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Chapter 1 
 
The television was on but Rosa didn’t notice. She watched fish swim past the window. They were 
unlike anything she had seen before and she was hypnotized by their appearance. There were 
moments when she forgot to be terrified, but they were brief. Every now and again, she would see 
something so alien that a chill would run through her and she visibly shivered. She peddled faster 
but could not look away. Mollusc-like creatures stuck to the outside of the widow, highlighting the 
thickness of the glass. There was a visibility of about thirty feet today, and only darkness beyond 
that. She knew that nothing could see in, that visible light could not escape, and that they had done 
their best to contain all other types of radiation. She knew they had surveyed the ocean for almost 
two years before she arrived and that they had particularly focused on this region. But then she 
remembered that they had not yet finished mapping their own ocean, and this one was ten times 
deeper. She thought of going upstairs to exercise, there was nothing to see there except the ice that 
enclosed them, but she could not move away. There was something incredibly captivating about 
staring into the unknown, waiting to see what would emerge.  

Space travel had not been a popular idea when she was growing up. Environmental 
problems had taken precedence in the last two hundred years and all they had managed to do in 
that time was send radio signals to a few thousand of the Earth-like planets they had discovered in 
the twenty-first century. People had complained at the time that it was dangerous. It’s like 
screaming into an unknown jungle, they had said. Rosa thought there was some truth to that. She 
was a citizen and had enough education to know the history of mankind, but she was hopeful none-
the-less. 

Interest had only risen again because of the war. When they had found out about China’s 
plans to set up a research base on Titan, the Europeans had decided to head to the Jovian system. 
Both were intent on mining. Titan is full of hydrocarbon lakes and many moons in the outer Solar 
System contain helium-3, an isotope that could be used to create clean nuclear power. Rosa had just 
completed a PhD in exobiology when she heard the news and she applied, just like everyone else. 
After weeks and weeks of testing she was shocked to discover that she had made it through, she 
would be on the first crewed mission to Europa. They had three years to train before they departed, 
and in this time, they sent robots to survey the seas, to look for pockets of air under the thick outer 
layer of ice and to create a space large enough so that they could fall straight into the ocean, passing 
through the intense surface radiation as quickly as possible. They had joined the wealth of life that 
clung to the frozen surface. 

They had been able to simulate gravity on the way there, as they would on the way back, by 
matching gravity with centripetal force. There was nothing they could do when they landed. For the 
six months they were to stay on Europa they would weigh less than they would have on the Earth’s 
Moon. They exercised for three hours a day and took all manner of pills to ward off osteoporosis and 
other problems that were bound to occur. They were pioneers but, if all went to plan, many more 
would follow. She imagined that eventually they would create an isolated population. Babies born 
on Europa would not survive under the strong pull of the Earth. 

Rosa had met Ruby in the last year of training and by the time she left, they were deeply in 
love. They would be apart for over two years and Rosa hoped that Ruby would wait, though she had 
not asked this of her, she could not have. She remembered their last few days when it had hung 
heavy in the air. When they had cried and cried, and held each other in desperation, as if they were 
the last two people on Earth. It was all too much. She shook those thoughts away and looked back 
out into the darkness. She wondered what was looking back. 

She imagined swimming through the water and was glad that she was not expected to. 
Although they all had to learn to dive, they were not allowed to leave the capsule. Everyone was 



terribly worried about contaminating the environment. Words like ecocide had cropped up over and 
over during training, as if she would need to be reminded. She was just as concerned with what she 
would catch. Everything that touched the outside had been thoroughly sterilized and nothing could 
come in or out. Experiments were conducted on the surface of the capsule using mechanical devices 
that were controlled from within. Samples were kept outside, where they would stay sealed until 
they could be studied on one of the space stations orbiting Earth.  

They had suspected that there would be life, long before the robots arrived. Radiation 
releases oxygen from the moon’s surface, creating a tenuous atmosphere, the rest is pulled 
downwards, under the trembling ice. Rosa wondered if the Chinese had found anything on Titan yet. 
She didn’t know if they would release the information if they had, but it would be in their best 
interest to make it public. It had already been a year since they were beaten to the discovery. She 
wondered if they had sterilized their equipment properly and then thought better of it. 
“Rosa,” Jamie’s voice interrupted her thoughts, she turned around and saw that the others were 
jumping off of their equipment and moving towards one of the screens. 
“There’s something out there.” 

Rosa looked into the darkness and then back at the screen, it showed readings from the 
spacecraft they had left in orbit. It was not crewed because of the radiation and sailed around taking 
readings on its own. Other than the twelve of them, the nearest humans were on Callisto, over a 
million miles away. The Chinese were six hundred times further and there were research stations on 
Mars and the Earth’s moon. But that was all. She knew of nothing that could explain the giant object 
that had appeared on the far right, moving towards them from beyond the screen. 
“What the hell is that?” someone asked. For a moment, no one said anything. 
“It’s a comet. It’s already passed Saturn, the Chinese must know about it.” 
“It’ll skim past the Earth,” Jamie replied, she had already calculated the trajectory.  
“How large is it?” 
“Large enough to destroy a country if it hit one.”  
“It’s going pretty fast.” Rosa looked at the readings more carefully, it was travelling at almost four 
hundred miles a second. If that was correct, then it would get to Earth in the next twenty four hours. 
It would fly straight past them in a matter of minutes. 

“We need to get all the information we can,” Jamie said calmly. They organized themselves. 
It was not difficult to adjust the equipment once they had strapped themselves down. Rosa watched 
the screen, waiting for the pixelated dot to turn into something more tangible. The man next to her 
sat in stunned silence, he was looking at spectrograph readings. She glanced over his shoulder.  
“It’s not ice,” he said. “It’s a synthetic metal.” Everyone looked up. She did not think anyone on Earth 
could possibly have advanced that much without them noticing. She looked at the others and saw 
them coming to the same conclusion. She felt faint.  
“What should we do?” someone asked.  
“There’s nothing we can do,” Jamie replied. She looked at Rosa and Rosa shrugged. Terror and 
excitement descended at the same time. Her eyes moved back and forth between screens as its 
strange shape slowly became apparent.  
 
Chapter 2 
 
Josie sat at the stern of the boat, peddling with her bare feet as ‘Sun King’ drifted through the small 
speakers hung around her neck. She did not need to peddle in order to keep moving, or to run her 
computer, she was simply adding to the stored energy she kept for emergencies. Sunlight wrapped 
around her like a blanket, despite the shade of the parasol, and her skin was covered in a light film of 
sweat. It was not a large boat but it was heavy, weighed down by a mass of wicker baskets that 
littered the floor and hung from the sides of the roof. Many were full of soil. She mainly grew 
potatoes but there were other edible and medicinal plants, as well as some that she kept just for the 
scent. Others contained vegetables that had been picked; some were salted, pickled, or tinned. 



