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Chapter One

Light Drizzle

I moved into the flat on the day the aliens arrived. I might not have done if the aliens had waited for a respectable time to arrive. Instead, they turned up shortly after dawn. A giant silver sphere floating silently above London. It would have been eerie, if not for the brightly coloured lights twinkling around its circumference. It was like an oversized Christmas bauble.

That didn’t stop me being scared at first, but I could only be scared of a novelty tree decoration for so long. By the time noon approached, I was bored, and about to be kicked out of the bed-and-breakfast anyway. I grabbed my suitcase and left.

Soon, I was standing outside the door of the new flat. Slightly damp, because I didn’t have a coat anymore, but I’d made it. I knocked. Something dropped in the flat. I knocked again.

The door opened a crack and a single blue eye filled the space.

“Hi. It’s Rin,” I said.

“Are you an alien?”

“I’m moving in today. Remember?”

“An alien could’ve stolen your body.”

“No, I’ve got it right here.”

“But is it your body?”

The easy answer was that I wasn’t an alien in any way. Not that I knew about. But sometimes it was hard to resist going with the flow. “Yep, I own this body now. It’s a real human body.”

At that point, the eye disappeared and the door opened wide. My second new flatmate stood in the entrance. Sanjay was a bit taller than me, quite a bit browner, and a lot fatter. I also guessed he was a lot stronger, given how easily he’d removed the resident conspiracy theorist from the door.

“Come in. Didn’t think you’d make it.”

I hurried across the threshold with my case before he could change his mind. “Once the buses realised nothing was happening, they started up again. They’re even on time.”

“The world really is ending,” said Sanjay.

My blue-eyed flatmate, Pete, was lurking in the corner. Pete was tall, thin, and white, which fit the stereotypes perfectly. He’d struck me as a little jumpy when I came for the interview. Sanjay had done most of the talking and was more concerned about whether I smoked. Pete’s only contribution had been to ask whether I thought Wi-Fi was the government spying on our brains. Still, cheap flats were hard to find. They’d also been cool when they realised I was agender. I could cope with a few secret government plots in exchange.

The flat was a bit like those fake rooms in decorating stores. All the expected furniture was there, but it was squished together in a ridiculously tiny space. The main room doubled as a kitchen and a living room. The kitchen stuff was against the wall with the window. A sofa was placed with its back to the kitchen, to make some sort of barrier between the spaces. The living room area had a small coffee table, an armchair, and a television. That was about all that would fit in the room. I knew from my previous tour that the door near the armchair, which looked a lot like it led to a broom cupboard, was actually the loo. It probably had been a broom cupboard once, given that it was barely big enough for the loo and a wash basin.

But it wasn’t on fire. That was a big plus over my last place.

“I cleaned your room,” said Sanjay. “I guess you’ll want to unpack.”

“Sure.” I didn’t like to say my case was mostly empty.

I knew which room was mine from my previous visit, but Sanjay did the polite thing and walked to the door and opened it.

“Would you like tea?” he asked.

“That’d be great.”

Sanjay headed over to the kettle. Pete hadn’t moved from eyeing me, so I figured he couldn’t really complain that it was rude if I shut the door. It was a relief to get a few moments alone. Just me and my new room.

In terms of space, the bedrooms weren’t much better than the rest of the flat. They’d probably been one big room once, instead of three little ones. There was space for the bed and a small wardrobe at the foot of the bed. I could stand in the floor space, but nothing else could go there. Not if I wanted to reach the bed and open the wardrobe doors. It was like sleeping in a corridor.

The lucky thing was this corridor had a window. Pete was too worried about government spies and Sanjay just didn’t seem big on windows, so they were happy for me to have it. Admittedly, it was a bit dubious in the current circumstances, as the alien lights would shine through the blinds at night. But normally, if we ever got back to normally, it’d be nice to see some sunshine.

It took about five minutes to unpack. That’s one upside of starting again with worldly possessions.

“Tea,” Sanjay called, as clearly as though he was standing next to me. Privacy wasn’t going to be a big thing in this flat.

I headed back out and considered how best to be social. Pete now sat in the armchair. His head was lowered and he scowled up at me through his eyebrows. I hadn’t denied being an alien, so he was obviously suspicious. The temptation to say something was strong, but I had to try to be nice on my first day.

Sanjay had the mugs on a tray and was heading for the coffee table. He was about to sit on the sofa closest to Pete.

“Could I sit there?” I asked. “It makes it easier to hear.”

He was a little startled, as I hadn’t mentioned that one before, but he shuffled up. I deposited myself on the sofa and took the offered mug of tea.

I’d hoped that getting here would make things feel more normal, but there were still signs that everything wasn’t quite right. Back at the interview, I’d had trouble hearing over the traffic noise drifting up from the street below. That wasn’t happening now. Since the sphere arrived, it was like the whole city was wrapped in cork. All the background sounds were muted. I wasn’t complaining, as it made my life easier, but it did make me wonder what that was about. Maybe the aliens were planning to record an epic orchestral number and wanted better acoustics.

“So, big day for alien believers,” I said to Pete.

“I’ve been trying to change the subject all day,” said Sanjay.

“Sorry,” I said. “So, about that Wi-Fi?”

Pete sat up a little, looking a lot more enthusiastic, and a lot less like he thought I was an alien in disguise. “Oh, you’ve been thinking about what I said?”

“Obviously not, because the Wi-Fi control beams prevent me from considering such possibilities.”

“It’s not like that. It’s all very new, so we don’t really know if it’s harmful. Maybe it’ll all be fine, but maybe it won’t.”

He had a point, even if I wasn’t going to admit that out loud. It’d be years until there were people who’d lived their whole lives with Wi-Fi. But I figured there were a lot of things around that weren’t entirely safe, and I wasn’t going to give up on free internet at cafés for the sake of a possibility.

“So, you don’t actually know that I’m not programmed to think Wi-Fi is wonderful.”

Pete narrowed his eyes slightly.

Sanjay slapped a hand on his knee. “Right, after tea, I’m popping to the shops. Anything you need?”

I hadn’t thought about dinner, but if the aliens held off invading, I’d need to eat something. “Some eggs?”

“No problem.”

“Do you need money?” I had some change, which should cover eggs, but not a whole lot else.

“We’ll sort it out later.”

Pete glanced around, as though the walls had ears. Given how thin they were, they probably did. “If there’s a later. They’re probably watching us right now.”

“The government, aliens, or both?” I asked.

There was a pause. “Oh wow, maybe they’re working together.”

Sanjay gave me pained look, but it’d been too hard to resist.

* * *

Once Sanjay left, Pete wandered back to his room. I flicked through the channels on the telly, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. Outside of scheduled news programmes, it was like no one wanted to talk about what was happening. The same old reruns. A celebrity gossip criticised some singer or other for wearing green. It doesn’t matter if the world’s ending as long as you’re in this season’s colour.

The door lock rattled and Sanjay staggered in, loaded up with a ridiculous number of shopping bags.

“Those are five pence each,” I commented.

“I saved these from last time.”

I hoped he meant the last time he went shopping, not the last time aliens arrived.

As he started to unpack, I could see the problem. Sanjay was one of those shoppers who reacted to any hint of disaster by buying more bread and milk than anyone could possibly use. The milk bottles filled one of the shelves in the fridge. Then he started packing the bread into the freezer. I wasn’t convinced it was all going to fit.

Pete opened his bedroom door a crack and peered out. “I don’t want to pry, man. But are you phoning Eric? In case it’s the end.”

“I’ve got bread to unpack.”

“Okay. Not prying.” Pete closed his door again.

“Eric?” I was totally prying.

“My boyfriend. We’re, um… not speaking right now. I might call my mum though.”

“I can sort the bread if you’d like.”

“You don’t want to call anyone?”

“Nope. It’s just me.”

I did have parents, but it was easier to tell people I didn’t. That stopped people trying to pressure me into talking to them because they loved me really. Whether they did or not wasn’t the point. It didn’t mean it was good for me to be around them. I’d walked out when I was sixteen and tried to never look back. That didn’t work so well when I was placed in a flat just down the road. I’d left to stop anyone happening to pop by to see what I was doing, which meant I was intentionally homeless and couldn’t get social housing. Cue a string of private rentals in weird places. This current one was a couple of old shop buildings, converted into far too many flats. I’m sure the landlord was breaking the rules somewhere along the line, but I wasn’t going to turn him in.

I snapped back from my musings as Sanjay said, “Your eggs are on the top shelf. The rest is for everyone, so help yourself.”

Sanjay left me with the bags of bread. He slipped into his room, though oddly, there was a flash of colourful lights from inside. Maybe the other rooms did have windows after all. After a few minutes, there was a low murmur of his voice through the door. He’d got through to his mum at least.

I checked the fridge first. My eggs were in a little egg holder built into the top shelf of the door. The egg box wasn’t around, so I figured maybe it’d been damaged.

Then it was freezer time. Stacking the bread was like a video game puzzle. It took several tries to arrange it so all the loaves were packed in the freezer. All but one, which I put on the side.

There was a lack of anything to put on bread, so I made a toast sandwich. One slice of toast between two slices of bread. Sometimes I was a rebel and did it the other way around, to mix things up a bit. The different textures made the bread a little more interesting. It was a regular feature of my diet in those awkward times when my pay came in late, which was most months. I'd be eating a lot of bread if the aliens stayed, as getting to work wasn't going to be easy.

Sandwich done, I headed over to the living room. That sounded more impressive than saying I took a couple of steps. I’d barely sat on the armchair when I heard a sharp hiss. I stood straight back up. 

The origin of the hiss was Pete, who had snuck back into the room and was eyeing me. “It’s my chair.”

“My sincerest apologies, Your Royal Highness.” I settled on the sofa instead. I wasn’t going to fight about a chair.

“Thanks.” He shifted a bit and looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean to be sharp about it.”

“That’s okay. I guess it helps block the mind rays?”

“Oh, you could tell?” Pete seemed pleased by that. “Sanjay wasn’t happy when I bought it. Said it was a scam.”

He was so happy that I didn’t like to say I was being sarcastic. It was a very ordinary armchair, with a few worn patches on the arms. I’d seen a lot of weird stuff in my life, but even if magic chairs existed, I didn’t believe that Pete could afford one. There were some things where I just couldn't suspend disbelief.

Traffic sounds washed through the flat. I flinched, as sudden noise and my ears were not a good mix. A flash of light illuminated the room. I turned to the window, but it was already over. The sphere was doing its usual thing of being unnaturally still and twinkling. Whatever was muffling the sounds was back in place.

Pete said something.

“What?” I asked.

“What do you think they’re doing?” he repeated, a little louder this time.

“Testing the light and sound systems for a citywide disco, obviously.”

The world outside the window settled back down to the usual routines. We did the same. There was nothing to be done about the aliens, so it was easier to focus on the easy things, like making another pot of tea.




Chapter Two

Overcast

The twinkling alien lights kept waking me up. After a few hours of light sleep and strange dreams, I got up. A snack would help settle me.

I didn’t have any pyjamas and I couldn’t be bothered to get dressed. After a quick peek round the door, I padded out to the kitchen in my underwear. Given the vast quantities of milk and bread, that was as good a supper as any. I’d just poured the milk when I heard something.

I froze, searching the floor for whatever had made the sound. The light from the fridge lit most of the kitchen.

There was a scuttling from the shadow cast by the fridge door. Whether it was a mouse or a spider, I couldn’t really tell. Everything sounds a lot bigger than it should when it’s moving around at night. I put the milk back and closed the fridge slowly. After a few minutes of nothing, I decided whatever it was had run off to hide somewhere. I got my bread and retreated back to my room.

Once inside, and the door shut against visitors, I sat on my bed and chewed my bread slices. They looked much more exciting here, as the alien lights stained them blue and green. I waved the bread to one side for a bit of orange.

It’s hard not to dwell on things at night. The day is for all the silly stuff, and the night for overthinking everything. I couldn’t shake the whole thing about calling people. My old phone was lost in the fire, and I hadn’t got a new one yet. The only person I might phone was lost in the fire too. Not dead. There hadn’t been any bodies recovered from the fire, so everyone got out. But no one had seen her since.

Addie had lived on the ground floor. Said the stairs were too much for her old bones. I think it had more to do with the heavy equipment she liked to bring in. She was a freelance user interface designer. From web sites to industrial machinery, Addie was the one designing those control panels, labelling those buttons. Though she built her share of finished gadgets as a hobby, she had more control panels than gadgets to go with them. All of them clearly labelled for maximum usability.

She’d invited me in for tea on my first day in the building. It wasn’t just the gadgets that were a bit strange. There was also the cardboard on the walls. Cereal packets, egg boxes… if it was cardboard, it was on there. Her old bones got cold, apparently.

My previous flatmate called her the old hag. Probably because she’d shouted at him for attracting rats. But Addie was only harsh if people deserved it. To me, she was awesome. She had so many stories. She’d grown up in Jamaica, before her family moved here. She’d done all sorts of civil rights protests. Even been in prison for it. I hadn’t done half as many things with my life. Just trying to make ends meet.

If there was something I could do before the end, it’d be to have one last cup of tea with Addie. I wish I knew where she’d gone after the fire.

There was no point dwelling on it. Maybe we’d all be gone tomorrow. Maybe the aliens were just here to watch and there’d be plenty more days. There was nothing I could do about it either way. I ate my bread and watched them right back.

* * *

The morning chorus wasn’t up to its usual standards. I didn’t hear any birds, probably because they couldn’t shout loudly enough to be heard over the human racket. The car horns were continuous as everyone blamed everyone else for holding up the traffic. It was the worst morning for the aliens to decide to stop muting all the sound.

I peeked out of the blinds. It wasn’t the usual rush hour deal. The cars had whole families inside and bags filling any extra space. Police roamed up and down, trying to persuade people to go back home.

I dressed and headed out to the main room. The others were already awake and eating toast, because we’d all be eating toast for the next few weeks.

I grabbed some for myself and settled on the sofa. “It’s great to have toast for a change.”

Sanjay ignored me. It might have been a bit mean, given that he’d sat at the end, so that I could go nearest the armchair. I did appreciate it. Today was very loud after all. It’s just that eating the same thing for all my meals did get to me.

“They’ve shut down the tube and buses,” said Pete.

That meant I wasn’t going to work today. It was a long way to walk and it wouldn’t be safe with all the panicking people.

Pete was in pyjamas with planets and stars all over them, but Sanjay was dressed for work. He wore a bright blue polo shirt with a coffee cup logo on it. A pair of black cotton trousers finished the look. It was the classic café uniform, where they’re trying to say staff are smart and professional, but also casual like it’s a fun place to be. Cafés had some identity issues.

“Either you’re big on the barista aesthetic or you work nearby.”

Sanjay finished his current mouthful of toast. “Yeah. It’s a coffee shop just around the corner.”

“Sanjay’s a cappuccino,” said Pete.

“What?” I said, not sure I’d heard that one right.

“The ranks are based on coffee,” said Sanjay. “Everyone starts as a latte, but then we’re macchiatos once we’re trained, and cappuccinos once we have the advanced training.”

“He might be an espresso one day,” said Pete.

“A manager,” Sanjay clarified.

I’d never had a job with upwards progression. Shops liked to claim it, but it always happened to be the manager’s nephew who was selected for stardom. Most of us would be scanning products at checkouts forever, regardless of how hard we worked.

