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      Jonus raised a hand to his mouth and coughed. The rolling fog made him feel as if he was choking.

      “Is there a problem Stone?” Captain Miller said, his voice was quiet, but sharp enough to cut through the murmuring voices in the grey mist.

      Jonus turned towards him, bustling Baker’s shoulder. “No sir,” he said. “Sorry sir. It was just... I thought I saw something sir. In the fog.”

      Captain Miller glared at him for a moment and then his face softened. In the distance Jonus could hear the rapid repeat of gunfire and the explosion of artillery shells.

      “You are going to see things in the fog,” the Captain said, addressing the whole troop now. “Unusual things. These are unusual times. Things we never believed possible are happening across the country, and if we allow them to, they will happen to us. I won’t insult your intelligence telling you that everything will be alright. When the gates of Heaven and Hell open, who can say what might happen? We cannot fight these creatures but we can defend what needs defending and help those who need to be helped. I wish I had more to offer you men, I really do. All I can say is that your best chance of reaching the church is to stick together. You are each others best chance of survival.”

      It was not, Jonus thought, a very inspirational speech. At least it was was honest; these really were unusual times.

      Some of the men nodded with bravado, others meekly accepted that it was out of their control. In the end it made no difference, they all faced the same fate.

      “About face!” Captain Miller shouted.

      Jonus stood to attention and turned towards the fog.

      It was nicotine yellow, moving in a breeze that he could not feel. The twisting coils seemed to form faces and limbs. Every part of him screamed that it was a terrible idea to go forwards, but he was no longer in control of himself. Together they were a machine, on his own he was a simple cog. He had his job to do and nothing else mattered.

      “Quick march!” shouted the Captain.

      They entered in single-file. The fog was as thick as wool and pressed against him like a jumper that had shrunk in the wash.

      The only thing he could see was the back of Carter’s head, bobbing along like a children’s toy. The gunfire and screams were silenced, the only things he could hear now were the steady beat of two dozen pairs of heavy boots and the murmur of discontented spirits.

      He tried to remember that this was still London, a place he had lived most of his life.

      Ahead of him someone started to sing. Jonus couldn’t make out what until a few more voices joined in. An old hymn. He started to sing as well, if only to take his mind off the horrors that lurked just out of sight.

      “They’re going to get us killed,” muttered Beazley.

      Jonus turned to look at the small pinch-faced man who was following him. He was close enough that the fog hardly obscured him at all.

      “How does he know where he’s going anyway? Might be leading us around in circles for all he knows.”

      “He’s got a compass,” Jonus said.

      “B’ah!” Beazley said.

      Jonus thought that a fair assessment. He had sat behind Baker on the wagon that morning and watched him play with the compass. The heavy needle had spun like a faulty clock hand. Jonus doubted it was any different now.

      Beazley struck a match. Jonus glared at him.

      “For my nerves,” he said. “You want one?”

      Jonus shook his head and turned away.

      They walked on. Time passed. Beazley lit another cigarette. Jonus didn’t get comfortable with the fog, but the swirling movement became familiar. His rifle banged against his shoulder in rhythm with his footsteps. The other men continued to sing, but he no longer felt like joining in. They should have reached the church by now.

      “Oh shit!” Beazley said.

      Jonus turned, saw that Beazley had stopped and did the same. It only took a moment for him to realise his mistake but by then it was too late. When he turned to look he could no longer see Carter’s head.

      He took a step towards Beazley. “This had better be bloody good,” he said.

      “It weren’t my fault,” Beazley said. His little eyes were wide in shock. “I couldn’t help it. You should a seen the size of him.”

      “Of who?” Jonus said.

      Beazley looked down. Jonus followed his gaze to the floor. There was nothing there.

      “Little bugger ran right onto my foot. Stood there and looked straight at me.”

      “What did?”

      “I don’t know. Some kind of... I don’t know. It might’ve been a rat—“

      “A rat!” Jonus spat, more loudly than he intended. His voice died in the dense fog but, for a moment, he wondered what might have heard him. He lowered his voice. “You stopped for a rat?”

      “It weren’t like no rat I ever saw,” Beazley said. “Big as a bloody cat and dark as a shadow.”

      It was a rat, Jonus decided, because the alternative was too terrible to consider. A rat he could understand, the city was swarming with them.

