 
 
    The man chuckled, “Well I doubt this will make things more clear for you, but Sweden.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Ah, see that would take a very long time to explain.” 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Same answer again, I’m afraid. I must insist that we leave now. We’re a little late as it is. Of course you’re welcome to decline. I just need a yes or no.” 
 
    Laura was quiet for a while. Then, slowly, she moved her hand to the door, opened it, and stepped out. 
 
    “Fantastic! This way please,” the man said, gesturing towards the helicopter. 
 
    Laura kept her eyes on the man, and walked forwards. 
 
    “Can they come?” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    The man’s smile fell away, coldness in his eyes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Zack’s eyes opened to light. Bright, streaming daylight, lighting up the grass like a neon sign. A sense of calm washed over him. For a moment he felt only the peace of the scenery around him. Then a voice kicked in – this had to be the aftermath of an epileptic fit. 
 
    As he picked up the details, such as Laura’s empty car seat next to him, and the road outside, he began to think otherwise. Memories came back to him; a helicopter, a man in a bright shirt. 
 
    He swivelled around. Macy was staring glass eyed at the car seat in front of her and Stones lay across the back seats. He glanced at Zack, then looked away, as if scared. 
 
    “Macy,” said Zack. 
 
    No response. He called her name, again, then again. She blinked and looked at him. A look of confusion passed over her face. 
 
    “Macy,” said Zack again. 
 
    “What?” she said, as if he had rudely awoken her. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said quietly. 
 
    Zack turned back to the road and scanned the area. 
 
    “You remember what happened?” 
 
    “A helicopter came,” she said. 
 
    “What happened to Laura?” 
 
    “They took her.” 
 
    He remembered blue. A flash of blue. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Zack was quiet for a while. “You remember a blue flash?” 
 
    It was Macy’s turn to be quiet. “Yeah. When Laura went out,” she said eventually. 
 
    Anger stirred in his chest. Laura was the only one they rescued? He moved over to the driving seat. He would teach himself to drive. Fuck her. Zack turned the key. No response. He tried again, and again, and again. Nothing. He gave up, and stared out of the windscreen. Had they broken the car? Was the blue flash linked to that? Did they want to keep him here? Leave him here to die? Maybe they didn’t want him to keep going, to find out whatever was over the hill. Why Laura, and no one else? 
 
    His hand moved to the keys. He tried again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The sun warmed Zack’s skin. Macy walked at his side, occasionally breaking into a jog to keep up. Stones trotted at their side, panting happily. 
 
    Trees and bushes blocked Zack’s view of the wider area, occasionally a gap would reveal rolling fields. Each time the wind rustled through the leaves, Zack froze up and something tightened in his gut. 
 
    He focused on his movement - a kind of reassurance. The further he walked, the closer he came to safety. Stress was a major trigger of his epilepsy. He had to hurry. 
 
    Zack could see some buildings in the distance – a couple of houses on a junction. One building stood out from the others. White. Large. A typical countryside pub. 
 
    They came to some signs and he stopped to read them. 
 
    A slight tingle began in his head. He froze, then swallowed, trying to fight it. Pins and needles coursed through his hands. Nausea rose from his gut. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Zack… Zack…” 
 
    Zack’s eyes opened. 
 
    A crowd of faces stared down at him. “Praise the sun. Praise the moon,” said a woman. Stones barked in his ear and licked his cheek – Zack lifted his hands weakly and pushed him away. A general chatter passed around the room. 
 
    A sharp pain lay just behind his ear. It began to creep back to him. Where he had been before; the day’s events; the danger he had been in; that he had suffered a fit. He looked around for Macy, finding her kneeling just behind his head. 
 
    He moved to stand up, and a woman came closer and lifted him by the arm. Instinct told him to pull away, but he allowed her to help. The crowd backed away slightly. This was a pub. Broken glass and bits of furniture surrounded him. A quiz machine lay on its side, screen destroyed, and covered in dents. The wooden bar too had been hit by a similar force. A slight breeze cooled the room from shattered windows. 
 
    “The devil was in you,” said a woman. 
 
    “Water… please,” Zack said. 
 
    “Come,” said the woman, holding his arm. The crowd shuffled to one side. 
 
    Zack looked at Macy. She stared back at him. Together, he and the woman passed by the broken furniture. Glass crunched under his feet. She led him around the bar and to a tap. Stones stayed glued to his side, fur rubbing against his leg. 
 
    “Drink,” she said. 
 
    Zack dipped down, slurped some water, and rose back up. The woman was now standing very close to him, staring intently. 
 
    “The devil was in you,” she said again. 
 
    Zack nodded, avoiding her gaze. He looked at Macy again. A long silence passed. 
 
    “Is this where you live?” said Zack eventually, not knowing who to look at. 
 
    Some of them frowned slightly. His words hung in the room, as if somehow unanswerable. 
 
    “Live? We live… we live… anywhere,” said the woman at his side, a confused look across her face. 
 
    He had no idea what she meant. “S… um… but… wh- why are we here?” 
 
    “I brought you here.” 
 
    Zack nodded, deciding to try another angle. 
 
    “Thanks for helping me. I’m Zack. That’s Macy. That’s my dog, Stones,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “I am Ra.” She beamed. Zack felt a little safer seeing her smile. 
 
    The crowd began to introduce themselves, each giving names that seemed more like sounds than words. 
 
    “How is the dog controlled?” a man blurted out. Zack’s eyes moved to him. His expression had lit with child-like curiosity – making the dirt and facial hair seem out of place. 
 
    “Um… well… urgh… my head really hurts. I’m sorry…” Zack bent down to drink more water. 
 
    “How is the dog controlled?” the man said again. Zack rose to see that he now addressed Macy. 
 
    She shot a glance at Zack. “Um… he’s not really. He doesn’t do tricks.” 
 
    Another long silence. Zack felt an urgent need to break it. 
 
    “We’re a bit shaken up right now,” he said, “Why don’t you tell us about yourself, a bit.” 
 
    “We’re a small group of seven, and we’re focusing primarily on the smaller parts of the devil,” said a short blond man, who until then had not spoken. 
 
    Zack nodded. “Okay.” He tried to think of something else to say. 
 
    “Where is your group?” said the woman to his side, Ra. 
 
    Zack looked at her. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Did you lose them?” 
 
    “I think um… I think me and Macy… just… just need a little bit of time.” 
 
    Some of them nodded, looking at one another. 
 
    “What they need is to fight the devil!” said the blond man. 
 
    “Yes. They must fight back!” exclaimed Ra loudly. A strange energy passed through the group, a burst of nodding heads and eager eyes. 
 
    A different woman stepped forwards and handed Zack a bat across the bar. Macy received one too. 
 
    “For the moon. For the sun!” someone shouted, everyone chorused this. They burst into motion, attacking the room around them. Everything suddenly seemed too close to him, as the noises crashed into his ears. He winced slightly, almost able to feel their blows upon him. They shot him expectant looks. 
 
    Zack lifted his own bat and smashed it on the wooden bar. They all roared with delight. Zack focused on his actions, trying to appear enthusiastic. What was his aim? To just break stuff? He didn’t dare look at anyone. He tried to size up the room in his peripheral vision. He could only see one exit. 
 
    He considered his next move: he drew a potential path for himself, starting at the bar where he stood, moving to a table against a wall, then to another table, and another, then to the exit – where he would smash up the door for a bit, and when they weren’t looking he would slip through it. As long as he pretended to be breaking stuff the whole time… 
 
    But Stones was running around, delighted by the amount of things to bark at. Zack needed to get him outside too. Macy would follow him subtly, but Stones wouldn’t. He thought of a new plan, something more direct. 
 
    He held the bat loosely at his side and walked over to Stones, grabbing him by the collar. A few people nearby stopped what they were doing, as if they knew his intentions. Zack felt his exit slipping away. 
 
    “It’s better if he’s outside,” said Zack. 
 
    “Why?” said a man. 
 
    “He’s er… too excited.” 
 
    “He must hate the devil too.” 
 
    “What has happened?” said a woman, behind Zack. 
 
    “Zack wants to go back outside with the dog,” said one of the men. 
 
    “Zack wants to go outside with the dog,” she shouted, looking around to the room at large. All activity amongst the group stopped, as everyone looked at him. “Shall we go outside?” said the woman. 
 
    A few of them gave a cheer of approval. 
 
    “We have not finished here,” said a man, matter-of-factly. 
 
    The woman turned to Zack. “We must finish here,” she said. Her eyes and tone had a strange blankness to them. 
 
    “Yeah… I’ll just tie him up outside and we can keep going,” said Zack. 
 
    Her face opened with shock. “You cannot leave him alone!” 
 
    “Er…” 
 
    “No one can be alone!” several people said, with overlapping timings – creating a murmur in the pub. 
 
    “He doesn’t mind,” said Zack. His voice becoming quiet. 
 
    “No one can be alone!” said the woman, her words strained and high pitched – and so loud they made him jump. 
 
    The room grew agitated. He could feel them turning on him, he fumbled for the right words. 
 
    “I… no I know, I know, sorry I’m still. I’m still feeling confused… I remember now… it’s fine, we stay together of course… I mean… later when we’re done here, we should go outside.” 
 
    “The devil is in him, calling for him,” said a man, almost shouting. 
 
    “We must protect him,” said someone else. “We must stay close to him. I will be his protector.” 
 
    “I will be his protector,” someone repeated, as if making a pledge. 
 
    “I will be his protector,” a different voice. 
 
    The phrase moved around the room. A woman came to his side and wrapped her arms around him. She smelt terrible. The rest of room flowed towards him, trapping him in a huge hug. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Adam stared through dark lenses. His hands gripped the helicopter joystick tightly. His mind ran through the plan. This time was different, he was actually doing it. This time his mouth was dry, his hands sweaty. His stomach felt too empty, or too full, or both. 
 
    He just had to get her inside. Once she was safely confined, once she was where she belonged, and he was where he belonged, then there would be nothing left to go wrong. 
 
    And that was going to happen, she was unconscious. He was in complete control. As long as he didn’t fall out of the sky. As long as she didn’t wake up. The first was almost impossible. The second… completely impossible. Everything they designed worked flawlessly. If anything failed him it would be the helicopter. 
 
    As long as he didn’t die – there was no reason he would, but being so close, this was the most at risk he would ever be. If he did die, it had to be now, but he wouldn’t, he couldn’t. It was all so close, he just had to concentrate. 
 
    Focus. Focus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    So close; lit up by the sun like a hint from some benevolent force, the outside world, waiting for Zack beyond the pub windows. Waiting with a fresh asphalt road. Waiting to get him, Macy and Stones to safety. 
 
    He had to get out. 
 
    “STOOOOP,” one of the men shouted. The noise filtered to a silence, leaving one last smash from a woman with the slowest reaction. They all waited, panting heavily. “The devil is defeated here!” 
 
    A huge cheer passed through the room. They began to filter towards the exit. 
 
    A woman with curly hair took Zack’s arm. “Come on.” She smiled. 
 
    “I’m just gonna use the toilet. I’ll catch you up,” said Zack, preparing to get Macy and Stones to join him. 
 
    The woman frowned at him. “Use it for what?” 
 
    “Er… to wee.” 
 
    “No… no!” She grabbed his wrist, turned to the open doorway and shouted a word he didn’t recognise. He felt a stab of frustration, as a couple of males reappeared. 
 
    “I think Zack is still hearing the call of the devil. He wants to use the toilet.” 
 
    They looked at him, nodded seriously and moved forwards. His body tensed up. Their hands tightened around him, pulling him forcefully towards the door, back into sunlight. Fighting an urge to wrestle free, he looked over his shoulder at Macy. They led him to a stone wall. He felt their hands let go of him. He stared at the wall. Unable to think of anything to say, he climbed over it. Stones followed, leaping over and darting around in the grass. 
 
    Zack scanned the area. He had to find out what was going on. He noticed everyone staring at him – as if he done something strange. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Zack said quickly, feeling the energy of the group against him, as if they were waiting for something. 
 
    “Here you can wee,” said a man. 
 
    “Oh… I don’t need to anymore…” 
 
    The group exchanged looks. 
 
    “It was just the devil,” said the blond man. 
 
    A chatter of agreement passed through them. 
 
    “Let’s go!” said someone else. 
 
    The group started walking towards the other side of the field. Zack did the same. He searched for something to ask them, something that would help him understand all this. Before he could, a man, short and bald, began to sing. 
 
    “I love the sun. I love the moon. I love them forever.” 
 
    The tune sounded like someone trying every piano key, then again, but in the other direction. 
 
    “I love the sun. I love the moon. I love them forever,” everyone joined in. 
 
    “I love the sun. I love the moon. I love them forever,” Zack and Macy sang too. 
 
    The song bled into a chant. What little tune it had fell away through repetition. Every time they reached the end, Zack hoped that they would stop – and each time they began again. A deep anger rose in him. Did they know about the zombies? What the fuck was going on? 
 
    With each repetition it grew more absurd. With each repetition, Zack sank further and further into an idea – he was not going to get any answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Zack could not think straight. The stupid chant dug into his skull. “I love the sun. I love the moon. I love them forever.” 
 
    He thought of running away with Macy in his arms, with Stones running by his side. How would these people react? Every change in the landscape became part of his imaginary escapes. But he remained in their journey, a passenger, as the sun rose higher in the sky. 
 
    Did they have a destination? Were these people just going to walk forever? They came to the bottom of a slope and passed through a line of trees. 
 
    “That’s it,” said one of the group, cutting though the chant. 
 
    They all stopped. The silence hit hard, followed by relief and a hope that they would not begin again. Zack looked down the slope at the road, which led into a village. 
 
    He searched for signs of movement as they drew close to a low wall and climbed over it. 
 
    Ahead, the road ran past some terraced houses, before turning and descending a hill to feed the rest of the village. This area marked a transition – a place where nature lost ground to concrete and brick. But that was slowly changing. The gardens were losing their shape and becoming overgrown. The cracks of the village were alive with weeds, reaching out to reclaim the ground. 
 
    “This one!” a man said, pointing at the terraced houses. The group spread out, moving left and right – half of them went to the front and the other half went to the rear. Some were drawn to a picket fence, which enclosed the back gardens. 
 
    A woman looked at him. “Fight the devil, Zack.” She grinned. 
 
    Zack headed left towards the picket fence and hit it as hard as he could. A part of it broke. He pulled his arms back and swung again. The fence became a stand in for his captors, as he brought the bat crashing into it once more. He sidestepped slightly, as he prepared to swing again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Laura opened her eyes, squinting against the light. 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    The room was rectangular, with two glass walls – one long and one short. The short one to her right-hand side. The long one before her like a huge screen. Both showed an expansive view of countless pine trees. Rows and rows of tiny arrows far below the building, each catching the sun and leaving its shadow on the tree behind – a tapestry of light and dark that reached the horizon. 
 
    Inside, the floor was rich, deep-brown wood. Furniture – modern and expensive looking. A big sofa. A glass coffee table. And the huge bed that she was on, with silk-soft sheets under her touch. 
 
    Laura didn’t recognise anything, except for a feeling. A deep, underlying sensation that this was a place where things were clean. Where order had sunk in its claws. It reminded her of how she used to feel – as if a part of her had come back. 
 
    “Hello Laura,” said a voice, slightly hoarse but gentle and kind. 
 
    Laura looked around. 
 
    “My name is Adam. I’m here to answer any questions you may have. Don’t worry, I know this is all very confusing. Just take a moment. Take as long as you need. My job is to explain it all to you. It’s a lovely place isn’t it?” 
 