“Is your mum nearby?” I asked Sanjay.

“Reading. But she’s heading up to Glasgow today, to stay with Auntie Sita until this blows over.”

It could be nowhere was far enough away, but it beat being in London right now. “Eric?”

Sanjay kept his face neutral, so I still wasn’t really sure what was going on with all that. “He’s visiting family in Benin. Guess he’s the safest of any of us.”

“My parents live back in France, so they’re probably safe,” said Pete. “Are your family okay?”

“I’m not in contact with them,” I answered before thinking, but it was out now.

Pete waved his toast, which I noted was so lightly cooked it barely counted as toast. “Oh, yeah, I have cousins in London but they don’t talk to me. It’s just me and Sanjay.”

I smiled and hoped it looked actually friendly and not like a sarcastic smirk. That had got me into a number of managerial chats before now, because customers thought I was secretly mocking them. I did genuinely appreciate that he wasn’t going to press. I had aliens and a lack of being able to get to work to deal with today. I didn’t need anything else.

“Right, time to move. Don’t chase any aliens.” Sanjay gave a pointed look at Pete at the last statement.

“I’m going to watch the news from here,” said Pete.

“Is there a phone in here? I should let my manager know I’m not coming.”

“Will that be okay?” asked Pete.

“Yes, he’s always fair and reasonable and will probably give me a pay rise and my own pony.” I paused, uncertain if Pete had taken that seriously or not. “He’ll shout at me, but I can’t email without my phone.” 

“Oh, you can use my computer,” Pete offered.

Sanjay unlocked the door and slipped out. “Stay safe.”

Somehow, I figured we were probably the ones who were safest. The commotion on the streets was getting more hostile by the minute.

Pete got up and beckoned me to follow. I headed over as he opened the door to his room.

I’d thought Pete’s room would be messy and covered in conspiracy posters. Neither turned out to be true. His room was very organised and made good use of the space. The bed was high with a desk and bookshelves built into the lower part. The space at the end of the room had custom-fitted shelves with labelled boxes on them. The labels ranged from obvious things like socks and shirts, to the less obvious, such as gadgets and cardboard. The lighting was daylight bulbs, rather than the usually warm glow of artificial lights. I guess without a window, it made sense.

The computer sat on the desk under the bed. Pete wiggled the mouse and the screen came up. He typed the password and it loaded to a blank screen, other than a picture of a tabby kitten. I’d expected alien spaceships, but apparently the lure of kittens was stronger.

He loaded the web browser. “I’ll look away, so I don’t see.”

“Great. My secret plans to breed giant octopuses and terrorise the oceans will be safe for now.”

I sat in the office chair whilst Pete stood facing the door. I got the thought, but there really wasn’t much in my email. None of my old friends had written back for ages, and mostly I just used it to keep in contact with work. I fired off a quick message saying I couldn’t get there, but would be there as soon as everything started up again.

“All done. You really don’t have a window.”

Pete turned around. He indicated the wall with the bed. “That way is the corridor.” Then he motioned to the wall with the custom shelves. “That’s the creepy neighbour who saws things up in the early hours.”

“I’ll have that to look forward to.”

“Did you think there’d be a window?”

“I saw coloured lights from Sanjay’s door.”

“Oh, right.” He took a step towards the main room. “I can show you.”

“I don’t want to barge into his room.”

“He won’t mind. It’ll only take a moment to see it.”

I got up and followed, still a little uncertain that this was okay. Pete opened Sanjay’s door and stood back.

I didn’t have any preconceptions to shatter when it came to Sanjay’s room. The furniture was nothing special. A bed and a wardrobe much like mine. There was a shrine on top of the wardrobe with a picture of an elephant guy, so I guessed Sanjay was Hindu. I hadn’t thought to ask, as religion had never been a big thing in my life.

A wall shelf was high above the bed with a few ornaments and a pile of cardboard egg boxes. I had my suspicions about where my egg box had gone.

The answer to my question was wrapped around the bed frame and along the edge of the shelf. There were multicoloured strings of lights.

“I was not expecting that,” I said.

“He loves colours.”

“That makes more sense than a mystery window.”

Though Pete had presumably known Sanjay for long enough to know he didn’t mind me seeing his lights, I didn’t want to linger. I headed back into the main room and considered what I was going to do all day. The extra noise outside meant television wasn’t an option without subtitles. I couldn’t even do something boring like tidy the flat, because it was pretty tidy already. Not that I was complaining about living with people who actually did the washing up rather than storing dirty dishes in piles for a few months before throwing them out and buying new ones.

“Are you going to watch TV?” Pete asked.

“No, probably not. It’s hard to hear the voices.”

“Oh, good. I find it a bit much when it’s on all the time.”

That might have been something to ask around the time I was asked if I smoked, because it’d be too late if I was someone who liked constant background sound. But it had worked out I suppose. “I guess I don’t have much to do today.”

“Do you want to borrow a book or something?”

“Sure.”

We drifted back into Pete’s room. His bookshelves had all sorts of things, from science fiction to bird guides, and a bunch of books in French which could have been about anything. I took German in school, so that didn’t help much. I picked something that claimed to be a mystery novel. It was one of those ex-library books, that gets stamped to say it’s no longer worthy of being on a shelf.

I settled down to read in the main room, while Pete went off to talk on the internet about aliens. It was almost normal, if it wasn’t for the ever-present lights glittering on the coffee table and over the wall opposite the window.

I tried to focus on the book, but it turned out the author loved the idea of paragraphs that lasted for several pages. My eyes skipped back and forth, making sentences that made no sense at all. I usually had a coloured overlay for things like this. It wasn’t anything fancy. Just a piece of clear yellow plastic I’d stolen from my secondary school art days, because I hadn’t gotten a proper diagnosis for dyslexia, so I couldn’t ask for things to help. I missed that piece of plastic, along with everything else.

After struggling for a bit, I fished out a random piece of paper from the recycling. It was some sort of advert for a fried chicken place, but the important thing is I could use it to hide the lines I wasn’t reading.

My main conclusion, after a few more chapters, was the author really loved wallpaper descriptions. The murderer was probably going to be an interior decorator getting revenge because someone stole their wallpaper. It was still better than doing nothing.

* * *

I was almost at the end of the book when the lights went out. Not that it was that dark inside. It was only just past lunch. But I liked having the extra light for reading. Sanjay turned up shortly after, as the café couldn’t make coffee without power.

The procession out of London had been moving a little before, but now it came to a complete standstill. Everyone who could get out was trying to get out. We didn’t have that luxury. None of us had a car. We had to wait for the government plan, according to the people with megaphones touring the streets. My guess was the government plan had already got the politicians to safety. We weren’t anyone’s priority.

As evening approached, we lit candles around the flat. Everything was dark outside, apart from the sphere. The whole of London was waiting in rainbow shadows for the aliens to make their next move.

I wasn’t going to sleep, between the cold of no heating and the aliens. I wrapped up in my blankets and sat on the sofa. Pete was in the kitchen, trying to heat a mug of water over a candle to make tea. It wasn’t going to work, but I didn’t like to tell him. As Pete was in the process of adding a teabag to the lukewarm water, Sanjay came to join us. He was carrying a duvet and a Monopoly set.

Sanjay moved the increasing collection of empty mugs off the table and started setting up the game. It was an old set. The board was a little faded and the edges were worn. It came with wooden houses and metal figures, rather than the cheap plastic of modern sets.

Pete carried his attempt at tea and sat down in his armchair. “I’m terrible at this game.”

I’d probably have laughed at what Pete was wearing, had it been any other time. It was a hooded robe made out of soft mauve fleece materiel. The hood had bunny ears flopped down either side, and it came with a matching set of bunny paw mittens. The whole bunny wizard look was hard to take seriously, but in the circumstances, he probably had it right. I was huddled in blankets and Sanjay shivered as he sorted the fake money into piles. Pete looked snug as a bunny.

Sanjay finished setting up and settled down with his duvet. “I can be the bank if you want.”

“As long as I can be the dog,” said Pete.

I quickly nabbed the old boot and Sanjay took the car. The dice rolled and we were away, buying property in a whirlwind of shady commerce. That was about as exciting as I could make it sound. We’d be here all night most likely, but it was something to do, without having to think too much.

“It’s great to have someone else,” said Pete. “Sanjay always wins.”

“How long were you looking for someone?” I asked, as I paid the latest batch of rent to Pete.

“A little while.” Sanjay rolled the dice. “Pete scares them off.”

“I do not.”

“The whole Wi-Fi thing?” I asked.

“Pete gets very territorial. Wouldn’t let the previous person put milk in the fridge.”

“My orange juice has always gone in that spot. Always.”

“Last we had come for interview, Pete said he could lift the sofa with her on it. Managed to lift the end maybe an inch, crumpled up into a ball, and started sobbing.”

“That didn’t put her off. She was really concerned about me.”

We both looked at him. I can imagine she was concerned, in an edging away politely sort of way. I was glad to have gotten a chance to get to know him a bit, before the dramatics.

“You’ve just gotta chill, you know?” said Sanjay.

“I can’t help getting nervous. I just want people to like me.”

“Maybe talk to them about your hobbies,” I said.

“That couldn’t possibly work,” he replied.

“I banned him from speaking at interviews,” said Sanjay. “Or moving from his seat.”

“Probably wise.”

“You’re not going to leave, are you?” said Pete.

“Nope.”

I couldn’t really criticise people for being a bit quirky. It’s not like I was a shining example of a respectable working class citizen. I just did a good enough job of appearing that way when I was at work.

“It’s rail replacement buses today, but you’ve still got to pay full ticket price,” I said, as Sanjay landed on King’s Cross Station.

None of us noticed at first. The blue light shining on Old Kent Road shifted gently towards Go. But then we all stopped what we were doing, with Sanjay still holding the money he was about to pay me. The lights had never moved before. Just flashed on and off.

Pete was the first up. He rushed to the window. Outside, the alien sphere was spinning. Slow at first, but it began to gain in speed. Layers of light surrounded it, each a different colour, rippling like they were more liquid than light. The sphere was now moving so fast it was a blur, but the layers stayed in place, like they were already separate from it.

I’d stood up by then, but wasn’t sure I wanted to go to the window. I didn’t think it was safe for Pete to be there either. Whatever was happening, this was it. This had to be what the aliens had planned.

The layers stopped rippling for a moment, as though taking a breath. Then they exploded outwards. I leapt for Pete. At the same moment, he jumped back from the window and tripped over his bunny robe. We collided, fell, and the layers of light passed over us.

It was very dark all of a sudden. All I knew was the weight on top of me and a sore feeling in my shoulder blades where I’d struck the floor. I managed to push Pete off me, so I could breathe again, but something wasn’t right. My head spun and spots of lights flashed before my eyes. A shrill ringing sound joined my usual tinnitus, which was a classic sign that something was very wrong and my ears were blaming me for it.

My last thought as I drifted was why the aliens had blown out the candles.




Chapter Three

Heavy Frost

I woke up to sunlight streaming in through the open blinds. Well, it slouched in, grey and sullen, after its journey through the clouds, but it was still sunlight. I’d been out for hours. I wriggled a little. Bruises all down my back, but nothing was broken.

I stood up carefully. Pete was lying where I’d pushed him. Sanjay was in a heap on the sofa. I figured it’d be safer to wake Sanjay first, so I prodded him in the ribs until he opened his eyes.

“Am I dead?” he asked.

“I hope not. I’m expecting gardens filled with puppies when I die.”

He rubbed his eyes and blinked a few times.

I gestured towards Pete. “I thought I’d leave waking him to you.”

He sighed and tried to sit up. Instead, he toppled off the sofa, knocking the edge of the Monopoly board and bringing it down on him in a shower of houses and money.

“Impressive noise, but Pete’s still asleep.”

“You’re very sarcastic sometimes,” Sanjay commented from the floor.

“I know.”

After a few more minutes, Sanjay got up and nudged Pete in the ribs. I’d expected more reaction, but Pete was silent as he opened his eyes. He stood up, with not a peep about alien plots. His lips were a little grey, as though the blood had rushed out of them.

Sanjay patted him awkwardly on the shoulder. “Come on, you want to see the aliens, right?”

Pete nodded and looked a bit more alert.

We headed to the window. Everything was quiet outside. The road was blocked with cars, yet there was no movement in them. No engines were running. The only sounds were other animals. A few birds squawked as they fought over a discarded sandwich. A dog barked in the distance. I might have assumed everyone else had been knocked out, but they should have been visible from the window. There was no one on the pavement or flopped over in the cars. 

Sanjay was quick to see it. “Where did they go?”

I was already on the next question. “Why are we still here?”

Sanjay and Pete glanced at each other, but for once, Pete didn’t come out with an elaborate theory.

My next thought was how widespread this had been, but the answer was soon in the sky. In the distance, a line of cloud silently appeared. There were still planes outside London, so maybe it’d just been the city.

“We need to leave,” I said.

“What if there’s nowhere safe?” said Pete.

I pointed to the window. Pete looked to the window and back at me. Not very observant for someone who made a career out of conspiracies.

“There’s a plane,” Sanjay told him.

“Oh.” Pete squinted out at the sky. “Wait. What if they’re going to drop bombs on the aliens or something?”

“That’s why we need to leave,” I said.

The penny has taken a long time to drop, but to be fair, Pete had taken being knocked out the hardest. Between aliens and the non-existent chance of a government rescue, waiting it out was no longer an option.

* * *

It didn’t take long to pack for the journey, because we didn’t have any portable food. Milk, bread and eggs aren’t the best choice for fleeing the city. Once we set foot outside the building, another issue was apparent. The pavement was dusted with frost and the cold air cut through my jumper. We were going to need food and I needed warm clothes. That meant our first stop was the local corner shop.

“I feel sort of guilty already,” said Pete, as we stood outside the shop.

It looked like a small family business. The windows were glass, set in painted wooden frames. A random selection of groceries lined the window. Whatever odds and ends people might buy locally, rather than heading out to a supermarket. There wouldn’t be much profit for a little shop like this. Breaking the windows would let in the weather and the animals. Maybe no one was ever coming back, but they might.

“They’re dead, right?” said Sanjay. “They must be dead.”

Pete frowned. “We don’t know that. The aliens probably took them for experiments or something.”

We stood uncomfortably, looking at the shop front, hoping someone else would be the one to do something.

Sanjay broke the silence. “I could try picking the lock. Maybe you and Pete check around the back, in case there’s another entrance?”

“Maybe they were working late,” said Pete.

That was a distinct possibility. A lot of shops around here had metal shutters, which rolled down over the shop fronts when they were closed. This one was no exception, but they were rolled up, as though someone had still been inside. If we were lucky, the back door might be unlocked.

Getting around the back was easier said than done. We had to go down a few more buildings, through a narrow alley, and then up a little access road at the back. It was lined with bins and random bags of rubbish that wouldn’t fit in the bins. I was more interested in the walls, which were covered in graffiti. There was a giant cat, with skulls for eyes, hissing at the road. I’ve always loved graffiti, but I’d never been confident enough to try it. A white person’s critique of community space ownership is a brown person’s criminal vandalism. Going to prison was the last thing my bank account needed right now. But I could still admire it, and hope whoever painted it stayed safe.