      “What do we do now?” Beazley said.

      Jonus turned, as if Carter’s head would have reappeared, but there was nothing there. He sighed. There was no point being angry with Beazley. “We’ll have to try and find them,” he said.

      “Reckon you know which way to go?”

      Jonus looked around. It all looked the same to him. But he knew these streets and if anyone could manage to find the way, it was him. “We’ll go to the church,” he said. “Meet them there.”

      “Lead on then,” Beazley said.

      They walked side by side but barely spoke. Jonus wasn’t even sure they were going in the right direction.

      He tried to ignore the muttering voices and muted screams. He gave no indication that he was seeing the twisted faces and warped limbs. It was only fog, he told himself, and monsters didn’t really exist.

      “Have you got a cigarette?” he said to Beazley.

      Beazley rummaged in his pouch and produced a roll-up. “Here,” he said and handed it over. He rolled one for himself, lit it and offered Jonus the match.

      While he smoked he tried to work out where they were.

      “Lost are we?” Beazley said.

      They had been lost the moment Carter’s head had vanished. Now they were more like... he didn’t want to think trapped, but that was close to how it felt. “I wouldn’t say lost,” he said.

      “What would you say then?” Beazley said. He dropped the battered remains of his cigarette on the ground and immediately started rolling another. Jonus hadn’t even smoked half of his yet.

      “I just need to get my bearings,” he said.

      “And how are you going to do that?”

      Jonus stared into the fog. It all looked the same. It was entirely possible they hadn’t gone anywhere at all. They might have been walking in circles, or worse, gone straight past the church towards the battlefields.

      He turned back to Beazley. “Let me stand on your shoulders.”

      “Not a chance,” Beazley said.

      “I might be able to see over the fog,” he said.

      “You’re bigger than I am. Let me go on your shoulders.”

      “I know the area. I grew up three streets away.”

      “I can tell you what I see can’t I? Still got a tongue in my mouth and eyes in me head don’t I?”

      It was not ideal, Jonus thought but it was clear from Beazley’s temperament that he had no intention of doing it any other way. “Fine,” he said. “But put that out first. I don’t want you setting my hair on fire.”

      Beazley knocked the rosey end off his cigarette and stowed the remains in his pouch.

      Jonus laced his fingers together and offered them to Beazley. He climbed up, grazing Jonus’ ear and nearly putting his eye out with the sharp end of his bayonet.

      “What can you see?” Jonus said.

      “Hold on a minute,” Beazley said, adjusting his position, digging his heels into Jonus’ shoulder and grazing his cheeks.

      “Is the fog thinner?”

      “Bit,” Beazley said. “Turn right.”

      Jonus turned. “Do you see something?”

      “Church,” Beazley said. “Just the top of it mind.”

      “In this direction? Straight ahead? How far?”

      “About two-hundred yards, give or take. This way.”

      He helped Beazley down.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Beazley said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Beazley shrugged. “We know where the church is, so we know the way back. Nobody would blame us if we got lost and ended up back at the start. Probably be relieved nothing worse had happened to us.”

      That was undoubtably true. There would be no heroes welcome, but certainly a warm one. It didn’t feel right though.

      He shook his head. “We go on.”

      “Thought you might say that,” Beazley said with a sigh. “Let’s get it over with then.”

      They walked in the direction of the church, but it was impossible to mark their progress. Beazley smoked and Jonus became aware of another smell beneath the sickly third hand tobacco. It was vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t immediately place it. Something he remembered from childhood.

      He didn’t have to wait long to find out what it was.

      “Shit on a brick!” Beazley said.

      Spread across the cobbled ground in front of them were dozens of dogs and cats with their insides torn out. Whatever had done it hadn’t been feeding; the bloody organs and entrails were laying in puddles of blood.

      “What the hell did that?” Beazley said.

      “I don’t know,” Jonus said, swallowing the bile that had risen to his throat. “But if we don’t want it to do the same to us we need to keep moving. We can’t be far from the church now.”

      They carried on. There was nothing else they could do. Whatever had attacked the animals was still out there.

      “It’s not right this you know,” Beazley said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, what do they want with a church anyway?” He lit another cigarette. “Think about it, what are they going to do with it? Old Miller himself said we couldn’t fight these things, so why are we trying to capture ground? If you ask me they should have us at the camps or on evacuation duty. A church isn’t going to do anyone any good.”