    His voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. Laura searched for a speaker. Or an opening of some kind. 
 
    “You can’t see me I’m afraid… Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Where am I?” she said quietly. 
 
    “You’re in Sweden. In a place called Boden. This is a house that we use for people we want to talk to.” 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “Helicopter. Do you remember? I came to get you.” 
 
    Laura was quiet for a while. Some images came to her; a blue flash, a man with a colourful shirt. 
 
    “Perhaps you would like to sit down, and take some time to think about it. Take your time. I’ll come back in little while.” 
 
    She got out of bed and walked over to the glass wall. She stood, looking at the trees below. They were everywhere – so closely packed that she couldn’t see the ground. This was the end of something. The start of something. Maybe it had all been some sort of test. Maybe it hadn’t been real. She looked back at the bed. No. She hadn’t come out of a coma. It had been real. But why her? Why had he come for her? 
 
    Left of the trees below, the otherwise flat, outside face of the building had a bit that stuck out, as if to catch more sun. A sort of glass column. The top of it lined up with a door in her room. She could see stairs inside, leading downwards. The whole thing seemed to descend all the way to the ground, or at least far enough to become obscured by the trees. 
 
    “Hello Laura.” She turned around at the sound of his voice. “I just have a little question. Do you have any fillings?” 
 
    Her stomach tightened. What was he going to do? 
 
    “Why?” she said, trying to sound brave. 
 
    “Well, and I’ll explain about this later, but we have a machine here that doesn’t work very well in the presence of metal. Tiny amounts are fine. Very tiny. Like the iron in my blood for example. But anything large enough to see, it just messes up the machine… do you have any?” 
 
    “No,” said Laura. A lie – she had two. 
 
    “Okay fantastic. Now then, I’m going to send someone down to get you. I should let you know that the person I’m going to send isn’t like you and me. They’re not very talkative. And really they only think in very simple terms. Sounds a bit like my mother-in-law.” 
 
    Laura eyed the door. 
 
    It opened upwards silently. A huge figure filled the frame, staring at her with dull eyes. His body was swollen – as if grown and stretched by some unnatural force – his shoulders pushed apart, his body bent forwards under his own mass, a flat, misshapen nose on his round face. He had been dressed in an office-shirt and black trousers. Laura saw her own death, as if staring into some type of heavy machinery. 
 
    “Funny looking guy isn’t he?” said Adam. “It’s okay. You can follow him.” 
 
    With many slow, small steps, he turned around and walked away, leaving her alone in the room. Laura stared at the open door. Beyond it she could see a red carpet and a corridor of some kind. She waited, seeing if the guard would return, or if Adam would speak again. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    She took a few steps. A few more. She glanced at the doors that had remained closed. Where did they go? She inched closer. Finally she came to the threshold. A corridor ran either side of her. 
 
    The walls were white and windowless. The whole ceiling was emitting soft light – perfectly uniform in its brightness. 
 
    On her left, the guard stared at her – behind him another door. It was identical to the one she had passed through. It opened. The guard turned and walked through it. There the red carpet ended. She looked in the other direction where the corridor stretched on for a bit and then made a turn. 
 
    She looked back to the guard, hesitated, then headed towards him; she could see whiteness around him in the room as if it were just a piece of paper and he was a drawing. As she came close, the whiteness revealed an empty, cube-shaped room. She entered. The floor and walls were made of a pale, shiny material – some sort of ceramic. The smell reminded Laura of cleaning spray. There were three doors. One she had come through. One to her side. One straight ahead. She stood next to the wheezing guard, who remained motionless, except for the unnaturally fast rise and fall of his chest. 
 
    “Now then Laura. I’m going to do a quick scan.” 
 
    Laura glanced around, looking for some sign of what was coming. Her body began to tingle slightly. A sudden panic hit her. 
 
    The fillings. 
 
    What if they put her at risk? What kind of scan was this? 
 
    “Laura… I’m detecting some metal, is there something you perhaps forgot?” Adam said, as the door to her right opened. 
 
    “Yeah… I have some fillings,” she said quietly. 
 
    “If you can just go through that door, we’ll figure it out together.” 
 
    A silence passed. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Adam asked. 
 
    “What’s in there?” 
 
    A short silence. The guard moved towards her. Laura felt a smallness. She could feel his weight from the way he walked. She raised her fists and backed away. The guard stopped. 
 
    “Laura it’s okay… he would never hurt you.” Adam had a slight tone of panic. 
 
    “I’ll hurt him, get him away from me,” said Laura. 
 
    “You… you have to go with him. If you won’t go, I have to ask him to lead you by the arm. I’m sure you’d rather go at your own pace.” 
 
    Laura lowered her fists, glaring at the guard. “I’ll follow you then,” she said to the guard. 
 
    The guard turned and left the room, moving back onto the red carpet. Laura walked behind him. This time the corridor was straight and only a few steps long. A door at the end opened and she came into another cube-shaped room. 
 
    In the middle stood a comfortable looking, green armchair. A lonely stroke of colour. 
 
    “Would you mind taking a seat, Laura?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It may not look like much but it’s a special chair. It should help us investigate the results of your scan.” 
 
    “What does it do?” said Laura. 
 
    “Take a seat. I’ll show you!” 
 
    “No… tell me what it does.” 
 
    “It’s a little bit hard to explain, Laura.” 
 
    Laura heard footsteps and she turned to see the guard approaching. Her neck bent back to stare into his eyes. He came toe-to-toe with her. They held each other’s gaze for a moment. He looked at the chair, looked back at her, and pointed, making her flinch slightly. He put both hands on her shoulders, squeezed them and lifted her up. A voice told her to kick him. She felt the back of her legs touch the chair. 
 
    … 
 
    Laura opened her eyes, a white ceiling hung above her. Her head lifted. She saw glass walls, expensive furniture and a wooden floor – this was the same room as before. The one she had woken up in. 
 
    She sat up straight. The guard had picked her up – the last thing she remembered. After that, nothing… 
 
    Her tongue moved to her teeth. They felt the same as before. She stood up and walked around, looking for cameras, microphones, anything. 
 
    “Ah hello Laura. How are you?” 
 
    She froze and tried to pinpoint the direction of the voice. 
 
    “Well. Your fillings are gone. I had to be a little bit sneaky about it. Please forgive me. But I felt like you were getting a tiny bit stressed. Who wants to be awake at the dentist anyway? It’s never a particularly pleasant experience.” 
 
    Her tongue moved to her teeth again. 
 
    “Well the good news is, you’re all set. So let me show you what all the fuss is about.” 
 
    A door opened. The guard stood at the threshold – his empty eyes piercing her. He turned and left. Laura followed, coming back onto the red carpet. She looked left, seeing the guard and the open door. They were going to scan her again. She glanced back the way she had come, then slowly walked towards the cube-shaped room, until it opened up around her. 
 
    She waited in silence. 
 
    “Just doing another scan,” said Adam. 
 
    Laura felt a familiar tingle. She stood, waiting. What was she to him? A prisoner? In a way, he had saved her, or at least made her safer. But for whose benefit? Was she some sort of experiment? Were Zack and Macy here somewhere, going through the same process? She wondered if Adam knew about the powers she used to have. 
 
    “Okay, it seems like you’re ready. I can see you’re safe now. Shall we?” 
 
    A door opened. Laura waited for the guard to lead her, but he only stared at her blankly. She hesitated, then walked forwards into a corridor identical to the last. A corner waited ahead. The guard followed her with heavy footsteps. The bend drew close, and then unfolded before her. 
 
    She froze. 
 
    Purple light spilt from an open door. Laura felt unable to move. It forced her to stare, forced her to take it all in. It came from several bulbs – equally spaced along the walls and floor of the room ahead. 
 
    Her neck felt stiff and slow. She forced it sideways and flicked her eyes away to the guard behind her, who watched her without expression. As she did so, everything loosened – she could move normally again. She turned back to the light – it took hold of her again. 
 
    “What is it?” she said. 
 
    “It’s the big magnet,” said Adam. “A silly thing really. But just a little part of what we do down here.” 
 
    The light shifted, somehow becoming a colour she’d never seen in her life. The idea of approaching it seemed insane. Surely it wasn’t safe. Yet it seemed to pull at her. A conflict rose. Go or stay? She took a step forwards, her heart beating against her chest – the room disproportionate in her vision. As if that single step had been a huge leap. 
 
    She swallowed – her throat dry. She struggled to keep her legs straight. Her hips and knees tried to fold in on themselves. Was the light hurting her? She took another step forward. 
 
    Another step. Another. Until the doorway grew above her and she knew she would enter. A few steps more and she passed the threshold, losing the last shred of space, losing the last bit of white, empty corridor and becoming enveloped by the light. 
 
    Her chest rose and fell in gaping breaths. A terrible weight pushed down on her. The lights were everywhere. The walls. The ceiling. The floor. Her eyes wouldn’t focus, causing the room to tremble and distort. 
 
    For a moment she thought of death – was this her execution? Then the weight upon her began to feel good, as if it made her stronger. Her eyes focused. The lights were behind a thick sheet of glass. They had a robust, blocky shape. 
 
    Crystals. 
 
    They led somewhere. She could feel them pulling her. Like tunnels to some unseeable place. Her hands pressed against the glass. It was hot. She yearned to step through. Let them take her. She didn’t need to stay anymore. They would take her back. Back to where she should be. Back to where she came from. Back into light, and colour, and size, and depth. 
 
    The door opened. Laura’s head snapped to it. Another empty corridor. No! She couldn’t leave. Not now. She stared back at the crystals. They wouldn’t let her go. A strong grip caught her arm – the guard. She screamed and kicked as he dragged her. The light disappeared, replaced by the white of another corridor. The door closed behind. The guard let go, leaving her panting on the floor. 
 
    “Laura… Laura!” said Adam.”… Laura, are you okay?” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “They’re just… just. Are you claustrophobic? Or… wh-what happened?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Laura I’m here to help you… please, what’s going on? You’re scared of small spaces aren’t you?” 
 
    Laura knew she mustn’t tell the truth. 
 
    “Yeah… no… I… I, like, had a panic attack. I don’t know… I want to go home.” 
 
    “Oh Laura, I’m so sorry. You must relax. All this stuff is almost over. Please just… come to the next room. This is all totally safe I promise you.” 
 
    The guard took hold of her again and led her through cold white light into another room. 
 
    A pressure built around her. The air grew heavier. The guard let go. She quickly took a breath, but it felt like any other. She took more to be certain. Her eyes squinted. It was quiet, but not in a way she understood. It wasn’t a lack of noise, it was a vacuum, as if noise had been sucked out and could never exist again. 
 
    The room consisted of two equal spaces divided by a thick glass wall. Through it she saw the man from the helicopter wearing a Hawaiian shirt. Only one object was near him. A small screen. On her side of the glass, an MRI machine was embedded in the wall. Looking at it, she began to think it was that which affected the air. She could feel it, like a weight, or an anchor, slowing everything around it down. Next to it stood a plant with a red pot – a palm of some kind. 
 
    “Hello Laura,” Adam said. His voice, in the strange deadness of the room, was wholly unnatural. 
 
    Laura glanced around. 
 
    “Well,” said Adam. “We’re almost at the end of all this messing around. Thanks for your patience so far. So all I need for you to do now is lie on that flat surface over there. And then I can finally start explaining things.” 
 
    Laura looked at the machine. Was it an MRI machine? Or did it just look like one? 
 
    “What does it do?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a different kind of scan.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you yet. I’m sorry. When we’re done, I’ll go through everything.” 
 
    Laura moved to it and lay flat on its tray, knowing it would take her inside. The surface under her moved. Adrenaline pulsed under her skin. The ceiling became replaced by darkness. She felt herself as an object – being taken along a factory assembly line. An idea came to her; this might not stop moving, it might lead her to machine after machine, to process after process. 
 
    She glanced towards her feet, and watched the shrinking circle of light. Her breathing became uncomfortably loud, like someone blowing in her ears. She tried humming, but that made an agonising drone in her skull. She tried to sit up slightly, but her body was stuck – she couldn’t figure out how. Laura tried moving just her arms. They were stuck too. 
 
    … 
 
    Adam couldn’t understand it. What had happened? She had looked so strange pressed against the glass like that. Then afterwards she had looked… gone. He had a sense of inevitability. Of course it wouldn’t go to plan, the one thing that he had planned for his whole life. Of course it wouldn’t work and he would have to fight for what should be guaranteed. 
 
    Well he would fight. This belonged to him. He would fight. He approached the screen and studied the number there. As his eyes rested upon it, a terrible sickness rose in his stomach. This was actually happening. It was actually going wrong. 
 
    … 
 
    Laura looked down at her feet and saw herself moving back to the lab, back into brightness. She waited until the tray had stopped moving. She lifted an arm, finding it unstuck. She sat up quickly and got off. 
 
    Adam was staring at a small screen in the wall. Laura watched him until she began to wonder if he had noticed her return. 
 
    “Stay there, I’ll be right back,” he said eventually. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Adam stepped into his office, brightly lit by the large window in the centre of the back wall. 
 
    His eyes roamed over the pine trees for a few seconds. He moved over to the corner desk, black, sleek and modern. He sat down, opened a drawer, pulled out a sheet of paper and put it on the desk. A white board hung on the wall to his side. On it, a flow chart he had drawn a long time ago. 
 
    He reached over to a small, oblong box and took out his favourite pen. Without knowing why, he drew a little square on the paper. He put a cross inside – a doodle from his subconscious. 
 
    It didn’t make sense. He had done everything right. The crystals were meant to suck it all out of her. This must have happened before, he reassured himself, because they had told him to test the result. If it worked one hundred percent of the time, what would be the point of the test? 
 
    What could he do? The result wasn’t low enough, but it was low. Maybe she just had more than the average person. Maybe she just needed to go back in. But their instructions had said to do it once. No more. That part was specific. The thought of going against that, of going outside of the plan – he could end up ruining everything. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Laura watched Adam walk through the door. He gave her a wide smile. “Laura, I hope you don’t mind but we’re going to have to go back to the giant magnet again.” 
 
    An intense warmth passed through her. At the same time, she felt sick. She could already see the light in her mind, already feel its pull on her. 
 
    “Why are they magnetic?” she said. 
 
    “I know you have a lot of questions. And after we’re done here, we can start addressing them. Let’s get this out the way first though, shall we?” Adam gestured towards the open door. “Please, go ahead.” The guard began to leave. 
 
    Laura followed him out of the room and down the corridor. A few corners, a few straight stretches, and it was there. That impossible light which fell out of the room and coloured everything. Laura walked past the guard, trying to act naturally. She couldn’t let Adam know how they affected her. 
 
    The door frame pulled her forwards, like a portal – taking her inside, pushing away the white, cold corridor and drawing the light over her. It hit so hard. Had it turned against her? The light came into her. Her body expanded and shrank as it tried to suck in air, no longer feeling like it belonged to her. Her vision bled out her eyes and swallowed her whole skull. 
 
    She accepted her death. This beautiful energy could continue without her. But then the light seemed to change. It seemed to heal her, fuel her. Each crystal sang. They overlapped, screeched, vibrated in the spaces of each other, fitting together and yet clashing. An incredible, ecstatic noise. 
 
    The door opened to her side. Was that it? Laura pulled herself away. She couldn’t stay. She couldn’t let Adam know. 
 