Pete rattled the back door, but it was locked. There was a series of clinks as the door was unlocked from the inside. Sanjay opened it and peered out. “They’ve got everything in here.”

We headed through the back room, which was tinier than my bedroom and stacked with boxes. The front of the shop had a bit more standing room between the shelves.

I headed over to a display of backpacks, as I was the only one without one. My old one turned out not to be fireproof, much like pretty much everything I’d owned. I chose a black number to complement my wardrobe.

“What did you pick the lock with, anyway?” I asked Sanjay.

“A nail file.”

“I thought that only worked in the movies.”

Sanjay shrugged. “It worked.”

Picking locks isn’t that easy. A nail file also isn’t the first thing to pack for a long walk to safety. Maybe Sanjay had a secret history as a burglar or something.

I started loading water bottles into my bag. The labels assured me they were totally fat free, which wasn’t wrong, but was ridiculous. It’s not like water was known for containing fat. I made sure to add some packets of crisps and chocolate, because we were going to need fat on the long walk to safety.

I was distracted by a metallic rustle from Pete’s direction. He was in the process of fashioning a sheet of foil into a hat.

“You’re kidding, right?” I said.

He crimped the edges in to make them as smooth as possible. “Do you have a better idea?”

“Yes, I could not wear a tinfoil hat.”

Pete glared, put it on his head, and pushed it in at the sides to keep it on. It can’t have been comfortable. “You don’t have to be snarky.”

“This is my normal tone of voice.”

“It’s still snarky.”

“My aesthetic is dripping with sarcasm. Is that to stop the mind control beams?”

“It’s about radio waves. Aluminium foil blocks some frequencies, but amplifies others. Usually, it’d be a risk that the hat might help the government spy on me, but right now, it might mean getting a message from them. And logically, the aliens are going to want to use different frequencies to the government for their own transmissions or they’ll get mixed up.”

“You don’t think the government and aliens are working together?”

“No, I thought about it, but they’d have denied it strongly if it was true. They didn’t say anything about it.”

“I don’t know enough about foil to know if that’s real, but I get you on the politicians.”

Sanjay snorted. “He’s messing with you. He finds wool scratchy.”

“Foil is less scratchy?” I asked.

Pete pulled a woolly hat over the foil one. “It still presses, but it doesn’t have the furry bits.”

I didn’t have any issues with wool, so I also grabbed a hat. I’d figured I had some months to save for a coat before it would get this cold. The shop didn’t have coats, so a hat would have to do. I also got some string, a tin opener and a box of matches. It was like one of those tasks they set at school, having to decide which of a list of things to take during a disaster. I didn’t know if I’d made the right choices, but I thought I should take something.

We left the shop with enough food and water to get us out of London. Pete’s spare rolls of foil were too long for the bag, so he had them sticking out of the top. I had this vague idea that foil could be used for survival things, so it might be useful, if only I had the survival skills to know what things.

* * *

At first, it was spooky to be in London and hear nothing much other than the ringing in my ears. Just a pigeon here and a sweet wrapper blowing down the street there. But the reality is there’s not much to see when everyone’s gone, and you can’t do much because you know you’ve got to keep walking all day. It’s one foot in front of the other and trying not to get into a debate about whether flu jabs were a way of implanting behaviour modification chips.

We turned another corner into another street. I’d taken to counting the cracks as something to do. We’d only gone a little way and the street had an impressive thirty-six cracks already.

“It’s getting late. We could probably get up there,” said Sanjay.

I looked up to see him pointing at an open upstairs window. There was a metal ladder bolted on the wall close to it, though the rungs stopped before it got to the ground. Maybe they’d removed the bottom part for security. It was rusty and covered in lichens, so I doubted anyone had tried to use it in some time.

A pigeon landed in front of us and looked up expectantly.

“I don’t have any food.” I did, but most of it wasn’t pigeon food, and I needed it.

The pigeon cooed and a few more pigeons flew down. That’s when I noticed just how many pigeons were lining the tops of the buildings on either side of the road.

Pete squinted up at them. “They’re all staring at us.”

They probably hadn’t eaten today. It’s not like there was any natural food around, and there weren’t any people to drop the usual mix of bread crusts and half-eaten sausage rolls. I sympathised, but I still wasn’t going to share my food.

Sanjay started moving to the ladder, so I followed. The pigeons took that as a signal and descended. The pavement writhed in pigeons walking in every direction, occasionally speeding up as we shuffled our way through them.

“Shoo,” I heard Pete say behind me.

Sanjay jumped up and grabbed the lowest rung of the ladder. This was the problem with the plan, as pullups had never been my strong point. I was more of a kicking down doors person. Fortunately, Sanjay turned out to be a pullups person. He lifted himself until he could get a knee on the rung. He managed to scramble up and get in a stable position, with his feet on the rung and one hand holding the side of the ladder. He reached down with the other.

A few pigeons flew up to check out the open hand, but dropped back down when they saw there wasn’t any food.

Once the pigeons were away, I jumped up and grabbed for Sanjay’s hand. It took a few goes, but once he had me, he lifted me high enough to grab the ladder a few rungs up. From there, I managed to get my feet high enough to touch the bottom rung. There were some awkward moments as I squished past Sanjay to continue up the ladder, but soon it was just me and the rungs.

Some of the pigeons flew up, briefly hovering before moving away and being replaced by new pigeons. They made sure never to touch me, but I could feel the air from their wings. The whole thing was disconcerting.

I showed them an empty hand. “Nothing. See.”

Pete had managed to edge his way through the flock. Sanjay reached down for him. I guess Pete wasn’t much of a weightlifter either.

Something smashed just down the road. The pigeons took off in a mass of whistling wings. The flurry was so thick that the air from their flaps stung my face. I tried to bat them away, but it was pointless, as they manoeuvred faster than I could move.

“Climb! Go!” Sanjay shouted.

I scrambled up the ladder, trying not to panic. They were just desperate and scared. They weren’t going to do anything. A pigeon slammed into my back and I slipped down a rung.

After an age, I reached the open window and tumbled inside. Sanjay arrived just after me. He slammed the window down, to prevent any pigeons from following.

“Pete?” I said.

“A moment.” He peered down towards the street. “You picked up some string?”

“Yeah.” I rummaged in my bag and offered it to him.

Sanjay took it. He didn’t do anything else at first. Once things had settled, and most of the pigeons had gone back to their rooftop vigil, he opened the window and began unwinding the ball of string. We weren’t that high up, so there’d be enough to reach the ground, but I wasn’t sure what it would do. Maybe Pete was hiding somewhere, and the string was a secret sign.

He paused, then started reeling in the string again. Pete’s backpack came into view, with the string tied through the loop on the top. Sanjay took the backpack, then shifted slightly to block my view. When he turned around, he was covering something in one hand with his other.

“This is going to be weird, but don’t panic,” he said.

“As long as it’s not weirder than a flock of attack pigeons.”

He moved the covering hand to reveal a cockroach. One of those giant pet ones, like my old school used to have. This one was brown, with a bit of an orange tone. The front had a couple of raised spots, like little horns. The cockroach waved two furry antennae in my direction.

“Cute,” I said.

“Really?”

“Yeah, I don’t mind bugs.”

“That’s… handy.”

“What about Pete?” I asked.

The cockroach trundled over the edge of Sanjay’s hand. The fall was several feet and they landed with a thud. No worse for wear, because it takes a lot more than that to kill a cockroach.

They almost looked like they were shaking. With each shake, the cockroach grew bigger and paler. The shiny shell grew pores and little hairs, and suddenly I was staring at Pete. The only saving grace was he had clothes, as apparently they went with him when he cockroached.

“Wow, I thought they’d eat me.” Pete patted his torso in a few places, just to make sure they hadn’t.

The adrenaline from the pigeons and everything else made it all seem a little distant and surreal. Then I figured something out. It hadn’t been a mouse or a spider in the kitchen.

I pointed at him. “It was you!”

“It’s not as weird as it looks,” said Sanjay.

Pete held his hands up in a calming gesture. “Don’t freak out.”

“You spied on me.”

“Wait, what?” said Sanjay.

Pete folded his arms, defensive. “I was just out for a snack.”

Sanjay was looking between us. “But, wait—”

“I was in my underwear,” I said.

“I have bad cockroach eyesight anyway, trust me.”

“So, we’re werecockroaches,” said Sanjay.

I glared at Pete. “I figured that.”

Sanjay looked hopelessly confused. “You’re taking it very well.”

“No they’re not,” said Pete.

“Like, yeah, you shouldn’t spy on your flatmates,” he said to Pete, before turning to me, “But you got the cockroach part, right?”

I took a few breathes and regained some composure. “My flat burnt down and then an alien spaceship appeared over London and made everyone disappear. This is not the strangest thing in my life right now.”

“I’m less weird than aliens,” Pete agreed.

I looked him up and down. “I don’t know, if you keep on with the flu jab thing, I might have to reconsider the weirdness hierarchy.”

“We’re completely safe though.” Sanjay had obviously prepared this script, and was going to continue even if it hadn’t gone entirely to plan. But I hadn’t survived by getting freaked out at random stuff.

I folded my arms. “You’re tiny and don’t have teeth.”

Sanjay’s reaction made me think it hadn’t ever gone this way before. “Right, yes, I guess we’re all good then.”

One of those uncomfortable silences descended. Now that I thought about it, I probably should have screamed or said something about how it couldn’t possibly be true. That would be a typical reaction. But I’ve always thought bugs were adorable. It’d be like most people finding out that someone they know can turn into a kitten. Okay, maybe a bit of a shock still, but about the cutest shock possible.

“You’re really okay?” asked Pete.

“I’m just thinking it through. How did it happen, anyway? Were you bitten by a cockroach?”

Sanjay shrugged. “I don’t know. I woke up one day and I was one.”

“Very Kafkaesque.”

Apart from the bit where the guy spends all day locked in the house and his family hates him for turning into a bug. Then he dies. That was a very bad story to give a young child to read, but my teacher thought it was a good idea. I cried for weeks. Still, it looked like things hadn't gone like that for Sanjay.

“My family are all cockroaches,” said Pete. “But my great grandmother was mauled by one. That’s how it started.”

I tried to imagine that, but the no teeth thing was getting in the way. “Mauled?”

“It scratched her finger a bit.”

“That makes more sense.”

“Right.” Sanjay had evidently recovered from my reaction. “We should get set up for the night.”

“There’s probably some rotting leftovers in the bins if you need them. I won’t judge.”

Sanjay sighed. “We’re not that sort of cockroach.”

“And we’re not bugs,” Pete added. “Bugs are members of the order Hemiptera and cockroaches are in the order Blattodea, so we’re insects, but we’re not bugs.”

“That didn’t make a lot of sense to me, but I’ll keep it in mind. So, how about full moons…” I tried to ask as Sanjay disappeared out of the room with Pete trailing after him.

We searched our new hiding place for likely supplies. A cricket bat and a crowbar would come in useful if we met aliens. Well, they might have ray guns, but it was better than nothing at all. In a two against one motion, we decided it’d be better not to arm Pete.

In more immediate concerns, we moved all of the bedding we could find into the room, to stay warm. I don’t think any of us wanted to sleep alone. It’s not that we could do anything if the light thing happened again, but it still felt safer.




Chapter Four

Sunshine with Showers

Sanjay laid out breakfast in the middle of our bedding fort. Tins of cold chicken stew and chocolate. I would have gone straight for the chocolate, but we needed to eat enough to keep our strength up. The stew would keep us going for longer.

I stirred the stew around in its tin with a fork. “I never liked chicken much.”

“I miss my blanket,” said Pete. “It’s electric and so warm.”

“You were cold last night?” We’d had however many blankets and duvets on us. I’d had to cut down as the night went on.

“I get cold easily.”

Sanjay had finished his stew and reached for one of the chocolate bars. “We’ll complain to the aliens, if we see them.”

“Maybe they won’t notice you,” I said. “Their lights didn’t notice. Like, I don’t know how it works, but something about you must say werecockroach all the time.”

Sanjay shrugged. “Maybe, but once they can see us, I don’t think that will work.”

Pete sat up, looking worryingly enthusiastic about something. “Maybe they didn’t take Rin because we were near, so maybe we just need camouflage. Some other animals.”

I tried to think how to attach live animals as a disguise. I suppose if we were underwater, we could cover ourselves in anemones, but it didn’t work as well with land animals. Kittens have views about being worn as clothing. I didn’t think the pigeons would cooperate either.

Sanjay was clearly having similar thoughts. “That might break some animal cruelty laws.”

“I’ve got it,” said Pete. “My chair must have helped shield us. That’s why Rin is still here. We could head back and make it into clothing.”

Sanjay had that strained look of someone who is eternally patient. “That’s slightly more sensible than strapping live animals on our backs, but we can’t go back.”

I’d been thinking about the crash from yesterday. It could have been a bin knocked over by a stray dog or something like that. But maybe it wasn’t.

“Did you tell anyone? The cockroach thing. It’s just, maybe there are more. They could be out there too.”

“I haven’t told many people,” said Sanjay.

“Should have told Eric,” Pete muttered.

Sanjay grimaced. “If I don’t trust someone enough to tell them, it won’t work out.”

“You never tell anyone. Eric is so sweet.”

Sanjay rolled his eyes. “Wait until he’s used to you. Then you’ll get all the dating advice.”

I snagged a chocolate bar. “Can’t be any worse than those magazine articles. I’ve never had much luck dating.”

Pete brightened. “I work at a library, so I can help.”

“You’re a librarian?”

“No, you need a degree. I’m just a library assistant. Anyway, I met Eric when he brought in a book donation, and I thought, he’d totally get on with Sanjay. Eric volunteers at a food bank, like Sanjay does at a charity shop. Same caring vibe. What are you looking for?”

“I’m more a mysteries with a ghost sub-plot sort of person,” I said.

“I mean, like, Sanjay’s bi. Do you like guys, girls, redheads?”

I could have made a joke about redheads as a gender, but aliens had invaded so I cut him some slack. “I’m ace and aromantic. I might do the dating thing sometimes, but I was thinking friends with similar reading tastes, you get me?”

Pete looked at me. I wasn’t sure if he was confused or surprised. I figured I’d maybe need to explain, so I started with, “Ace means asexual.”

“I know that. I read stuff on the internet.”

That was fortunate. I’d never really liked this conversation. Going for the vague, like I just wasn’t into people like that, was never enough for people to get it. Using labels sounded like the really stilted dialogue I wrote in my fan fiction days. Then there was reciting definitions, where I turned into a dictionary on the full moon. If there was a way to have this conversation without it being awkward, I hadn’t found it yet.

“You’re checking for secret Illuminati messages,” said Sanjay.

“Yeah, but I still read the articles with the secret messages.” Pete faced me again. “I didn’t mean to assume, I just don’t meet many others. I’m the same, only without the sometimes dating and I think labels are an attempt to secretly register us for when the totalitarian regime takes over, but the library is full of friends and I’m sure I’ll find you some. If there are ever people again to use the library.”

I finished my mouthful of chocolate. “Once this is over, I’m sure people’ll want things to read. Distraction is good.”

Personally, I’d be hitting the cute animal videos. It wasn’t that I didn’t like books, but you never know if a book will be good all the way through. A fun mystery has a weird rant about why women are all liars or that cute gay couple end up being thrown into a meat grinder. That’s not as comforting as watching cats sitting in boxes.