      “It’s a shame they didn’t think to ask your advice,” Jonus said.

      “Bleeding right it is. A lot of good men are going to die for no reason.”

      Such was the price of war, Jonus thought, but kept that to himself.

      The smell grew stronger. They should have reached the church by now. He turned to Beazley intending to ask him to take another look.

      “There he is again!” Beazley shouted.

      Jonus turned, instinctively pulling his rifle off his shoulder. Beazley already had his gun out, aiming at something on the ground.

      It only took a moment for Jonus to see that it wasn’t a rat.

      It was a shade of black that was more than a lack of colour. It was as if someone had cut a rat shaped hole in the universe. Jonus couldn’t make out any features except two red eyes like drops of blood. It stood on two legs looking up at Beazley.

      “Right then you,” Beazley said and cocked his rifle.

      “Beazley don’t!” Jonus shouted but his voice was lost in the deafening explosion.

      The ground between them went up in a red cloud of brick fragments and dust. When Jonus looked again the creature was still standing there completely unharmed.

      Beazley cocked his rifle to shoot again. Before he could, the creature turned away and scampered into the fog.

      “Come back here!” Beazley shouted and, before Jonus could stop him, he ran into the fog as well.

      Jonus stood there looking at the place where Beazley had been. For a moment he couldn’t comprehend what had happened. Then gradually his rational mind returned and he began to consider what he should do next.

      Beazley wasn’t a complete idiot, even if he sometimes played one. He knew what was at stake. It hadn’t been stupidity that sent him charging into the fog, it had been anger and more than a little fear. Nothing he deserved to die for.

      The fog seemed thicker than ever. As an experiment he held his arms out in front of him. It was difficult to see his fingers clearly. Finding one person in all of this would be impossible. They could walk right past one another and never know it.

      Jonus started walking. He listened for anything that might be Beazley, but only heard things that he hoped weren’t. Nothing to do except keep moving.

      The hope of finding Beazley ebbed away to be replaced with the simple fantasy of staying alive. He hadn’t realised how much Beazley’s presence was a comfort. Without him Jonus felt vulnerable. The fog seemed to sap all hope and happiness from him.

      Maybe this was how it would end. A world without hope might just eat itself and these creatures would be there to feed on the remains. It seemed an appropriate way to go and, as he came to accept it as inevitable, he began to slow down. What was the point of trying to save himself, let alone Beazley? What was the point when the end was so close anyway?

      He might have stopped there and never started again. Then he heard a shrill scream to his right. Instinct or training kicked in. He unslung his rifle, cocked it and started moving.

      He brushed aside fog like branches in a dense forest, but didn’t reveal anything except more fog. The screaming continued as he searched for the source.

      The ground was uneven. The path twisted. Broken bricks lay loose. It looked as if a bomb had gone off. Jonus climbed over what he could, went around what he couldn’t, and all the while the screaming continued.

      As he got closer he slowed down enough to check his gun. Ahead of him the fog seemed thinner and through it he could see the shape of some monstrous creature.

      It was the size of a building. It seemed to possess more limbs that in should and the way it swung them around made them look more like tentacles than arms or legs.

      The smell was much stronger. A rancid mix of decaying organs and faeces. The sense of hopelessness seemed to radiate from the creature.

      When the fog cleared the creature was revealed in all its horrific glory. Jonus was rooted to the spot, unable to look away from the many-limbed abomination.

      “Stone! Stone it’s me! Over here!”

      He turned and saw Beazley on the ground a few feet away. His body was twisted and torn. Bones poked against flesh. He was on his back, struggling to stay away from the monster which leaned over him with undisguised menace.

      “Stone! For gods sake help me!” Beazley shouted.

      The creature turned away from the broken man and looked at Jonus. It had eight eyes and a mouth disfigured by flaps of grey flesh. Jonus knew in that moment that it was all over. Not only for him, but for everyone and everything. What chance did humanity have against a thing like that?

      “Shoot it man!” Beazley shouted. “Shoot the bloody thing!”

      Of course, the gun. Cold and heavy in his hands, he had forgotten all about it. Jonus made himself raise the weapon and aim it at the creature. It turned away from him as if he was of no consequence. He couldn’t make himself shoot.