    She came stumbling back out into harsh white light. With them behind her. With their image burned into her. As if time had stuck with them and spat her out into a future that wasn’t real. She followed the guard, his wide, slouched back a beacon in the endless, bleak corridors. The carpet turned to wood and a huge rectangular room opened around her, drawing another see-through wall across her vision with yet another sweeping view of sunlit treetops. A line of sofas and arm chairs ran parallel with the glass. 
 
    In the room’s centre lay something halfway between a deck chair and a beanbag. To her right were two huge wooden tables, arranged in a right angle so that they neatly slotted into the room’s corner. 
 
    “Laura, why don’t you makes yourself comfortable?” said Adam. “Do you want something to eat?” 
 
    “No…” Laura walked towards the glass wall until she had her palms against it. She remained standing like this, staring out. 
 
    “Quite a view isn’t it?” said Adam. 
 
    Laura didn’t move. She let the moment linger – just her and the view. What were those crystals? What was it that they gave to her? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Laura, make yourself comfortable,” said Adam, “I’m going to play you some audio which will clear up a lot of your questions.” 
 
    Laura dropped onto the beanbag-deckchair in the room’s centre. It shifted around her. She felt the tiredness in her body. 
 
    “Your language has no word for us. But you can call us oceanbeings,” said a deep voice. Like Adam’s, it seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. But it possessed a calm and authoritative quality. Something sounded a bit off. Like the voice was doubled over itself, but in a way Laura could only just pick out. 
 
    “We come from a planet similar to yours in some ways, and very different in others. 
 
    “We existed in an ocean, not too dissimilar to the ones on your planet. For this reason, evolution made us look very different to how you look. We were built to survive in very different conditions. 
 
    “The way our society developed is also very different. You had many resources and materials with which you experimented and evolved. Where we come from, there was not the same opportunity for experimentation and the development of technology. Simply put, without the ability to go on land, we did not have the history of tool-use that your race does. 
 
    “Our development, instead, was linguistic, philosophical and cultural. We developed a strong understanding of our nature, of how to live with happiness, and co-operation. We do not have the same history of war, and power struggles, except for one exception, which I will come to later. 
 
    “For us, the important thing was to have an idea. Some common idea that united us all. With a common idea, you can relate to one another. Everything has an ultimate meaning. Everything has a purpose. A society with an idea is a society united. A society with direction. 
 
    “I will sum up for you now, the idea we settled on. We observed the great equalising power of huge numbers. Flip a coin once, and it can only be heads or tails. Half of its potential is lost. Flip a coin five times, and, although unlikely, it can land on heads every time. Again, the opportunity for full expression is lost. Only half of what is possible is experienced in reality. 
 
    “Flip it a million times, and this becomes all but impossible. Tails must surely come. Furthermore, tails and heads are more likely to become equal. The more coin flips, the more opportunity for expression and balance. 
 
    “We saw that the ocean in which we lived worked this way. It was huge. So big we couldn’t explore it all. With countless plants. With countless grains of sand. Countless everything. We couldn’t even count ourselves, there were so many of us. 
 
    “We were a race united by one idea, that we existed through the power of huge numbers. As did everything around us. We understood numbers had no limit. That an immortal being could count forever, with no end. That was our God. Our God was the great equalising power of infinity. The endlessness of numbers, and the opportunity that lay within. 
 
    “It was simple. It didn’t give us all the answers. But it was enough. It worked for us. We believed our purpose was to continue the march of huge numbers. To reproduce, and preserve. To avoid destruction, limitation. To multiply, not deplete. 
 
    “However something happened that changed our history forever. Human beings, your race, they changed everything for us. 
 
    “We had humans on our planet too. In fact, that is where the human species originated from. Not your planet as you may currently believe. 
 
    “Humans evolved on our planet’s surface whilst we remained underwater. As time moved on, they began to master certain elements of their environment, to manipulate it, and develop sophisticated tool use. We were aware of their progress as something negative. Mostly humans were a threat. They would hurt us for food. As they grew more skilled, we became more at risk of being caught. 
 
    “However they were intelligent, as were we. And we were able to open communication with them, and to form an agreement that we would co-operate. We understood they were resource hungry, and so we provided them with things from the ocean that they could not easily access. We understood that if they wanted to, they could destroy us. So we simply became as helpful to them as we could be. 
 
    “In return they shared information and knowledge with us. At first regarding land. And then regarding space, as they learnt how to leave the planet. Many of their actions we hated. They were destructive, dangerous and short-sighted. And, on the other hand, they seemed to have the opportunity to do many wonderful things. But they did not take these opportunities. This was something we had no power over. Indeed it was something that they didn’t have power over. Their nature was their nature, as a result of their origins. 
 
    “Overpopulation became a problem for them. This made them more unstable. More destructive. At first there were huge famines, because there wasn’t enough food to go around. Then wars broke out. Countries that produced the most food were attacked by those that didn’t. Although it was never admitted, these wars also became an attempt to reduce the population of humans. Battles were planned so as to maximise casualties. 
 
    “We reached an agreement that we would be left out. That we could not be killed as a strategic act of war, or hunted for food. That we were not affiliated with any specific side. We suffered casualties regardless, but not as many. 
 
    “These wars were complex, involving fragile relationships between countries. Allegiances were broken often. As a result, peace never came close, and the killing continued. 
 
    “In an attempt to bring it to an end, we drew out a plan to bring peace, and convinced them to agree to it. It was an ambitious plan, and required us to all make sacrifices. 
 
    “We promised them more food. We already brought them ocean plant life. But there was an underwater cave system that had existed since before our species evolved. It had its own ecosystem. We believed it to be rich with food, although no sunlight reached it. There was a separate form of energy there. We had never been able to explore it, because of the deathworms, an extremely quick moving animal that dominated the cave system and that occasionally would leave to attack us. 
 
    “With the humans’ help, we equipped ourselves with weapons, and began to explore it. We were against killing of all forms. But this was the lesser of two evils. Deathworms proved to be inedible, but the cave system itself was so dense with life, as we expected, that we were able to farm the plants that grew there. We began to produce food at unprecedented levels. 
 
    “This helped, but only a little. 
 
    “To improve the situation further, we began constructing human cities that stood upon the surface of the water. They were capable of two things. One, of providing a closer connection between our world and their world, a way for us to more efficiently transport food from ocean to the land. Two. They allowed us to house many of the displaced. Freeing up more land for traditional human agriculture. 
 
    “Whilst doing this, we tried to find ways to get them to reproduce less. However this is hardwired into human instinct. It soon became clear that this would be very difficult.” 
 
    “Okay Laura,” Adam’s voice sprang up in the room. He sounded high pitched, and annoying against the hypnotic tones he had replaced. “That’s the end of the first lesson. I don’t want to overload you. We’ll go through more tomorrow. There’s some documents over there, please study them. Make sure you learn all the salient information. Do you want anything more to eat or drink?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “You should eat Laura, I insist. I’ll send up a little selection for you to choose from. Just take your time. I’ll be back in about half an hour, and then it’s question time. Anything you want to ask me, anything at all, just say so. Okay?” 
 
    Laura nodded slowly. She moved to the other side of the room. With a little ding, a door rotated open, revealing a tray of cheese, olives, salami and some bread. She took the plate and began to eat. She thought about searching the room, looking for ways out, but instead she moved over to the two tables. Upon them, several folders had been laid out – each one an equal distance from the next. She picked the first one up and flicked through it. She scanned the pages and quickly realised that this was a repeat of what the voice had already told her. She read a little more, making sure there was no new information. 
 
    She put the folder back down and walked over to the glass window. There was something sad and unreal about the trees. Like she was staring at a picture of a dead relative. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Zack had been led by the group, and their carnage, down silent tarmac roads and past empty houses. The back garden of long grass he now found himself in gave them yet more targets: discoloured fences, back-facing windows, a shed. They spread out eagerly – moving to all sides of the secluded rectangle of land as if the fences were pulling them. 
 
    Behind Zack – connected to the garden by an uneven concrete path – lay the street. It held a trail of destruction, evidence of the hours that he had sunk, unable to get a second unsupervised, unable to find any way to question the people around him, or their motives, unable to take Macy away from them. 
 
    Never had they entered the houses. Zack guessed they were focusing on exteriors first. 
 
    He approached a shed to his side and hit it with his bat. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    He looked at the area of impact, he had only scratched the paint. His hands ached slightly from the blow. He glanced around and moved to a fence. He didn’t want to choose something that required a lot of effort. 
 
    The hours continued the delicate pretence. As they moved back out of the garden, and further and further into the village, Zack struggled to find a balance between looking enthusiastic and conserving energy. These people had to sleep, he thought, night time would bring his best chance of escape. The group’s work continued with no sign of ending – until it abruptly did, broken by one of the men shouting, “Let us pray!” 
 
    Everyone closed their eyes and bowed their heads. Zack held Macy’s arm, flashed her a wide-eyed look to do the same, then closed his eyes too. 
 
    “Oh mighty sun,” said the man, “Oh mighty moon. Thank you for another day. Thank you for forgiving us. Thank you for the guidance. Let it be.” 
 
    ‘Let it be,’ they all chorused. 
 
    The man continued: “Thank you for allowing us to destroy the devil’s machinery. Thank you for allowing us to fight him. Let it be!” 
 
    ‘Let it be,’ and this time Zack joined in, and heard Macy do the same. 
 
    “Forgive us for the sins of our ancestors. Forgive us for our weakness. Carry us forward. Carry us on towards paradise. Towards the world that you have waiting for us. Let us wake up each day with joy. With energy. With the path to paradise in front of us. Let it be!” 
 
    ‘Let it be.’ 
 
    Everyone cheered. Zack opened his eyes and saw them returning to their destruction. He shared a look with Macy and took his bat in both hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “Hello Laura. I’m back. It’s time to move on,” said Adam, pulling Laura out her thoughts. 
 
    Laura wondered if he had noticed she hadn’t revised. 
 
    A door opened revealing the guard, this time standing some way back in the corridor. As Laura headed towards him, she saw that there was another open door. She entered the corridor and moved through it into another room. 
 
    It was windowless, containing just a chair. 
 
    “What are you doing?” said Laura. 
 
    “This stage is quite time consuming. I can’t say what we’re doing yet, I’m afraid. It’s going to come up in the next lesson – he will explain it better than me. I’m afraid we’ll have to do this quite a lot.” 
 
    “If I sit on that chair, I’ll pass out.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s something that requires you to be unconscious.” 
 
    Laura stared at it. “I want to stay awake. Does it hurt?” 
 
    “Sorry Laura. It can’t be done like that I’m afraid.” 
 
    … 
 
    Adam watched the guard slowly lower Laura into the yellow plasma – ripples spread out from her unconscious body, bouncing off the light and making white, flickering reflections on the walls and ceiling of the small box-shaped room. What if she woke up? If she could respond so poorly to the crystals, how would she respond to this? 
 
    He debated with himself. Should he watch her manually? Could he trust the system to notify him if something went wrong? What about the guard? What if… What if… He stopped himself. He had to trust in the process. He took off his goggles – the light and shape of his office streaming into his eyes. He rubbed his forehead. He remained still for a few moments before putting the goggles back on, returning to the yellow plasma.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “Macy, you have to hit harder than that.” 
 
    Zack shot a glance at the man who had just spoken. He had a square jaw, huge dark circles under his eyes and had wandered over just seconds earlier. A wide alley had forced them all closer together. Fences ran on both sides, topped by whatever plants were tall enough to grow over from the gardens behind. 
 
    Macy didn’t look at him. 
 
    “Harder. Harder,” said the man. 
 
    Zack felt something stir in his gut – he had to keep Macy out of their minds. 
 
    “I was thinking…” said Zack. “How do you hold the bat? I mean… you put your hands here…? Or here?” 
 
    The man turned and looked at him, clearly confused. 
 
    “I… put them here,” he said, demonstrating on his own bat. 
 
    “And how far back do you swing? Show me.” 
 
    “It’s not about how you swing. It’s about how hard you hit the devil.” 
 
    “Yeah b-” but before Zack could finish the man turned back to Macy: 
 
    “You are not hitting him hard enough.” 
 
    “Well she’s only little, I mean…” said Zack, pulling the man’s eyes back to him “What about me… let me show you this, hang on.” Zack turned the bat in his hand, so that he was holding it like a battering ram. He thudded the handle into a fence panel. 
 
    “See that?! I think it does more damage. Try it.” 
 
    The man moved over to the fence and inspected the hole. “It’s better the other way,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah? Yeah you’re right… okay, so like this?” 
 
    Zack swung normally. 
 
    “Yes,” said the man. 
 
    “And um… you ever tried just using your hands, like to just punch stuff, or you ever break things over your knee?” 
 
    The man stared at him blankly. A long silence passed. Zack knew he had gone too far. 
 
    “It’s um… I don’t know. In case the bat broke,” Zack said. He looked away from the man, readying himself and swinging as hard as he could. The man stayed unnaturally still, burning a hole in the side of his head. Zack searched for something to say. The man turned and began smashing the fence too. Zack felt the tension dissipate a little. 
 
    Macy had regained some strength, but as the minutes passed, she grew slower again, her face scrunching up in pain. 
 
    “You know…” said Zack. “I’m thinking that… we have a break, have something to eat, I saw some good food in a house… and-” 
 
    “Eat?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    The man looked at him, a strange confusion passing over his face. “Eat,” he said slowly, “To… to… put it in your mouth… how do you find these words?” 
 
    “Just um… just you know, just to build up our strength. To fight the devil.” 
 
    He stared at him for a while, then nodded slowly, “Everyone! Come here!” he said. The group stopped what they were doing and gathered around. The alley felt much smaller with all of them so close. 
 
    “Eat,” he said, drawing out the word. 
 
    They exchanged glances. 
 
    “Whose word is that?” said someone. 
 
    “His,” he said pointing at Zack. 
 
    A silence passed between them. 
 
    “We have never ‘eat’!” said one of the group. 
 
    A ripple of agreement spread through everyone. 
 
    Zack glanced around. 
 
    “‘Eat’ must be made by the devil!” said someone else. 
 
    They all agreed and began to move away. Zack gripped his bat with both hands, trying to dissect what had just happened. 
 
    They had seemed to know the word, sort of, but the meaning had confused them. 
 
    Then it clicked. 
 
    They’re zombies. 
 
    He held the bat still and stared through the fence, for a second losing all sense of his surroundings, hit only by the profoundness of his idea. A creeping sense of danger brought him back. He forced himself to refocus. Lifting his arms back up to swing again. He searched for a reason he was wrong. But it made perfect sense. Where else had they come from? Why else would they have no memory of the old world? His bat smashed forward, again, again, again. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t truly accept it. He had spoken with them… he had been touched by them… he had worked with them. They were zombies… he was right in the middle. 
 
    He looked at their faces, somehow seeing them for the first time. Their dead eyes. The mindless way they worked. He looked at Macy at his side. And Stones who lay on the ground. A feeling of utter doom passed through him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Laura woke up squinting. She was in the room where Adam had played the voice to her. Beyond the glass the sun had dropped to the horizon, transforming the sky into a simmering red and lighting up the back wall. 
 
    “Laura, I think that’s enough for today.” 
 
    Laura looked around though she knew she wouldn’t see him. A door opened revealing the guard. He stared at her. Laura removed herself from the huge beanbag chair that had swallowed her, walked towards the door and followed him. Pale white light surrounded her as she left the room behind. 
 
    The corridor felt more like a tunnel, burrowing away from nature with unreal regularity, with windowless, stretching sides. They ended up at the room she had first woken up in. 
 