Still, knowing a library assistant might help in that department too. I could ask for book recommendations, if the library didn’t get blown up in an epic battle with the aliens.

A loud whooshing sound came from outside and the windows rattled. Pete was about to dive for the window, but Sanjay caught him before he could. “Slowly.”

We crawled up to the window and tried to peer out stealthily. Nothing at first, but then the whoosh returned and a sphere hurtled down the street. It wasn’t as big as the main one, but still large enough that a few people could fit inside, assuming the aliens were our size. After zooming around a bit, it stopped by an overturned car and liquid light poured out. The car lifted in the light, turned over, and settled back down the right way up. Once the process was complete, the liquid went back into the sphere. It buzzed and continued on.

“Scout ship,” said Pete.

For once, I agreed with him.

The scout raised a problem. The longer we were walking, the more likely it was that a scout would see us. London was big enough that it’d take a long time to walk out. Our plan had mainly relied on the aliens not being too interested in checking the place out.

“How long do you think we can dodge them?” I asked.

Sanjay was thoughtful. “We could head back to the river.”

“Towards the aliens?” Pete’s eyes lit up. “Are we going to do first contact?”

Fortunately, I didn’t think that was the intention. “I’m guessing he means using a boat. It’d be faster, but if we power it up, it’ll be obvious.”

“It’ll float most of the way out to sea,” said Sanjay. “If we take a small electric one, it’ll be quiet if we need to fire it up. A cockroach could push the controls if it gets stuck.”

It was a plan that was almost certain to fail, but the same could be said for the plan to walk to the outskirts. The aliens had technology that could find and remove people from all over the city. For all we knew, they’d do the light thing again, and it wouldn’t miss us this time. We also didn’t know if there was an attack planned from the people outside the city, which could turn out to be worse than the aliens. There was some merit in attempting the fastest way out, even if it did mean heading towards the sphere.

“We’re agreed?” said Sanjay.

I shrugged. “It’s the best we’ve got.”

“I guess,” Pete replied. “I liked the first contact idea better.”

We gathered up our things and set course for the river.

* * *

We debated travelling at night, but that meant we wouldn’t be able to see anything coming. Instead, we kept close to the doorways, ducking into them at any sign of a hum or whoosh. It was slow going, but it’s not possible to stay on edge forever. Panicking every time a pigeon flew over was getting old. We’d seen no more signs of scout ships, so we settled back into just walking and hoping that would be enough.

I was getting to the point where alien invasion didn’t seem so bad after all. It meant there were no customers to read out coupon codes to me. I couldn’t be sure if I was muddling the code or not hearing it in the first place, because really the issue was a new thing caused by a delicate blend of the two. But it meant the chances of me actually keying it in correctly were small at best. This raised the question about why customers would do that, instead of handing me the coupon. I blamed my supervisor for that. When he was a cashier, he had a history of not giving back multiple use coupons, as he was sure customers were trying to defraud the shop by using them seven times instead of six. The result was a quiet battle between customers and cashiers that none of us had started.

The point, caused by having far too much time to think as I walked, was battles were always involving me that I couldn’t control. Once I’d got over the whole spaceship thing, the aliens hadn’t turned out to be that different in the end. Most humans didn’t ask me if I wanted to be involved either.

A familiar penguin interrupted my overthinking. It was stencilled in hot pink far enough up a wall that someone must have used a ladder. I passed it every day as I went to work, before the whole fire thing. That meant having to decide what to tell the others. They knew there’d been a fire, but they didn’t know the whole truth.

“I have an idea,” I said. “Pete will love this idea.”

“I’m scared already,” Sanjay replied.

“Maybe we should detour.” I paused as I considered how to make it sound less strange than it did in my head.

Addie didn’t have a lot of time for people being fanciful. She was the most down-to-earth person I’ve ever known. Yet she’d suddenly got very sure that aliens were coming in a month. I didn’t know what to think at the time, but in hindsight, she must have worked it out somehow. The others didn’t know her though, so it could be tricky to sell the idea.

There really wasn’t a way to make it sound better, so I just went for it. “One of my old neighbours built a lot of gadgets. I think she might have detected the aliens before they arrived.”

Sanjay glanced from me to Pete.

“She wasn’t like Pete. The things she made worked.”

“My hat works perfectly,” said Pete.

“It’s a long shot, but…” I gestured vaguely. “Maybe we can find something to detect the aliens.”

Pete raised both his hands in tight fists, as though someone had just rolled out the best birthday cake ever. At least, that’s how I’d react to cake. “I do love this idea!”

Sanjay’s mouth was a tight line. From his perspective, I had just turned into another Pete. “This sounds bizarre, but I guess it’s not going to hurt to have a look.”

I couldn’t guarantee we’d find anything. Addie had so many gadgets and random piles of broken things she’d scavenged. I wasn’t sure I’d know the difference, as I’d never been that technical. The one thing I could guarantee is any gadget would have an intuitive user interface, so my main plan was to look for something with the word “aliens” on it. I decided to keep that part of the plan to myself as we switched directions.

* * *

We stood outside my old flat building. The main walls had no visible holes, though I’d heard the floors inside had fallen away in places. It was going to collapse eventually. But they’d just put police tape all around it and boarded up the lower doors and windows, with no attempt to make things structurally sound. The soot marks on the walls, and the strong smell of burning, were the only signs of fire rather than abandonment.

Sanjay nominated Pete to stand guard, which was for the best. It wasn’t going to be pleasant inside.

I pulled the boards off one of the windows with my crowbar. I crawled through first with Sanjay close behind.

“Take it slow,” I said, “The floor’s not stable.”

I trod carefully over the blackened corridor tiles. Everything was charred down here, as the fire had started somewhere on the ground floor. As we approached the remains of Addie’s front door, I started to have suspicions about where on the ground floor. The ceiling had caved in here, as though subjected to the flames for longer. Her door was gone, other than some twisted bits of metal from the hinges and lock. But inside the flat, it looked about as burnt as everywhere else. That didn’t make sense. It was obvious how a fire could start inside the flat. The cardboard on the walls would go up in no time. But there’d been nothing to burn just outside her door, unless someone had left something there.

I climbed over the fallen ceiling and into the flat.

“Do you think anything survived?” Sanjay asked.

I opened what was left of a cupboard. Some of the things inside looked pretty intact. She’d designed things to survive high heat, ocean depths, and probably the apocalypse, which was useful right now. Unfortunately, the temporary labels on the gadgets were not so robust. Even if the gadgets turned on, I wasn’t sure I’d know what the buttons did. My label plan might not have been as good as I thought.

Pete’s voice drifted down the corridor.

I looked at Sanjay. “What?”

“He’s seen people. Come on.”

Time was up for sifting through the debris. I grabbed one device, which I was pretty sure was a radio Addie had shown me, and headed back to the door. We both scrabbled over the ceiling, into the corridor, and reached the window where Pete was waiting. I could only see him on the street, not anyone else.

“Where are they?” asked Sanjay.

“They’re hiding, but I saw them. They were all in blue and I think they had guns.”

That was stranger than aliens. It’s not how I expected post-apocalyptic gangs to be armed around here.

We scrambled back out the window. After some moments of scanning the street and seeing nothing, Sanjay said, “Okay, let’s go.”

We headed off, with Pete glancing behind, and Sanjay taking the lead. I fiddled with the radio, which was still working. Among the crackles, I could hear distant music. Somewhere out there, people were trying to pretend this wasn’t happening, and it wouldn’t be them next.

* * *

Pete’s gun gang didn’t materialise and there were no signs of anyone following. Chances are they didn’t want trouble any more than us. Maybe they were werecockroaches too, looking for a way out of the city. I started to relax again and accept the inevitability of having no control over anything.

Pete continued to check behind us, though he seemed fine the rest of the time. Sanjay was the one getting agitated. He kept looking at the sky and his shoulders were hunched up from the tension.

“The aliens have been pretty quiet,” I said.

Sanjay pulled his attention away from his sky vigil. “The planes are still circling.”

I’d been ignoring the distant signs of humans. It was too far away to worry about. Admittedly, the military could bomb the place at a moment’s notice. But I didn’t think they would right now, because the aliens outmatched them. As long as the aliens held off doing anything to provoke that response, we still had time to get out.

“If they were going to blow things up in a panic, they’d have done it by now.”

Sanjay didn’t respond and was still just as tense. I never really knew what to say when people were scared. Some sort of distraction would be good.

Pete rested a hand briefly on Sanjay’s arm. “Hey, it’s going to be okay.”

After a few more twists and turns through streets filled with silent cars, my wish for a distraction materialised. There was a small cart by the side of the road. It reminded me of one of those portable ice cream carts, only this one didn’t sell ice cream. It was mint green with “Fun Fruit Factory” written in pink letters. A large umbrella stuck out the top, which was red with green edging, like a watermelon. Multiple baskets of fruit and veg filled the cart.

It was odd that someone was selling fruit when the aliens took everybody. Whether they usually sold night fruit, or were just cashing in on the captive car drivers, was a mystery. I couldn’t imagine many people would buy fruit on a normal night, other than the odd roaming werecockroach.

Pete eyed the cart as we approached. “Cucumber. We met again.”

“Is cucumber your mortal enemy?” I asked.

He looked at me suspiciously. “You like cucumber?”

“No, it smells weird and it’s got those slime seeds, but I don’t think it’s out to get me.”

“It’s a cockroach thing,” said Pete.

Sanjay turned his attention from the sky to the cucumber. He carefully picked up the basket, as though he didn’t want to risk waking the cucumber up. After taking a few steps, he put it down on the pavement. He backed away from it. I’ve always been criticised for my cucumber hatred, but these guys took that to a whole new level. I just didn’t want it in my salads.

“We’re going to steal fruit then,” I said.

“It’s only going to go bad,” said Sanjay.

He wasn’t wrong. Animals had already gotten at the strawberries in a tray on the top. Any damage we caused would be minimal in comparison. But it didn’t stop me feeing bad about it. If people came back, someone would find their stock gone.

It would have been sensible to take things like apples, which would keep longer. But we went for the softer things, that might last a day or two at most. Either we’d be out of here by then or not. And if someone did come back, they’d have apples left to sell.




Chapter Five

Southwesterly Winds

We reached the edge of a park. A wide open path ran through a far too open area of greenery. The trees lining the path might provide some cover, but only from something directly above. The obvious choice was to avoid the space. We could circle around the edges, where we could hide in the buildings if we needed. Pete had apparently not got the obvious part, as he started into the park.

“Wait, that’s not the best way,” I said.

“It’s totally the best way. There’s an awesome playground here, but they wouldn’t let me in. You have to have kids, and anyway, we can get in now. No one can stop us.” He added at a whisper, “Also, if someone is following, they can’t risk following without us seeing them.”

“But mostly it’s about the pirate ship,” said Sanjay.

“This is never going to happen again,” Pete replied.

I looked at him. “You know, I think borrowing a child would’ve been a safer way to do this.”

Pete drifted off down the path. We followed, because it was better than letting him wander off on his own. He took a sharp turn off the path, and immediately I started to have concerns. We walked over a threshold that looked suspiciously like it had recently had a fence. The grass wasn’t as thick in that line and there were post holes. But the fence was nowhere in sight and there were no signs of the posts being ripped up. It’s like the fence had vanished along with the people.

We continued over some grass and into an area with sand. Pete made a beeline for the pirate ship, which had rigging to climb and everything. Usually, I’d have complained that playgrounds were never this nice where I grew up. They removed them all after a couple of years, citing that open spaces were better for kids. Right before putting up the signs banning ball games. But Pete was rushing around and Sanjay was clearly distracted making sure Pete didn’t kill himself, so there was no one to hear it.

I trudged up on deck, as at least it’d give a good view if anyone was following. It also gave me some time to fiddle with the radio. There was something not quite right about the noises. It was music, but I didn’t recognise it. I could hear more on my right, so I held the radio up to that ear. There were some higher pitched sounds, but I couldn’t pick out if they were words.

Sanjay said something beside me. I jumped as I hadn’t seen him come up. My idea of using the ship as a vantage point hadn’t worked so well after all.

Pete joined us, which I did notice, as I don’t think he was capable of walking quietly. “Cockroaches.”

“What?”

“Cockro—”

“No, I actually heard this time. I just don’t understand.”

He pointed down at the ground. “Look.”

The ship was surrounded by sand, pale yellow and fine grained, so that kids wouldn’t die if they fell off. From below, the odd ridges hadn’t looked like anything much, but from here they were clearly a pattern. There were rounded depressions in two rows, as though produced by something with multiple legs on each side of the body. One side was a little less distinct, as though one leg was being dragged. The problem was the distance between both lines of tracks was maybe a couple of metres.

“Unless there’s something you’re not telling me,” I said, “cockroaches don’t come that big.”

“I think they do now,” said Sanjay.

We headed down from the ship and followed the tracks. Pete didn’t complain as we crossed back out onto the grass. I guess he’d had his moment in the forbidden area, so he was happy. Traces of sand continued until we hit a round depression. It had to have been one of the scout ships.

“So, the aliens are cockroaches,” I mused. “And you’re cockroaches.”

Sanjay frowned. “I don’t think there’s a connection. We’ve been around for ages and regular cockroaches can’t build spaceships.”

There were clearly some differences, but it was also a bit coincidental. It’s not like anyone seemed to know where the first werecockroach came from, so there could be alien influences. Then again, it’s not like I was an expert on alien planets. Maybe life out there looked a lot like things we’d recognise. Maybe we just liked to think this planet was a unique jewel, handcrafted by the creator of our choosing, rather than using the same blueprints as everywhere else.

Pete moved over to the depression and put his hand on the squashed grass. “It must be some sort of convergent evolution thing. Only the leftover pizza was really big on their homeworld, so they grew to terrible sizes.”

“I think cockroaches existed before pizza,” I said.

Pete gave me a look.

“On the bright side,” I continued, “they’re not going to sneak up on us at that size.”

Sanjay glanced around. “We’d best get moving before they come back.”

“Let’s get out of here,” said Pete.

Now it was my turn to give Pete a look. “You’ve been waiting to say that, haven’t you?”

* * *

The rest of the park was uneventful, though I was sure there were some pigeons watching us from under one of the benches. As long as they didn’t get hungry enough to try eating people, we were good.

We crossed out into the road. Someone stood up from behind a car. They were soon joined by others, who surrounded us before we could react. The group had royal blue boiler suits with “EXTERMINATOR” written across the front in blocky white letters. Their gas masks covered their faces, with tinted visors so it wasn't possible to see the people inside. If it hadn’t been for our recent discoveries, I might have assumed aliens really did look like cheap sci-fi alien costumes. But these weren’t giant cockroaches, so they were most likely humans.

All this was fine. It was the nozzles pointed at us that I didn’t like. Each person had a tank on their back, with a tube connecting to the nozzle in their hands. Maybe pesticides of some sort.

I looked one up and down. “Wow, that gear is a heavy choice for escaping the city.”

The exterminators stood silently, making no move to lower the nozzles away from us.

Pete hissed, pretty quietly, but I still heard it. I’m sure the exterminators did too. Yeah, these people were a bit scary, but I’d figured they’d seen the tracks and got out the stuff for the aliens. We all looked totally human.

A voice modified to sound robotic said, “Do you know the code word?”