      It reached out a gnarled tentacle-arm which seemed to come from deep within its chest. Beazley screamed and then the creature had him. It picked him up as if he was no heavier than a child’s toy.

      Beazley bucked and thrashed and it made no difference. The creature raised its arm, tilted its head back and dropped Beazley into its open mouth.

      Jonus heard the sickening crunch of bone. He watched the monster chew and swallow his friend.

      When it had finished the creature turned towards him and he knew what would happen next. He would go the same way as Beazley, kicking and screaming, but going nonetheless. He felt hopelessness all the way down to his bones.

      The creature moved towards him, picking its way over the broken road on matchstick legs. He felt it in his head. A vast alien intelligence dwarfing his own, bending him, breaking him. The gun in his hand was no more than a lead weight which he felt a remarkable desire to simply throw away.

      But no!

      Jonus shook his head and cleared his thoughts. If he was going to die he was going to do so fighting.

      He raised the gun and forced himself to look at the creature. Its head was as big as a horse, grossly disfigured. Knots of scarred flesh ran down one side of its face and offered him hope: If it had scars, then it could be hurt.

      Jonus squeezed the trigger. The shot rang out loudly, but he didn’t stand there for long enough to see what effect it had. The moment he fired, he turned and ran.

      The fog drew him in and he welcomed it. He ran so hard that his legs began to burn.

      When he turned back he saw no sign of the creature, but a moment later he cried out in pain as something struck his left leg. It felt like fire. He tried to stay upright but stumbled, fell and landed heavily on his hands and knees.

      He tried to keep moving. Pulling himself across the broken ground as fragments of rock tore the flesh from his palms. He scrambled onto a rock and fell down again. When he tried to get up he couldn’t.

      Jonus looked down at his leg and saw a purple tentacle wrapped around his left calf, searing his flesh as it squeezed. He tried to pull his leg free but the thing was too strong.

      He reached for his rifle. If he tried to shoot it he stood a better than even chance of hitting himself. At this distance that would mean blowing his leg off, bone and all. Even so, he was tempted to try.

      Later, he told himself. He wouldn’t turn the weapon on himself until he’d exhausted all other possibilities, and when it came time for that, he wouldn’t be aiming at his leg.

      Instead he removed the bayonet, turned it to hold like a knife and twisted around so he could get to the tentacle.

      The creature cried out at the first slash. It was anguish that Jonus felt inside his own mind. A rattling cry of surprise and alarm. An emotion that became his own for a brief moment. Then the tentacle was squeezing again and something in his leg gave way under the pressure. This time the pain was his own, but it wasn’t enough to make him stop.

      He gritted his teeth and set to work with the serrated side of the blade. He sawed the fleshy appendage and a translucent liquid oozed out. He reached out to wipe it away and it burned his skin like acid.

      He cut and sawed and the tentacle squeezed more tightly. He kept going until the tentacle fell limp.

      When he stood up he found that he couldn’t take any weight on his leg.

      Already he could see more shadows in the swirling fog. More tentacles crawling towards him, meaning to pull him apart and devour him.

      He did his best to move. But each time he put weight on his foot it sent waves of pain up his spine. It was agony, but might be a good thing. He felt the creature trying to take root in his mind but the pain was like slamming a door in its face. He kept moving.

      On and on he went, feeling sure that each step would be his last, that he would feel the sickening touch of a tentacle wrapping itself around him again. That this time he wouldn’t have the strength to fight it. But the tentacle never came.

      Jonus hobbled along until his lungs burned and his mouth was dry. He moved until the thought of taking another step was as unpleasant as the creature catching him. Then he stopped.

      He could hear nothing except blood pounding in his ears.

      There was no sign of the creature. No strange shapes dancing in the fog and no tentacles. Even the sense of despair had gone.

      He took a moment to catch his breath and examine his leg. The acid had eaten through his trousers and burned his skin, but that wasn’t the extent of the injury. The bone was broken, crushed inside him. If he didn’t lose the whole leg he would count himself lucky. There was nothing he could do about it now though.

      Then he heard voices. For a moment he thought he was imagining them. Then he recognised the sound of singing.

      He stood and listened. He didn’t have the strength to move yet. They were getting closer.

      Carter emerged from the fog. He saw Jonus, stopped singing and frowned. Then he drew his rifle.

      “What are you!” Baker said.