    She passed the guard and stepped inside, back into the red sunset. 
 
    “Laura, take some time to relax. You’ve got a bathroom and a games room here, and also some clothes. I’ll leave you to look around. I’ll be back in the morning if that’s okay? Good night,” said Adam. 
 
    Laura looked at the other doors, “What if I need to speak to you?” 
 
    “Um… I’ll be asleep. But you’ll be fine, I promise. Everything you need is right here.” 
 
    “… Okay.” 
 
    “Night Laura.” 
 
    Laura decided to look around. She moved to the closest door. It opened upwards silently. She entered the corner of a square-ish room. The huge glass wall extended into here too – the other walls were lined with long cabinets full of clothes. 
 
    She kept moving, going through another door and finding herself in a bathroom. Once again, the glass wall was there, along with a Jacuzzi, a bath, a shower, a toilet. 
 
    She turned and went back to the main room. Only one door was left. She walked over and opened it – revealing the downwards staircase she had noticed earlier in the day. Her feet took a few steps, then a few more. She reached a bend and turned ninety degrees. A few more steps and then it ended. Earlier, she had seen that this glass column descended to the level of the trees – but she could see, now, that the staircase inside only went down one level. 
 
    Entering a huge open space, she saw a pool table. Pinball. A huge screen with a sofa. Through a door-shaped hole – she could glimpse what appeared to be a mini-golf course. 
 
    She stood for a second in the dying sun’s light, thinking. Whoever these people were, they at least wanted to give the illusion of hospitality. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Zack had a dull pain across his shoulders. He swung slowly. The sun had crept closer to the horizon, leaving the air to grow colder. The group had taken him away from the village’s centre and into a residential area. The houses all looked the same and the roads were darker and newer. 
 
    Macy worked at his side, pushing over bins and hitting them. She frequently succumbed to huge pauses – in which her shoulders slouched and her body bent. But then she always fought on, surprising Zack – her cheeks red, her hair stuck with sweat. 
 
    “Praise the sun! Praise the moon.” 
 
    Zack paused, mid swing. The words were forcefully loud. Before he turned his head, before he saw who had spoken, he knew they were intended for someone in the distance. His eyes moved to a male of the group, staring and waving both his arms. Zack followed his gaze to three men coming down the road towards them. He quickly sized them up. This meant there were others outside of his group. A hollowness spread through him. 
 
    What would they do? 
 
    All of them seemed focused on Stones. They stopped, a short distance away – their eyes staring at him. Zack tried to guess their next move. 
 
    “I come from the high priest!” said the middle one upon drawing close, “I have a message that you all must hear.” A serious expression sat on his freckled face. His thinning hair showed a pale scalp which matched his complexion, giving him an overall ghoulish appearance. His hands gripped a plastic, red box, which he placed on the ground and stepped onto. The group gathered around. 
 
    “Praise the sun. Praise the moon. The high priest has declared the following, after hearing the sun and moon speak: 
 
    “Pray more. Worship the moon. Don’t show your bare feet to the sun.” 
 
    The man scanned the crowd as he spoke, slowly moving his gaze left to right, and then back again. 
 
    “Destroy wires. Be careful of wires, they can hurt you. If anyone dies they must be carried to the city. Put rocks in your pockets if you pass under wires.” 
 
    “Is it all wires?” someone said. 
 
    “Yes. All wires, but the ones that go above your head are the worst,” he replied. “If it rains you must all pray to the sun, and the moon. Don’t go in caves. Don’t burn anything. It’s dangerous. Anyone with different-coloured eyes must come with me. Anyone with pink hair must come with me. All buildings must have their windows smashed. That is one of the most important things. Don’t walk on yellow flowers. They have the most sun. Lorries are defeated. Don’t attack the lorries.” 
 
    The two men with him remained silent. One of them with a flat, ugly nose and broad shoulders. The other short with messy black hair and a beard to his waist. 
 
    “Clocks are not to be destroyed. Do not destroy clocks!” 
 
    The man paused, looked at Macy and pointed at her, his face remaining expressionless. 
 
    “You have to go to the devil’s bowl in the big city,” he said, “and…” he looked around the crowd, his arm hovering in front of him, “you should go with her,” he pointed at a man to his right, before choosing a few others to join him. 
 
    Zack’s stomach dropped. Did he mean now? Was it up to the group? He couldn’t split from Macy. He searched for options, some way to change the messenger’s mind, some excuse or escape. He looked at the faces around him. They all kept their gaze forwards. The messenger returned to his speech. 
 
    “When does she go?” said Zack loudly. 
 
    The messenger stopped and stared at him. 
 
    “When does she go,” said Zack again, this time pointing at her, and trying to sound more nonchalant. 
 
    “When you have heard all my commands, then she may go.” 
 
    “Tomorrow. Tomorrow’s better.” 
 
    “What do you mean!?” 
 
    “I mean… we can wait… we’ve got so much to smash. If she stays she can help us, and tomorrow she can go instead.” 
 
    A long silence followed Zack’s words, until he realised he would have to keep talking. 
 
    “We’ve gotta fight the devil,” he shouted, throwing his fist in the air and walking forwards to be in front of the group. Turning, he saw horror on their faces. 
 
    He put his arm down and turned, looking up at the messenger, who frowned down at Zack from his box. 
 
    “The devil is in many places,” he said calmly, “do not disagree with the high priest’s orders.” 
 
    Zack knew he couldn’t keep her and switched his approach: “I… I will go to the big city too. I want to fight the devil there.” 
 
    The messenger nodded. “I have to finish,” he said, turning back to the crowd. Zack searched for an excuse to take Stones. What if he said that Stones helped him fight the devil? The messenger’s words kept coming. Zack couldn’t process them. He could only wait for the speech to finish. He watched the man’s mouth and prepared himself. 
 
    “… and then you should put it in water. And leave it there.” The messenger stared around the group for a few moments, looked downwards at his feet and stepped off his box. 
 
    Some of the group began to walk down the road. Zack followed them. Macy walked by his side. He didn’t dare call to Stones – he would follow him anyway, once a certain distance away. 
 
    “Wait.” The messenger’s voice cut right through him. Zack turned to look. 
 
    “How did you control the dog?” he said to no one in particular. 
 
    “The dog is controlled by Zack,” A woman said, pointing at him. Zack’s eyes flicked from her back to the messenger. 
 
    “Yes, he has to stay with me. He is extra protection against the devil,” said Zack. 
 
    The messenger was quiet for a while. “You will stay,” he said, before pointing to a man, “you will take his place,” he continued to point at different members of the crowd, “and you… and you… and you…” before turning back to Zack, “You will stay and show me how you speak with the dog.” 
 
    “No I need to go. We’re strongest together.” 
 
    The messenger looked at him with distaste. “To travel in a small group, you must be ready. I see that you are not ready to leave the group.” 
 
    “No… the dog keeps away the devil, from me and, and her, we must all stay with the dog. It wh-“ 
 
    “Never be alone!” the messenger screeched over him, his eyes lighting up with fury. “Never be alone.” 
 
    The rest of the group joined in, their voices crashing against each other. Zack could feel his heart thumping. “I will prepare the dog,” he said once they had stopped, “I will prepare him to separate from us, and… I’ll just teach him to follow a new person.” 
 
    Did that excuse him? Zack thought. Would they just let him go now? He could barely remember his own words. Everything blurred in his mind. He walked over to Stones, patted his thigh a few times, then began to walk away from the group, Macy at his side. 
 
    “Stay here!” shouted the messenger behind him. Zack turned around, “I need to do it alone, he gets confused when there’s a lot of people.” 
 
    “The devil is trying to take him!” shouted a man. 
 
    “Hold him!” shouted the messenger. The crowd began to charge. Zack didn’t have time to turn away. Instead he moved back towards them, screaming at Macy to run. He spread his arms and dived forwards, clattering into them. 
 
    He felt himself slam against the ground. They closed around, filling up his vision. He put his hands up to push against them, as they grabbed and pulled – flipping him onto his back. Grass pressed against his face. They yanked his arms behind him, their weight pushing him down. His head twisted sideways, he tried to glimpse Macy. Feet and legs blocked his view. A space opened up, his heart sank. She was struggling in a man’s arms. Somewhere behind him, he heard Stones barking loudly. 
 
    Zack screamed, throwing everything into his limbs – his vision blurring as his head snapped back and forth. 
 
    … 
 
    The darkness, the itchiness in his wrists, the ache of the hard metal on his spine, his head full of anger, his body, full of burning acidic fear – it all poured into Zack with the same message, the same relentless, destroying message. 
 
    He had lost her. 
 
    Night had fallen. He had been left in the silence of the village, surrounded by broken, twisted destruction. The tribe had moved on. He suspected they were still close by. 
 
    He moved his wrists up and down behind him to fray the ropes against the lamppost. If he did it long enough… if he started now… how many days could keep him here…? 
 
    What if another tribe came? A separate one that he could convince to let him loose? 
 
    Something had to happen. It had to. He couldn’t lose her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Laura woke up to a rising sun – a huge ball coming out of the horizon. But it was colourless and dim. Everything was. The glass had changed and it had changed the light. There were only differing shades of grey, making the room monochromatic. Laura guessed the effect was to help her sleep. 
 
    If she got up, would she hear Adam’s voice? She left the bed and walked over to the window. What if something had happened to Adam? Some random act of God killed him and she was left here alone. Would she be able to make it her home, find a way to open the doors and roam around? 
 
    That would give her access to the crystals – as much as she wanted. What would that do to her? Would she limit herself to a few hours a day? Or one day on, one day off? Would she break the glass that encased them? Was it safe to break the glass? Fuck it, she would get used to them. Build them into her life, without losing herself. She would live like a queen. Food. Safety. After all the tragedy she had lived through, this could be the final conclusion. Her. Alone. Here in her strange futuristic castle in a forest. She deserved it. At the very least, she deserved it. 
 
    “Good morning Laura,” Adam’s voice pulled her out her thoughts. 
 
    “Were you watching me sleep?” said Laura. 
 
    “No… no, of course not. I… when you wake up the computer here tells me. I don’t want to keep you waiting around.” 
 
    “Give me a bell. I’ll ring it when I want you.” 
 
    “I’ll look into that Laura. How do you feel today?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Fantastic! Well come and meet me in the lab. I’ll just send Jimmy down.” 
 
    She eyed the door. Would she return to the crystals? Part of her wasn’t sure if she wanted to, if it was safe, if she was ready. 
 
    The door opened. The guard stood there, staring at her for a moment, before making a lumbering turn and leaving. Laura stepped into the red-carpet hallway. She saw the guard heading right and followed. She hadn’t gone this way yet. This was something new. She took another corner and a door opened ahead. Through it, she saw the MRI machine. Her route had been new, but her destination the same. 
 
    The dead air hit her – she forced herself forwards, moving over to the machine. She sat on the edge. On the other side of the thick glass, she saw Adam enter. His red Hawaiian shirt had been replaced with a blue one. 
 
    “Okay Laura. Lie down over there for me please.” 
 
    She hated his voice in here. She hated every noise. They were worse than the silence. She lay down and watched the ceiling. The surface beneath her began to move. The top of the machine crossed her vision. Then darkness. 
 
    … 
 
    Adam knew what should happen. The last result should be a blip – an unexplainable mystery that fell away into the past. He didn’t care if he never found out why it happened. He just needed it to be gone. 
 
    Up flashed the number. Adam’s eyes stayed on the screen as the machine brought Laura back. They stayed, as she got up. They stayed, as she spoke: 
 
    “Adam…” 
 
    Finally he looked at her and forced a smile. 
 
    “We’ll have to go in the magnet room again,” he said, trying to keep the panic out his voice. 
 
    “With the crystals,” said Laura quickly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Adam put on the goggles. His office disappeared, replaced by a corridor and a downwards view of Laura and the guard. He became without a body – a point of vision able to move freely. He watched them pass underneath him, then moved to the scan room to watch them enter. 
 
    Metal detection. The idea began within him, flowing out through the goggles and rolling into reality. He stared at Laura, watching her until the scan finished. 
 
    Safe – the result popped into his mind, almost as if it were his own thought. 
 
    He opened the door for her. 
 
    “Thanks Laura,” he said. 
 
    She was pretty. He hadn’t been sure at first, but he had come to like the way she looked. She entered the crystal room. Adam watched as she fell to her knees, her arms stretching out to her sides. Then she fell flat on her face, squirming against the glass floor like an insect on a window. 
 
    Adam watched nervously. She wasn’t supposed to be there. One time only – they had told him one time only. But once started it was impossible to interrupt the process. He had to wait. Finally her time was up. The door opened. He watched Laura head towards it, moving agonisingly slowly and looking at the crystals the whole time. He thought about asking her what had happened, what she had felt – but somehow he couldn’t see the point. This was just another horrible uncertainty. He wouldn’t let it get to him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Laura sat in the same chair as before, feeling it sink into every contour of her body. A few seconds and the voice began: 
 
    “In the last lesson, I told you about how human beings affected us. How we arranged for a peace treaty, and how we tried to provide them with food, housing, whilst also trying to reduce their rate of reproduction. 
 
    “As we built more cities on the sea, we began to achieve our aims. The situation improved. Many human representatives pledged a new era of restraint, no longer would their excessive nature lead them. Instead they would manage their resources responsibly. It seemed that humans were entering a new golden era. We were happy, as their wellbeing affected ours. 
 
    “What followed was in one sense very complex, and in another very simple. I will give you the simple version for the sake of brevity. Humans didn’t change. 
 
    “They continued their consumption on a slightly reduced level. We were in touch with their scientists, and had access to the same data. We could see that our planet was being changed irreversibly. We could see that the climate would collapse, that weather patterns as we knew them would collapse. That everything would change. They were no longer at war, but they still engaged in their own destruction. 
 
    “We held strikes, no longer willing to work with them. As their ocean cities relied on us, they had no option but to acquiesce to our demands. We demanded that we keep a portion of the food we produced. That was all. At this time, the food shortages were over. It was a simple demand to meet. They met it. We stockpiled this food, waiting. We agreed amongst ourselves upon drastically reduced reproduction, shrinking the size of our species. 
 
    “Then when the time was right, we left. We moved to an area of the ocean they did not use. We moved as deeply as our bodies would allow. And we waited, in darkness. 
 
    “We had made our calculations. We knew roughly when humans would destroy themselves. We planned to return at that time. Unfortunately the surface of the ocean became incredibly acidic, and inhospitable. We were forced to remain very deep for generations more than we intended. 
 
    “Eventually it became safe, and we returned. The humans were all gone. 
 
    “Sea levels had risen, engulfing their cities. We began to harvest the technology they had left behind. This technology was advanced, and we were able to alter much of it to work underwater. 
 
    “We developed a breathing apparatus, which allowed us to walk on land. 
 
    “I want to state for you again, that we are a species that need an idea to unify under. I explained in the last lesson that it was the power of numbers. 
 
    “But events had challenged our great idea. 
 
    “We found ourselves in a world destroyed by humans. Would it not have been better for them to never have existed? The power of numbers had created them, but they had limited and destroyed and restricted and removed. They had ruined the balance. We also had a better understanding of the universe. Back at the beginning, the stars represented an unknown beauty. But we had learnt from the humans that space was mostly empty and cold. 
 
    “In short, we could no longer have such a positive view of life. 
 
    “In addition to this, we began to talk about a new concept, which we called the great filter. 
 