Ordinary pest exterminators didn’t have code words or try to hide their voices. Nobody needed that for ordinary cockroaches. I glanced at Pete, who was very still and pale. A chill went through me as I made the connection. If anyone knew about people who really hated bugs of the transforming variety, it’d be the guy from the family who’d been cockroaches for generations.

I took a breath, hoping I was wrong. “We’re just trying to get away from the aliens.”

One of the exterminators raised some sort of device. They pointed it at Pete and the device beeped.

The next thing I knew, Sanjay had grabbed me and Pete by the arms and pulled us into a run. A blast of heat came from behind us. Flamethrowers. The day was only getting better.

* * *

I kept behind Pete and Sanjay. They knew London better than I did. I’d probably have run us into a dead end. But as that initial adrenaline rush became my new normal, I noticed something odd. They were both going the same way. No hesitation. No times when one started the other way. It’s like they knew where they were going, only they couldn’t have known. There was no plan.

We came out into a little shopping street. Sanjay ran straight into the art shop and we bundled in behind him. I looked around the racks of spray paint and canvases for a hiding place.

“Rin!” said a voice from the counter.

We all turned to the sound, but I was the only one who recognised the source. It was Addie. She wasn’t an imposing figure, standing little more than five feet tall. Just your typical little old lady, with her white hair pulled into a bun, and her face wrinkled. Less typical was the scar over one eye and the grey camo trousers and jacket. She had a matching backpack and a device in her hand.

“Get back here, all of you.” As Pete tried to open his mouth, she added, “No time to argue.”

We huddled down behind the counter. Addie sat down in the middle of us. “Stay as close as you can.”

My heart was still racing, but if anyone had a plan, it’d be Addie. I forced my shoulders to relax. I needed to catch my breath, in case we had to run again.

It turned out Addie had a peephole. There was a glass cabinet on one side, with fancy dip pens and other expensive items that’d be easy to steal. They blocked most of the view, but there was a small space between the dip pen box and a display of pastel pencils. Through the gap, I could see the street. I hoped the street wouldn’t see us.

The flamethrower gang turned up a few minutes later. They weren’t in the bit of the street we could see, but muffled voices gave their presence away. They must have realised we were hiding nearby and were searching.

The view went dark as the largest cockroach head I’ve ever seen peered in through the glass. It took a moment to realise I wasn’t dreaming, and the cockroach really did have a top hat stuck on them. Not on the head, but on the bit of the shell skeleton thing that went over the head. This had to be one of the aliens.

Addie clicked a dial on her device. I hadn’t looked carefully until that moment, but it was one of her clear user interfaces. The dial had three settings. “Attract”, “Conceal” and “Off”. It was now set to conceal.

The alien stopped peering in the shop and turned in the direction of the gang. They’d obviously seen the alien, as a shout went up. They appeared in our view, brandishing their flamethrowers.

The alien waggled antennae at the gang. I felt a bit sorry for the alien. Maybe they didn’t have flamethrowers back where they came from, so they didn’t understand the threat.

Flames roared and I held my breath.

It was easy to think of the aliens as being cockroaches. They looked a lot like them, apart from being huge. But a cockroach could never be that big. It was something about size and oxygen, and stuff I hadn’t paid enough attention to in science. However similar they looked on the outside, they were something else. That something else turned out to be fireproof. The alien hissed a little, but was completely unharmed, apart from the smouldering remains of their top hat.

I started breathing again.

The gang had gone very quiet. Their predicament must be obvious by now. Then there was a brilliant flash of light and they were gone. The alien trundled away as though nothing had happened.

“They’re dead,” I whispered.

“No,” said Addie. “They’re elsewhere. I’m assuming in that ship, with everyone else.”

“What’s the box?” asked Pete.

She turned the dial off. “I always had this theory, that something draws us together.”

“Us?” said Pete.

“You wouldn’t have noticed any tendencies to having an exoskeleton and hissing?”

“Oh, that us. You’re one of us?”

Addie smiled. “Like I was saying, something draws us together, but we don’t realise it. That something is barely on the edge of our perception. I figured out how to detect it and control it.”

“You lured us here,” said Sanjay.

“I was aiming at our alien friends. I hoped they’d sort out my exterminator problems. It’s good to see you though.”

There was a lot to process. There were some similarities between the aliens and the werecockroaches, as the device worked on both. But the aliens were also very different in a lot of ways. The one we’d seen looked like a cockroach in basic shape, but the details were different. They had a delicate red swirling pattern on dark blue, which I didn’t think was possible for any ordinary cockroach. It certainly wasn’t possible for hissing cockroaches, who had the whole earth tones thing going on.

I also had the gang to think about. They’d been after Addie and detected something about Pete, so it turned out werecockroach slayers were a thing. Fire was probably more effective than pesticides, given that humans took a lot of poisoning to die, but not a lot of fire.

“How come they were still here? I mean, I had Pete squashing me when everyone disappeared. But if they’re after you, they can’t be cockroaches?”

Addie raised an eyebrow at what I said, but evidently decided to let the details slide. “They’re not, but they’ve also figured out ways to hide themselves.”

I had a lot of questions about that, because to hide, they’d have to know they needed to hide. I wasn’t sure where to start.

“Are you going to come with us?” Pete asked. “We’re going to hide on a boat and let it float down the river.”

Addie gave Pete a long look. Her face didn’t betray whether she thought that was the most ridiculous escape plan ever or not. She probably didn’t think that, because I could come up with some worse plans without a lot of thought. Steal an alien scout sphere. Ask the aliens nicely not to do anything to us. Disguise ourselves as novelty shrubberies.

Addie finally replied with, “You won’t make it, but you might not need to.”

“What do you mean?” asked Sanjay. He’d been letting Pete steer the conversation, which in some ways wasn’t that wise, but I guess Sanjay was getting a feel for Addie. 

Addie rummaged in her backpack and got out her laptop. She opened up a video of the aliens. In the first scene, they were making clicking sounds as a butterfly attempted to feed on one of the rather sad flowers that struggled through the pollution around here. In another, they ignored a dog wandering past them. Then two aliens were hissing gently at ants swarming a pile of discarded popcorn. The scenes went on, but all it looked like was aliens exploring the city.

“I don’t get it,” I said.

“They don’t make sounds around mammals or birds. They do around butterflies and ant hills.”

“Wait, butterflies?” Pete frowned in puzzlement. “Ants are obviously up to something, but butterflies?”

“The point is they don’t realise we can communicate.”

I snorted. “Are we worth talking to?”

Pete grinned. “Well, I’m amazing.”

Addie ignore that exchange, but she’d had a lot of experience with ignoring CEOs, so I suppose there wasn’t much anyone could say that’d bother her. “They seem very responsive to colour and movement, so I’ve been leaving messages.”

She stopped the video and showed some pictures of graffiti. Large cockroaches faced tiny stick figures reaching up with stick arms. The idea was there, but Addie had never been much of an artist, and knowing a stick figure was a human was a bit cultural. I wasn’t convinced it’d make sense as a message without being a little closer to reality. Addie had to have known that too, as one of the issues with user interfaces is they often assume people know things they might not. That left a very obvious conclusion.

“You want us to spray paint humans and aliens hanging out on the walls?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Pete was frowning in a much more upset way this time. “I know I’m supposed to be nice to old people, but how will that work?”

Sanjay elbowed him.

“Hey, I’m down with first contact, but I’m not sure about the picture method. I don’t want to die.”

Addie didn’t comment on the old people thing. She just offered him a can of spray paint from her bag. “They will catch you. And me. All we can control is what we do before then.”

Pete reluctantly took the can.

I wasn’t much of a hero, but it wasn’t like there were many other choices. We’d made it this far through luck. “I’m in. I mean, we’re not going to make it guys. We’re not going that fast.”

Sanjay paused, before saying, “We’re going to need more paint.”

* * *

Art shops were a bit different in London. They had a lot more spray paint and were a lot more careful about selling it. The paint displays were locked behind mesh doors, with padlocks ensuring customers had to ask. It was probably to discourage kids from getting hold of paint, but given how many adults did graffiti, it was a token effort. Before I got here, I’d been used to shops that were mostly paint in tubes and stuff like that. But I guess London had a lot more urban canvases, so spray paint was more in demand.

Addie and the others headed over to the display. I’d given them my crowbar, so they didn’t really need me to help prise the display open. I drifted to the front with the scrapbooking stuff. Piles of patterned card, foil, plastic, and buttons. Anything and everything that could be stuck in a book. It wasn’t the theme that caught my eye, as I didn’t have the money for that sort of hobby. It was the piles of coloured plastic sheets. I found a transparent yellow one easily, as apparently blue and purple were the colours everyone wanted. Yellow made up half the stack.

I held my new sheet against a special offer poster on the wall. It’s not like I needed to read during an alien invasion, but I guess I was feeling a bit more optimistic. I’d need the sheet once everything was over, and the price of one sheet was nothing compared to all the paint we were about to steal.

Someone tapped my arm. Pete had come up close. “We tried calling,” he said as I glared.

I sighed. “Yeah, that happens.”

“What’s that for?” He gestured at the plastic.

“Reading.”

“Cool. I use my sunglasses sometimes, when the paper’s too white.”

“You’re dyslexic?” I asked.

“Sensory processing disorder.”

I probably should have guessed that, but it’d been a hectic few days. “Cousins.”

Pete grinned.

We went back over to the others, past the still intact paint displays. Addie was looking through a small window in a door at the back. Sanjay stood next to her, with the crowbar in his hands. It might be a stock room, but I couldn’t see why we’d need that when there was so much paint in the main shop.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“Apparently spray paint is like gold. The padlocks are made of something really strong,” Sanjay answered.

“The keys are in there on the wall,” said Addie. “But there’s an alarm on the door. The camera is pointed at the centre of the room. All active, so they must have a generator system that restarted itself after the initial wave.”

“Why would an art shop have all that?” I asked.

“Maybe they’re just really paranoid,” said Pete.

I looked at him. “I’m disappointed in the lack of a colourful theory.”

“Well, all the customers could see this, so it’s not very hidden,” he replied.

Addie looked down at the bottom of the door. “There’s enough space.”

I got what she was going for, but that was a tiny gap even for a cockroach.

Pete held up his hands. “Not me, I hate going under doors. I had to file the bottom of mine at home so it wasn’t so scratchy.”

We all looked at Sanjay. Given I was pretty sure this was how he’d gotten into the first shop we broke into, he was the logical choice.

He sighed and took off his bag. He offered me the crowbar.

Sanjay’s transformation was the reverse of Pete’s earlier one. He grew smoother and shinier, until a cockroach was sitting on the floor. Sanjay was longer than Pete, despite being shorter than him as a human. He was yellowy beige at the back, darkening to black at the front. His back bit was plump, which sort of made sense, but also didn’t. It’s like some things about his human self had transferred over, but others didn’t. Maybe it was based on the appearance of the cockroach who spread the werecockroachness. Maybe people became their ideal cockroach. I didn’t think science had a lot to do with it, so maybe hoping things would make sense wasn’t going to work.

I didn’t have any more time to ponder as Sanjay had reached the door. He splayed out his legs and starting squishing himself flat. It took a bit of wriggling to get his front through, but the rest of his body went through smoothly after that. Never underestimate how flat a cockroach can go.

We tried to watch through the tiny window, but there were three of us, and Sanjay wasn’t really in view. The easiest way to avoid the camera was to stay on the wall with the door. Once he trundled round the corner onto the side wall, we could see him. He climbed up the vertical space as easily as walking on the ground. Once he reached the keys, he took a moment running his antennae over them. Then he pushed the keys off the rack and they clattered to the floor.

He headed down the wall towards the keys. This time, he got down onto the floor. Staying close to the wall, he began pushing them. Once he got around corner, we couldn’t see him again. After an age, a shiny piece of metal poked through the gap under the door.

Addie crouched down and pulled the keys out. Sanjay wriggled through shortly afterwards.

“Hope they’re the right ones,” I said.

Sanjay gave a gentle hiss, before he started expanding into a human. I handed his bag to him, but kept my crowbar. I hadn’t seen his cricket bat since the chase, so he must have dropped it on the way. I guess it hadn’t been essential, because it wouldn’t do much against flamethrowers or aliens. Crowbars could at least be used to open things.

Addie handed the keys to Pete. “I want to show Rin one of my better examples, if you two could gather the paint.”

Sanjay glanced between us, then said, “Sure.

With that, Addie motioned me outside.

* * *

The sample art was around the back. I didn’t need to see it, as I got the idea. The sample wasn’t a whole lot different to the ones Addie had photographed. But I guessed Addie might just want to talk.

She opened with, “They seem like nice lads.”

“They’re my new flatmates. We’re not really close or anything.”

“I’m sure recent events have helped.”

I’m not into the idea that bad things bond people together, but that might not be what Addie meant. We’d had time to talk as we travelled. Some things might not have come up if we’d had work and all the other distractions. Like the whole cockroach thing. But I still hadn’t known them for that long. It was hard to get a proper feel for people without seeing all of them. The everyday times mattered too.

“You haven’t told them,” she stated.

I had a policy of waiting at least six months before I’d share with someone I’d met. It gave some time to see if they were genuine. I’d known Addie for a bit under six months, but she’d guessed some of the things I was hiding and not told anyone, so I’d come to trust her.

“Some people can be trusted,” she said.

“Yeah, I know. It’s just a bit early for that.”

“It’s good you’re giving them a chance.”

“Well, I didn’t have much choice.”

That wasn’t entirely true. I could have run off on my own when this all went down. I was the first awake and they wouldn’t have known where I’d gone. It’s not like I needed other people around to survive alien invasions. I’d probably move faster on my own, without pirate ship detours. But I liked having other people around. I missed that.

“Don’t worry, Pete’s going to find me lots of friends at the library if this all works out.”

Addie smiled. I’d expected more puzzlement. Maybe everyone knew the library was a secret friend factory and I was the last to know.

Pete and Sanjay appeared around the corner with the bags. I took mine and looked inside. Though they’d focused on the spray paint, there were some permanent markers, crayons, chalk, and glitter glue. They’d grabbed a bit of everything.

“Are you coming with us?” I asked Addie.

“No. I want to make sure there aren’t any more exterminators around.”

Right now, that was a lot more scary than the possibility of being caught by aliens. Humans with weapons just seemed so much more real. I’d probably change my mind the moment a fresh batch of aliens appeared, but knowing that didn’t stop the feelings.

“Good luck”, I said.

She nodded, headed back out to the road, and then was gone.

* * *

We started on a wall right by the art shop. Sanjay stood guard and Pete mostly focused on staying away from the paint smell.

I painted a realistic outline for the human and cockroach. I went for rainbow colours for the first one. I was about half way through before realising that might throw recognising the subjects, but I could try different things for the next one.

Pete blurted out, “Your friend is really ancient.”

“Everyone I know is ancient,” I replied.

He looked a little hurt. “We’re twenty-one.”

“I’m a teenager, so you’re ancient.”

“How much longer do you have?” Sanjay asked from his lookout spot.

“A couple of months. This is probably my last chance to use that one.”

He smirked. “Respect.”

I added a last patch of blue to the cockroach and gave the human a blue hat. “All done.”

We gathered up the bags and headed off for more walls.

* * *

Eleven cockroaches later, we’d stopped worrying so much about keeping watch. Sanjay and Pete tried their hand at a few, as well as scouting for ideal wall spaces.