There were two large cages for poultry and she kept a large pot of rice inside the cabin. 
The rest of the baskets held things that she had salvaged from the landfill. She had spent the last 
week moored to the side while she sorted through, deciding what would be useful, what would be 
valuable as it was and what would need to be fixed. Some things were easy, old radios and 
televisions could be rewired to pick up pirate stations, and these could be sold illegally. A collection 
of working computer parts would be appreciated by someone, and materials like plastic, metal and 
glass could all be sold to recycle centres if you collected enough. These were all guaranteed sales at 
reasonably fixed prices. It was enough to live on, but just barely. 

Josie preferred to make unique things that had more bargaining value. She liked to collect 
past advertisements and had a fondness for old costume jewellery, which would crop up every now 
and again. She looked for handbags, belts, and shoes. She cleaned them up and decorated them 
with fabric and beads, with the shiny backs of CDs and the dark vinyl of broken records.  

She only found a few intact records a year; most had been taken decades ago. They had 
become collector’s items and some were extremely valuable. She was always excited to find one, 
however much it was worth, and she would always copy it before selling it on. She had a reasonable 
collection now, but until yesterday they had all been generic, mostly compilations of pop music from 
the latter half of the twentieth century. She had never found anything of such value before, and she 
had listened to it over and over. It had been wrapped in a transparent plastic covering, caked in dirt, 
but she could just make out the black and white stripes at the bottom. She had held her breath as 
she pulled the record cover out, careful not to let anyone see her, and there it was. Abbey Road. The 
image was faded, and the cover was half destroyed with mould, but the record was intact and that 
was what mattered. She quickly hid it at the bottom of her basket and carried on as normal, not 
wanting to raise suspicion. She had left for town at the break of dawn and no one had followed. 
She thought about what she would do with the money. She did not mind her job. It was the best that 
she could hope for given the circumstances. The nomadic lifestyle suited her, although she did get 
lonely sometimes, and she certainly wouldn‘t miss the smell of the landfills.  

When the album was over, she gave up her exercise and moved to the front of the boat. 
There was an hour or so to go and dusk was beginning to settle. The sky was already struck with 
streaks of red and yellow and the lantern that hung from the bow had begun to glow. She sat on her 
deckchair, smoked some weed, and watched the changing patterns in the sky.  

It was dark by the time she arrived in London, greeted by an array of sound and colour. The 
markets were still busy, most sat on the edge of the water, others floated on top, shacks held up by 
plastic bottles full of air, purchased from someone like her. Most stalls were lit with candles but 
there were still hundreds of different coloured lanterns, and far more stars. 

The waters were no longer her own, she navigated her way around and found a place to 
dock. When she was finally stationary, she quickly showered. She only did this when necessary, 
social customs were a waste of water when you were alone and she worried about polluting the 
river even further. She captured all the rain she could in gutters below the slanted roof. 
When she was done, she locked everything up and turned on the shield, a translucent cover that hid 
what was underneath. You could just about make out the boat, but it was like looking at something 
through murky water.  

She had not walked on solid ground for over a week and her first few steps seemed strange 
and unfamiliar. There were an unusual amount of soldiers hanging around and she kept away from 
them. She carried her baskets to prospective sellers one by one. Once everything was sold, she 
bought what she needed and locked the boat for a final time. The record packed in a leather satchel 
that hung over her shoulders.  

Buildings loomed above, blocking the sky so that those who lived below were in almost 
constant shade. She felt like an insect moving under long blades of grass. Non-citizens were only 
allowed to live on the first fifty floors. The richest always lived at the top, where they could view 
their own piece of sky. She had never been that high up and the thought of living up there scared 
her. She didn’t know if she’d ever stop thinking about falling, even when she slept. Those that lived 



there seemed to have gotten used to it. All of the buildings were connected by a series of bridges, so 
the rich didn’t have to move vertically in order to travel. And most had never been less than a 
hundred floors from the ground. They never fell. She knew that. The only people who fell were those 
that climbed up from the outside. Although sometimes people would jump. 

She turned a corner, opened a large wooden door on the side of an unsigned building, and 
walked into a pub. It was not as crowded as it would be later. Quite a few people sat alone, some 
reading or pretending to read, some staring into nothing. Two old men sat with half-finished pints, 
their faces were tired, skin sagged around their worn eyes. They were looking up at the screen above 
the bar. A woman in a dark suit sat at a desk, the BBC logo behind her, Jupiter slowly revolving in a 
box on the left. It zoomed into one of the moons. It showed the capsule skimming through the black 
and into the icy water, floating just below the surface. Then the cameras switched perspective and it 
showed the ocean rip apart, white bubbles in blue that quickly gave way to complete darkness.  

She moved past dirty tables and towards the bar. The bartender, a teenage girl with crimson 
hair, nodded in recognition and lifted the gate. She walked through a small corridor and touched the 
pad next to the closed door, keeping her finger still until it clicked. She pushed the door open and 
walked inside. Pop music roared from a large golden gramophone. The floor was made of hard wood 
and the ceiling was a mosaic of coloured lanterns and pieces of patterned fabric, parts of broken 
mirrors, beads and sequins that reflected the light. The walls were covered in posters and art. 

A group sat huddled together in the corner, three women and two men, all of them 
unconscious. They all had large smiles on their faces, and small black buttons on either side of their 
forehead and over their eyes. A man loomed over one of the women, feeding her from a bottle. He 
wore the same black uniform as the bartenders. The woman’s dress had rose up a little and he 
pulled it back down. He noticed Josie watching him and smiled. 

 “This is Toby,” Jason said appearing form behind her. “He’s covering Max,” he nodded at 
one of the unconscious men. 
Toby held out his hand and she shook it. “I’m Josie,” she said. 
“Come have a smoke,” Jason interrupted. 

She followed him through the bar and out into the corridor. The floor was covered with 
people, unconscious and attached to drips. She stepped over them and they moved into a private 
room. Jason closed the door behind them and she jumped up onto the table. She turned the bag 
upside down and watched his face as the record fell out, safe inside a new plastic cover. 
“So where’s that smoke?” she asked. 

When she went back out into the pub, Ruby was already there. She wore an elegant dress, 
her lips were a dark red, her eyes were a deep green today. She sipped her drink sparingly, she was 
working. The bartender ignored Josie as she took a beer from the fridge and walked over to her. 
“Josie, I haven’t seen you in so long.” Ruby leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I’ve missed you.”  
“I’ve missed you too.” Josie replied.  
“How are you?” 
“I’m OK,” she said. “I found some good stuff this week.” 
“Have you seen Jason?” 
“Yeah,” she tried to hide a smile. “How are you?” Josie asked “How’s Rosa?” But her voice was 
downed out. 

They spun around and watched as the ceiling fell in. Everyone ran for the exits, but they 
were blocked by soldiers. Someone shouted that it was a raid but this didn’t make sense to her. They 
were wearing Chinese uniforms. Shots rang out and she turned to see Jason falling to the floor. He 
still had his earpiece on. She ran over to him and half collapsed in despair, an ocean of blood was 
forming around his head, his eyes were wide and vacant. Rosa pulled her back, “He’s dead. We have 
to leave.” She had said the terrible worlds aloud and Josie knew that they were true. She let herself 
be dragged away. They climbed out of freshly smashed windows and joined the panic on the streets. 
Smoke rose from a number of places and there were soldiers everywhere. 

