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  FRIDAY. 4:17PM


Once I get outside I’m fine. All the nervousness and trepidation disappears in seconds. You just keep putting one foot in front of the other. Focus on the run. 
People often ask me why I do it, but I never give them a straight answer. They look at the state I get myself into and shake their heads. But they see only the physical effects. Truth is; I run because it’s the only time I ever feel completely alone. It’s the only time I’m fully separated from the distractions of the phone, the TV, the Internet, and other people. I usually fob them off with all the expected bullshit about keeping in shape and being out in the open, but that’s only half the story. When you’re out running like this, you’re everything and you’re nothing. You can pass a hundred people, and none of them know how far you’ve come or how much you’re hurting. None of them know where you’re from or where you’re going. I tell people I like that isolation. I sometimes tell them I like to clear my mind and think, but I never tell them what I think about.
When I left home about forty minutes ago, there was a bank of grey cloud building up on the horizon. I thought I’d beat the bad weather back but the wind picked up almost as soon as I left the house and now the sky is almost completely black. A moment ago the clouds finally swallowed up the last of the sun, and the sudden drop in temperature was sobering. I’m glad I’m nearly back now. There’s a hell of a storm blowing in, and I can feel the air pressure changing by the minute. My head’s pounding, and it feels almost as if gravity itself is increasing, making it harder to keep lifting my feet. I look up, and above me the clouds have stopped following each other. They’re criss-crossing the sky at random heights and different speeds, uncomfortably erratic. 
I can see the war monument at the top of the last climb before home now and I know I’m almost there.
Christ, here comes the rain. A few spots become a deluge in just a couple of seconds, almost like running headlong into a wall of water. Bloody typical – I’ve run miles along footpaths covered by overhanging trees and streets lined with buildings but it’s only now, when I’m out here with absolutely no protection whatsoever, that this torrential downpour begins. The rain is hissing, filling the air with noise, and it’s so hard it hurts. Moments ago this cliff-top tourist track was dry and hard, now it’s dangerously unpredictable. Potholes and ruts are rapidly filling with water, making it almost impossible to see what I’m running through, and yet, somehow, the risk adds to the adrenalin rush. There’s a hundred metre drop just five metres to my left. I’m literally on the edge, but none of that matters because this is the real reason I run. Me, the cliffs, the sea and nothing else. 
I dig in and push myself up the last section of steep climb to the monument, my legs having to work twice as hard now to get any traction. It’s downhill all the way home from here. Keep pushing. Don’t stop. Just a few more seconds.
The ground steepens again – the sting in the tail of this bitch of a climb – and the slope turns to steps, worn into the ground by countless ramblers and dog walkers who’ve come this way over the years. I slip, my foot sinking into a rain-filled pit I didn’t see, but I manage to keep my balance and keep myself moving. Can’t afford to lose momentum now.
Almost there. Last few steps.
And then I’ve done it. I pass the needle-shaped stone monument and the ground ahead of me levels out then drops away. My lungs are on fire but I know the pain will ease with the descent. I’ve followed this dirt footpath countless times since I’ve lived in Thatcham, but the view up here still takes my breath away no matter what. Even in the gloom I can see for miles in every direction, and the vastness of the sea and the land stretching away from here is humbling, reminding me in no uncertain terms just how small I am in the scheme of things. The rain is ice-cold, digging into me like needles, but suddenly it doesn’t seem to matter. I don’t feel it. Now I can see the gentle crescent curve of the bay up ahead. From here I can see virtually the whole of the village; a narrow strip of buildings dotted with occasional lights, sandwiched between the crashing waves on one side and endless fields and hills on the other. It looks as prone as I feel. And then I’m distracted as, out on the horizon, miles out to sea, a jagged flash of electric-blue light spits down from the belly of the clouds to the surface of the water. It’s gone in a heartbeat, but I can still see it in negative.
Seconds later, the thunder arrives. A low and ominous warning growl, so deep I can feel it through my pounding legs, followed by an almighty crack so loud it seems to shake the whole world. I slip again and almost fall, and now I’m starting to wonder if I might be in trouble. There’s still another half-mile to home, and I have no protection whatsoever out here, not even a tree. And I think to myself, if I get hit, I’m fucked. My brother knows I’m out, but I didn’t tell him my route. I’m exposed and vulnerable, but I love it.
Another flash of light. This time I’m looking down at my feet when it hits, but the lightning illuminates everything like someone’s taking photographs of the lone idiot out running. I splash through a puddle that’s too big to run around and I’m taken by surprise when it’s deeper than I expect. The ice-cold water soaks my feet, adding to the misery, but I keep going. I fix my eyes dead ahead, trying to pick out the outline of my bungalow on the hillside, aiming for home.