I was about to start on number twelve when Pete called out, “Look at this. If it says something nice, we could add a person.”

I headed over, with Sanjay close behind me. Pete had found a picture of a cockroach with writing underneath. It was faded and rubbed in places, so predated the aliens. Cockroaches have always had fans.

I pointed to the writing. “It’s Arabic.”

“What does it say?”

“No idea. I just know the shapes from food packaging.” Admittedly, I had picked up a few words here and there, but honey and monosodium glutamate weren’t likely to be useful in this context.

“Oh, I thought you might be from… you know.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m from Brighton. Well, Hove, actually.”

I also didn’t speak Spanish, Hindi, Urdu, Italian, and whatever language that customer with the red scarf had spoken, who got very angry when I said I didn’t understand, and stormed out the shop never to return. The manager had blamed me for that one. Everyone was always very certain about where I was from and what languages I could speak.

“I wasn’t going to ask.” He looked at Sanjay. “I didn’t ask.”

Sanjay did the thing where he tightened his lips into a line and looked dubious.

I sprayed a little person next to the cockroach. I figured it’d work whether the words said something good or bad. 

“So, where are you from?” I asked Pete.

He looked either way, checking to see if anyone was listening. Someone was listening, as Sanjay was standing right next to him, but I guess that didn’t count.

Pete leaned in. “My parents say I was born in Calais, but it’s not like I remember. I could’ve been born in a lab or anything.”

“I’m not from a secret lab.”

“Oh,” said Pete, a little disappointed.

It’s not that I’d have minded being born in a lab. It’s the sort of thing I dreamed about when I was younger, as it’d mean my family weren’t really mine, and my real family would sweep in and take me away. Life turned out to be a little more complicated than that.

“You know, if that’s what you’re after, you might want to ask people if they were artificially created in a lab. Rather than where they’re from.”

“I used to, but I asked Sanjay that when I first met him, and he said that was a strange way to introduce myself. Then I started asking people where they were from, because people ask that sort of thing. But Sanjay says that can make people feel bad.”

It was true that question had a lot of layers of telling someone they didn’t really belong around here, even if Pete didn’t intend those layers. “I think the lab question is very you.”

“You’re right,” said Sanjay, “but I’ve been working on general small talk.”

Pete cleared his throat, and recited as though reading from notes, “Hi, my name is Pete. I work at the library and my hobby is reading web pages.”

“I’m not sure that’s any less weird,” I said.

Sanjay said, “It convinces the landlord. That’s what matters.”

Pete grinned. “It’s nice to be around friends though. I don’t have to pretend.”

I wasn’t sure how to react to that. It was a little fast to imagine we were all friends, particularly as the two of them were really close and I’d been around for no time at all. But thinking about it, I guess he did trust me to some extent. He couldn’t go around telling everyone his thoughts if he wanted to keep his job and flat. It wasn’t fair, but only rich people got to be eccentric and say whatever they were thinking. The rest of us had to put on a good act.




Chapter Six

Sunny Spells

We spent several hours spraying cockroach friends on the walls. I even managed to put one on a swinging shop sign, to add some movement. I’d started to forget we were going to get caught eventually, and just enjoyed finally getting my chance as a graffiti artist. The only downside was the blister on my little toe. I’d always had to walk places, but this had still involved a lot more walking than was comfortable.

The day was getting increasingly warm. Even Pete decided it was too hot for a hat. It was like the weather had recovered from whatever the alien sphere had done.

“Time for a break,” said Sanjay.

I wasn’t going to argue.

We stopped by some benches under a tree. Technically, it was one bench, but it had a long seat, a mini table, and then a single seat, then another mini table, and then a long seat. So it was like three benches in one. Pete claimed the single seat and I slumped down on one of the larger ones. Sanjay sat on the other large bench. It’s not like we needed to save space for other people.

We shared out the remains of the fruit and some granola bars. Except for Pete, who didn’t do crunchy textures, so he got an extra banana.

Sanjay looked up at the sky. “We haven’t heard a scout in hours.”

I shrugged. “Maybe they’ve finished scouting.”

“The pigeons are gone,” said Pete.

“They’re more fans of Picasso’s blue period than graffiti.”

Pete ignored me and continued, “We’re sitting here eating, maybe the only people left, and no pigeons.”

“I wonder if the aliens took the pigeons,” said Sanjay.

I wasn’t sure why aliens would want all the pigeons. Then again, I didn’t know why they’d want all the people either. There had to be a motive. I could buy that they hadn’t tried to communicate because we weren’t bugs—sorry, insects—but that didn’t explain why they’d emptied the city. We were missing something important.

Once we were done eating, we put our rubbish in the bins, as though someone was going to come along and empty them at some point. It helped make things feel normal, even if they weren’t.

I wandered to the next wall and did an outline of a cockroach and happy human. My first ones had been more detailed, with each body segment coloured. I’d done some with the patterns of the alien we’d seen, in hopes that they’d be recognised. But I was getting tired and the pictures less detailed. The outlines still got the point across, I hoped.

Pete was trying to make a sketch near mine using permanent marker. It looked more like a worm being eaten by a long-legged dinosaur, but he was trying. He was taking this the best of all of us. As long as we were wandering about together, Pete was happy as a clam. Probably happier, as I’m not sure how anyone would know clams are happy. Existential dread and rethinking the nature of the universe either wasn’t something he did or he was good at hiding it.

“Does it bother you?” I asked. “Now the aliens are obviously real?”

“How do you mean?”

“It’s not about belief anymore.”

He added a top hat to his worm human. “It’s never been about belief. It’s the opposite.”

“I don’t get it.”

“When I’m told something is true, I question it. Not all theories are right, but often something’s up. Maybe the alien spacecraft is really a secret military plane, but something was there when they said nothing was there. Aliens were closer than believing it was nothing.”

“Well, I don’t think this one is a secret military plane.”

“It’s too spherical,” he agreed.

“You go from almost making sense to random so quickly.”

I finished my latest design with a flourish. Pete was also finished. Sanjay wasn’t, as his only had half a person, but he stopped anyway. We gathered up the backpacks and headed to the next street for some fresh walls.

We stopped dead. The aliens were right there, in front of a hat shop. They were trying on hats. Just like the previous alien, they couldn’t put them on their heads, as those were tucked under the front of their body shell thing. Instead, they balanced the hats on the shell itself. A few had evidently made their hat selection and were busy gluing them on.

It took a moment for the aliens to notice us. We weren’t moving and were dressed like a funeral. If Addie was right, that should make us harder to see. But we were still pretty big and hadn’t been there before, so they did notice.

We stared at the aliens. They waggled their antennae back.

“Hi,” said Pete. “We come in peace.”

That’s when they started moving towards us. They didn’t go fast compared to their size, but it was still fast enough to be a problem. We ran around the corner with several aliens pattering along behind us. 

Straw Hat was in the lead, with No Hat and Party Hat close behind. We sped back along our art route, sticking to the areas we knew. The tree with the benches came into view. As we were about to run past it, Beret appeared at the end of the street in front of us. We skidded to a halt.

“We’re surrounded,” said Sanjay, who evidently reacted to a crisis by stating the obvious.

“I don’t want to die,” said Pete.

“Do you want a hug?” I asked.

“I don’t hug.”

Sanjay put a hand briefly on Pete’s shoulder, which I’d seen before. It made a lot more sense now.

“Do you want a hug?” Sanjay asked me.

“Sure, why not?”

I gave him a hug. I’m not really sure it helped, but it didn’t hurt either.

Pete was very quiet and holding his arms around himself. That didn’t seem like a good sign, but I couldn’t say he was overreacting in the circumstances.

Oddly, the aliens had stayed their distance during the whole of this exchange. They were watching, silently. That was probably a bad thing, if silence really did mean they thought we couldn’t communicate. They waved their antennae about slowly, as cockroaches do when they’re searching for the cereal a former flatmate liked to scatter around the place. This didn’t reassure me. Maybe they were just curious, but maybe they liked a bit of protein.

Pete moved over to the benches and stood on the single seat.

“What are you doing?” whispered Sanjay.

“I’ve had enough.” Pete wasn’t whispering. He wagged a finger at the aliens. “You. Do you know what you’ve done? I had to leave my warm blanket behind because of you. It’s one of those electric ones and you made it stop working. All my cardboard is going to go mouldy without heating. It gets damp in that flat. I’m fed up of getting cold. I want a real dinner. And now you want this chair. Well, you can’t. It’s mine!”

Straw Hat edged towards Pete. They waggled their antennae in his direction, brushing over his arms.

Pete immediately transformed. The tiny cockroach was evidently just as angry about his blanket, as he hissed loudly. Straw Hat touched him again with their antennae. Pete repeated the hiss.

The aliens shuffled backwards. They hissed and clicked quietly to each other, as though whispering about what to do with this small replica of themselves. Whether it was because they felt bad, or were just a bit cautious about the tiny ball of rage Pete had become, they began leaving. Backing away at first, before turning and trundling back in the direction of the hat shop.

“That was unexpected,” I said.

Sanjay looked in the direction they went. “They didn’t hurt you.”

He was right. It’s not like any of us were a threat, and Pete’s transforming made him even less dangerous. The aliens could have hurt us at any time. They could have taken us away. But they didn’t. Had we got the wrong end of the stick about what was going on? Or had we been lucky, because they’d never seen a werecockroach transformation before?

A rainbow engulfed us and my last thought is they might just have been getting to a safe distance.

* * *

I woke up in a plain white room. The sides consisted of multiple flat panels, forming a hexagon. The others were still unconscious, but they were breathing. I could put waking from unconsciousness quickly on my list of useless superpowers. I didn’t know I’d had it before the last few days, because it’d never happened to me before. Not even a faint. But there you go.

They hadn’t taken anything away from us. My crowbar wouldn’t do much against them anyway. There wasn’t much I could do, so I decided to draw more cockroach friends. It was the last chance to explain that we understood. My first try was permanent markers, which didn’t stick to the wall for some reason. It was too enclosed for the spray paint. Chalk powdered away like nothing. In the end, I used the trusty wax crayons, which had the right balance of sticking without being too runny. I spent some time colouring this one in, as I didn’t have anything else left to do.

I took a break from drawing to fiddle with the radio. The sound came through clearly now. It was a bit like if whales did techno. Now I could hear it clearly, there was a whole bass line I’d previously not noticed. This happened to me a lot with music, so I couldn’t blame it on the aliens. I guessed it was some sort of ship radio, hence the signal being so weak outside. For all those ship dance parties.

As ridiculous as the idea sounded, it started to warm on me. I knew parrots liked to dance. It wasn’t like it was a thing only humans would do, which made me glad because I think being known as the only species in the galaxy to dance would be pretty terrible.

Sanjay was the next to stir, giving him the useless superpower of being the second person to wake up from unconsciousness in a group. I turned the radio off.

He sat up and leaned back against the walls. After a few minutes to take in the situation, he said, “Any regrets?”

“I didn’t have a lot pending before all this. You?”

“I don’t know.”

I put the radio away in my backpack, but I kept the crayons out for more drawings. “What about that Eric guy? If you say you don’t know, I’ll wake Pete up.”

Sanjay smirked. “He’s not that bad.”

“Which one?”

“It’s complicated. It’s not just being a cockroach. I kinda like how we live now, you know? I’ve lived with Pete for years. I’m not sure Eric would go with that.”

“Don’t know unless you ask him. You’d get a better place sharing anyway.”

Sanjay was quiet for a bit, before asking, “You don’t think it’s odd?”

I started outlining another alien. This time with a cute cartoon feel, because I hadn’t done one like that yet. “People think I’m odd. I just roll with it.”

“I suppose the whole world is fairly odd.”

Pete shifted a little and opened his eyes. “What’re you talking about?”

“Last regrets,” I said.

“Oh yeah, curry powder toast.”

“What?”

He pushed himself up slowly. At least he’d recovered faster this time. “It’s great. I get the strongest curry powder I can find, mix in a little water, and spread it on toast.”

“I filled in the blanks. It just sounds a bit, yeah, even if you like curry.”

“You don’t?”

I shrugged. “I don’t mind it, but I’ve been living on plain rice and beans. Anything with spice sounds horrifying right now.”

“I’d go for chips and cheese,” said Sanjay.

“Not curry powder on toast?” I asked.

“Too much turmeric. Now, Mum’s goat curry, that’s something else.”

“We’re getting dangerously close to spices again.” I used red and yellow to colour my latest cockroach, for that spicy flames feel. It matched the conversation.

Sanjay looked at the cockroach on the wall. “We’ve really got to build your spice tolerance back up.”

“If it means free meals, I’d be down with that.”

“So, what’s your last meal?” he asked.

“Rice and gravy.”

“Everything’s better with gravy,” Pete agreed.

I shuffled along to draw a few more happy people and cockroaches. As I pressed the crayon against the fresh panel, it moved. I reached out and pushed at the panel again. It was hinged at the top, which made sense, as the aliens could open it by walking into it. But more importantly, it meant the door wasn’t actually locked.

“It’s got to be a trap,” Sanjay whispered.

I opened the door enough to peer. It was an empty corridor.

* * *

We pushed through the door into the corridor beyond. It was a long hexagonal tube, with the same white walls as the cell. The aliens evidently liked hexagons, which were cooler than rectangles, I had to admit. The top of the corridor hexagon was a light panel. Colourful areas twinkled in slow-moving swirls.

There weren’t any distinctive features that might indicate which way was out, so we just started walking. It didn’t take long to realise we had little hope of escaping. All the corridors looked the same, and the only rooms we found were much like the one we’d left. It was like this part of the ship wasn’t in use.

Pete stopped suddenly. “Do you hear that?”

I didn’t, but the source soon became obvious. A group of aliens appeared from one of the corridors. They moved towards us, but stopped before they reached us. We could have run, but there was nowhere to go.

One of the aliens shuffled forwards. They had a cardboard party hat in blue with cartoon balloons. They also had a box glued just a bit to the side of the hat. Lights twinkled on the box, because everything they made had twinkling lights.

The alien clicked and hissed, and a voice boomed out from the box, “Have no fear, we are overly peaceful and think you’re magnificent.”

We all looked at each other.

Pete was the first to recover. “You’re pretty magnificent too.”

“Thank you! With this one weird trick, communication with any human is possible. We hope it gives you all the feels.”

I had this suspicion that they’d learnt English from the internet. I was undecided on whether that was awesome or terrifying. “It’s certainly really magnificent. You’ve figured out we’re sentient?”

“Yes. You had the bones in all the astray places, so we didn’t accurately understand until we saw your amazeballs transformation! Then the chemical composition of your items equated the epic artwork and we discovered the shocking truth that it wasn’t the ants after all.”

“You’ve seen something like that transformation before?” I asked.

“No, that was greatly unusual!”

I had to give their translator construction skills credit. There was a lot of emotion in the voice. The sort of emotion I associated with a small child who’d just been given a magical unicorn, but it fitted their whole rainbows and hat aesthetic.

There was an awkward silence, so I figured I’d start at the beginning. “I’m Rin. And this is Sanjay and Pete.”

“I’m Awesomesauce,” the alien replied.

Pete laughed and Sanjay gave him a warning look. Fortunately, the aliens didn’t react. Instead, there was another uncomfortable silence as none of us were really sure what happened next.