    “Why, with there being so many planets, and with the universe being so old, was there no sign of intelligent life? Surely, if the universe was as big as we thought, there would be life out there. Why wouldn’t one form of life have mastered travel? Why wouldn’t they have mastered colonisation? Why weren’t we, a small, primitive species, gazing in wonder at the species that had got there first? Gazing at their ships that would fill our sky, their technology sophisticated far beyond ours. Why hadn’t they come to our planet to use its resources? Why hadn’t they – at the very least – visited long enough to leave something behind, something that proved their existence? 
 
    “Why were we so alone? We believed that given a million years the humans would have taken over the universe, spread to every corner. That was their nature. But the universe wasn’t a million years old, it was billions of years old. So where were the species with the same nature as humans? Billions of years, surely enough for one species to rise above them all. 
 
    “The answer? The great filter. Life had a type of self-destruct code built in. Just as we had seen in humans. Life didn’t spread through the universe because technological advancement brought immense power. And immense power brought self-destruction. The great filter. 
 
    “Unfortunately the new way of seeing things brought more questions than answers. It began as debates. Passionate and exciting. But then it all changed. Collectively we realised we could not agree, and that the first oceanbeings to act would be the ones that won the argument. 
 
    “It took a long time, but eventually, after many generations of human technology, war broke out. Only a small minority of us believed in war, but they had never had the opportunity to wage it, and then suddenly, because of human technology, they did. 
 
    “We broke away from one another, forming groups based on what we thought should become our new great idea. It was a short war. One side quickly established dominance and the others surrendered. Our species emerged with a new idea to unify under. 
 
    “We would move away from our old philosophy of multiplication and infinite numbers. Instead, we would become replicators and preservers. We would make copies of what was good, so that it could not be destroyed again. At the same time we would fight against any destructive forces we came across, even if that meant that we become destructive ourselves. 
 
    “But the idea, by itself, wasn’t enough. We had been too complacent before, too vague. This time we needed concrete actions. Specific aims, so that we could apply our new philosophy with maximum efficiency and focus. 
 
    “So we thought of a special aim that would encapsulate our new philosophy. An ultimate goal, which, when achieved, would mean we had successfully become what we aspired to be. 
 
    “Our aim was this – one day in the future, we would make a perfect copy of our universe. 
 
    “This would be the ultimate safety against destructive forces, such as humans. To complete our aim, we would have to discover and understand the very forces of creation themselves. We would have to learn why things existed. This came with an added bonus. A second universe would be the ultimate lab. We could use it to run experiments. We could see what a universe could do without water. Or without gravity. We could understand every building block, and its effect. 
 
    “We understood that we might never get there. In fact some of us hoped that we wouldn’t. The most important thing was to give ourselves direction, to give ourselves an idea to unify under. This is something we need. It is a part of our nature, as destruction is a part of yours. 
 
    “The next passage of history was a long one. We set ourselves a simple objective. We needed to start small, so we challenged ourselves to create a planet. 
 
    “As for the great filter, we weren’t sure if we would pass through it or not, but we had no choice but to try. Let me jump forward in time now, because after the war, a long period of peace followed lasting many, many generations. Then came a major breakthrough. We discovered teleportation. 
 
    “We used it for many experiments, but the most important was an attempt to teleport to a point beyond our universe, into whatever held our universe. It had to be one-way teleportation of course. We couldn’t allow whatever was outside the universe to get in. That much was clear. 
 
    “Once we were sure as we could be, we set up our machines to teleport a sensor. We set it for a distance that was gratuitously large – the biggest number we could come up with, which we then multiplied by itself several times. 
 
    “The sensor did not leave the universe. We tried the experiment again and again – with different numbers. Each time the camera would end up someplace unexpected. We began to think that the universe looped back on itself, that if you went far enough in one direction, you would come back on yourself. Indeed with enough experiments, we proved that to be the case. 
 
    “We came to understand. Let me give you a metaphor. You cannot leave a planet by going north or south. East or west. You must go up. You must move in a way that the planet cannot follow you. The universe, it seemed, had the same rules. But it could follow us in all directions. So we had to go up, like the first rocket to leave our planet. What was ‘up’ to the universe? What would take us where it could not follow? We did not know. But we began by naming it. In your language, it would be called ‘God’s up’. Or perhaps ‘the creator’s up’. 
 
    “For now, the possibility of going outside our universe seemed out of reach. This marked a turning point in our history. Things began to grow troubling. There were some riots, some serious disagreements in our society. Our ultimate mission no longer gave us direction. 
 
    “Fortunately, we came up with a new plan. We decided to create a universe inside a universe – a mini universe in some sort of artificial void or bubble. 
 
    “This proved easier to achieve. We became experts of the very small. We made a space, with its own physics, its own matter. 
 
    “In short, we made your universe.” 
 
    There was a pause. Laura felt like she was supposed to be impressed. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” said Laura, speaking over the audio as it continued. It promptly died down. 
 
    “Oh… what would you like?” said Adam. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Night had given in to day. The sky had slowly drained away the darkness, at first giving only a tint which failed to turn off the streetlights above Zack’s head, and then it had focused on the horizon, lifting a band of hot orange there, then the sun rose, and with it a sense of beginning, of day, of the earth waking up. 
 
    Zack kept his wrists moving. He had the sluggishness of a restless night – a kind of simple clarity mixed with fragility. Stones lay at his side, eyes closed, chest slowly rising and falling. 
 
    There was movement at the end of the street. The messenger and his two companions were heading towards Zack. 
 
    The three men stopped a few feet away, held hands and made low ‘ommm’ noises. Stones woke up and scrambled to stand in front of Zack. Frustration rose in him. A voice told him he could break the ropes, raise his arms, raise his body and destroy them. He could rip his freedom back. 
 
    “By sun. By moon. I cast the devil away,” said the messenger. He reached in his pocket and threw white powder over Zack. Stones barked loudly. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Zack after a few seconds. 
 
    They stared at him. 
 
    “The devil is gone. I’m okay again. You saved me.” 
 
    The messenger nodded slowly, then moved around him. Zack felt him working on the ropes. 
 
    A few more seconds, and the pressure behind him eased. He shook off the loose ropes, slowly moved his arms to his sides, then stood up. 
 
    “I want to return to fighting the devil,” said Zack, holding Stones and calming him down. 
 
    “You tell us about the dog. About how to control him,” said the messenger. 
 
    “Yes, yes I need to… um… you have to make a connection with him.” They looked at the dog. Zack could sense their excitement. “So… you hit your leg and say his name… Stones.” 
 
    Stones looked at him. 
 
    The messenger punched his leg with his fist. “Stones!” he yelled. 
 
    Stones looked at him, seeming slightly confused. 
 
    “No. You just pat your leg. Like this.” Zack showed them. 
 
    The messenger tried again. “Stones.” 
 
    “Keep doing it,” said Zack. 
 
    “Stones. Stones. Stones.” 
 
    Stones walked over to the messenger, who broke into a huge smile. 
 
    “You can stroke him now,” said Zack. 
 
    The messenger did so. “And now I control all the animals,” said the messenger. Zack couldn’t tell if it was a question or a statement. 
 
    “If you can find out their name,” Zack replied. 
 
    “How did you find out its name?” said the messenger. 
 
    “It’s… I can show you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    They all did so. Zack’s heartbeat quickened. He could do this. 
 
    “Can you see it?” said Zack, waiting for him to say ‘no’. 
 
    “Yes…” said the messenger. “His name is Stones.” 
 
    “But… you see his name?” 
 
    The messenger opened his eyes. “I saw it,” he said excitedly. 
 
    This answer threw Zack. Clearly the messenger was very susceptible. 
 
    “Great,” said Zack, quickly changing his plan. “But… you won’t be this close normally. Normally you can’t even see the animal. It’ll be hiding. You need to be able to see his name from a proper big distance. Let me show you. I’ll take him over there. See if you can see his other name.” 
 
    “He has two names?” 
 
    “Yeah… this one will be a little bit harder. You need to really concentrate. Okay?” Zack began to walk, moving down the street until he reached a junction. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” Zack shouted at them. He had gained good distance on them, shrinking them to small figures. He could feel his freedom – so close now. 
 
    They closed their eyes, putting hands over their faces like children. Zack walked quickly out of view, then ran. 
 
    … 
 
    Macy felt more tears coming. At her side walked the adults. The more she cried, the more they would feel bad she thought. The more they would understand what they were doing to her. 
 
    Her tears were real. Impossible to fake. If she let out enough, they would see what was real. They would snap out of it. Come back to the real world. She could feel a strange tightness in her throat. She forced it to grow, trying to cry more. At the same time she focused on her fear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    ‘The big city’, ‘the devil’s bowl’ – Zack went through the words they had used, as he jogged along the road. Manchester? It was the closest city. How could he get in? They hated lone individuals. 
 
    He told himself that he would figure it out – he was better prepared now, he knew what to say. So far he had encountered them in the countryside where his isolation was obvious. In a city it had to be different. As long as there was enough of them, he could slip by unnoticed. He just had to be smart – and he had to get there quick. He needed a bicycle or a moped – something he could use to dodge through the streets.
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Laura sat down in the chair, a huge tub of chocolate ice cream in her hands, with a spoon jammed into it. 
 
    “Right then. Are you ready Laura?” 
 
    She nodded. The voice began again: 
 
    “But your universe was not the first. Before yours there were others. In the nascent days of our experimentation, we did a lot of things. But one thing we always did was allow humans to live. On different planets, with different resources, and different realities. 
 
    “Each time they went extinct. It was hardwired into them, a kind of inevitable self-destruction. We proved once and for all there was a great filter, and that humans could not pass through it. 
 
    “We began to wonder if the universe was better off without humans in it. Our relationship with them was complex. Without them, we would never have left the ocean, but we knew they were destructive, and dangerous in the right circumstances. 
 
    “However, we were able to find a solution. A solution that has a lot to do with why you’re here. We discovered a way to give humans an existence, and have them help us. We altered their D.N.A., inserting our own codes, which I will call M.N.A. for the sake of explanation. 
 
    “M.N.A. was a culmination of our all our technological advancement. I can’t explain it to you in full detail, as that would take a lot of time. But I can give you a simplified version. M.N.A. contained the unique ability to exist on several levels of reality. It had a physical identity, but also a non-physical identity. Meaning it could interact with solid things, like your body, but also with non-solid things, such as certain types of energy. 
 
    “Our M.N.A. was adaptive. It needed to evolve, develop. Placed inside human bodies, it was able to exist through generations, passing from parent to child – this gave it time to evolve, to grow more sophisticated. Humans helped us grow this exciting technology, in return, we ensured their continued survival. You have this technology in you. And it is, in part, why you are here. I will explain more in the next lesson.” 
 
    “That’s it for today Laura,” said Adam, “Do you want anything more to eat? Or drink?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Stockport 30 miles 
 
    Zack looked from the sign back to the street. One more corner and he would be outside a bicycle shop. If he could get inside… 
 
    Clouds had spread over the sky, blocking the sun, so that nothing had its own shadow. The houses around him stood in eerie silence and his own footsteps seemed too loud. There were no signs of destruction. 
 
    He moved around a corner and pushed back a sense of helplessness. Ahead stood the shop – locked down with metal shutters over both its windows. He crossed the street and walked up to its entrance. 
 
    He bent down. His fingers found the gap between the metal and the ground. He braced his legs and pushed through them, putting all his strength into pulling upwards. The edge dug into his skin. His body trembled with effort. He stopped. This was stupid. He was stupid. He stood for a while, using his thumbs to rub the pain out of his fingertips. 
 
    He told himself to think – every bike shop would be locked, so he needed one without shutters. He could search for a bike on the street. Or in someone’s house. 
 
    He kicked the metal shutter. He searched for ideas. He pictured himself driving a van straight through it. He could get on the roof somehow. He could find a way in up there. He bent down and tried to lift the shutter again, his whole body shuddered, every part of him attuned to the metal, to its position, to its movement. He stood back up and punched the metal. A sharp pain exploded in his fist. 
 
    He couldn’t do this, he thought, fighting back tears. He couldn’t freak out. He couldn’t. It wasn’t fair on Macy. He started to walk again. His thoughts turned to a friend – Gary. His house wasn’t that far, plus he had bikes in the back garden. How long would it take? Three hours walking? 
 
    No. There wasn’t time for that. 
 
    But there had to be people like Gary. People who didn’t lock their bikes. Gary didn’t lock his because his garden wasn’t accessible from the street. Other people must follow the same logic. If he could find an area with a lot of gardens – where you could only get in by climbing a lot of fences, then the bikes would be left unlocked. It had to work. 
 
    That was his new goal – keep moving until he found another bike shop, or lots of hidden back gardens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Test – Adam made the word in his head. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Test. 
 
    Nothing. He stared at the crystals. He hesitated. He needed something. Anything. 
 
    Information. 
 
    Nothing. He took the goggles off. He had never used them for a purpose outside of his training before. But this was his lab. And he was supposed to be in control. He put them back on and was transported back to the crystals. 
 
    Test… repair… fix… 
 
    No matter how he approached them, the crystals remained outside of him, unresponsive. He took the goggles off again, staring out his office window at the trees. 
 
    Why had they done this to him? Why did they limit him, as if nothing could go wrong, as if he was just a button presser? When, in fact, everything was so unexpected, so chaotic and wrong. 
 
    All because of her. The system was okay. It was her, she was the part that didn’t fit. But why? This whole place was built for people like her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Zack climbed the wall and dropped down onto the other side. Stones landed at his side. He scanned the area before him. Nothing, just an overgrown lawn and an ugly patio. The sun poured in from behind and the shadows under his feet stretched. It felt strange to be here, in the silence of these gardens. 
 
    On the other side stood another wall, beyond that another, and then another – this pattern continued on until becoming obscured by trees and bushes. Finding no bikes, he moved forwards and jumped the next wall. 
 
    A rotating clothes dryer, rising from the ground like a plastic satellite dish. A shed, slightly green with moss. No bikes. 
 
    He moved into yet another. This time having to force himself through huge rose bushes, their thorns pulling at his clothes. Stones burst through them as if they were nothing. The garden had been woven and twisted around a snaking path, with trellises and carefully governed plants. Zack could not see it all in once glance, forced instead to move up and down, checking for unseen spaces. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He headed forwards. With each jump, he moved further away from the street behind him, each garden bringing a fresh hit of disappointment. His eyes scanned yet another empty section and he made the next jump. 
 
    Another overgrown lawn, some small trees at the end, forming a wall of leaves, somehow missed by the breeze, so that they did not stir. He looked towards the house. 
 
    Three bikes against a brick wall. A hit of joy and adrenaline. An uneasy warmth in his head. 
 
    He moved closer. No locks. 
 
    He had to choose one. He looked them over, one in particular looked good – a road bike with a rack on the back, and a basket on the front. Somewhere for Macy. Somewhere for Stones. 
 
    He thought for a moment, a worrying idea starting to grow in him. The city would probably be full of them. He couldn’t cycle around all of them. He would have to ditch the bike, and go in undercover. These people loved Stones and he would draw a lot of attention. 
 
    Here, in this garden, there was no one. They were out of view. And he wasn’t sure Stones would fit in the basket very well. 
 
    He looked at Stones who was sniffing a drain. He looked a few gardens over. A washing line. He jumped a couple of walls and began to untie it. Stones followed. Zack grabbed his collar and tied the blue plastic cord around it. He moved over to a tree and wrapped it around a few times, before putting in a knot. 
 
    He took a few steps back and looked at Stones, sniffing a patch of grass, as if it held some secret. Zack went over to him, bent down and stroked his back. Stones lost interest in the ground and stood with a straight neck, before turning towards Zack. 
 