Josie grabbed Ruby’s hand and run towards the boat. 



“Ruby,” a man’s voice carried above the crowds. Josie did not want to stop but Ruby turned around. 
“Hurry up,” Ruby shouted and by the time they were there, two men had caught up with them. Josie 
unlocked the boat and they all jumped in. She put the shield back up and they left as quickly as they 
could.  

“This is Simon and Jack,” Ruby said once they had found a clear path. Josie introduced 
herself and another explosion rung out. The boat jolted forwards in the shockwave that followed. 
“What’s going on?” Josie asked. They all shrugged. No one knew.  
“Let’s just get away from the city.” 
 
Chapter 3 
 
Josie awoke with the Sun like always. She changed her clothes, grabbed her computer, and sat down 
on her deck chair while everyone else slept. She looked up at the last remnants of the sunrise and 
then she saw it; a dark sphere the size of the Moon. For a second she thought that it was the Moon, 
that the colour was just a trick of the light, but the thin white crescent of the Earth’s only natural 
satellite was still present in the sky, the light grey of the lowlands still visible. She glanced back at its 
imitation. It was featureless and so perfectly black that it looked like a hole in the sky. It did not 
appear to move.  

She wondered if it was going anywhere and thought of waking the others, but she decided 
against it and turned on the computer instead. They said it had appeared the night before. It was a 
Chinese weapon, all the stations agreed. Although they had not used it yet, the threat was enough, 
and they now occupied a number of European countries.  

Josie let the others sleep, there was no urgency in telling them. She tended to the boat, 
steering them towards the landfill site. They would be safer, she reasoned, the further they were 
from civilization. She had a smoke and thought about Jason, they had just been friends really, 
although she had enjoyed his company they both knew they would never fall in love. Still, the 
thought of never seeing him again was incredibly upsetting. She thought of his mother and father, 
his brother, she thought of all the good he had brought to the world and she cried a little as the sky 
turned blue. 

Josie made breakfast before waking the others. She wondered if she should tell them 
straight away or wait and see how long it took them to spot it. 
“What the hell is that?” Jack saw it first, he grabbed Simon’s shoulder, nearly spilling his tea. “Has it 
been there all morning?” he asked. They all looked at each other and Josie nodded. 
“What is it?” Ruby asked, thinking of Rosa. 
Josie played the news while they ate. 
“Do you think they’re really capable of making that?” Simon asked.  
“Is it really wide or really close?” Rosa added. “Is it affecting the tides?” 
“Apparently not,” Josie replied. “They said it weighs almost nothing,” they had mentioned it on the 
news earlier, “but you can’t always believe what they say.” 
“Maybe it’s just an illusion,” Simon suggested. 

A gentle buzzing came from Ruby’s pocket, and she pulled out her phone. 
“It’s Rosa,” she said. “I won’t be a minute.” She walked back inside the cabin to listen to her message 
alone and they all settled onto the deck. When Ruby came back there was a troubled look in her 
eyes. 

“Listen to this,” she held her phone towards them and pressed play. Rosa spoken to them 
from the privacy of her cabin, she sat on a single bed, the white covers were held down by straps. 
There was another over her stomach, and her clothing was tucked in. Her dark hair was tied back, 
but still it floated as if she were in a tank of water. The walls were a pale yellow and covered in 
handles. There were a few posters and a set of photos pinned to the wall, the pictures changed 
periodically but less than half were the right way up. 



“There’s a ship headed to Earth,” Rosa said, “it might already be there by the time you get 
this.” It could take up to forty-eight hours for Rosa’s messages to arrive. The long delay had more to 
do with the time the message spent in security than the distance between them. “We saw it coming 
from the edge of the Solar System,” Rosa continued. This meant that every politician in the world 
would have seen it coming; they all had satellites out there. “We don’t know what it is yet but it 
must be extraterrestrial. We don’t know anything else but I’ll keep you posted.” Ruby turned off the 
video. 

“So it’s not Chinese,” Jack said, “and the military know it, yet they’ve let them in anyway.”  
 “They must have made some sort of deal,” Simon said. 
“So what does Europe get for giving away a few countries?” 
“Help from the Chinese if aliens attack,” Josie suggested. “They’re supposed to be more 
technologically advanced than us.” That’s what she had gathered from TV anyway. 
“We should’ve called their bluff,” Jack said. “If people knew the whole Earth was in danger they 
would probably agree to unite.” 
“We don’t even know if it’s a threat,” Josie said, though she felt deeply unsettled. 
“We should contact one of the news stations,” Jack suggested. “Get the word out.”  
“We can’t be the only ones that know,” Ruby replied. “There are hundreds of people at the edge of 
the Solar System and thousands of satellites.”  
“I’m going to try and contact them,” Jack said, “but in the meantime I think we should head towards 
my home town, away from the city, we don’t want to be around millions of people when they start 
to panic. What do you think? I’m a citizen.” He was asking them all, but looked to Josie. 
“Well,” she said, “there’s no way to be completely self-sufficient. I can’t go to my parents and Ruby’s 
from London. What about you Simon? Are you a citizen?” 
“No, and we can’t go to mine,” he said. 
“OK, let’s do it,” Josie said and the others nodded. 

They all tried to relax and spent the rest of the day sitting on the deck, smoking weed, 
listening to music, and periodically checking the news. They reached Coventry just as dusk was 
approaching and everyone was eager to get off the boat. The city was unfamiliar to everyone.  
They walked along the only paved road. Buildings loomed down from both sides, creating irritating 
stripes of light and shade. Metal shacks lined the pavement. Soon the Sun would be down 
completely and the streets would fill with candle light, but there were no signs of life yet. They could 
have been the only people left on Earth. 

After ten minutes, an old couple appeared over the horizon, walking towards them holding 
hands, further on, a younger man crossed the road. No one paid them any attention. Things were 
starting to seem normal. Finally, they turned a corner and saw the market. It was nowhere near as 
busy as the one they had left but there were still a large amount of people, and no soldiers or police 
as far as they could tell.  
“Everything seems OK,” Josie said. “Do you two want to go find a cash-point while we get some 
water and gas? We can meet back here and then go get something to eat.” 
“How’re you doing?” Ruby asked when the men were gone. 
“I’m OK,” Josie replied. Ruby put her arm around her and kissed the top of her head. 
“Let me know if there is anything you need,” she said.  
Josie nodded. “How about you?” she asked. 
“I’m OK too.” 

Josie looked around. To the left, people were shouting the names of industrial and 
household products, beyond this were electronic components. It was busiest on the right, where 
people were selling food. They walked past stalls of fruit and vegetables, meat and fish, breads and 
cheeses, and spices and condiments. Everyone sold hand-held bottles of cheap, unsterilized water, 
but they wanted more. Finally, they heard cries of ‘water’ and they moved past the crowds towards 
it. They bought four two-litre bottles and asked where they could buy gas.  