Wait. What was that?
Something’s not right.
There’s another sound now, lighter in pitch than the thunder but just as loud. It builds and builds, refusing to fade. I’ve stopped running before I’ve realised and I stand there, hands on hips, breathing hard and scanning the horizon. The noise is swirling with the wind, constantly changing direction, impossible to place.
There’s a jet. It comes from behind me and flies overhead before I see it. Wait... there’s more than one of them. I regularly see jets around here; there are usually a few each day, flying training missions up and down the valley and occasionally out over the sea, but surely not in atrocious conditions like this? They normally fly much faster and at a considerably higher altitude, reaching such speeds that you have to look way ahead of the noise to stand any chance of seeing them. This is very different. There are four more now, flying in an arrowhead formation behind the first, heading out over the water. They’re getting lower. One by one they drop down through the low cloud cover.
The rain is relentless and I have to shield my eyes to keep watching. The noise is becoming unbearable. There’s another flash of lightning, but the cumulative screaming of jet engines is such that the thunder which follows goes almost unheard. 
Is there something else behind them?
Something’s following them out over the ocean.
Jesus Christ.
Whatever this thing is, it’s fucking huge. It’s black, blacker than any of the clouds, and it’s fucking enormous, dwarfing the jets. This thing is immense and yet it’s hardly making a bloody sound. It’s right above me now and seems to be going on forever – hundreds and hundreds of metres of Christ alone knows what, stretching down through the clouds, slicing through the storm with apparent ease. Parts of its surface are smooth and featureless, other areas covered with what look like probes and towers and clusters of pinpricks of light. About a third of the way along its length, its appearance changes drastically. There are a collection of unimaginably long, hexagonal-shaped containers, each of which looks to be miles in length but I can’t even begin to accurately estimate the scale of this thing from here.
There are jets surrounding the entire machine. They look small up against it, like the shadows of scavenging birds. I can finally see the back end of it now as it powers through the sky. There’s a huge ball of brilliant, blue-white light behind the ship. That must be what’s powering it, but how can it be so quiet? I can hear it, but the noise of the jets and even the gusting wind are louder. How can something so huge move so effortlessly and make hardly any sound?
The light’s so powerful that I can’t keep looking at it and I have to turn away. I can feel my skin beginning to prickle and tighten with the heat, and for a moment the rain turns to steam. When the brightness reduces slightly I look up again. The sheer scale of whatever it is overhead is deceptive and the entire convoy is moving with remarkable speed. It feels like just a few seconds have passed since the first jet appeared, now the last one is disappearing from view. And all I can see is the vast ball of light moving out over the water, reflected on the choppy waves like a second sun.
A moment of silence, then the chaos of the storm seems to return with ten times the ferocity it had before. All I can hear is the crashing of the waves on the rocks far below, and I look down and realise I’ve walked away from the footpath closer to the edge of the cliff. 
My legs are leaden, heavy with nerves more than effort now. It’s a struggle to start running again, but I dig deep and make myself move.
I’ve got to get home.






  
  Part i


ARRIVAL








  
  1


Tom Winter sprinted down from the exposed hillside, gravity dictating his speed more than any conscious control. His heart pounded, his body racked with exhaustion and fear. Up ahead, Thatcham remained visible through the inclement late-afternoon gloom, more lights being switched on in houses and shops by the second. Despite the atrocious weather, the streets were teeming with frantic movement. Cars raced down the main road, aquaplaning through the rainwater, brake lights burning through the haze as they caught up with those in front and bunched together. Faces were pressed against almost every sea-facing window, all looking upward for the return of that thing – whatever the hell it was – they’d all seen moments earlier. Some foolhardy souls braved the squall and gathered at the sea wall, looking out over the waves. A few more even dared venture onto the windswept shingle beach. Others ran through the streets in small huddles. Holidaymaking families looked for shelter, their temporary tent and caravan homes suddenly feeling hopelessly insecure in light of what they’d witnessed.
Everything looked the same as when Tom had left the village to start his run, but suddenly everything had changed.
He pounded down off the dirt footpath and was glad to finally be running on pavements again. He glanced back over his shoulder at the cliffs and the ocean, all of it appearing reassuringly normal. If it hadn’t been for the chaos unfolding in the village all around him, he might have convinced himself he’d imagined what he’d seen; a sweat-soaked, storm-addled hallucination of epic proportions.
He sprinted across the road to run up the final hill to the house, hardly paying attention, when his sudden burst of speed was matched by a swerving car coming the other way around a corner, all bright headlamps, clattering wipers and barely controlled acceleration. The driver blasted the horn at him and shouted abuse.