    “I’m coming back. First I’ll get Macy. Then I’ll come back. I promise.” 
 
    Zack stood up straight and eyed the house. He would need to leave Stones some water – if possible, some food. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Laura stared out at the forest. It was beginning to feel familiar. She searched within herself. Did she care? Did she care what they had done with Earth? Did she care that they were behind everything? That they had used her? Her mother. Her father. Her friends. Everyone. 
 
    Did she trust Adam? 
 
    It was hard to have an opinion. Perhaps having one wouldn’t make any difference anyway. But she used to know herself – or at least know what she wanted. Here, looking at the trees, she felt like a stranger. 
 
    The only thing she cared about was the crystals. Was that Adam? Was that another one of his tricks; getting her hooked on that strange light? Make her dependant on him. The sick fuck. 
 
    They expected her to be so impressed. The technology. The revelations about Earth. 
 
    FUCK THEM. 
 
    She fought an urge to head butt the glass. They were stupid. Just like everyone else. They were just as fucking stupid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    The landscape had become less green. The houses smaller and closer together. Zack had left the last traces of countryside behind – around him a sprawl of buildings and roads, with no real distinction between one area and the next. Here, everything had been smashed up. 
 
    Zack had chosen several possibilities for ‘the devil’s bowl.’ Most likely it was a stadium. He knew of three. Two for football. One for cricket. Perhaps it could be some sort of sculpture, although he had never seen one in a bowl shape. 
 
    He turned a corner and saw a chemist – windows broken. He pulled up in front and got off the bike, putting it down on its side. He entered, broken glass crunching under his shoes. The shelves lay untouched. He moved to the back of the shop, behind the pharmacy counter, to a rotating circular shelf. He saw that everything was labelled alphabetically and rotated the shelf until he found his epilepsy medicine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Adam watched Laura lying in the yellow plasma. She looked peaceful. He felt a little better. After all, for everything that was wrong, it hadn’t changed anything. He had kept her powers suppressed – even if it took multiple blasts from the crystals. So far, she had learnt everything she needed to. And her M.N.A. was being documented. The days were passing. He was drawing closer. 
 
    It was working, he just had to keep the faith. 
 
    An idea came to him: they were geniuses, they knew so much more than him. Perhaps his lack of knowledge, his unpreparedness for the situation, was a part of their plan. 
 
    Perhaps they knew he would do the right thing. Perhaps it was even a test. They didn’t need him, they didn’t need Laura – after all, there were others. So perhaps they had left him unprepared to see what he would do. If he failed, they didn’t mind. But he hadn’t. He wasn’t. He was passing. 
 
    He just had to keep going. He just had to see it through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Zack knew these streets – he was a short distance from the city centre. Around him stood red brick houses and straight roads bleached by years of sun. The air had become still. He constantly scanned the buildings – empty, lifeless, showing signs of neglect but not meticulous damage. 
 
    He could hear something. 
 
    He winced as his brakes squeaked. He switched to his feet instead – letting his soles skid along the ground until the bike lost its momentum. He stayed still, hearing the noise again. A kind of loud thudding, which he placed a few streets away. 
 
    It must be some of them, he thought. His feet moved back to the pedals and he began to cycle. A road opened up at his side. A large group filled it, only visible to him for a second before he passed. They hadn’t been the source of the noise; he was sure of that. That meant two groups, at least. 
 
    Smash. 
 
    A window breaking – a new sound, a new direction. Closer than the others. How many were there? He slowed down the bike as he approached another corner. He jumped off and peered around it. 
 
    Nothing. He turned back to his bike. As he did so, he saw further down the road. Another crowd had appeared, running towards him. He grabbed the bike and clambered on, almost losing balance. He pedalled, looking over his shoulder. They had lost ground but they were still running. He turned a corner, then another – making as many changes of direction as possible. He slowed the bike. Every window around him lay shattered and bare. 
 
    He moved to a house with an open door, put his bike inside, closed the door, and returned to the street. This was it. He had to blend in. Was it busy enough? He needed to get into the heart of the city, where there weren’t separate groups, just one combined population. He walked down the sunlit tarmac, half expecting them to come around a corner and grab him. 
 
    They had seen him on the bike. If they got lucky, chose the right combination of random twists and turns…. 
 
    Should I run? 
 
    Would running make him stand out? He had to stay cool. He concentrated on walking fast, trying to look purposeful instead of guilty. 
 
    I left them behind. Just keep walking. Keep walking. 
 
    He began to hear more smashing. He had to take the quickest route – have faith in himself. He drew close to a corner, growing convinced that he was heading for another group. He drew a line ahead of him, this road had a slight slope upwards, then a right hand turn. After that, if he got past, he would cross the main street, keep going down, same direction… 
 
    Sure enough, the junction opened up under his feet to reveal a crowd at the end of a stretching road – all of them engaged in smashing things up. Zack focused on trying to walk slowly, and holding a calm, focused look on his face. 
 
    If they speak, you speak. If they don’t, you don’t. 
 
    He drew closer, trying to look at them with approval. The first pair of eyes flicked his way. A woman – especially dirty, her clothes’ original colour and shape long lost. As quickly as her gaze met him, it moved again. She crossed the road and began hitting a wire fence with a plank. 
 
    Zack kept the same speed, passing into the heart of the group. Some on his left. Some on his right. He anticipated their words – some question or religious statement. 
 
    Nothing – only destruction, only a noise that began to fall behind him. His heart thumped. Adrenaline made him lighter, as if the sweat pouring off him held all his mass. He was doing it. It was working. 
 
    His mind grew calmer, a clarity came, the streets became something to watch, a slow unfolding of a route from his past, of familiar landmarks, corners, houses and roads, all bundled up in sunlight – naked from the emptiness of a missing population. His body moved on automatic. He crossed a road, once busy with vehicles, a main artery of the city. Now it lay still, traffic lights signalling to no one. Coming to the other side, he headed straight, passing under the shade of roadside trees, until he reached a junction and turned right. 
 
    Another group. Half way down the street. Zack felt a strange freedom. It was out of his hands now. Their faces began to grow detailed. He chose a point behind them and fixed his eyes there, so they became smudges in his peripheral vision. Smudges that drew closer and closer, before passing him by. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Everything had blurred for Zack – countless individuals passing him, countless moments walking through endless crowds. As they had shifted and moved around him, he had fixed himself on his journey. Only waiting for the next corner, the next street, the next section. He constantly thought of how much was left. Every time it was a little less. Every time he felt more confident that he would at least get there, that he would at least get inside – then he turned the final junction and laid his eyes upon it. 
 
    A massive structure of steel and glass, its body composed of sweeping curves and interrupted only by huge poles pointing up and out, like ship masts, with cables shooting out from their tips, some back to the stadium, some to the ground. 
 
    It seemed to possess its own gravity. A thick ring of bodies had formed around it, growing with every passing moment, as more and more people were sucked in. The roar of countless voices distorted the air, like a black hole, unstable and heavy – drawing up mass. All confidence fled him. It seemed less and less possible. He had no guarantee that she was in there. No guarantee that he could find her. 
 
    He had no resource left, but hope. Ungrounded hope. His only path. Zack let it take him forward, walking amongst the others, along the road, through a gate and into the stadium’s grasp. It rose higher above him. The spaces between bodies shrank, as Zack dodged and pushed through fleeting gaps. He hit a thick wall of bodies, and moved sideways, searching for a way around – but it stretched on endlessly, the warmth of the crowd pushing against him from all sides. 
 
    “Let me through!” he shouted. “Let me through!” 
 
    No one looked at him. 
 
    “Let me through,” he shouted in a woman’s ear, her back turned to him. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Zack stood on tip toes, trying to see if there were any streams of movement he could join. A bitter anger tightened his throat and made his stomach clench. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Occasionally the crowd swelled and shifted, but Zack made no progress. 
 
    “High priest. Carry me on. High priest.” 
 
    Zack’s eyes flicked sideways. 
 
    “Forwards! Forwards!” said the voice again. 
 
    Zack stood on tip toes, holding onto the man next to him for balance. Gazing across a sea of faces, he saw a body lying horizontal above the crowd – a man being carried forwards. 
 
    “High priest. High priest. Take me there!” said the man. 
 
    Zack took a deep breath, “I am a high priest! Carry me forwards. I am a high priest!” 
 
    Heads turned in his direction. 
 
    “I am a high priest. I need you to carry me forwards. Carry me. Carry me.” 
 
    Hands began to grab Zack. He fell back and then rose above the crowd. He continued to shout his identity to them. He began to move forwards, feeling the hands underneath, a repetition of forwards motion.

“I am a high priest. Carry me forwards… I am a high priest. Carry me forwards.” 
 
    Zack watched the stadium drawing closer, a huge wall he had to smuggle himself through. He saw a large square of glass built into the metal and concrete. An entrance. It seemed to be pulling him in. It towered higher and higher above him, until he came to it and passed through – inches from the door frame. 
 
    “I am a high priest. Carry me forwards… I am a high priest. Carry me forwards.” 
 
    The crowd carried him down some steps. The ceiling became uniform white squares. The walls drew close together – Zack brushed against one, moments later brushing against the other. 
 
    He could see a bend ahead. He urged himself closer. 
 
    “High priest! Quickly! Carry me forwards! Quickly!” 
 
    He came to the turn. Another long corridor. Barely distinguishable from the last. He came to a split. He could go straight on, or turn. Instinct told him to get to the pitch. 
 
    “Carry me right! Around the corner! Around the corner! Right! Right!” 
 
    They did so, slowly. Zack somehow ended up on his front. He stretched his arms in front of him. 
 
    Another corner unfolded, the colour of the walls changing as they moved further apart. One blue and one black. The roar of the crowd washed over everything. He felt the cold air, as he came out onto the pitch. The stands rose up around him to form a bowl shape, full of noise and people – countless strokes of colour. The people under him ended. The grass rushed up to meet him – he twisted mid-air so that it slammed into his shoulder. His hands searched for the cold earth as he pushed himself up and sprang to his feet. 
 
    He felt his own smallness and the weight of the crowd. His body flushed with heat. He jerked his head around. No one was looking at him. His eyes moved to the centre of the pitch, to a man with an axe – his face covered in blue paint, his eyes wild above a devilish grin. A line of children came from out the opposite tunnel. Each child had an adult next to them, to whom they were tied – wrist to wrist. 
 
    The closest child was dragged forwards by her escort. A second man came to help. The escort grabbed her wrists. The man grabbed her legs. They pulled in opposite directions, lifting her up off the ground and stretching her over a block. The executioner lifted up his axe, then swung it down. It wedged itself into her neck. The axe man put his foot on her body and yanked the weapon free. The axe swung down again – missing, and digging deep into her upper back. Each action happened in a void, all sound lost under the noise of the crowd. 
 
    Zack moved sideways. He needed to get around the pitch. He kept his eyes on the grass, avoiding the faces in the stands – staying on the perimeter and slowly coming all the way around. He approached the line of children, before walking alongside them, down the tunnel and into another white-walled corridor. Some of the children were crying. Some looked lost. Some curious. 
 
    The line passed around a bend and continued on. Zack walked fast – afraid to run. 
 
    “Zack!” 
 
    Her voice rang out. Barely audible over the noise, but unmistakable to him. His eyes darted further down, moving over the children’s faces and then locking with hers – covered in blue paint like the others. He walked towards her quickly. She was tied to a man, who was casting him confused looks. Zack fought the urge to go in for a hug. 
 
    “I’m… a high priest… the girl has to come with me,” said Zack, moving to untie her ropes. He could feel everyone’s eyes burning into him. 
 
    “Wait you can’t,” the escort pulled his hand off. Zack looked at the man. A pale, oval face, with wispy, balding hair – slightly taller than him, but not that strong-looking. 
 
    “There’s… I have to… she’s not ready yet. There’s still something we gotta do to her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a very important thing we missed.” 
 
    “You can’t untie me. We must remain together until the sacrifice,” said the man. He grabbed Zack’s wrist with a cold, clammy grip and yanked his hand away. 
 
    “But… no… there’s one more thing. It’s okay. I’m a high priest. It’s… just one last thing. She’s not ready yet.” 
 
    “I was told by a gold priest that we can’t be untied.” 
 
    Something sank inside Zack. 
 
    “What is it that needs to be done? I said that she needed more paint,” the man continued. 
 
    “… Yes… More paint. That’s something… er, why don’t you come with me. You can stay together. I have some paint b-back this way.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the escort. 
 
    Zack began to lead them down the hall past the line of children and escorts, his heart racing. He searched for somewhere to go, eventually reaching a split. The line moved right; he moved left, entering another stretch of clean white wall tiles. 
 
    He kept walking, praying that he would think of something. Praying that the escort wouldn’t say anything. Zack made another turn. He had to think. He couldn’t just keep walking. He had to come up with something.

He came to a few doors. Two on the left. Two on the right. He looked through a glass panel, seeing a dark room full of cardboard boxes. He looked down the corridor, back the way he had come, then opened the door. 
 
    “In here,” he said. 
 
    They all entered. The automatic lights flickered to life. Zack let the door close. 
 
    “Is there paint in these boxes?” said the man. 
 
    Zack’s heartbeat had moved into his ears, into his skull. He looked at the man, staring at him with a slight confusion. In the fluorescent glow of the room, the man looked inhuman – like a puffy, bloated sack of liquid. Zack took out his knife and stepped forward. The man’s expression remained blank. His eyes watched Zack. Watched as Zack came to him. Watched as Zack stabbed him without knowing where, without knowing how many times. All Zack knew was the man’s eyes and his arm stabbing, stabbing, stabbing. Zack pushed him over, he fell on his back. Zack climbed on top – searching for the right place to put the blade – the man’s whole body beneath him. Zack stabbed into the chest. His wrist twisted and the knife escaped his grip. He picked it up again and put his hand over the man’s face. The man didn’t resist. Zack stabbed him in the throat. Something shot into his eyes. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    His hands moved to his face. He felt himself being pushed back. He wiped it away to see the man standing and staring down at him, his hand over his throat, lines of red spraying out from the cracks in his fingers, his eyes wide and white. 
 
    Macy’s small hands grabbed the man’s arm. He stumbled and fell on her. Zack moved forwards, pushing him onto his back and kneeling on his chest. The man put both hands over his throat to protect it. Zack stabbed him in the stomach. Again. Again. Again. A shudder passed through the man – then he was still. Zack moved to the rope, sawing frantically with the knife. A stuttering gagging rose from the body as the blade cut all the way through. 
 
    Zack stood with Macy and looked at the door. He glanced back at the escort, lying in an explosion of blood. 
 
    He could think of nothing. No idea or plan rose before him. 
 
    Then he saw it – a small pile of blue football shirts on top of a stack of boxes. They were covered with blood. He moved them aside and opened the box underneath, finding more. He hissed some words at Macy – jumbled, in the wrong order. But she understood him. He threw a t-shirt at her. 
 
    Everything became a race. He searched through the boxes. T-shirts, T-shirts – more T-shirts. He pulled back the flaps of yet another box, finally coming upon carefully folded shorts. He grabbed a pair and threw them to Macy. 
 
    Zack pulled off his jumper, wiping his face with it and throwing it away. He removed his shirt and replaced it. He took off his shoes and socks. He took off his trousers and put on the shorts. He moved over to Macy, grabbed her and put her on a box. Already, she had the blue football shirt on. He undid her shoes, took off her socks, and pulled off her trousers. He grabbed the shorts and put them on her, then he lifted her up, carrying her around the blood, trying not to step in it. 
 