They walked back through the crowds, trying to gage the mood.  



“It won’t be long,” someone said. “They’ve already taken London.”  
Ruby grabbed Josie’s arm and they looked towards the voice, an old man and a girl in her early 
teens, his granddaughter they assumed. They stood next to a pile of oil lamps, the old man held one 
of the nicer ones in his hands. He looked at it admirably. The girl was disinterested. 
“But if it’s not dangerous,” she said, “then why don’t they fight back.” 
“They’re too scared, but they won’t be scared forever, not if they don’t use it.” 
“I think it’s some kind of death ray,” the girl said. The old man laughed, not unkindly, the girl looked 
annoyed. They stopped talking. The man put the lamp down and picked up another. The girl looked 
up at the sky. The sphere was hidden behind the clouds for now. 

They kept moving. The old man and the girl were not the only ones talking about it. A small 
group was beginning to form on the concrete behind the stalls. Josie looked at Rosa and they walked 
towards them.  

“He that believeth in the Son hath everlasting life,” a man’s voice rose over the crowd. He 
was using a handmade microphone that made his words sound deep and metallic. “He that 
believeth not in the Son,” he continued “shall not see life; but the wrath of God,” he empathized the 
last three words and the small inner crowd cheered. Those closer to the market were not as pleased. 
They looked at each other in uncomfortable anger, some muttered under their breath, but most just 
walked away. “There is no way to heaven but through the one true God,” the man continued, 
“accept this now, before it is too late, because if you don’t then you will go to hell.” More people 
left. The man was visible now, he wore fingerless gloves and a black coat. He had pulled the hood up 
despite the hot dry skies. He was bald as far as they could tell but had a large amount of stubble. He 
wore nothing to indicate which church he was from. “And there is no way out of hell,” he continued. 
“The bible describes hell as a place of wailing and gnashing of teeth, where you will be tormented 
with fire and brimstone forever and ever.” There was another cheer of approval from within. “That 
sphere has been sent by God to judge us,” he stated.  
“It ain’t God that sent it,” a teenage boy shouted, he stood a few feet back from the inner circle.  
“Accept the one true God now, before it is too late,” the older man continued as if he had not 
spoken.  
“It’s aliens,” the boy said. The preacher ignored him but the inner circle broke into laughter. The boy 
shook his head and walked away. 
“Come on,” Ruby said. “Let’s get out of here.” The gas was only two stalls down and they bought 
another eight litres from a middle-aged woman. She wore a white apron stained with black and 
yellow. They could still hear the words of the preacher in the distance. 
“Bloody ignorant lot,” the woman said as she handed them their change.  

The men were already waiting for them when they got back. 
“Any problems?” Ruby asked. 
“No,” Jack said. “You?” 
“No.” They told them about the preacher and the teenage boy, and headed to the nearest pub. 
By the time they left, it was dark outside. It was no longer cloudy, and when they looked up, they 
could see the sphere obscuring the stars. They walked back to the boat, and sat back down on the 
deck with the shield still up. The air was warm and dry, layered with the scent of lavender and mint. 
The lantern that hung from the front had come on, and Josie watched its reflections flicker in the 
water. 

Josie put the news on. Not much had changed. There were rumours of aliens now, but no 
certainty. Most still thought it was the Chinese. More bombs had gone off in London, though they 
seemed unnecessary, the military were not fighting back. Simon had procured some whisky and 
soda and he poured them all a drink. They shared a smoke and the news became background noise 
as they discussed what the sphere could be. 

They had talked for over an hour when Ruby noticed that the news was no longer on. Josie 
picked up her computer. The video had been replaced with a small piece of text explaining that their 
satellite was down. She tried another station, it said the same thing. She tried a more mainstream 



one, it was working. They read the text scrolling across the bottom of the screen. Almost all of the 
satellites on Earth were down. 
 
Chapter 4 
 
They awoke at dawn to find a soldier pacing up and down the dock, a young man in a Chinese 
uniform. He had a bayonet around his neck. Simon saw him first and he gestured to the others. They 
watched him for five minutes without making a sound. He did not approach the boat but he showed 
no signs of leaving. They wondered what to do. They could leave the shield on and hope that he did 
not look directly at them, but he must know the boat was there and it would certainly seem 
suspicious. Either way, they would have to pass him if they wanted to keep heading north. They 
decided, in paranoid whispers, that it was best to act normal. Everyone but Jack stayed in the cabin. 
He took down the shield and sailed away. The soldier watched. Jack met his gaze as he approached, 
he nodded and the soldier nodded back. Jack looked away and pretended to tend to the boat until 
he was out of site. The others left the cabin and Ruby received another message from Rosa shortly 
after this. 

“They’ve been asking us for advice,” Rosa spoke from almost four hundred million miles 
away. “They want to try and communicate with it, and we’re supposed to be the experts on alien 
life. They told us they’ve built a sphere, you’ve probably seen it by now. There’s an invisible barrier 
around it and the ship we saw is within the barrier. The sphere doesn’t seem to reflect or emit light,” 
she said, “and no one can break through the barrier. In the end, they just flew around taking photos 
of the darkness. So yeah, hopefully it won’t be a threat. Anyway, we’re going to send them some 
suggestions.” Ruby stopped the video.  

“Well that was interesting,” Jack said, “but it doesn’t change anything.”  
The kept moving north, there were soldiers at some of the docks and they soon learned to turn the 
music off as they approached. The first time they saw one, everyone but Jack hid in the cabin again, 
but the second caught them by surprise. They nodded politely. The soldier ignored them and they 
relaxed again. 

“We’re going to reach a tollgate in a few hours,” Jack said. 
“What does that mean?” Ruby asked, Simon and Josie already knew. Tollgates were there to stop 
non-citizens from moving about the country. They took a toll directly from your account, identifying 
citizens from a retina scan. The boat would be scanned with infra-red light. They would not be able 
to hide. If anything unusual was found the police would be alerted immediately, although whether 
they’d respond was another matter altogether. 

“So we’ll have to get off the boat,” Ruby said once Jack had explained this to her. “Do you 
have enough money for the toll?” 
“Yeah, it won’t be a problem. You’ll have to walk for two miles either side of the booth to avoid 
being seen,” he said. “And the land around tolls is always private so they might have cameras of 
their own. You’ll have to be careful, but you can use the shield.” It was portable. It was not light, but 
it could easily be carried by one person for a mile or so. It was not meant to be on when it was 
moved, it would get hot, but they could wrap a towel around it. If they stayed together then their 
faces would remain hidden within the translucent bubble. 

When the time came, they stopped the boat and Jack kissed Simon goodbye. They both 
looked incredibly worried. Josie was the first to carry the shield, which they had managed to fit 
inside of a backpack. “It won’t be long,” she said as they left, “look after my boat.” She slowly moved 
away and her face disappeared beneath the shield. Ruby followed and Simon joined them on the 
grass a few minutes later. There was farmland in all directions. The field they stood in looked like it 
had once grown corn, but it was feral now, bluebells grew between patches of long grass. There did 
not appear to be any cameras, although they didn’t know if they would be visible. 
“People must do this all the time,” Josie said to herself. 
“Yeah,” Simon replied. “The tolls are just a way to make money, they’re not overly policed.”  