The bungalow loomed ahead of him now at the top of the climb. Even from here he could see his brother Rob in silhouette, standing at the living room window and staring out to sea, transfixed like everyone else. Tom dug deep, half-running, half-walking up the steep footpath rather than following the meandering slope of the road. Tom reached the front door and crashed inside, barely able to breathe. He leant against the hallway wall and kicked off his sodden trainers.
‘That you Tom?’ Rob shouted.
‘It’s me,’ he just about managed to reply.
‘Did you see it? Fuck me, did you see it?’
Tom limped into the living room, his legs unresponsive, shivering with cold. Or was it nerves? He wasn’t sure anymore. ‘I saw it,’ he said, still fighting for breath.
Rob swallowed hard. He looked as bad as Tom felt.
‘What the hell was it?’
‘You tell me.’
‘I mean, I know what I think it was, but where did it come from? Why here?’
‘How am I supposed to know?’
‘Do you think we’re safe? Fuck, is it still out there? Tom, mate, are you all right?’
Tom slid down the wall, legs finally giving up. ‘Drink,’ he said. He felt faint, bright lights dancing in front of his eyes despite the room being dark. He tried to control his breathing and steady himself, but he could still hear the screaming of the jets, could still feel that intense white light burning his skin... and now, suddenly, all he could think about was how exposed and vulnerable he’d been up there, close to the edge. The storm had been so powerful, and whatever it was that had flown overhead had been so huge... It reminded him of the time he and Rob had been messing around on scaffolding on a drunken night out a few years back. They’d laughed about it at the time, but when he’d returned to the scene next morning and had seen the height they’d climbed – the stupid, unnecessary risks they’d taken – it had shocked him rigid.
Rob returned with a mug of coffee and an energy drink which Tom drained dry in a series of quick gulps. Rob returned to the window. The worst of the storm had passed now and the light was slowly beginning to improve. The sky was dirty yellow, the colour of a fading bruise. There was nothing to see out there, and he shifted his attention to the television instead, picking up the remote control and searching through the channels for one of the news stations, all the time talking nervously.
‘I was in the kitchen when I heard the jets. Bloody hell, there were so many of them I thought we’d gone to war or something.’
‘Maybe we have,’ Tom suggested. Rob gave his comment a few seconds consideration before continuing.
‘I came in here to see what was going on, and that was when it flew over. It must have been a couple of miles long at least. Christ, Tom, did you see the size of it?’
‘I saw it,’ he answered, beginning to feel marginally more himself again. He stood up, coughed hard, steadied himself, then took his brother’s place at the window and looked down into the village. It was still mayhem down there. The petrol station forecourt had flooded, and several members of staff were doing what they could to block the kiosk door. The main street was still awash, drains struggling to cope with the sudden deluge. Abandoned cars had reduced the road to a single lane for much of its length, and the sudden volume of traffic still trying to get in and out of the village had caused a jam. Some pedestrians wandered aimlessly, others just stood there, watching. It looked like everyone wanted to try and get somewhere else, but no one was going anywhere.
‘So what do you think it was?’ Rob asked, still cycling through channels for the news. 
Tom kept watching the people down below. It was easier to focus on them rather than answer his brother. He knew it was going to sound ridiculous.
‘I think it was a spaceship,’ he said finally. Regardless of what the immense vehicle proved to actually be, ‘spaceship’ seemed a trite and tacky way to describe the single most incredible thing he’d ever seen. ‘But it can’t have been, can it?’ he added quickly, doubting himself. ‘A spaceship. Bloody hell, that’s just stupid.’
‘Why?’
‘Why what?’
‘Why is that stupid? What else could it have been?’
‘Come on... a spaceship? Aliens? Are you serious?’
Rob stood to one side so that Tom could see the TV screen. There it was: the incredible craft hovering out over the ocean. Is that real or CGI? he asked himself.
‘Give me another explanation then,’ Rob said. He pointed at the screen. ‘What else could that be? A mass hallucination? Dr fucking Who? Are there Daleks in that thing? Cybermen?’
‘But aliens?’ Tom said again. ‘Close encounters of the third bloody kind and all of that? I don’t know, maybe it’s something military? A prototype or an airship or something that—’
‘Bollocks,’ Rob snapped at him. ‘Look at it. It’s fucking enormous. Does that look like an airship to you?’
Tom walked towards the bathroom, still shivering, still nauseous. He hoped getting cleaned up and warm might help him make sense of everything. Countless questions and random thoughts continued to flood into his head. If it was aliens, it wasn’t so much the sudden proof of their existence he was struggling with, he just wanted to know why they were here. Thatcham was nowhere. The arse-end of everything. Nothing much ever seemed to happen in this place, and that was how he liked it. That was why he’d moved here, for Christ’s sake.