    He put her down. How was he going to get out of the stadium? With the same trick as before? Would they let him through with Macy? He looked at the body, no longer still, squirming on the floor. 
 
    “We’ve gotta hide,” he said to Macy. 
 
    They left the room, coming back into the white corridor. Square ceiling tiles and fluorescent lights passed over head as Zack and Macy marched on. Doors passed on both sides. 
 
    Zack stopped. This wasn’t right. If they found the body… Fuck, the man wasn’t even dead. He turned back around. He came back to the door and opened it. The man locked eyes with him from the floor. Zack let the door close. 
 
    His flicked through his options. A sort of clarity came – two things incriminated him. This man and Macy. They were both in this room. And they had to stay in this room. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Adam watched Laura enter, already knowing what would happen. It had become an inevitability. 
 
    “Okay then Laura, lie down over there please.” 
 
    She lay down and moved out of sight. 
 
    Adam moved over to the screen. His stomach tightened. He knew what it would say. It wasn’t fair. Everything was supposed to be perfect, planned to perfection. Fool proof. Predictable. He begged the screen not to do it – not to do what he knew it would. 
 
    Up flashed the results. 
 
    No… 
 
    He took a deep breath. On the other side of the glass, the machine slowly returned Laura. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Laura’s body was flushed with sweat. She felt hollow. She turned the corner. There it was. That impossible light. She ran towards it. She entered – the light falling on her like a terrible sea. She tried not to focus on any single crystal, but to instead keep moving to see as many as possible. She walked, then jogged, then ran, making circles around the room. The crystals turned into blurry points of light. A dizzy ecstasy overcame her. Faster and faster it all span, faster and faster the crystals circled her, like tiny angels, like spirits creating a whirlwind for her. They were going to pull her apart. They were going to rip her into infinite pieces. 
 
    A slither of white appeared to her side – an open door. Could she stay? Would they notice? She made her feet take steps towards it. The crystals remained around her, keeping her under their weight. She crossed the threshold and broke out of the room into the corridor. She forced herself forwards, focusing on the guard walking ahead of her, telling herself not to look back. She felt weak – almost weightless, as if she had been hollowed out. 
 
    She passed through another door – into the room where Adam made her learn stuff. The bright sunshine pouring through the glass wall made her feel a little better, and little less unwell. 
 
    “Are you hungry Laura?” said Adam. 
 
    “Coffee,” Laura said, without knowing if she wanted it or not. 
 
    “Milk, sugar?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “How much of each?” 
 
    “Whatever, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Okay. It’s on its way.” 
 
    Laura moved over to her usual chair and collapsed into it. 
 
    “It’s ready,” said Adam. 
 
    Laura couldn’t be bothered to get back up to get it. Her body was beginning to feel normal again – her thoughts beginning to shake off the light of the crystals. 
 
    “Do you make the drinks?” said Laura, after a long silence. 
 
    “No… it’s all kept in a special room. I just ask the computer to get it for me.” 
 
    “So… there’s, like, a giant fridge somewhere in the building.” 
 
    “Yes… well yes and no. Essentially yes…” 
 
    “Can I see it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Even I can’t see it, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “What if we run out of food one day?” 
 
    “Oh no… there’s plenty… actually they’ve got all those sweets that they don’t make any more… um… one moment… hang on.” 
 
    Laura forced herself up, and over to the small kitchen area. The machine door opened, revealing a chocolate bar labelled ‘Cadbury's Secret’ lying next to her untouched coffee. Laura didn’t recognize it. 
 
    “This one is really nice.” 
 
    Laura opened it and took a bite. 
 
    “What do you think?” said Adam. 
 
    “Yeah that’s good. You have any Nerds?” 
 
    “Nerds? Let me have a look… oh… something’s coming up.” 
 
    Once again the door opened and there they were, just what she had asked for. She picked up the box. 
 
    “You know, my favorite is gum.” 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “Well, give me something from the past. Something they don’t sell anymore.” 
 
    The little door closed, soon opening again to reveal a pile of individually wrapped squares of pink, blue and white with the words ‘original bazooka bubble gum’. 
 
    Laura unwrapped one and put it in her mouth. 
 
    “This is bubble gum though,” she said. 
 
    “That wasn’t right?” 
 
    “I just like normal chewing gum. This is fruity, you know? Give me some normal gum. From like, modern times.” 
 
    The door closed and opened again. Laura grabbed the gum, said “Thanks,” and headed over to her usual chair. 
 
    “Are you ready to begin?” said Adam. 
 
    Laura sat down. “Yeah.” 
 
    The voice began: 
 
    “In the last lesson, I explained the reason for Earth’s creation, and for the placement of humans. As well as touching on M.N.A. 
 
    “Now I’m going to explain the events you may have personally experienced. Why they happened. How they happened. 
 
    “Day one. We distributed the zombie infection randomly throughout the population by placing the infection into the water supply of various societies. We engineered it to only work on a portion of the population, as we did not want to infect everyone. The infection could enter the host through skin contact, or by consumption. 
 
    “We have to do this, because this is the only way for us to activate the M.N.A. and harvest it. 
 
    “M.N.A. can only be harvested in a very specific way, with a very specific timeframe. Any humans who got the zombie virus though water contact represent the first link in the chain. The virus then collects their M.N.A. codes, and moves on to the next person, the second link, then it collects their codes, and moves on, and so forth. 
 
    “If it moves too fast, the codes are not compiled properly. If it moves too slow, the information is lost. To begin with we need the virus to move fast, passing from host to host relatively quickly. In the later stages, we require it to move slower. 
 
    “A virus is the best way to do this. The first few days, the infection spreads rapidly to those not well positioned to avoid it. Later, pockets of resistance set in, with groups finding shelter and food, and hiding from the virus. Inevitably, some of those groups are compromised, but it takes time, which is what we need. We need the virus to be blocked by the survival efforts of the remaining survivors. 
 
    “Most M.N.A. chains fail. Either they move too fast, or too slow, at a crucial moment. However, with the huge population of your planet, it is inevitable that some will be just right. The M.N.A. chains move at the right speed, and eventually we get to the final link. 
 
    “This happens to be you. You survived long enough that you became the final link. When you were bitten you did not turn into a zombie, rather…” 
 
    I haven’t been bitten Laura thought, breaking her concentration, before turning her attention back to the voice. 
 
    “.. you will have noticed powers, abilities to do things which you could never do before. This is the M.N.A., concentrated in your body in such large amounts, it makes a permanent home for itself, and expresses itself by giving you powers, along with certain thoughts and feelings. You have entered a symbiotic relationship with one of the most potent forces in the universe. 
 
    “You may have been bitten more than once. If this happened to you, you will have noticed that the zombies die in a matter of seconds. You will have found yourself feeling very sick, as the M.N.A. in your body fights off the zombie virus. This is nothing to worry about. We tried to stop this from happening, but could not find a way. Your body keeps its original M.N.A. chain, and the new one is destroyed, and this is what makes you feel sick. 
 
    “Once a certain amount of time has passed, we must choose which M.N.A. hosts we pick up and transport to our various laboratories around the world. We can only take a certain amount of people. To help choose, we release a special type of atmospheric energy, which would have appeared to you as a huge storm, lasting many days. This energy brings together nearby hosts of M.N.A. The hosts will sometimes cooperate to begin with, but sooner or later, they turn against each other. The winner is the strongest, the one with the best relationship with their M.N.A. Sometimes the wrong one wins. But most of the time, it is survival of the fittest. 
 
    “Once the storm is over, we pick up those with M.N.A. concentrated inside them, which brings you to being here, listening to my voice. There are two things we must do now. One, we must teach you the truth, which you will surely find ugly. But you must know your purpose and context. 
 
    “Two, we begin processing your codes, which is simply mapping out the unique configuration of your M.N.A., and the way it has concentrated itself within your body, the way it interacts with your D.N.A. and so forth. This is what happens at the end of each day. This is why we have been asking you to enter periods of unconsciousness. It is a harmless process and is nothing to be afraid of. We need you to be unconscious because it can cause confusion, and affect your brain’s activity in a way that is often distressing for the participant. 
 
    “Once this is done, once you have learnt everything you need to, and once we have fully mapped out your codes, you will come to one of our other planets. You will be a guest of honor, although we have put you though a terrible ordeal. That is now over. You will be given anything you want, as well as immortality and everlasting health. 
 
    “In return, you will use your M.N.A. It may be to simply power our technology, at least to start with. But one day, we will require your power, along with all the others who have gained the same gift, for our ultimate aim. 
 
    “You will recall in a previous lesson, I spoke of our need to leave our universe, and our difficulty in doing so. I explained that we needed to find ‘God’s up’. Well we think M.N.A. holds the key to that. Only M.N.A. from many people at once, such as yourself, all working together, has the potential to rip a hole in space and time, to give us a portal to what lies outside, and to what contains us.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Zack grabbed the man’s collar and dragged him from the pool of his own blood, making a fresh line of red like a slug’s trail. He moved to a box and grabbed some t-shirts, throwing them down. First onto where the body had started, then onto the new stain he had created. 
 
    He stared at them, slowly absorbing the red. His eyes flicked to the glass panel in the door. He had to cover it. He turned, took another box and placed it underneath – then another on top, then another, until a stack of boxes blocked it. Macy watched him, standing at the side of the room, wide eyed. 
 
    He froze, stuck between thoughts, then picked up more t-shirts and threw them down, trying to cover every bit of red. He looked around. 
 
    Footsteps. 
 
    He stopped dead – the footsteps grew louder, moving along the corridor outside. Zack scrambled for something to say. Gold priest… he was a gold priest. The footsteps stopped. Zack stared at the door. He heard something else, a room being entered. He tried to suppress his breathing. The footsteps returned. He listened to them move, projecting their location, placing them outside his door, but moving away, growing quieter, quieter, until they faded. 
 
    He opened another box and frantically threw the blue over wherever he saw blood. Another box. Another. He moved over to the body – now silent and still, and threw some more, before taking the empty boxes, arranging them around him, pausing to put him on his side and bend his knees, so as to make him smaller, then returning to his task. He stepped back. He had made a wall, enclosing the body into the corner. But he could still see him. He turned and took a few more boxes and dropped them over the cardboard wall to cover the body fully. 
 
    He stared. This was stupid – he could never cover it all. He moved away and began to make another wall in the opposite corner. Placing the last box, he called for Macy to get behind it, then joined her. A silence. Zack waited for noise. Nothing. A fragile silence. He thought about getting up, trying to do a better job. Darkness sprang through the room – as the automatic lights flicked off. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Laura woke to half-light. Another morning dimmed by the glass’s filter. She stared at the sun. Like this it looked like a wormhole, with distorted edges. 
 
    Where would it take me? 
 
    She got out of bed and her bare feet touched the slightly warm wooden floor. She walked over to get a better view. A few moments later Adam’s voice sprang up. 
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    “Morning,” she said, surprised at how friendly her voice was. Perhaps he was winning her over, and she didn’t realise it. 
 
    “Would you like to get started?” 
 
    “Sure…” 
 
    The door opened. She took one last look at the view, then turned and crossed the room, coming to the corridor. Moving over the threshold, she saw the guard to her right. She headed towards him and followed him to the room with the MRI machine. 
 
    She headed over to it and lay down on its sliding tray. 
 
    … 
 
    The scan room opened up around Laura. Every day here was the same – the same pattern. MRI scan. Then this. Then the crystals. 
 
    A tingle began in her body. She grabbed her head and fell on the floor. 
 
    “Argghhhh.” 
 
    “Laura?” Adam shouted. “Laura…! Laura… What… what happened?” 
 
    Laura groaned. 
 
    “Laura! Laura!” 
 
    “Don’t hurt me,” said Laura. 
 
    “No I didn’t… I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Let me go!” Laura shouted, getting onto her feet and screaming at the ceiling. “Let me go!” 
 
    “No… L… Laura it’s. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “Why am I here?” Laura said, her voice turning timid and afraid. “Why am I really here? What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “Laura,” said Adam opening the door. “Step out. There… must be something wrong… step outside… go back to your room.” 
 
    Laura staggered back into the corridor. 
 
    … 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    Zack wished he had some way to know the time. He had heard people pass by the door, sometimes a single pair of footsteps, sometimes a crowd. Each time adrenaline had coursed through him. 
 
    But Zack believed. 
 
    He believed that he and Macy would be saved. Belief had become the thing he could control the most. The noise of the stadium had slowly dissipated. The automatic lights of the corridor had turned off, no longer with any movement to trigger them. It must be safe, Zack tried to convince himself. Should he keep Macy with him? What if he came across one of them? This room had a kind of magic – it had got them this far. 
 
    “I’m gonna find a bag,” he whispered to her. “I’ll sneak you out of here.” 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    “Me too.” He hugged her tightly. “But we got this far, they’re not so clever. I just need a bag, and I can carry you, and we’ll get away from them. So you just gotta stay here.” Her face dropped. “No I know,” said Zack, “But you’re safe here, while I find a bag, or something. I’m going to go out and see what’s going on. You have to stay here.” 
 
    She blinked back tears and nodded, unable to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Okay. Just keep doing what you’ve been doing. Don’t make a sound. Don’t move. Don’t go to the door to look for me. Just stay right here. Okay?” 
 
    Zack hugged her again, then stood up and crept to the door. The automatic light sprang to life. A terrible sensation passed through him as if he had trigged some sort of alarm. He passed the threshold and scanned the corridors, then kept moving. 
 
    A few doors stood around him. He moved to the room next to his. He felt a sudden hope. Like the other room, it was full of boxes. He moved to the closest and looked through it. More football shirts. The boxes were grouped by size. He opened one from each group. 
 
    The first contained trousers. Grabbing a large, heavy one from the middle of a huge pile, he moved it to the floor and pulled open the cardboard flaps. Several sports bags. He grabbed one and crept back to the room with Macy. 
 
    “See if you can fit in,” he whispered, returning to her side. 
 
    He put the bag down, and began to open it – the zip painfully loud. Macy stepped inside, lay down and brought her knees up slightly. Zack moved the zip back again. It got stuck halfway. He yanked it bit by bit, his other hand gripping the fabric, until he managed to get it mostly closed. 
 
    “You okay?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Zack bent his knees and braced himself. He lifted the bag up and over his shoulder, the strap digging into his skin. Leaning to counter the load, he began to walk, telling himself that he could do it. His journey would be broken into stops and starts – he could tell that already. 
 
    The corridors held an eerie silence. Zack looked for some signs. Each time he turned a corner, more lights sprang on, and a new stretch of white led away from him. He kept track of his general direction, making sure to keep moving forwards. 
 
    Another turn, then some stairs leading upwards. That was it! He put the bag down, his ears straining for activity. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He lifted the bag, moving up the stairs, and through a dark corridor. The outside world opened up around him – shadowless and dark under a sky of grey clouds. A cold wind whipped the heat off his sweat-drenched body. 
 
    … 
 
    Adam rushed to his office, jumping into his seat and grabbing the desk with both hands, taking quick, deep breaths. 
 
    One scan! They had told him one scan. One blast from the crystals. He closed his eyes. One… he was on three. What if the readings were wrong? What if her powers were gone the first time? What if he didn’t need to do this? What if he just left her alone? 
 
    A terrible thought came to him – he imagined her body still and lifeless. What would happen if he put on the goggles? He pushed the idea away. Could the pain be in her mind? Anxiety? A psychological response? 
 