      It was a statement, not a question. Whatever had happened in his absence had clearly left the rest of them shaken.

      “Don’t shoot!” he said quickly. “It’s me. It’s Stone.”

      Carter cocked his gun.

      “Please. I’m telling the truth. Ask me something. Anything. I can prove it.”

      Carter looked uncertain and that was good. If he was uncertain then he might not shoot. “What’s the Captain’s daughter called?” he said.

      “Victoria Miller,” Jonus said at once.

      Carter nodded. “And what do we call her?”

      “Picky Vicky,” Jonus said.

      “Why?”

      “Because she won’t go out with any of us.”

      Carter nodded slowly. He was even slower to lower the rifle, but eventually he did so. “What are you doing here Stone?”

      “We got lost,” he said. “Me and Beazley.”

      “Beazley eh? And where is the little rat?”

      Jonus lowered his head. “He’s dead.”

      “I see,” Carter said without emotion. “How?”

      Jonus opened his mouth but found he couldn’t put it into words.

      “Never mind. Tell me later.”

      “Sure,” Jonus said. He was grateful. “Are we near the church?”

      “Not far,” Carter said. “Get behind me. We should be there in a few minutes.”

      Jonus took up position behind Carter. They started to walk and a short time later the fog began to thin and then clear. Jonus saw at once why they had been ordered to protect the church.

      The building was pristine. Once the fog had cleared completely it was like being in a different world. An older world that it seemed impossible to believe still existed, but had been everything he’d known until last night. The great stained glass windows were clear and unbroken. Inside there was light.

      One by one the men came to a stop in front of the building and looked up at it. Jonus felt hot tears on his cheeks and wiped them away. In the fog he had lost something, but this place made him feel like there was a chance he could get it back.

      People came out of the church. Some of them wearing the habits of monks and nuns, others in robes. He tried to count them, but there were too many. It was difficult to believe what he was seeing.

      They came towards the soldiers with their arms open, palms up. One by one the soldiers lowered their guns and allowed themselves to be embraced. This felt like home. It felt like a place worth protecting, even if they couldn’t possibly win.
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      Erwyn sat on the rock in the cool dark water and watched. A group of mermaids were gathered on the far side of the river. He could hear their tuneful voices. Above the water he could see much further than beneath it but Amarine was hidden amongst the gaggle of her friends and he couldn’t make her out.

      He took a deep breath and slid off the rock. Underwater he felt more comfortable, more free to move. Up and down, as well as side to side and forwards and backwards. There were some merfolk who envied the humans, but he had never understood why; the water was his home and he wouldn’t trade it for anything.

      Small fish flittered past his face moving quickly. Humans couldn’t hear them singing but they were like birds to him.

      On the other side of the river he saw their tails swishing back and forth. All were grey and a similar shape, but he could have picked Amarine’s tail from a line-up of thousands. He swam towards the surface, she must have known he was watching, but he kept far enough away that he wouldn’t startle her friends.

      “Erwyn!” she said as his head emerged from the water. She put a hand to her chest in mock surprise.

      “Hello Amarine,” he said and smiled.

      Her friends had gone quiet, waiting to see what would happen next. Their courtship was the first of the group and a learning opportunity for all of them; how to behave with one another’s friends, where to swim together, how to find time alone.

      “You gave me a shock,” she said.

      “I thought you saw me coming,” he said.

      “I saw you on the other side of the river. I thought you were swimming off to see your friends.”

      “And why would I want to do that when I could be with you instead?”

      She smiled and turned her head so he could see what she considered her good side. Erwyn thought both sides of her were perfect.

      “Will you swim with me?” he said.

      “But my friends…” she said.

      “Your friends won’t mind.” He turned, there were four of them, he wasn’t sure of their names. “You won’t mind, will you?”

      They shook their heads and said they wouldn’t.

      Erwyn turned back to Amarine. “See, they don’t mind.”

      “My father then,” she said. “He’s on the river this evening.”

      Erwyn considered that a valid objection. The old man approved of their courtship, but he had set boundaries and ground rules. Swimming off together violated most of them. If he had been in his right mind he might have taken her objection seriously, but he was in love and not thinking clearly.

      “I know a place we can go,” he said. “Your father won’t find us.”

      Amarine smiled. She hadn’t expected him to give up. She hadn’t wanted him to give up. The truth was
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