They walked next to the river, watching as the boat sailed out of sight. They soon reached a tall 
hedge, which separated their field from the next, it would not be easy to go over or under it and so 
they would have to swing around the gap where it met the water’s edge. Josie put the shield down 
and went first. 

“Holy shit,” she exclaimed from the other side. Ruby handed the shield over.  
“What is it?” she asked. 
“It’s weed, fields of it.” Ruby pulled herself around and Simon quickly followed. The field was full of 
tall green plants, their stems were hidden behind a mass of leaves. They had no scent and towered 
at least a foot above their heads, so they could not see what was coming up ahead.  
“Let’s just be quick,” Simon said quietly. “They defiantly won’t like trespassers here.” He picked up 
the shield and set the pace. The plants came right up to the edge of the river, and so they walked 
between the first two rows. They had no choice but to brush past the leaves, anyone watching from 
above would have noticed a murky shape slithering up stream. They did not communicate until they 
got to start of the third field and Ruby took the shield from Simon, who had been carrying it for far 
longer than they had agreed.  

They continued for a few more minutes when Simon stopped suddenly. He looked back at 
them, holding one hand up and the other to his lips. He pointed forwards and to the left. They could 
see the leaves moving. Simon put a finger to his lips again, he gestured for Ruby to pass him the 
backpack. He put it down and turned off the shield. Its enormous girth was more trouble than it was 
worth in this environment. It would shield their faces against cameras but anyone living would 
notice as the plants disappeared from view. He put the backpack back on, ducked down, and moved 
forwards as slowly as possible. The others followed.  

The leaves parted as they passed and an arm became visible, muscular, and covered in thick 
tufts of hair. The person it belonged to wore a blue checked shirt, the sleeve was rolled up, and they 
held a small pair of sheers. Josie held her breath, and they moved forwards slowly, staying low. A 
man stepped out from behind the plant, clean-cut with dark brown eyes, he was probably in his 
early thirties, but the wrinkles on his face made him look older. They all tensed, waiting to see if he 
would look down and see them. They could not watch for too long, they had to look where they 
were going. They moved forwards, acutely aware that there was danger behind them and they could 
not look back. They did not speak until they crossed into the next field and Josie took the shield from 
Simon.  

“I think we’re clear,” she said, but they were moving into yet another field of tall green 
plants. “Should we turn the shield back on? We’ll pass the tollgate soon.” 
 “Not yet,” Simon said. “They’ll be more like him.”  
Simon was right, a few minutes later there was another exactly like him. His twin, Josie thought. 
They followed the same procedure as before and moved passed in silence. Not long after they saw 
yet another identical man. Josie looked at Ruby and Simon but they did not dare speak. They kept 
going, eventually coming to another tall hedge. They swung around as before, the next field was as 
barren as the first, full of long grasses and wild flowers. The tollgate was visible in the distance and 
they turned the shield back on.  

“How did you know they’d look the same?” Josie asked Simon, her voice still low. 
“I used to be one,” he said after a long pause. “Every farm has a set. Those were pretty old, when 
they reach forty they’re put down.” 
“Is that why you came to London?” Josie asked.  
“Yeah,” Simon nodded, “I left as soon as I found out. I still have the instinct to grow, and I make a 
decent living from it, but it doesn’t get me high. It’s strange what they can do.” 
“Jesus,” Josie said. Ruby put her arm around him and they walked around the tollgate. The boat was 
visible up ahead.  

Jack watched their shape approach from within the shield. The air flickered around them, 
discolouring the sky. At last, they turned it off and he could see their faces. They looked sombre and 



relieved to see him. He raised his hand and they waved back. They sped up for the last few minutes 
and soon jumped back on the boat.  
 
Chapter 5 
 
They kept travelling north. There were more soldiers at the larger docks but they did not approach 
them. They ate dinner while they travelled, breaking into the salted meat. They decided to dock at a 
smaller town to avoid confrontation and stopped in Leigh at dusk.  

The streets were busier than they were at Coventry but the people did not seem at ease. 
They walked quickly in straight lines, most were carrying shopping bags, and there were no children 
around. It was not long before they saw a soldier walking towards them. They turned the corner and 
went the long way around.  

The market was small but busy, the stalls were almost empty, and the people seemed 
frantic. There were soldiers all around, they had spotted at least five so far. They stood in position, 
surveying the space ahead of them without looking at anything in particular. They did not appear to 
communicate with each other.  
“What should we do?” Simon asked. 
“I think we should get what we can,” Josie said. “It might be even worse tomorrow.” 
“OK,” Simon agreed. “Meet back here if we get separated.” 

They moved into the crowd. Their vision was quickly obscured by the backs of people’s 
heads. People were pushing and pulling. It was hard to find a place to put your feet and it soon 
became unbearably hot. The air was dense with the smell of sweat. They passed four more stalls 
before Simon, the tallest of them, saw the water, and alerted the others. They made their way there 
as quickly as possible with Simon taking the lead, by the time they arrived there was only three litres 
left and they were selling for ten times the normal price. Unsure of what to do, they bought them 
anyway. 
“Do you know what’s going on?” Jack asked as he handed the money over.  
“You don’t know?” The seller, a slightly overweight middle-aged man, raised his eyebrows and 
leaned forwards. “It’s aliens,” he whispered.  
“How do you know?” Jack replied just as quietly. The man did not move away and the proximity 
made him uncomfortable.  
“Everyone knows,” he said, as if that explained it. “They know,” he subtly gestured towards one of 
the soldiers. 
“It’s not on the news,” Jack said. 
“It will be soon.” The man moved back. He picked up the bottles and placed them on the table one 
by one.  
“Do you know what they want?” Jack asked as he put a bottle into his bag. Ruby and Jack quickly 
took the others, placing them out of sight. 
“No,” the seller replied, “it can’t be good but I’m more worried about them for the time being,” he 
gestured towards the soldier again. “There’s no reason for them to be here,” he said, “I’m getting 
the hell out of here now. I recon you all should too.” 
People were still pushing past and it was difficult to stay in the same place for too long. 
“Thanks,” Jack said, and they let themselves get swept away.  

Josie breathed a sigh of relief as they made it out of the crowd. There were still a lot of 
people around but the air was lighter, the horizon visible once again. Not far away, another self-
appointed preacher was blaming the problem on clones, addicts, queers, and whores. Someone 
lunged at them and, there were shouts and a spray of blood. The soldiers were trying to ignore it. 
They did not speak, yet there seemed to be more than before.  

The crowd pushed out towards them. They watched as a man walked past, huddled over and 
holding a blood soaked towel. He had a litre bottle of vodka in his coat pocket, and was followed by 
an entourage, mostly composed of other, similar looking, men.  