Rob remained in front of the TV, unaware his brother had left the room. ‘Hundreds of thousands of people will have seen this, millions even,’ he said. ‘There’s no way the authorities will be able to keep it quiet. I mean, it’s only ever been balls of light or flying hubcaps before, never anything like this...’
He turned around and shrugged when he realised he was talking to himself. He turned up the volume and flicked through a few more channels. Same picture now, almost every station: that machine – the spaceship, uncovered military secret or whatever it was – hovering motionless over the churning waters. A number of clearly well-armed boats bobbed and rolled in the shadow of the behemoth, and countless helicopters and jets buzzed around like relentless flies, their trivial size serving only to emphasise the unimaginable scale of the craft. Rob thought it surprising there was so much military activity in the water already. Assuming the footage he was watching was coming from somewhere not that far from here, then this was happening in waters where there was rarely any call for war ships and frigates. Thatcham was hardly a warzone.
‘They must have been waiting for it,’ he shouted, not knowing whether Tom could hear him. ‘They knew it was coming. That’s got to be a good thing, right?’
When no one answered, he turned the TV up again, loud enough to be heard throughout the small house.
‘...we’ll be staying with this story for the time being,’ a clearly flustered newsreader’s voice explained. She sounded as dumbfounded as everyone else, tripping over her words with uncharacteristic regularity. ‘Once again, these are live pictures you’re seeing here. We repeat, this is not a hoax. The UN statement we brought to you a short while ago confirmed that there is no cause for alarm...’
In the bathroom, Tom turned on the shower. The pipes groaned and, after a brief pause, air cleared from the system and water began spitting out of the shower head, stopping and starting, then running steady, silencing the TV noise. Tom stepped under the flow and felt the water beginning to massage him back to life. And it was then, when the effort of his run and the initial shock of what had happened began to fade, that he finally began to comprehend the enormity of what he’d seen out there today. It was one of those life-defining moments, he realised, like all those years ago, when he’d sat between Mum and Dad and watched the twin towers collapse in stunned silence. One event with incalculable repercussions. Whoever was in that ship and whatever they wanted, the importance of what had happened today was already unquestionable. The only thing he knew with complete certainly was that nothing was ever going to be the same.
He switched off the shower and could immediately hear the TV newsreader again: ‘...there is no cause for alarm...’ Yeah, right, he thought as he towelled himself down then went to the bedroom to get dressed. If we’re all still here this time tomorrow, I might believe you.
He found Rob sitting cross-legged on the living room floor, a look of child-like disbelief on his face. A ticker-tape stream of information ran across the bottom of the screen: “CONFIRMED FIRST CONTACT WITH ALIEN VESSEL... FIRST OFFICIAL WORD FROM DOWNING STREET DUE SHORTLY... GOVERNMENT SPOKESMAN ADVISES POPULATION TO REMAIN CALM... UN SECRETARY GENERAL TO MAKE A STATEMENT ON THE SITUATION WITHIN THE HOUR... NO EVIDENCE OF HOSTILE INTENT. THOSE PILOTING THE SHIP HAVE COMPLIED WITH ALL INSTRUCTIONS...”
‘You okay, mate?’ Tom asked. Rob glanced up, then immediately turned back to face the screen, as if he was too afraid to look anywhere else.
‘What d’you think Dad would have made of all this?’ he said.
‘I know exactly what he’d have been doing,’ Tom replied, ‘he’d have been digging a bloody shelter. Either that or he’d have been at the supermarket, stocking up on supplies while everyone else was glued to the TV like you.’
‘You reckon?’
‘Probably. He’d have been in his element. Mum said he used to love a good crisis.’
‘And is that what this is? A crisis?’
‘I don’t know yet. Ask me again in a couple of hours.’
‘In a couple of hours I want to be down the pub, getting pissed.’
‘That’s if there are any pubs left by then.’
‘Don’t say that,’ Rob protested, glancing back again and sounding genuinely concerned. ‘Anyway, there’s a government briefing on in a few minutes.’
‘Oh, that’ll help,’ Tom said, not even bothering to try hiding his cynicism.
‘What do you think they’ll say?’
‘They’ll say a lot, I expect. Well, they’ll use a lot of words, but probably won’t actually say anything, nothing of any worth. You know politicians – it’ll be ninety per cent bullshit, ten per cent facts, that’s if there are any facts in there at all.’
‘But this is big, Tom, too big. They can’t cover up something like this, can they? Too many people have already seen too much. They’ll have to come clean and tell us everything they know.’