I figured someone needed to say something, and getting to the point was a good idea. “So, I think we need to talk about emptying London of all the people.”

“Oh, yes, follow me inordinately closely. You won’t believe what will happen next!”

The aliens trundled back down the corridor. All of the aliens, so there weren’t any behind us. Either they wanted us to know we weren’t prisoners or they didn’t really get the concept of prisoners. But running wouldn’t solve anything right now. The best thing to do would be talking to them. If they really were overly peaceful, we might be on to something.

* * *

We arrived in a large room. It was a similar hexagonal construction to the one we’d woken up in. The difference was the ceiling glowed with colourful lights, more like the corridors. It projected a gentle kaleidoscope on everyone in the room. That might be why they liked white walls so much, because it showed the colours from the lights.

Two aliens stood in the centre of the room. The smaller one was a sandy colour with dark brown spots. Their hat was a traffic cone, which was either an inspired choice or they hadn’t realised it wasn’t a hat. The larger one was all black with no hat. A box with lights sat in front of them, which I assumed was another translation device.

Awesomesauce shuffled forwards and addressed the new aliens. “These are our prize winners Rin, Sanjay and Pete.” Then Awesomesauce turned to us. “This is Undecided Name and Brenda.” From the antennae movements, Brenda appeared to be the smaller one.

Brenda began speaking alien and the box spoke, “Would you like a cool refreshing beverage before we begin?”

“Sure?” said Sanjay.

An alien entered the room pushing a shopping trolley filled with bottles of cherryade. Maybe they’d found the cherryade in the city and decided this was a typical human drink. They were another smaller alien, like Brenda, only with blue stripes on a greenish body.

The new alien took a bottle out of the trolley with the little waggly things on each side of their mouth. “Hail, I’m Extreme, have this crimson liquid in plastic.”

I took the bottle. “Thanks.”

Extreme trundled over to Sanjay with another bottle.

“Cheers,” said Sanjay.

Pete declined his with a wave of his hand. Extreme paused for a moment, and I wondered if the body language was too subtle. Then, the little alien drooped their antennae and shuffled along to hand out drink to the other aliens.

“Please drink responsibly,” said Brenda.

I took the lid off my bottle. “I think that’s only for alcohol.”

“Why would you want to be irresponsible?” asked Brenda.

“Never mind.”

The three of us stood awkwardly, two of us sipping cherryade, and none of us really sure what to say. First contact wasn’t supposed to be like this. There was no time to prepare. No chance to collect up some novelty hats as gifts.

Brenda broke the silence. “If you would like a moment to decide on ten planning tips to help you achieve your goals, we can give you some space.”

Sanjay answered, “Maybe yes?”

The aliens shuffled over to one side of the room and we formed a huddle. It could be their hearing was good enough to hear anyway, but we felt more secure.

“Okay,” said Sanjay. “We need a plan.”

“How about asking why they invaded London?” I said. “Why not somewhere else?”

Pete looked startled. “Isn’t it obvious? It’s like the British Empire and all that.”

“What century is it, Pete?” said Sanjay.

“I’m doing the thing again, aren’t I?”

“Yep.”

Somehow, I didn’t think aliens would care about the rise and fall of the British Empire. It also wasn’t the only place on Earth with hat shops. Knowing the reasons might help negotiate an alternative. They had said they wanted to talk.

Sanjay nudged me. “They’re looking at us. We should say something.”

We broke up the huddle and Sanjay cleared his throat. “I just want to say, love the decor. I’m a big fan of coloured lights.”

Brenda hissed and the translator did its stuff. “Thank you.” Then after a pause they added, “We visualise that you’re really quite cross at the moment and we’re abundantly sorry. Be settled that everyone is fully safe in hibernation”

It irritates me when people do things they know are bad, thinking they can just apologise later. I didn’t care if those people were giant insects. “Then why did you invade us? You could have, you know, not.”

“We thought you were like untranslatable animal and wouldn’t notice an exciting holiday to your dream destination. Then we discovered you could gossip through the appealing process of transfiguration.”

“Do they mean me?” Pete whispered.

Sanjay shushed him, preferring to let me talk. That was probably for the best.

It made some sense. Pete’s hissing didn’t have meaning to it, because cockroaches didn’t exactly have words down here, but it might have made the aliens rethink his previous rant about missing his blanket. Not the most prestigious of first messages, but it’d evidently pointed the aliens in the right direction. However, it didn’t explain why they hadn’t noticed all the technology and buildings. It was clear that we lived in them, not the ants.

I continued, “But what about the city? I mean, you knew it was there, you turned off all the gadgets. It must have been obvious we were intelligent.”

“We tried. We evaded the tower cities.”

My first thought was skyscrapers, but they’d taken people out of those too. I looked over at the others, though Sanjay was the only one who noticed. He shrugged, clearly just as baffled.

Pete suddenly pipped up, “Termite mounds. They’re where it’s hot, right? Tower cities made of mud.”

The aliens conferred with each other before answering. “Yes, those are the tower cities.”

This was the first moment where I appreciated Pete’s talent for linking together apparently unconnected things. A lot of them really were unconnected, but he’d realised a link we hadn’t. The aliens talked to the ants, so they recognised insect colonies. They just hadn’t recognised our city as anything important, much like humans have this tendency to knock down termite mounds when they’re in the way. First contact could have some interesting implications for pest control policies in the future, but fortunately I worked in retail and didn’t have to worry about that.

“We understand it’s a city now,” Brenda continued. “The people are all abundantly fine. We only wanted to move them to declutter our space, but we will put them all back.”

“Why do you need space?” I asked. “Do you need a new home?”

“No. An authentically fun place with unprecedented hats to take home to remember the visit.”

Fun hadn’t been the answer I expected. “A tourist resort? A theme park?”

There was a lengthy debate between the aliens at that point. Their translator did a great job, but some concepts may not be as easy to translate. Undecided Name fiddled with the box, and lights flashed on the translator.

Once it was ready to go, Brenda answered, “Yes, a theme park. Also, with ridiculous sheep to touch.”

“A theme park with a petting zoo.”

“Petting ridiculous sheep, yes.”

“That sounds like fun,” said Sanjay.

“Are you going to have one of those pirate ship playgrounds? It’s the wooden thing in the sand,” said Pete.

“That was extremely delightful.” Brenda raised their antennae. “You must be unquestionably proud.”

“Okay,” I said, “we can probably work with this. It’s better than enslaving everyone.”

“What’s enslaving?” asked Brenda.

“Slaves. It’s where people are owned like property. They have to work against their will, you know?”

Brenda waggled their antennae slowly. “We don’t fathom this concept but it sounds thesaurus loading.”

“They get no special hats or theme park visits,” I said.

A collective hiss came from the aliens.

Undecided Name spoke for the first time, “That’s unrealistically horrible.”

It must be an odd world where the worst thing they could imagine is someone taking away their fun, rather than their basic rights. “So, you want space somewhere for a theme park. I think our leaders might be able to come to some sort of agreement.”

“After you put everyone back,” Sanjay added.

“Why did you take the pigeons?” asked Pete. “Did you eat them?”

Brenda took over the conversation again. “We made some spectacular miscalculations. Once we took the humans, there were animals fed by the humans, and then those animals had more animals, and we were painfully exhausted after finding every animal. However, the ones with the long ears are particularly fantabulous and we had much squee over them.”

“You could have some of those in your petting zoo,” I said.

“Do they enjoy sheep?”

I hesitated, as I wasn’t an animal expert. “I’m not sure if you mean rabbits or donkeys, but I think both of those like sheep.”

Undecided Name declared, “I will fetch one for judgement!” They rushed out of the room.

As we were waiting for an unspecified long-eared animal to arrive, it gave some time to think. On the positive side, the aliens didn’t appear to mean any harm. On the negative side, that didn’t stop them causing harm. It’s like the thing where people want to build houses and there’s a rare snail or something, so they move the topsoil. I doubt many snails survived that, but it made people feel like they’d done a good thing to save them. I had that feeling here. They’d assumed they could move everyone someplace else, with no harm done.

Undecided Name returned. A small white bunny sat on top of them, chewing on a pile of hay.

“Bunny!” said Pete.

“That’s a rabbit,” I said. “Or a bunny, if you want to be cute.”

“Oh, I am stupendously cute, I must have that as my name. I am Bunny.”

The other aliens made a whistling sound, which was a new one. The translator mostly went with, “Yay! Congrats on your name! Yay!”

Bunny gave a low murmuring hiss. The rabbit on top of them appeared unconcerned.

It’s not that I couldn’t appreciate the joy of having found the perfect name, but there was more to consider right now. Just putting everyone back could be a disaster. People might have been hurt and need help. They might have been in the middle of surgery. There was so much that could go wrong.

Closer to home, there’s what would happen if the aliens told their story to the world’s leaders. Werecockroaches weren’t a regular thing. There was no telling how people would react. Maybe there were more of those people with flamethrowers.

I wasn’t sure how to start with all that, without the aliens getting distracted by the latest cute thing.

“You’re vastly concerned.” Brenda had come up behind me.

“I don’t want anyone hurt when they’re put back and I don’t know that you understand what hurts us.”

“I do have abundant understanding. That’s why I’m Brenda.”

I didn’t understand that one. They did look a bit different to the others. It wasn’t just overall size. They were rounder and flatter. Maybe they were a different sort of alien and that’s what made them Brenda, but Extreme was also that shape.

Brenda addressed the other aliens, “It’s time to tuck the bunny into bed. It’s serious time.”

The sounds the aliens made were translated into sad little sighs by the machine. Bunny trundled out of the room with their pet still riding on them. Extreme gathered up the cherryade bottles.

Brenda sat down. To be honest, it was hard to tell if they were standing or sitting, but the bottom of their body was resting on the floor. That had to be sitting. “Now, it’s time to come up with a bullet journal that’s simple to use.”

We sat down around them and I considered how to repopulate London with the minimum damage.

* * *

It’d taken some discussion to convince the aliens to keep werecockroaches secret. Eventually, I explained about the exterminators. Murder didn’t make a whole lot of sense to the aliens, so I went with it being unfashionable to be a werecockroach. Flamethrowers were even more unfashionable, so the exterminators were jealous that we were a bit more fashionable than them. The aliens got it was a bit like that time when blue stripes were the fashion. Those with other stripes painted themselves blue and could be quite mean to those who were naturally blue. Apparently, they’d even used insulting names. I was still boggled that this was the worst thing that they could imagine.

The result was that history would remember nothing about us. The aliens would claim they figured out their mistake on their own after watching cat videos on the internet. They came up with that reason, not us.

Now, we watched the repopulation of London from the alien ship. We were standing behind a window panel, with a blue light glowing on and off behind us.

A police boat powered down the river. We’d suggested that people running services should be put back first. Anyone in immediate risk of death would be patched up before going back. The pigeons would go last, so people had time to drop some food scraps.

Bunny and Brenda appeared. They had their own separate translator boxes now. More and more of the aliens we’d seen had them. They were the latest fashion, alongside hats. Bunny still had a rabbit on their back, which was currently asleep in a comfy pet bed.

Sanjay nodded to them. “Hi.”

“Are you keeping the bunny?” asked Pete.

“Yes.” Bunny did a credible job of nodding their head, which wasn’t an alien gesture at all. “Originally, I found them alone on the street. I took them back, but they didn’t want to leave. I don’t think they had a person.”

It sounded like Bunny had put the thesaurus away. They were learning.

Brenda said, “Everyone is returned, except the people who called you insulting names.”

“I think there’s a special place for them to go,” I said.

Pete rubbed his hands together. “Are we going to drop them in the river?”

I rolled my eyes at him. Fortunately, the aliens didn’t have movable eyes, so this body language was still a little hard for them to understand. I could send messages with my eyes as much as I liked.

“Oh!” exclaimed Bunny. “They would drown and that would be genuinely terrible.”

Realising that drowning was a thing was a start in understanding how not to harm humans, though chances are someone would fish them out. We needed more than a minor inconvenience.

“Can I borrow a phone?” I asked.

Sanjay handed me his. I did a quick search on the internet.

I didn’t like the idea of putting them back on the street. They’d attacked us and I strongly suspected had started the fire at my old place. I didn’t know if it was illegal to own a flamethrower, but if any of them had been involved in burning down the old flats, there’d be some evidence to link them there. The police weren’t always the best, but they’d probably have questions for people dressed up ready to burn everything.

“You remember I said they were unfashionable?” I showed Brenda a picture of Scotland Yard on the phone. “The fashion police building is this one.”




Chapter Seven

Warm Showers

It was amazing how quickly everything went back to normal. Same old job, same old boss. He couldn’t fire everyone for not turning up, but we all got pay cuts. I’d been living on as little food as possible, so that I’d have enough for rent. I think Sanjay noticed, as he suddenly started bringing home food from work that was about to be thrown away.

But I’d survived and it was payday. I’d bought eggs, rice, and gravy granules with my staff discount, but I had enough left over for my plan. It took a bit of wandering to find my target, as the Fun Fruit Factory never stayed in one place for long. A few corners later, I saw a familiar cart rolling between the crowds. The owner paused from pushing the cart and called out something, probably to drum up business. This was my chance.

I’d spied on the cart for the last few days, to figure out the route, but this was the first time up close. From a distance, the owner looked about as brown as me and was sporting a closely trimmed moustache. But up close, I realised the owner had a badge: My name is Sam. My pronouns are ze / zem / zir. I peered at the badge for a bit longer than I intended.

Sam spoke and I switched my gaze to zir lips.

“Sorry, can you say that again?”

It’s not that I wasn’t glad to see people back, but I did miss the quiet of an empty city. Between hearing snatches of speech over the noise of the crowd, and a bit of lip reading, I usually got the gist of what people were saying. But it was a lot easier when I could just hear everything without having to focus.

“Can I help?” Sam asked.

“Yeah, can I have a pot of carrots, please.”

Sam smiled, pulled out a carrot from one of the lower baskets, and set to work cutting it up. The fruit pots looked tastier, but I figured I could stretch out carrots for a few days. They didn’t go off that quickly even when they were cut.

“Do you need a bag?” ze asked.

“No, it can go in here.” I opened up my carrier bag, which had abundant space given my lack of groceries. It made me look environmentally conscious to reuse a bag, but actually it was a new one I’d stolen from work. I failed at saving the planet.

“Er, nice badge.” I said.

“Thanks.”

It wasn’t smoothest way of introducing myself. It’d be even weirder to say something like “I have pronouns too” which I admit I did the first time I met someone else who was non-binary. I’d have to work on some lines some other time. This time, I paid and took my carrots.

I liked to pay people back for helping us, even if they didn’t know they’d done it. The crowbar had already been returned, because putting it on someone’s doorstep, ringing the bell, and running away, was free. That left the things requiring money. Snacks from the corner shop and paint from the art shop. But eventually, I’d have visited them all, and I’d be back for more carrots.

* * *

I walked through the rain, trying not to bash anyone round the knees with my carrier bag. Home was just around the corner. Or at least, it was for now. I didn’t know how long that was going to last. Sanjay was going to tell Eric everything today, which was nice for him. But the flat wasn’t big enough for four people, so something had to change.

There was some commotion as an alien sphere drifted overhead. It was similar to the first sphere, apart from being substantially smaller. The lights twinkled as it spun in a gentle circle. A few tourists tried to snap selfies with the sphere, but they only had a moment before it stopped spinning and floated up into the clouds.