“Let’s get out of here,” Ruby said, but they could not stop watching. One of the men broke 
off from the others. He shouted a racial slur at one of the solders, the soldier he addressed was not 
of Asian descent, but this did not matter. Those around him laughed. Others look worried. The 
soldier did not respond. 
“What are you here for, ah?” the drunk taped him on the chest. The soldier continued not to move, 
but his face was becoming sterner. “Ah?” The man tapped again, and then he screamed. He fell to 
the floor clutching his stomach. There was no blood. The soldier took a step back but otherwise 
remained stationary. His bayonet stayed put. He was not afraid.  
“Come on,” Ruby tugged at Josie’s sleeve and they turned away as a swarm of soldiers arrived, clad 
in riot gear. They walked as fast as they could in the other direction. 

The pub was almost empty. Those that were there were quiet, they all looked unhappy and 
none seemed to be in a rush. There was only one bartender and his blue hair did not fit with the 
drab surroundings. They sat down and Simon went to order their drinks.  
“Mind if we take them through?” he said casually, as if he always came here.  
“Are you on the list?” the bartender replied quietly. 
“We’re not from around here,” Simon said. He put some cash on the table. The bartender nodded. 
“You’ll all have to have a retinal scan,” he said, and Simon motioned to the others.  

They stepped past the bar, through a door, and into a small corridor. There was a scanner on 
the wall and they took turns staring into it. The door clicked open a few seconds later. The room 
they entered was much like their regular. The art was different and they were playing music that 
none of them recognized, but the style was the same. The people looked similar. There were not 
many people dancing and there was not much laughter.  

Rosa left to change clothes. Once back in her dress, she sprayed herself with perfume, put 
on some make up, and situated herself alone by the bar. Simon gave her a 20 minute head-start, 
then he rolled a small joint. People turned around as soon as the smoke hit the air. A teenage boy, 
who had previously sat with his head on the table, jumped up and run over, by the time he arrived 
three others were already there.  

“Can I have a lug?” a teenage girl asked. 
“Sure,” Simon said and handed it over, “just one.” She inhaled deeply, “do you have any more?” she 
said without releasing the smoke. 
“How much do you want?” He took the joint out of her hands and passed it to one of the others, 
holding one finger up. The girl got out her wallet and passed him all the cash she had. He gave her 
four bags. The stuff was gone in five minutes. They finished their drinks.  
“I’ll get Ruby and meet you outside,” Josie said. No one bothered to follow her but they continued to 
talk to Simon.  

“It’s all gone,” he kept repeating. A few people followed them out, approaching them as 
soon as they were outside. No one would do this under normal circumstances, it was a much greater 
risk. 
“Come on man, you must know where we can get some more,” a woman around their age said, her 
face was covered in white powder, and the pink paint on her lips glowed in the dark. The two men 
next to her remained silent. 
“It’s all gone,” Simon said. He took Jack’s hand and they quickly walked away. They did not look back 
but they could hear them following. 

“Oy,” the woman shouted at them. “Slow down. I want to talk to you.” The men looked at 
each other and then started to run. A leg came out of nowhere, kicking the back of Simon’s leg and 
pulling him down. He tried to grab Jack for balance but Jack was soon down too. The pink haired 
woman and the two complacent men stood over them. The woman and the younger of the men 
both held knives. 
“Give us your bag,” the woman said. Simon handed it over  
“There’s no stuff in it,” he said. She looked through it. 



“I’ll settle for the money,” she said. Then there was a thudding noise followed by a horrible crack, 
the two who were armed fell first, the other turned around and met with another loud thud. His 
shape gave way to the image of a young girl holding a long, wide stick. She couldn’t have been older 
than sixteen, and she might have been younger. Her hair was tangled and dirty. She wore a black 
long sleeved t-shirt and green military trousers. They were ripped and stained with grass and mud. 
The exposed parts of her arms were covered in scratches. She was incredibly skinny and there was a 
deep red mark on her cheek that was beginning to bruise. 
“Thank you,” Simon said hopefully. He had expected to see Ruby or Josie. They got up slowly, not 
wanting to antagonize her. Simon reached for the bag. The girl did not seem too interested in it. 
“You’re welcome,” she said. “Do you have any weed?” 
“No,” Simon replied. “I’m sorry.”  
“Any pills? Anything?” 
Simon shook his head. For half a second, her face fell and he saw her despair, then she pulled herself 
together. Her face became stern, her eyes alert. One of the men moved their hands and the girl 
raised her stick again. 
“Let’s go,” Jack said. He took Simon’s hand and pulled him away from the bodies. The girl followed 
them like a stray dog.  
“Do you know where I could get some?” she asked. “I’ve got some money.” They ignored her for a 
second as they saw Ruby and Josie approaching, and she remained silent. 
“What’s your name?” Simon asked eventually. 
“Sonny,” the girl replied.  
“I’m Simon,” he said. “This is Jack. We really haven’t got any more stuff. But our friends are coming 
and they’re going to wonder why you have that stick.” She was still holding it upwards, as if she 
would hit the first thing that moved. He put his hand out, she did not pass it to him, but she did relax 
her arm. 
“It’s OK,” Jack said as the women reached them. “This is Sonny. She saved us from being mugged.”  
They introduced themselves.  
“I was just trying to get some pills,” Sonny said. 
“Are you OK?” Josie asked. “Do you want us to walk you home?” 
“No,” Sonny replied. Her face quivered and then became stern again, “I’ll be alright.” 
“Where do you live?” Ruby asked. “Are we going the right way?” They had not stopped walking, 
afraid the muggers would soon wake up.  
“Yeah,” the girl replied quietly. Before long they reached the dock. There was a soldier there. She 
paced up and down alone and silent. 
“How much further is your place?” Josie asked Sonny. 
“Not far.” 
“Sonny are you homeless,” Josie finally asked and the girl burst into tears. Josie took her in her arms, 
“Do you want to come back with us?” she asked. Sonny nodded, her wet face still buried in Josie’s 
shoulder. They remained silent as they walked past the soldier and, as before, she did not speak to 
them. They got back on the boat, turned off the shield, and moved out of her sight.  

They stopped in the middle of the river. Jack went straight into the cabin. He brought out a 
pack of tissues and a bag of weed. He threw the tissues to Sonny and sat down to roll. Sonny’s face 
lit up when she saw the weed, she watched Jack silently. He lit it and handed it to her. She took it 
quickly, her movements sharp and angular. She started to cry again. She inhaled deeply and held her 
breath for a long time. After a few lugs, she started to calm down. Jack let her keep it and rolled 
another for them to share. Josie gave Sonny some clean clothes and made them all tea. They put 
some music on and sat together on the deck. The sphere looked down at them in silent 
condemnation. 

“Do you have any needles?” Sonny asked after a while.  
“No,” Jack said simply. 
“How long have you been living rough?” Ruby finally asked. Sonny looked down at her hands.  