‘You think? Since when has any government ever done that? You wait, they’ll probably arrange for us all to disappear. Thatcham will become the new Area 51. Area 52.’
‘Fucking idiot,’ Rob cursed. ‘This is different. Can’t you feel it?’
‘I’m knackered, Rob. I can’t feel anything right now.’
‘You’re such a bloody pessimist.’
‘I’ve got good right to be. We both have.’
‘When are you going to give it a rest? What happened to Mum and Dad was out of our control.’
‘And so is this.’
‘Granted, but—’
‘But nothing.’
‘It was an accident, Tom. A freak accident.’
Tom wasn’t listening. They’d had this argument too many times before. He got up to fetch himself another drink, groaning with pain as his legs began to stiffen. When he returned to the living room, he saw that the picture on the TV had changed. The ship over the sea had been replaced with the image of an uncomfortable looking stuffed suit – some government minister for something or other. The normality of the scene was reassuring. The faceless politician was bathed in a non-stop barrage of camera flashes. Tom didn’t recognise him and he wondered who he was and why he was the fall-guy today? Where were the bigwigs? Holed-up in some secure bunker somewhere no doubt. So who was this guy? Minister for Alien Invasions? Secretary of State for Unexplained Phenomena? What did they call the odd-job men of Westminster? Wasn’t it Minister Without Portfolio or something like that? The man’s over-educated voice sounded understandably unsteady. He shuffled his weight uncomfortably from foot to foot.
‘Earlier this week,’ he began before immediately pausing again to clear his throat, ‘various observatories and scientific outposts, both around the globe and in space, became aware of an unidentified object approaching the outskirts of our solar system at a remarkable speed. As the progress of the object was tracked, it slowed and changed course several times before heading towards Earth. The vessel was broadcasting a continual distress signal.’
‘Bollocks,’ Tom said, unable to help himself. ‘That’s how these things always start. How did they know it was a distress signal? Do they speak English or have we learned Alien?’
‘Shh...’ Rob hissed at him. ‘This is important.’
The politician paused again, just long enough for the mass of assembled photographers to fire off another volley of camera flashes and for a hundred reporters to ask countless variations on the same question at the exact same time. The defenceless spokesman lifted his hands in protest, attempting to restore some order.
‘Although there has been no direct communication with the occupants,’ he continued, ‘the vessel has so far obeyed our every instruction and is currently holding its position some fifty miles off the coast of the UK. An international air force is currently patrolling the skies around the region, and a number of warships from several states are also en route. At this stage we have no reason to believe the ship and its occupants are hostile, but no unnecessary risks are being taken.’
Rob looked around for reassurance from his brother again. ‘If they were going to blow the shit out of us, they’d have done it already, wouldn’t they?’
Tom shrugged his shoulders. ‘Who knows? Thing is, if they are here to take over the planet or wipe us all out, I don’t suppose there’s a fat lot we can do about it. We should find out where we go to sign up for the resistance.’
‘You’re kidding me?’
‘Of course I am, you dick.’
‘Anyway, they won’t try anything like that,’ Rob said.
‘Why not?’
‘Were you not listening? They were broadcasting a distress signal. Why would they have done that if they were going to attack? You’re right, if they’d wanted to they’d probably have already levelled the planet by now.’
‘You’re so bloody naïve,’ Tom said, getting up and crossing to the window again. ‘Did you not see Alien? That started with them answering a distress call.’
‘Yes, but that’s a movie, you prick. This is real life.’
Tom looked down into the village, no longer interested in anything either his brother or the government spokesman had to say. Neither of them were doing anything to calm his unease.
The sun peeked out through a gap in the thinning clouds, as if checking whether it was safe to come out yet. Down in the streets of Thatcham, more people had emerged from where they’d been sheltering from the torrential rain or the aliens or both. It seemed a little calmer out there now. A train pulled away from the village’s small station, the traffic was beginning to move freely again, and there were several small groups of cagoule-wearing people gathering in bunches by the sea wall. The reality of an alien invasion – if that was what this was – had so far proved very different to all those movies Tom had seen. He kept thinking about stories like War of the Worlds and god-awful films like Independence Day. Any minute now, he thought, and the war machines will appear on the horizon. Huge metal-legged striders will march across the land, crushing everything in their path and killing thousands with their deadly weapons. By this time tomorrow, he decided, there’ll probably be nothing left of any of us. He felt genuinely afraid. Helpless. He felt like he had the day he’d taken the phone call about Mum and Dad’s accident.
‘I think you’re wrong about Dad,’ Rob said suddenly. ‘He’d have loved this. He’d have been right in his element. I don’t think we’ve got anything to worry about, Tom.’
‘I’ll remind you of that when we’re both in one of their slave labour camps, okay?’
