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      The rain was getting on everyone’s nerves. It hadn’t stopped for ten days straight, and the darkness was sucking the joy out of life. Not that anyone had much to look forward to. Everyone would die in sixteen years, regardless, so the objective for most folks was to make the most of every day.

      Emily Harkness refused to let the dark streets and awful weather prevent her from completing her daily routine. The Bleeds were depressing enough in the summer, but in the late autumn, with little or no sunshine, the feeble light that permeated the clouds was shrouded by the eight-hundred-storey apartment blocks that stretched to the horizon in every direction.

      The city was in a state of disrepair. The Bleeds was a pre-apocalyptic, dystopian prison for many, and the ever-nearing cataclysm weighed heavily on minds, and in conversations. Walking through The Bleeds unaffected was a challenge that nobody passed, but Emily defiantly went about her routine, as she always did, in as carefree and nonchalant a manner as she could muster.

      In sixteen years, the Rogue planet, the one they had tracked for two hundred and seventeen years already, would collide with Earth and annihilate all living creatures. Sometimes, when she was much younger, she’d look up at the sky and watch the Bertram Ramsay traverse Earth’s orbital pathways, full of hundreds of thousands of people who would live through the impending cataclysm. She’d fantasise about being up there with them, speeding around the planet in those huge glass cities.

      As she grew older, she became weary of the fantasy; it distracted her from the life she needed to live, and so she never looked up anymore. If she had, she may have moved more quickly when the body fell out of the sky, right in front of her, disintegrating as it impacted the damp concrete. She leapt out of her skin, arms flailing wildly, her shopping cascading from her bags to the filthy ground under her feet. Emily sucked in a breath, and exhaled more slowly, working hard to regain control as her heart pounded in her chest.

      People walked by without even looking anymore. The news had stopped reporting suicides from the upper floors of The Bleeds when they outnumbered the daily news bulletins.

      Emily wasn’t so callous or numb that a falling body wouldn’t deeply affect her, and when she’d seen bodies before, she’d bitten back a sob for the wasted life. This had really shaken her though, and as she scrambled around to collect her shopping, she struggled to bottle her emotions, and found herself wailing in distress.

      It took a few minutes for Emily to gather herself, blinking the tears from her puffy eyes, and gripping her bags so tightly that her knuckles were almost translucent. Already she could hear the sirens; at least someone had made the call. Often the bodies would lay there for days at a time, before the poor sods who were tasked with scraping them up and disposing of them would arrive, masks on, in full hazmat gear, and begin the arduous and unenviable job of collecting body parts and hosing down the streets.

      She steeled herself and stepped forward, one foot at a time, each light-touch of her tiny feet taking her further from the stench of death. Eventually she calmed and strolled at a normal pace, with a normal heart rate. Her face was still flushed, and striped where tears had washed through the grime of the city, nestling in her collar, which blackened with every passing minute. It was a fair walk home, and she silently prayed that the mag-lifts were working. She was on the four-hundred-and-second floor, and in the fourteen years she’d lived there, she’d made the climb once. It had taken her seven hours and left her unable to walk for almost three days afterwards, as her muscles protested and her legs wobbled beneath her slight body.

      Her senses came back to her over the next fifteen minutes, and it wasn’t until she’d rounded the corner of Canbury Gardens, heading towards the river, that she noticed the footsteps behind her. She wasn’t immediately alarmed; The Bleeds weren’t exactly scarce of humans, but her senses gave her caution, and the little voice in her head was whispering ‘Warning’, and increasing in volume with every stride. She picked up the pace a little, convinced that she was being paranoid, but fearful of turning around.

      The shoes in her wake were distinctive-sounding. A gentle tap, tap, tap, like old-fashioned dress-shoes with Blakey’s nailed to the heel. She quickened her pace and over the next few minutes a lump formed in her throat as she realised that the Blakey’s were matching her stride, step for step. They had mugged her before, the wretches that skulked in the shaded ruins. More than once.

      It was a sad bi-product of living in a world without hope. Community was no longer a spirit that coursed through the veins of the inhabitants of this metal wasteland. People were in it for themselves, and the caitiffs that infested the darkened streets would run to the falling bodies, hoping to find something, anything, in the pockets of the mangled remains. It wasn’t unusual for the miscreants to loiter in the shadowed doorways, peering unabashed at the potential targets that trudged wearily by, with their heads bowed in submission to this oppressive dystopia.