“Not long,” she said. There was another heavy silence. Ruby tried to soften her by telling their own 
story.  
“So most of you aren’t citizens either?” Sonny concluded. 
“No,” Ruby replied, “just Jack.” 
“Why aren’t you a citizen?” Sonny asked.  
“My parents were illegal refugees,” Ruby said. Her birth was not sanctioned and so she would never 
be able to gain citizenship. It was as simple as that. “They died when I was young,” she continued, 
hoping that her confession would help the girl trust her.  
“How old were you?” Sonny asked. 
“Thirteen,” Rosa replied. 
“What did you do?” 
“I moved to a smaller place and tried to find a better job. I worked in bars until I was legal.” She saw 
the girl react, despite the strict control she was trying to maintain. “It wasn’t great at first, but I’ve 
been very lucky.”  
“What happened to you?” Ruby pressed her again. Sonny took a large lug and held the smoke in. 
“My parents were illegal’s too,” she said. “I never knew my dad and my mum died a few years ago. I 
haven’t been coping very well.” She let the smoke out and took another lug. “I just wanted to be a 
citizen, three years they said.” She touched her face where the black buttons would have been. 
“Two nights ago I woke up in alone in a ditch, my mask was gone and there was no more drugs.” 
“We’ll you’re safe now,” Ruby said. “Are you hungry?” Sonny nodded. “Why don’t you have a quick 
shower and I’ll make you something to eat.” 

Ruby’s phone buzzed while she was cooking. Another message from Rosa. She paused it 
when Sonny appeared, dressed in Josie’s clothes, her hair was wet, her face clean. She looked 
incredibly young. Ruby handed her the omelette she had been making, and took her phone outside 
to show the others. Sonny followed.  

“They’ve managed to communicate with it,” Rosa spoke from the small screen. She sounded 
both excited and terrified. Sonny looked confused but she did not interrupt. “They sent pulses of 
light at the barrier in the direction of the rocket.” Ruby continued. “They sent them in a sequence, 
one, two, three,” she counted on her fingers. “They got up to sixty seven before they beamed back 
‘two, three, five, seven’, prime numbers. So they tried to send more complex messages. Anyway, 
they sent something back. A high-resolution image of what we think is the inside of the sphere. Let 
me show you.” Rosa pulled her laptop out from under the bed sheet. She turned it to the camera, 
leant over, and pressed play.  

At first, the screen was dark, then the camera adjusted and they saw a beam of white light 
illuminating the centre. The surface was rough, it was like looking at a close-up of a pebbled beach at 
night, but it was moving. These were not pebbles. They all looked identical, each was symmetrical 
with no discernible head, but each had six legs and scuttled over one another with the density of a 
swarm. They were all a dull, metallic silver. Rosa’s fingers appeared over the screen and she took the 
computer away. “No one knows what to make of it,” she said. “We’re going to try a few more things. 
I’ll send you more info soon.”  
 
Chapter 6 
 
They rose at dawn. Jack made breakfast while Josie took down the shield and set sail. They checked 
the news, nothing had changed. Ruby’s phone buzzed and they all gathered round as she pressed 
play. 
“They’re robots,” Rosa said. She was smiling but she looked tired. Ruby wondered when she had last 
slept, “and they’re building some sort of device. We’re still trying to work out what the first message 
they sent back means. It’s something about prime numbers I bet. I think they use them like we use 
integers. Anyway we sent the same message again and this time they sent back another video.” Rosa 
took out her laptop and showed them as she had done before.  



The screen was black with a red triangle on the left hand side. It disappeared and appeared 
on the right. The screen went blank again and there was a pause. A blue circle appeared on the left, 
orbited by ten smaller circles, these were red.  Numerous green arrows flew out of the blue circle in 
all directions. It zoomed in on a single arrow and showed it travelling towards another blue circle. 
The green arrow paused and a red dot appeared besides it. It created nine more as it travelled away, 
eventually landing on another blue dot and repeating the process. The screen went blank and after a 
couple of seconds it showed two blue dots next to each other, a red square instantaneously moved 
from one to the other. The screen went blank and Rosa took her laptop away. 

“There’s something I’ve been thinking about,” she continued. “The five nearest Earth-like 
planets are about fifteen light years away. Even if they travelled at four thousand miles a second the 
whole way, it would still take them over six hundred years to get here and we’re probably not the 
first planet they’ve visited. Maybe they’re organic creatures that simply live that long, maybe they 
have generational ships, or maybe they’re robots themselves. But we think it is more likely that an 
intelligent race sent out robots to build a kind of galactic tube,” she said, referring to the London 
Underground. “The robots could have been travelling for so long that the original race is extinct, or 
has evolved into something else. Maybe something less intelligent and more predatory has taken 
over, we just don’t know. I have to get some sleep but I’ll let you know if I have any more news.”  
There was a moment of heavy silence. The sphere stared down at them from the skies above. 
“Why do you think they want to come here?” Sonny asked eventually. No one knew.  
“Maybe they just want to open up a channel of communication, for trade or tourism,” Ruby 
suggested. “Maybe they’re just curious about what’s out there. Or maybe life is rare and they want 
to help us survive.” 
“Maybe they want to put us in a zoo,” Sonny added. “Or eat us.” 
“We’re only assuming they will teleport because of the video they sent us,” Simon said. “We could 
have misinterpreted it entirely.” 
“We might not be capable of understanding it,” Josie added. “They might not think like we do.” 

They kept heading north. They would reach Skipton that evening and they were all nervous. 
No one was looking forward to a change in routine or occupation. They checked the news 
periodically. Shortly after lunch, the mainstream news began declaring Britain to be European once 
again. The Chinese soldiers were leaving amid a vast amount of violence. It had become common 
knowledge that the sphere was alien.  
“Do you think we can go home?” Ruby asked hopefully. 
“Maybe,” Josie replied, she felt genuine relief for the first time since they’d left, “but it might still be 
dangerous.” She looked upwards once again. “If they’re hostile we might be better off in the middle 
of nowhere. Let’s give it a few more days.” They all agreed. Jack decided he would tell his parents 
they were just visiting for now. They could wait a little longer before finding work. 

They ate dinner on the boat again and arrived at their destination two hours after the Sun 
had set. There was no soldier at the dock and they all felt considerable relief. Skipton was a small 
town but the markets were still busy. There were no soldiers present but a number of European 
police marched up and down on horseback. People seemed worried and some looked at the sky with 
frightened expressions, but there were no signs of violence. They eventually found the water, there 
was plenty left to buy but the price was the same as at Leigh. 

They went back to the boat for a smoke and a drink. Josie put some music on and they tried 
to relax, although it was not long before the conversation came back to Rosa’s message. They were 
all waiting to see what would happen next. Ruby’s phone buzzed just as they were falling to sleep 
and they all huddled around. 