‘Fair enough. But here’s the deal, if we don’t end up in a slave labour camp – which we won’t – then you have to start lightening up, okay? You’re in a good place now. You’ve got Siobhan, you’ve got your house, and thanks to Mum and Dad you’ve got more than enough cash to keep you going for a good while yet. Apart from the fact we might have just been invaded by aliens, your life is good!’
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The routine of living in the village frequently felt as predictable as Tom’s pre-Thatcham life had been. He’d just replaced strategy meetings, targets, brainstorming and the like with more convivial alternatives: long walks, runs, and regular Friday evening drinking sessions. 
Siobhan arrived just before half-past seven. Tom watched her from the window. He thought her extraordinarily beautiful. She was just short of his height, with shoulder-length blonde hair, steely blue-grey eyes, and the kind of body he’d only dared fantasise about previously. He didn’t know what she saw in him.
She let herself in. ‘Hello, you,’ she said as she entered the living room. She walked towards him and kissed him gently on the lips, then hugged him. He kissed her neck, nudging away the strap of her top and nibbling her shoulder. ‘Easy tiger,’ she whispered. ‘You know what that does to me.’
‘That’s why I do it.’
He pulled her down onto the sofa with him, wrapping his legs around her so she couldn’t escape.
‘Bloody hell,’ Rob moaned as he walked past. ‘Get a room.’
‘This is my room,’ Tom reminded him. ‘Come to think of it, they’re all my rooms.’
Rob shook his head and switched the TV back on. It hadn’t long been off. Siobhan immediately disentangled herself from Tom and turned around to watch.
‘Anything happened?’ she asked.
‘What, apart from the alien invasion?’ Rob answered sarcastically.
‘You know what I mean. Anything happened since then?’
‘Not a lot as far I can see. I still can’t get my head around any of it. Did you see that thing...?’
‘I was at work. There was only me and Mona in the office. It was dark because of the storm, then it went even darker and I didn’t think much of it. Then Mo saw that everyone outside was looking up. We went out front and watched it fly over. Scary as hell. Amazing, though.’
‘I watched it from here. It was incredible. Your dickhead of a boyfriend was out running, weren’t you, Tom?’
Siobhan looked around when he didn’t reply. She thought he was watching TV, but he was staring at her, transfixed by the shape of her long legs, their shadows visible through her light summer dress.
‘Put your tongue away,’ she said. ‘Perv.’
The doorbell rang and Rob went to answer it. When Siobhan remained standing in front of the TV, Tom got up and walked over. He wrapped his arms around her from behind and felt her leaning back into him.
‘Love you, you know,’ he whispered.
‘I know.’
‘You okay?’
She scowled and looked at him over her shoulder. ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’
‘All this going on,’ he said, gesturing at the TV.
‘Not a lot any of us can do about it, is there?’
‘No, but that’s not the point. Things have changed today, Siobhan. Can’t you feel it?’
‘Yes, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing, is it?’
‘Bloody hell, how many science-fiction movies have you sat here and watched with me? How many of them turned out well for mankind once the aliens arrived?’
‘You’re always looking on the downside,’ she said, turning around and looking at him with concern.
‘I’m not, I’m just—’
‘You are. How many of those films ended up with people winning against the odds?’
She had a point. ‘But aren’t you worried?’ he asked.
‘Of course I am. We all are. But what can we do? We can all spend the rest of our lives hiding under the kitchen table, or we can get on with things as normal and hope everything works out for the best.’
‘I know, but—’
‘But nothing. Lighten up, sweetheart. You’re always worrying about something. Stop!’
She toyed with a strand of his hair, then gently ran her fingers down the side of his face. She looked up when Rob returned.
‘Are you two coming? James is here.’
‘There in a second,’ Tom replied. He went to move but Siobhan kept hold of him a moment longer. She stared into his eyes, and he felt uncomfortable, foolish even.
‘Everything’s going to be all right. Believe me?’
‘I believe you.’
‘Good. Early night, tonight, okay? Just you and me.’
‘Sounds perfect.’
*
The Badger’s Sett was often busy on Friday evenings, particularly in summer, but never like this. The place was heaving with unfamiliar faces, and Tom had to fight just to get in through the door. It seemed that every tent-dwelling holidaymaker staying anywhere near the village had chosen the security of bricks and mortar and alcohol over their flimsy canvas walls tonight. The large-screen TVs dotted around the bar were clearly another factor. Groups of people were gathered around each of them, mouths hanging open, watching events unfold with continued disbelief.
John Tipper, running up and down behind the bar, looked exhausted – red faced and flustered but still grinning like a fool. He loved his pub, loved being the centre of attention, and more than anything, he loved the positive cash flow of a bumper night like this. His wife Betty had just shut the kitchen early, having run out of most of the dishes on her simple bar food menu.