    He wasn’t supposed to be dealing with unknowns. It wasn’t fair… a lifetime to prepare… What next? What could he do next? He had to put on those goggles, his second pair, sitting on the desk. He stared at them. If she was gone… he couldn’t… he just couldn’t… it would be the end. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    Rain soaked into Zack’s t-shirt and pattered against the canvas of the bag. He put it down in the middle of the road, wincing. He rotated his shoulder and rubbed it, trying to get rid of the pain. He bent down. 
 
    “You okay Macy?” he said. 
 
    “Where are we?” – her voice rose from the bag. 
 
    “We’re out of Manchester. I’m having a little rest and then we’ll keep going, okay? I’ve gotta get my bike. I came to get you on a bike. Once I get it, we have to cycle really fast, pick up Stones, and get home, and hide.” 
 
    “Did you leave Stones a lot of food?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    Adam put on his goggles, transporting himself into Laura’s room. He glanced around. Unable to see her, he made all the walls and objects semi-transparent. Her curled up body revealed itself – she was in one of the wardrobes, the clothes hanging above her. 
 
    “Laura… I’ve checked everything. It’s okay. It was just a… a… there was nothing wrong. You’re totally fine.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    “Laura… Laura… you must believe me. Maybe you just had a headache? Or perhaps you had a panic attack. But the scan is fine. It can’t possibly have done you any harm.” 
 
    Laura turned and looked up. A streak of blood ran from her nose, down her face, onto her shirt. He felt his heart sink. A long silence passed. Laura just kept looking up, her eyes moving, as if searching for something, as if searching for him. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do…” said Adam. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t want to go back in that room.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be dangerous. It’s the best technology… in the world.” 
 
    “I don’t know… but… I… I won’t go back in there. You took out my fillings anyway.” 
 
    “I have to do it. It’s very dangerous to go in there with metal.” 
 
    “So… don’t put me in there, then.” 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    “I don’t have any metal.” 
 
    “I know but… it’s just a precaution.” 
 
    “Precautions make you safer. You’re killing me.” 
 
    Another long silence. 
 
    “Would you let the guard check you instead?” 
 
    “Yeah… of course, whatever.” 
 
    “And… you’ll have to do it naked, just in case… something got stuck on your shoe, or a pocket or something.” 
 
    “Whatever… I don’t give a fuck. Just… don’t want to go in there.” 
 
    … 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    Could he ditch the bag? He was close to the bike – no one was around. Macy could get out… walk the last few steps. 
 
    No. 
 
    He kept his legs moving, trying to ignore the hot pain in his shoulder. He dragged his feet forwards, watching the corner draw closer, until it opened up and a new road stretched ahead – the house a short distance away. Drawing closer, he caught sight of the door. 
 
    Still closed. 
 
    He came to the front, and put the bag on the ground. He bent down. 
 
    “Don’t move,” he whispered. 
 
    He moved to the empty window frame, and climbed over, dropping into a ground-floor bedroom. He headed to the door, and came into the hallway, relief crashing down on him as his eyes fell on the bike – untouched, unmoved. He opened the front door, wheeled it outside, placed it on the ground and unzipped the bag. Macy squinted up at him. 
 
    “We’re here. Get out, quick.” 
 
    He brought the bike into the middle of the street and climbed on. 
 
    “Come on, get on this,” he gestured to the rack over the back wheel. 
 
    Macy climbed on, wrapping her arms around his stomach. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    Adam watched Laura enter the white, cube-shaped room. An urge to scan her hit him, to ignore everything she had said and to do it properly. He pushed that away, watching as she took her clothes off. 
 
    What should he do? Surely not a cavity search, she wasn’t trying to kill herself. Make her stick out her tongue? Just to show her how important this was. How careful they had to be. 
 
    “Would you mind opening your mouth Laura?” 
 
    She did so – the guard looked inside. Once he was done, Laura closed it. 
 
    “Oh… sorry, open it again so I can check too,” said Adam. He zoomed closer, and peered inside. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Lift your tongue,” he said. 
 
    Nothing there either. 
 
    “Laura lift up your feet. I’ll check nothing is stuck to them.” 
 
    She showed him each sole in turn. 
 
    “Can… you… can you check your intimate areas,” he said. 
 
    Laura rolled her eyes, “I think I’d notice.” 
 
    “I know but…” 
 
    She sighed, “Fine,” she began to check herself. 
 
    “All clear?” said Adam, once she was done. 
 
    “Yes… of course,” said Laura. 
 
    “Okay wait there, don’t move.” 
 
    Adam moved his perspective closer to the floor, slowly he moved along the white surface, before passing onto red carpet, checking every inch until he arrived outside the crystal room. He moved back to Laura. 
 
    “Okay, you can go,” he said opening the door. She walked forwards – still naked. He watched her move through the corridor, her speed increasing as she turned the corner and saw the crystal room. He waited for her to enter, then closed the door behind her and began the process. 
 
    Each second he waited for it to happen, for her to drop to the floor, dead. He had checked – he told himself – he had checked everything. The process ended. Relief washed over him. He opened the door for her and she moved towards it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    The blue washing line was slack on the ground. 
 
    No. 
 
    “Stones!” he shouted, looking around, “Stones!” 
 
    He looked back at the washing line, then moved forwards and picked up the end, inspecting it – it had been cut. A hot sensation spread through him. His body and his gut tightened up. His thoughts fell away from words, replaced by a kind of corrosion. 
 
    His mind flashed through ideas, ways this didn’t mean what it meant. They could be close by. They could be coming back. Stones could have escaped and gone back to his old house. 
 
    It couldn’t be true… It couldn’t be… 
 
    He looked at Macy. All the colour had drained from her face. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
    Laura sank into the chair. The voice began: 
 
    “I understand a lot of what I’ve told you might be difficult to hear. Perhaps you feel hatred towards us. You feel like we used you. Or that we’ve been cruel. Perhaps you want to go back to your planet. And don’t want to come to ours. 
 
    “I must reemphasise to you that everything we did was necessary. Unfortunately humans have never passed through the great filter. We tried many times, by placing them in many different environments, in many different planets. It is a statistical certainty, that no matter what, humans are destroyed, or they destroy themselves. 
 
    “The only way for us to give you life was to limit your progress. That is why everything on your planet must return to how it was, and humans must begin again. An everlasting loop. 
 
    “Let me also reemphasise that M.N.A. can only evolve through organic means. And humans are the only organic life form that we wanted to carry this great technology. Despite the problems we’ve had in our past, we recognise the unique genius of humans, their ability to think in ways we can’t, their spirit and resourcefulness. We wanted you to be the ones to carry this torch. 
 
    “Perhaps you are happy that we gave you life, but unhappy with how it ended. The zombie virus, I understand, is a crude and ugly method. But despite our best attempts, this was the most humane way we could find. This method was the only method that worked. M.N.A. is a complicated technology and it required complicated solutions. 
 
    “On our planet, you will live a life that’s better that you could have ever imagined. You will experience happiness beyond your current experiences. We will take care of you. You have won the ultimate lottery, and there is no need for you to want anything. To need anything. To feel anything that you don’t want to feel. You have made it. 
 
    “Meanwhile on your planet, things are moving backwards. You have seen how fragile your society’s existence was, how it all ended so quickly. But this is just the first stage. Back on your planet the zombies have entered the second stage of their infection, becoming semi-human again. They have become less aggressive, and more intelligent, but only to a point. In this secondary stage, the purpose of humanity is to undo itself. They will destroy technology. Information. History. Humans will dismantle everything. This is for their own protection. This is to stop them reaching the great filter. Do you wish to be a part of this? For you, would it not be frustrating to go backwards? Once a certain level of regression is reached, they will live a simple life. A life within nature. I can’t tell you for how long. Maybe thousands of years. Maybe less. Maybe more. One day we come back. And we will restart the planet, we will set everything back to zero, and the humans must be taken away and replaced by the next wave. But until then we let them live. Think of it as retirement for your wave of humanity. We want them to live on the planet whilst we aren’t using it. For us, this is the real golden age for humans, living within nature until we are ready to restart the planet and begin again. This may sound nice, but it is many generations away still. You would not get to be a part of the retirement, only a part of the move towards it. 
 
    “And that move will not be pleasant. You will not fit in, you will know the truth, whereas they will be propelled by a strange ideology to dismantle, and to fear anything but the most basic of tools. And unfortunately, the virus becomes more unstable with time. Despite our best efforts we could not perfect it. There will be moments when they revert back to being zombies. It will be temporary, but not necessarily short. And they will turn on you, if you are unlucky enough not to find shelter from them. 
 
    “I hope you understand. You are a part of something better now. You have escaped the fate inscribed in your genetic code, and with us you can live forever. And together we’ll do great things.” 
 
    “Okay then,” said Adam. “That’s it for now. Do you want anything?” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Okay then, well that was a short lesson, because now it’s your opportunity to ask questions… anything at all. You see, we’ve come to the end of the first block of lessons. And after each block you can ask me anything you want to know. That’s how we’re going to do it. So that it doesn’t just feel like we’re throwing information at you.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You don’t… you don’t have any questions?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But, that’s… I’ve scheduled in this time so that… I want to give you the opportunity… just… you must want to know something.” 
 
    “No… I just want to revise.” 
 
    “That was a very short lesson, there’s not much to go over. You don’t want to know about me for example? Where I come from? Or perhaps more about what you just heard. Or… about what the planet you’re going to is like.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ve heard too much, you know? This is all, like, difficult for me… everything’s different now. I just want some time alone.” 
 
    “Okay… okay… I understand of course. I’ll send up some food and some drink. What would you like?” 
 
    “Anything. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Okay then, just relax. I’ll come back in a little while. Is orange juice okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Laura headed over to the food area. The little door revolved, showing her a plate of various sliced meats, cheese, crackers – with some nuts and raisins at the side and a glass of orange juice. She took everything over to the twin tables on the other side of the room and sat down. Her ears took in the absence of Adam’s voice as she flicked through a couple of pages. She waited, until she could not bear to wait any more. She reached underneath the table and pulled off the ball of foil. Wrappers that had encased each piece of gum – gum that she had used to stick the ball of foil underneath the table. She quickly put it in her mouth and swallowed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
    Zack’s hometown grew around him. As the world had begun to anchor itself around a single point, he felt a force pulling him closer and closer. As all of this had happened, Zack had begun to feel he would do it. 
 
    Every corner brought hope, every uninterrupted moment made him more certain no one else was here. This was his ghost town. Macy holding onto him. And a front door key. All that he needed. 
 
    The last few corners unfolded before him. He pulled into the car park of his building. He got off, unlocked the communal door and brought the bike inside to rest against the steps – Macy following him. The door closed under its own weight – and a feeling of safety wrapped itself around him. 
 
    He and Macy ascended the steps. First floor. Second Floor. Third floor. Then his flat, right at the top. He put the key in the lock and turned it. 
 
    The sensation of the lock clicking, as he gripped the key, sent a simple bliss to the pit of his stomach. He stepped inside. Macy passed him. He turned and pushed the door – it swung into the frame. Zack knelt down on the floor, put his head against it and closed his eyes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
    Zack kept going over his last moment with Stones. The same thoughts ran around his mind, as he lay in bed – staring into space, with Macy to his side, completely covered by the duvet – he had let Stones down. He had failed him. 
 
    If only he had done it differently. All three of them would be here right now, making a new life together. 
 
    Stones didn’t deserve this, he wasn’t even human. This was a human mess. He had to be alive. He had to be. Some force had kept Zack alive through all this. Why would that force kill Stones? Every one of those people that met Stones had loved him. They would surely keep him alive. 
 
    But would they feed him? They didn’t eat themselves… 
 
    Zack felt too much at once, his thoughts weren’t coming in any order. All he knew was that Stones had to be okay. He couldn’t believe anything else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
    Laura hadn’t slept. She hadn’t even tried, although she had tried very hard to seem asleep – which meant hiding under the duvet and keeping her eyes closed. The room was starting to brighten. It was time. 
 
    Should she pretend to wake up? She couldn’t just jump out of bed – that wasn’t realistic. She lifted the duvet off her head and stared at the sun, waiting for an acceptable amount of seconds to pass. Once the sun was a little higher, she slowly got up and walked across to stare at the pine trees. 
 
    “Morning,” said Adam’s voice eventually. Adrenaline surged through her, she felt her heartrate quicken. 
 
    “Morning,” she said, trying to sound normal. 
 
    “Come and meet me in the lab.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She turned and headed to the open door. Where was the ball of metal now? The corridor walls passed her sides. Her stomach? Surely her gut? Her intestine, somewhere… right at the end? Or her colon? Would it shoot out? Quick like a bullet? Or just stretch against her organs, slowly dragging through them? 
 
    She came into the room with the MRI machine. 
 
    “I already know what it’s going to say,” said Adam. 
 
    “Okay,” said Laura. 
 
    “But you know… just in case.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Laura, lying down. 
 
    The machine began to move her. Laura watched the darkness grow. Would it come right out? He had said it was a magnet, but that could be his way of explaining it, his way of warning her against metal. He treated her like an idiot. What if it wasn’t magnetic? What if it just changed the metal? What if it made it grow, or explode, or get really hot? Regret passed over her. She fought it out of her mind. 
 
    The machine began to move again. The darkness faded away, replaced by the white ceiling and the lights. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s proceed to the scan room,” she heard Adam say. 
 
    “Okay,” said Laura, getting up and heading back to the corridor. 
 
    If she died, she died on her own terms. They thought they had her under control, like a cow, being guided around the farm. She would die in the light of the crystals and leave Adam totally alone. Totally fucked. What could he do without her? This whole place was built around her, for her. The whole process, from Earth’s creation, to the zombie virus, to her kidnap, was for her to be here. To help them. 
 
    No. Not her. The others maybe, but not her. 
 
    Laura stepped into the scan room and quickly began taking off her clothes. The guard circled her a few times and Adam opened the next door. 
 
    There was nothing left to do. Naked, she began to walk, focusing on not going too quickly. 
 
    As she saw the purple light, she prepared herself. She was ready. 
 
    Laura stepped in and quickly moved close to one of the walls. She felt sick. An incredible fear pushed down on her and at the same time she felt the same wonder, the same joyful anticipation. 
 
    She stood there for an eternity. The crystals seemed more beautiful than ever. She couldn’t imagine that they would cause her harm. 
 
    Smash. 
 
    She looked down. A small hole had appeared in the glass. An alarm sounded. Deafeningly loud. She knelt and put her finger through the hole, pushing as hard as possible. 
 
    She pulled her hand back out and switched to her middle finger. 
 
    Contact. The skin of her finger lightly touched the crystal. A total clarity washed over her. She no longer felt any urgency. Time no longer held her in its grip. She felt herself within the room, and the room within the building. 
 
    She took a few steps back. The door opened. The guard charged towards her. She lifted up her hand and felt the life drain from him. He fell on his face. Laura felt a sense of return. As if she had just woken up again. She walked over to the guard, stepped over his body and moved down the corridor. 
 
    She felt the building as an extension of herself. She laughed. Every door in the corridor opened before her. She projected her mind through each one and mapped out the layout of the building. She ran through the open doors, past machines and strange objects, around bends, all of it a blur as she drew close to him. Finally, she came into a small dark room and found him standing there, pale faced. 
 
    For a moment they both stared at each other. 
 
    … 
 
    Thanks for reading. Swarm V will be released soon on Amazon. Why not leave a review for this book – Swarm IV? It will help me keep doing what I love. Alex. 
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