      Emily was an easy target, and an attractive one too. At twenty-nine years old, she was slim and graceful, with a kind face and a serene smile. Five-feet-nothing in heels, with long, wavy, auburn hair and startling green eyes, she could feel the lingering stares from the murky alleyways that snaked between the buildings.

      Regret was creeping into her mind, already fragile from the gut-wrenching shock of death at her feet, and she blamed herself for being a target. She always attempted to look nice when she left the apartment, with the limited resources she had. Today she had worn a yellow dress that swirled around her knees, with a light blue raincoat that pulled in at her waist, accentuating her elegant curves. It was important for her own mental well-being that she felt good about the person she was, so that when her time came, she could meet her end with her head held high, in the certain knowledge that she had lived her fullest life in the face of such overwhelming desolation.

      It came with a price, though, this perceived vanity. The miscreants thought her snooty and arrogant for walking these rat-infested streets with blithe nonchalance. She was the absolute opposite, but in the minds of those savages who loitered in the dark places, she was a rich target and a foolish optimist.

      The rain continued to pound the pavement, drowning the sounds of the mag-trams and cyber-cars that circumnavigated this bleak arena, all day, every day. The streams of water falling from the balconies above pounded the concrete on either side, washing away the sounds of the city. But not that tap, tap, tap.

      Like a ticking clock, counting down to a single event, the clicking heels drew ever nearer. Emily’s heart pounded again as panic crept mercilessly through her body. Walking became a slow jog as she increased the tempo of her footsteps on the pavement, turning adjacent to the river and away from her pursuer. Perhaps if she could reach Horsefair, the vibrant activity of the wide boulevard would deter her unwanted companion.

      Still it persisted. Tap, tap, tap, a malevolent metronome quickening with every beat of her heart. Every metallic step pierced her brain, and the little voice in her head, fully awake and alert now, was no longer small or peripheral. Warning.

      Her feet grew quicker as she jogged onward, turning left, and then right, hands still gripping her bags of shopping, knuckles white as the sinews in her arms tightened with every lapsed second. She zigged and zagged across the shadows of The Bleeds, unable to avoid the gaze of lurkers drawn to this deadly game of cat and mouse.

      Faster she ran, her hair whipping about her face, her dress pressed against her thighs as she bounded around the turns, weaving through the passages and alleyways. Tap, tap, tap. Warning.

      Emily took a hard right into Water Lane, towards the river again, and then left, using every ounce of energy she could muster to outwit and outrun the lowlife behind her. She was frantic with worry and filled with fear. This felt different from before. On the two occasions she had previously been robbed, they had snatched her bags as she left the store. There was no pursuit. She wasn’t stalked through the streets like prey. The dread welled up inside her and she stifled a scream as tears leaked out of her eyes.

      She turned at last into the street that led to the Horsefair, the adrenaline coursing through her ligaments and tendons as she sprinted for the open boulevard, muscles protesting, heart pounding and panic enveloping her with every tap, tap, tap that reached her ears.

      She glanced backwards for the first time and saw him sprinting onward, hands swinging as he attempted to catch her. In the murky light she could see him holding something, his arm arcing upwards, and she knew. She knew this was it. He would kill her in the street like a sick dog; stripped of her dignity and worldly possessions. The scavengers would take her keys and pillage her apartment, while the rats feasted on her carcass as she lay rotting in the gutter. Her body would be desecrated, and her innocence violated whilst she bled under them.

      She tripped and hit the ground with brutal force, her momentum punishing her as she bounced off the uneven terrain, only yards from the relative safety of the bustling district ahead. Her bags had flown from her hands and the shopping scattered across the cobbles. Her head and arms impacting the hard surface, scraping her cheeks. Shards of glass and metal broke the skin of her arms and face as she barrelled forward, the inertia flipping her over like a rag-doll.

      Tap, tap, tap. Warning.

      She willed herself to move, and clambered back to her feet, accelerating once more towards safety. She felt no pain; the adrenaline provided welcome relief from the savage rips in
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