John looked up as Tom and the others approached the bar, and nodded to let them know he’d clocked them. As Tom and the others were such reliable regulars, he often had their drinks waiting for them. Not tonight.
‘Bloody hell,’ James complained, ‘I’ve come out for some peace and quiet. This is a joke.’
‘Want to go somewhere else?’ Tom asked.
‘Like where? There is nowhere else.’
Siobhan noticed a family in the corner who’d just started collecting up their things. They were obviously holidaymakers – she could tell in an instant that they weren’t local. Living in Thatcham helped you develop a sixth sense when it came down to differentiating us from them. That thought stuck in her head as she made a beeline for the table to claim it before anyone else. Tonight the non-locals were no longer the only invaders. In fact, tonight they didn’t feel like outsiders at all.
James and Rob followed Siobhan, abandoning Tom at the bar. As he waited for John to serve him, Tom watched Siobhan collect the vacating family’s dirty glasses, plates and cutlery and take them through to the kitchen. She’d even been known to help out behind the bar before now, though she much preferred drinking to serving. There were aspects of village life Tom still struggled to get his head around. The concept of helping out and doing something for nothing for the benefit of someone else just wouldn’t have worked where he’d come from. He recalled a particularly offensive ex-colleague who used to regularly tell him: Don’t ever feed a beggar, they’ll eat your fucking arm. Things were different here in Thatcham. Stepping away from his old life had allowed Tom to appreciate just how intense and, ultimately, unimportant it had all been. 
‘How the devil are you?’ John asked – his standard greeting – when he finally got around to serving Tom. He neatly rolled up the sleeves of his sweat-soaked check shirt, adjusted his glasses and smoothed back his thinning white hair.
‘Excellent, thanks,’ Tom said – his standard reply.
‘Glad to hear it. The usual?’
‘Of course. Bit busy tonight, John.’
‘Just a little. I’ll tell you something, Thomas, these aliens are more than welcome to drop in every Friday afternoon if they’re going to do this for my profits.’
‘Just as long as it’s not last orders for all of us, eh?’
John forced a grin at Tom’s pathetic comment. Then his face dropped. ‘You don’t think it will be, do you?’
‘Don’t know. Not sure yet,’ Tom replied, suddenly more serious. The moment reminded him of a scene from the beginning of The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy: Ford Prefect ordering six pints of bitter ‘and quickly please, the world’s about to end.’
‘You worried?’ John asked.
‘Yep. You?’
‘Likewise,’ he said, passing Tom the last of his drinks. ‘Glad to hear someone else keeping things in perspective.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Some folks seem to be getting carried away. You know Barry Yates from Kemberton Boats, him and his mates were talking about sailing out there.’
‘Bloody idiots.’
‘That’s what I said. I told him this is serious. Some people just don’t get it. They’ll get themselves killed.’
‘More fool them,’ Tom said as he handed John his cash. ‘I’ll reserve judgement until I’m sure we’re not being invaded or anything like that.’
John’s expression changed. Momentarily deep in thought, he’d allowed his permanently grinning landlord persona to drop. A shout for service from further up the bar brought him back to reality.
‘Got to get on,’ he said, handing Tom his change. ‘Punters to serve, profit to make.’
‘Something strong please, John,’ he heard Phil Yates, another local, say. Tom glanced back at the others and managed to catch James’ eye through the mass of people filling the pub. James came over to help with the drinks, weaving through the crowds.
‘Cheers mate,’ Tom said, handing him two pints. ‘Listen, I hope you don’t mind me saying, you look bloody terrible.’
‘I feel bloody terrible,’ he replied as they worked their way back to the table.
‘Baby keeping you awake?’
‘She’s keeping me awake, the rest of the kids awake, the missus awake...’
‘That bad, eh?’
‘That bad.’ James sighed as he sat down. ‘And now we’ve got bloody aliens to deal with as well. I tell you, mate, I’ve had enough.’
The pub was loud, too loud. The noise levels, coupled with a reluctance to give James opportunity to moan about the miseries of family life, meant there was little conversation. The afternoon’s events cast a dark cloud, but just being here helped. The familiar chaos of the place was strangely reassuring.
Tom looked up from his beer, noticing that both Rob and Siobhan were glued to the TV screen on the wall opposite. The same syndicated shot of the alien ship still dominated the news as it had all evening, only the lighting and the number of boats floating in its vast shadow seemed to have changed. As the sun had set, the sky on the horizon had turned a searing yellow-orange, making the ship look impossibly dark in contrast. It remained fixed in position: a featureless shadow which seemed almost to be sucking in the light from around it. Only occasional searchlights from the flotilla below disturbed the inky black, rippling across the hull and down the endless length of the titanic machine. The intense blue-white light at the back of the ship, Tom realised, had been extinguished. I guess that means they’re stopping, he thought.