“It’s good news,” Rosa said, her smile looked genuine. “The ship moved away from the 
sphere and the barrier went down. It’s currently a little further out, creating another. We think it will 
create ten in total. Once the barrier went down we tried sending messages through again, but there 
was no reply. They sent probes through,” her smile widened, “and then test pilots went through.” 
She took out her laptop and pointed it at the camera. It showed an image of the sphere from space, 



as it zoomed in, everything became dark and then all of a sudden, as if two pieces of film had been 
seamlessly cut together, it showed an alien planet. It was dead like the Moon. The camera panned 
up to show a giant red star, a diffuse cloud of gas had formed around it. The camera kept turning. 
There were three more spheres though they were barely visible in the crimson sky. It turned back to 
where it had come from, the sky turned black, and after a few moments the Earth was visible again. 
Rosa turned the laptop round.  

“There are ten spheres,” she said. “Nine go to different planets and the other goes back to 
Earth. They have sent people through to the other planets. They all have ten spheres that go to nine 
more planets. They are mapping them as we speak. They have travelled at least four spheres from 
Earth and they are all the same. If they can travel through just ten before returning to Earth, then 
there could be billions of these things. The first hundred planets were all dead,” she said, “but then 
they found one with life. Nothing intelligent yet, but it’s amazing.”  

Rosa turned the laptop back around and showed them the planet, a blue-green sphere that 
took up most of the screen. The camera zoomed in to show lots of small continents, most were 
covered in forests, but there were patches of red and yellow deserts and the poles were covered in 
ice. It could have been Earth at a different time. The camera kept moving towards a patch of green. 
Silence gave way to background noise, which grew exponentially louder. There was a thick layer of 
clouds, and then they saw white sands and a turquoise ocean. A yellow Sun set above the water.  
The camera panned the beach. There was a massive expanse of sand and hundreds of dunes. Tall 
yellow grasses grew next to them, moving with the wind like hair. There were wild flowers, their 
petals bent into elaborate shapes, some were armoured like thistles, some were patterned like 
butterfly wings. There were large blue spheres with soft tissue like petals, red tendrils rose from the 
centre, forked like the tongue of a snake. Everything looked both familiar and foreign.  

“Ruby,” Rosa continued, folding the laptop back up, “they’re talking about sending a team 
there, it would be on a long-term basis and I would be entitled to take my next of kin. I think they 
would agree to make you a citizen if I asked.” She paused. “By the time I get home they will have 
found more planets, they’ll want to settle on them, to build cities, so they will probably recruit 
civilians, maybe even noncitizens. There are all sorts of rumours. It’s so exciting. Please let me know 
what you think. I mean it could still be dangerous. We have no idea what’s out there. They’ll update 
us again tonight so I’ll keep you posted. I love you,” she waved and Ruby pressed pause. She put the 
phone down. 

“Are you gonna go?” Sonny asked. The shock in Ruby’s face gave way to excitement. “Of 
course,” she grinned, “if I can.”  
They lay back down and watched the stars flickering in and out of their perception. The sphere was 
still evident against the dark blue sky. They would have to get used to it, more would appear soon. 
 
Chapter 7 
 
The London skyline was a welcome site for all of them. Tall buildings silhouetted against the red and 
purple sunset. The air was humid, the clouds bellowing, soon they would break, rain would pour and 
a storm would light-up the sky. They sat together on the deck of the boat, drinking and smoking and 
listening to music. They were all tired and emotional. Everything they had been suppressing over the 
last few days was beginning to surface now that they were almost home, now that they felt 
something akin to safety.  

They had spent three days in Skipton, Jack and Simon had stayed with Jack’s parents while 
the women had slept on the boat. Reports of rioting and other sporadic acts of violence were 
decreasing. They didn’t see any more soldiers and the videos that Rosa had shown them soon made 
their way onto the news. Rosa had told them that they had found at least five hundred worlds that 
contained life since her last message, though none showed signs of intelligence, they all thought it 
was only a matter of time. They wanted to claim territory as soon as possible, and they were trying 
to work out the most effective way of sending hundreds of thousands of people through at a time.  



They were all thinking of new possibilities. Josie was looking forward to some time by herself, but 
she thought this trip had changed her somehow, she would miss having company soon enough. She 
thought about a different life on a different world. 

The waters widened and more boats appeared amidst an array of coloured lights. The 
market was as busy as ever, but there were no soldiers and no uniformed police. No one was 
panicking. They walked straight to the pub. The windows were boarded up but there was a light on 
inside. They opened the door. A few of the regulars looked up but most ignored them. They did not 
recognize the bartender, a teenage boy with dark hair and dark clothes. They walked towards the 
bar and he let them through. They were relieved to see that it was still open, people were smoking 
and drinking, some were dancing. The windows were still boarded and the ceiling was composed of 
white plastic sheets. One of the walls was covered in photos, people had written messages and left 
flowers. 

Max had woken up and was standing at the bar with Toby, they smiled when they saw her 
and walked over. 
“How are you?” Toby asked Josie. “We didn’t know what’d happened to you.” 
“We’re all OK,” Josie replied. “How have things been here?” 
“Well, we lost quite a lot of people,” Toby said. “You know about Jason?” Josie nodded. “We’ve been 
trying to keep things going as best we can.” 
“Do you mind if I look out back quickly,” Josie asked. “I left something there last time I was here.” 
Toby nodded and let her through, everyone else ordered a drink and sat down. 

Josie walked alone through the corridor. It was empty now, and quiet. She opened the door 
to the backroom, nothing had changed. She thought of Jason, wiping the hair out of her face. She 
imagined his smile and felt tears in the back of her eyes. She opened a draw and took out the keys to 
the safe. She didn’t expect it to be there. She could imagine him locking it away before he made the 
call, but it would be too lucky, too simple. Any of the bar staff could have come in and taken the key, 
with Jason gone no one was in charge anymore. Surely one of them would have been curious. But 
then again, they had other things on their minds. She turned the key, opened the small metal door, 
and there it was, still wrapped in its transparent plastic packaging. 
Josie walked back into the pub, trying to hide the smile that was creeping up her face. She went 
straight over to Max. He was not as chatty as Toby but he had been here much longer. She trusted 
him. 

“Can I talk to you?” she asked and they moved behind the bar. 
“I might be coming into some money soon,” she said quietly, he looked at her with interest, “and if 
all goes to plan, I’d like to pay for the ceiling to be fixed, and the doors and windows.” Max nodded, 
his face lightened. “In return,” she continued, “I want you to give my friend Sonny a job.” 
“We would’ve done that anyway,” Max replied. “She’s already been asking about it.” 
“Do you still have Jason’s phone?” Josie asked. It would be easier to sell the record if they did. 
“His parents have it,” Max said, “but they’re nice people, I’m sure they’d let you have a look. Do you 
mind if I ask?” He trailed off. 
“I found a record,” she replied. 
“Well, what is it?” 
“Abbey Road,” she whispered.  
“Abbey Road,” he repeated just as quietly, “Jesus. Have you got it somewhere secure?” 
“Not quite,” she replied. 
“We’ll put it in the safe out back, do you have a copy?” Josie nodded. She put the original record 
back in the safe and joined the others at a table by the memorial wall. Max put on ‘Here Comes the 
Sun’ and they raised a glass to the dead. 
 