The locals mostly ignored it, because it was one of many tour spheres, promising aliens great views of our strange human cities. A number of countries had signed deals to be stops on the tour, which wasn’t surprising. Human tourists got as much of a kick out of photographing the aliens as vice versa, so it was good for business.

With the sphere-watching done, I continued on my way. I unlocked the door to find an empty flat. Pete was obviously home, as his bag was on the kitchen counter, along with his library name badge. By day, he was Pierre, library assistant. By night, Pete, conspiracy theorist.

There were a pile of plans next to the badge. Pete’s latest thing was Earthworld, the new theme park the aliens were hoping to build up in Ireland. The aliens loved the climate, and the Irish loved the potential economic boost of making souvenir hats and bug snacks, so it’d probably happen. The whole mess was pretty easy to recognise in the plans, as no human theme park had a proposed network of multicoloured lights or the abundance of sheep petting areas.

Pete burst out of his room, closing the door quickly behind him. Just in case someone was following. To be fair, he’d been proven right on some things recently, but I think the goblins spying on him from his lampshade were not one of them. I hadn’t figured out if he was joking about that one or not. I was almost sure it was a joke.

“I have something for you.” He came over and began rummaging in his backpack. “Well, to borrow, but that’s not the point.”

I raised my eyebrows. Never could get the single eyebrow thing.

He pulled out a book and held it triumphantly towards me. “It has ghosts and everything! Genderqueer ghosts!”

I took the offered book.

“Let me know if you like it, because the author is coming in for a reading next week. I bet you’d make lots of friends if you came.”

“You’re starting to sound like Addie.”

He grinned. “Life goals.”

I gestured to the plans. “I don’t think the aliens are up to anything.”

Pete glanced around, possibly checking for Sanjay, possibly for the goblins. “I know, but it’s something to talk about. We share all the theories and reaction gifs. It’s great, you know?”

“It sounds about as fun as a root canal.”

Most people couldn’t be trusted with knowing things, so I wouldn’t want to share with a bunch of random strangers on a forum. But Pete was a very different kind of person. He wanted people to know things, whether it was the latest Wi-Fi conspiracy or a list of dentists in Glasgow.

Having delivered the book, Pete took his stuff back to his room.

I put the book on the side and set about putting my eggs in the egg holder in the fridge. I was certain most people never used the egg holder, but it made sense when cardboard was in such high demand. Recycling ends up as mostly plastic in a werecockroach colony. Not that I knew I was going to be here for much longer.

Sanjay came in the front door moments later. He was going for the whole smart casual look, with a clean pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. He wasn’t crying or anything, so I assumed things hadn’t gone so badly with Eric.

“How did he take it?” I asked.

“A little shocked, but the aliens really helped soften people up on reality.”

Sanjay got a packet of raisins from the cupboard. “You know, you did take it very well. That we’re cockroaches.”

“I try to be open minded.” I finished putting the eggs away, and tossed the egg box into the recycling. Sanjay watched it go, but it would have been a bit noticeable to take it right now.

He tore his eyes away from the prized cardboard. “I’ve been asking around. No one else got left behind by the teleporter. Even people cuddling their dogs.”

“A werecockroach isn’t a dog.”

“I guess not.”

I smirked. “Could be the armchair.”

“Pete’s never going to get rid of that old thing now.” He paused, and I figured, this was it. Eric took everything well and I knew where that was going. “Eric would like to meet you. Maybe we could do a pizza party sometime.”

“Did someone say pizza party?” Pete had opened his door, probably because he’d heard Sanjay return. “We should invite Addie.”

“No trying to get her to build you a shrink ray,” I said.

Pete laughed and closed his door again.

There was nothing to be gained by holding off and worrying, so I was going to have to ask. “Are you sure? I figured you’d be changing your living arrangements sometime.”

“Oh, eventually.” It took a moment, but I could see it dawning. “We weren’t going to… I mean, you’re kinda one of the family now, if you want to be.”

Feeling sorry for myself was easy. Now, I had a question to answer that I hadn’t considered, which was much harder. I didn’t think they all liked me that much. It was nowhere near my six months. But everything starts with small steps, and this wasn’t a bad step to make. “The party sounds great.”

“Great. Maybe this weekend?”

“Sounds good.”

My lack of sarcasm probably gave me away, but I was still a bit stunned. Maybe I wouldn’t have to look for a new place just yet.

Sanjay headed back to his room. The door clicked as he shut it. I had a quick peer to make sure Pete’s was closed and that no cockroaches were roaming around on the floor. One problem with werecockroaches. They’re far too good at spying on people.

Still, everything had turned out pretty well in the end. The world wasn’t ending, the exterminators were in jail, and I was meeting up with Addie for tea tomorrow. I’d invite her to the party, even if I was sure Pete wanted her help with something unfortunate. It was odd thinking that maybe I really was home, but Addie says werecockroaches always find each other, one way or another.

I flipped the egg box out of the recycling and took it back to my room.




Bonus Story

Paper Trails

Addie had walked past the exterminator base every day for the past year. It didn’t look like much. The front for the operation was a records storage company. A faded sign and grubby exterior would dissuade anyone from actually trying to hire them. Two surly guards would glare at anyone who hung around for too long. Occasionally, one of the resident cats would emerge from the cat flap.

Today was the same as any other day, apart from one important difference: the guards and the cats had been abducted by aliens. It wasn’t the opportunity Addie had expected when she started her daily check, but she wasn’t going to waste it.

She ducked around the corner to prepare. There was hardly anyone left in the city, but she found a nook behind a wheelie bin to hide everything, just in case. The first step was emptying her backpack of most of its contents. She also took off her jacket and shoes. There was a time when she’d change with everything on, but age had made it harder to carry the extra weight through the shift.

Once she’d trimmed it down to the essentials, she started the change. It was like her body was bubbling. Each pop and fizz made her a little bit smaller. It was all in her head, as she’d taken videos and the process was a lot smoother than it felt. But that didn’t stop it feeling like she was simmering gently on the hob.

Soon, all that remained was a hissing cockroach. It took a moment to adjust to six legs instead of two, but then she was scuttling along to the door. She paused by the cat flap for long enough to be sure there were no cats or humans on the other side, before pushing against it and entering.

There was a short corridor that turned into stairs. It was brightly lit without any additional clutter, which was a common feature of these bases. There were small holes in each side of the wall, offering sanctuary from the open space. Addie had ventured into one when she was younger. She’d survived the hidden razor blades, but had lost half an antenna and gained a cut to one eye. No matter how exposed she felt, she kept to the centre as she crawled down the stairs.

The stairs led into an empty reception area. She had a fair idea of where she was going, based on blueprints of the building. The largest room would contain the records. She brushed her damaged antenna along the underside of the door, checking for anything nasty. Between the hole traps in the wall, the cats, and numerous guards, covering the base of the doors in blades would be overkill. But she didn’t like to underestimate her enemy.

It felt clear, so she squashed down, pushed herself under, and headed into the corridor beyond. The first few doors were shut. Scents wafted from the cracks around the doors. Cleaning supplies from one. Dirty cotton and metal from another. Probably beds.

She counted until the sixth door and wriggled under it. Cat odour drifted over her, followed by a vibration.

Footfalls approached on her blind side and she saw a fragmented movement of white in the remaining parts of her eye. Something touched her damaged antenna, but she didn’t dare move. The shape moved to the other side. A blurred form with two dark eyes. Definitely a cat.

The cat sniffed her and then slowly raised a paw. A gentle vibration ran through her as she was tapped.

Addie was going to need some space and a distraction during the change. The last time something had touched her as she shifted, she’d ended up with a broken leg. She moved one leg at a time, heading towards the open space in the centre of the room. The cat backed away a little, then gave another experimental paw tap. Addie hissed loudly and the cat darted back. At that moment, she started shifting, before the cat had a chance to recover.

The room looked pitch black to her human vision. Addie rummaged for a torch and swept the beam around the room. The cat slunk out from behind a filing cabinet, where they’d taken refuge from the scary hissing. They had long fur, but it was thinning in places, and they moved a bit awkwardly. They were clearly elderly, which was probably why they’d stayed inside in the warm, instead of heading outside and being picked up by the aliens.

There was a desk and a photocopier, but most of the room was filled with filing cabinets. As technology marched onwards, the exterminators had gradually slid backwards. Their databases had been hacked, so they went back to paper. Their security cameras had been hacked, so they posted extra guards instead. It made getting inside and changing the files a lot harder. Addie couldn’t grumble that much, as she’d been the one doing the hacking, but it was still terribly inconvenient.

The post tray was the first task. It had copies of any changed files, destined for other exterminator bases. A flick through showed they had her current personal details, along with the plans to arrange an accident for her. What they still hadn’t figured out was that she was the intern who initially ruined their files all those years ago. Just a small change in name here. A few digits difference in an address there. Enough to stop them tracking werecockroaches. But that had been before she’d transitioned, and one thing exterminators weren’t was open-minded. It simply wouldn’t occur to them that she could be the same person.

She pulled some replacement files from her backpack. The photograph was someone who’d died. The details guaranteed not to match a real person. It might have been easier when everything was digital, but it took more than paper to stop her.

The next task was changing the original file. The cabinets had alphabetical labels, so it didn’t take long to find Adeline Cooper. She also looked up the files of a few of her young friends. The recorded interferences were a lot more subtle for them. The exterminators only arranged accidents for the most troublesome of werecockroaches, because a trail of death would be too noticeable. Instead, people found they couldn’t get housing, they’d unexpectedly lose their job, or a littering charge would carry the maximum penalty. The aim was to keep people down and let society do the rest.

Addie moved to the desk and loaded one of her spare fake files into the typewriter. All it needed was the name added.

The cat had moved to the closed door and started meowing. She sympathised, as they’d probably been shut in here for hours, but it was definitely safer in than out.

Once she had the files prepared, she used the photocopier to make copies for the post tray. Unlike everything else, the photocopier did have a computer inside. She could probably use that, but she didn’t want to leave any evidence behind that someone had been interfering. The whole trick of changing the files was to make them think nothing had gone wrong.

The cat scratched at the door and continued plaintive wailing. A door opened down the hall.

Addie quickly bundled up the files and copies, grabbing the last one as it came out of the copier. She shoved them behind the copier, before shifting down and crawling in to join them.

The door opened.

“What’s the fuss?”

The cat meowed.

“I can’t let you out. The aliens would take you away.”

A pause.

“Who’s a good kitty? You’re a good kitty.”

Though Addie and the files were hidden, she’d left her backpack under the desk. She had to hope the cat would be enough of a distraction.

“Would you like some food? Are you hungry? I can get you some food.”

The voice became distant, but the draft from the door meant it was open.

Addie shifted back, this time glad it was a silent affair for everyone except her. There was still a drifting dialogue of chatter and meowing, so the exterminator was close enough to hear any loud sounds. She put the copies in the post tray first, as that was the quietest task. Opening the filing cabinets was another matter. She pulled each drawer as slowly as possible, to minimise any sounds.

The final drawer had squeaked when she opened it the first time. She got her backpack on, the file ready, and the escape route in her head. She took a breath. Drawer opened amidst screeching, file in, distant voice stopped, and Addie was already out of the door.

The voice had taken the cat deeper into the base, so Addie darted the other way and slipped into the dormitory. She didn’t dare stay in the file room, because the noise would mean the exterminator would check for cockroaches.

Footsteps came back down the hall. Addie kept breathing slowly, ignoring the pain in her right knee. This was a lot more energetic than she really needed.

The walls were thin enough that she could hear a dull thump each time a filing cabinet closed. A few squeals here and there, from the drawers that weren’t running as smoothly. The voice drifted back into the hallway.

“Did you push something to the edge again? Captain gets very cross when you leave traps for him.”

The meow was disgruntled. Whether it was because the cat knew they hadn’t done anything wrong or they just didn’t care what Captain thought of the matter, Addie didn’t know. She was certain that Captain deserved to be hit by a few precariously balanced objects every now and then. Exterminators might be reasonable to small furry animals, but they didn’t do as well with their fellow humans. It wasn’t just werecockroaches. One of the first signs that someone might be an exterminator spy was being a bigot. It correlated so strongly that Addie’s first test was just to show her face to people, let them see she was black, and see what they did next.

“You’re so fluffy. Who’s my little fluffybagel?”

A purr like a lawnmower filled the hall. It’s not that Addie didn’t appreciate that cats were cute, but she needed the cat petting session to move down the hallway.

An alarm beeped and the voice started to head away. “Time to fill out the log. Do you want to help fill out the log? You’re such a clever cat. Yes you are. Do you…” And the words faded to a murmur.

Addie opened the door cautiously. Though she was less noticeable when she was small, she didn’t want any issues with Fluffybagel on the way out. She padded back towards reception. The floor tiles were cold on her bare feet. They were probably equally uncomfortable on the cat’s paws, but she didn’t imagine the exterminators put that much thought into it. Cats were mainly a practical way of discouraging small visitors. She’d never seen the exterminators be cruel to the cats, but there was a big gap between that and kindness.

She slipped into reception and started the slow process of getting up the stairs. Pain shot through her knee with each step, but there wasn’t a rail to lean on and take the pressure. Stairs were a lot easier as a cockroach.

As she reached the top of the stairs, a white blur rushed past. Fluffybagel sat down in front of the cat flap and looked at her. She hadn’t heard the door, so the cat must have taken another route. She’d come across cat tunnels in some other bases. They were never a good idea as shortcuts, because they usually contained cats, so she didn’t pay much attention to them.

“Hello,” she whispered. “I do need to get out.”

Fluffybagel was not impressed and showed no signs of moving.

Addie liked to assume that animals were more intelligent than people thought. After all, she could turn into a cockroach who understood everything people said. The best thing was to assume all animals understood, unless proven otherwise. In this case, it looked like Fluffybagel understood that Addie shouldn’t be there.

“I’ve left a trap for Captain, but if he knows I was here, he won’t fall for it.”

The cat continued silently watching for a moment. Then they blinked their eyes slowly, stood up, and moved away from the flap.

“Thank you.”

Addie transformed without any interference from Fluffybagel. She gave a gentle breathless hiss, hoping it’d be taken as more of a purr.

The air moved as the door opened in the reception area below. “Hello? Is someone there?”

Addie wasted no more time and slipped through the cat flap. Footsteps sounded on the stairs and then stopped.

“Julie! Where have you been?!” said the cat-friendly exterminator.

“I needed a new mop,” said a new voice. “That Captain’s always leaving muddy bootprints. I’ve told him and he doesn’t listen. But all the shops are shut.”

“Aliens have invaded. It’s not safe out there.”

“Well, they could’ve picked a better day for it,” Julie grumbled.

“Come on, I’ll make you some tea.”

Addie hadn’t been sure if other werecreatures existed. She’d only met other cockroaches before, so she’d thought that maybe they were the only ones. But now she had some evidence to the contrary. The only other person on that side of the door had been Fluffybagel. She might need to come back for a little chat, after the aliens were gone, to see if Julie-Fluffybagel might be amenable to setting more traps for Captain. The cat-friendly tea maker also seemed a little too nice to last as an exterminator.

She headed back towards her hidden supplies. It had all gone quite well. Now the only problem she had left was the aliens.
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