‘Unbelievable, isn’t it,’ Rob said. No one answered, but he continued regardless. ‘Don’t know about you lot, but I’m still having trouble getting my head around all of this. We’ll be talking about this day for years to come. Everyone will remember where they were and what they were doing when the aliens came. I know I will.’
‘Me too,’ James agreed. ‘Christ, our little one will grow up never having known any different. Imagine that.’
Tom couldn’t. It still felt like too bizarre a concept. Were the occupants of that ship explorers or an invading force? His mind wandered back to history lessons he’d struggled through many years earlier at school. Sir Frances Drake, Christopher Columbus, Vasco De Gama... there were many more. History had never been his strongest subject; he remembered little more than the explorer’s names and the fact that the history books always seemed more sympathetic to the discoverer than the discovered. When he started to think about colonization, and the impact of these invading forces on the indigenous populations of hitherto unknown countries, he began to feel uneasy. You can dress it up however you like, he thought, but is there really any difference between an explorer and an invader? 
Tom made himself focus on what everyone else was talking about, but that was inevitably the aliens too. He was beginning to wonder if they’d ever be able to talk about anything else.
*
The strange night evaporated with unexpected speed, faster even than their normal Friday sessions. It seemed that Siobhan had forgotten her offer of an early night. She was happy to stay where they were and to keep drinking until John called last orders and kicked them all out. Tom knew there was little chance of that happening. On nights like this – and whilst this was the first time aliens had been involved, there had been plenty of nights like this before – John tended to stay open as long as he was able. As long as there was no trouble or complaints, the local police were generally happy to turn a blind eye. In fact, Sergeant Phipps and several of his officers would no doubt be in here themselves before long, drinking with the rest.
After being wedged into the corner and trapped for much of the evening, Tom took advantage of Rob finally going to the bar to duck out for a quick toilet break. He wasn’t the only person in the small restroom. Ken Trentham was standing at the urinal furthest from the door, holding himself with one hand and leaning up the wall with the other, wearing the same dirty grey overcoat he wore every day from the hottest day of summer to the depths of winter. Tom slipped into the nearest cubicle and cringed as the door creaked shut, hoping he hadn’t been noticed. People generally avoided old Ken if they could help it.
Ken was still leaning against the wall and, judging by the noise, still pissing, when Tom emerged. Tom caught Ken’s eye in the mirror, nodded and then looked down again quickly as he washed his hands, hoping that would be the end of it. It wasn’t.
‘What’s all this about then?’ the older man asked. On the few occasions Tom had come across him before, Ken was usually shouting, spitting, or starting fights. He seemed unexpectedly lucid tonight, no sign of his usual volatility.
‘What?’ Tom replied 
Ken shook his hands then ran his fingers through his greasy grey hair. He was blocking Tom’s way out. ‘These alien things, what they doing here?’
‘I don’t know. You’re better off asking someone else. I don’t know anything about them.’
‘That’s the thing though,’ Ken said, becoming animated and pointing his finger wildly, beginning to wind himself up. ‘No one knows anything. We’re all in the shit together, ain’t we.’
Tom tentatively moved forward, keen to get past but not wanting to piss Ken off and risk his notorious booze-addled wrath. Tonight, however, the old drunk simply moved to one side.
‘You okay?’ Tom asked, momentarily surprised, almost concerned.
‘Makes you think.’
‘What does?’
‘All this business.’
‘Suppose.’
‘Never known anything like it.’
‘None of us have.’
‘Frightening, innit.’
‘It is. Look, Ken, I need to get back to my—’
‘You think this is a good thing?’
Tom thought before answering. ‘I don’t know. I’m not sure yet. You?’
‘Me neither. Never trust nobody until I’ve looked into their eyes, I don’t.’
‘Good advice,’ Tom said, sliding past and holding his breath to avoid getting a nose-full of the stench of liquor, stale sweat and piss stains.
‘Remember the eyes,’ Ken warned. 
When another unsuspecting punter crashed into the bathroom, Tom seized the opportunity to get out.
‘You took your time,’ Siobhan said when he finally returned to the table. ‘What were you doing in there?’
‘I’ve heard about blokes like you,’ Rob sniggered.
‘I got caught.’
‘Caught by what?’ Siobhan said. ‘Or shouldn’t I ask.’
‘Caught by Ken Trentham.’
‘Ken Trentham! That pickled old bastard. He wasn’t causing trouble again, was he?’
Tom shook his head. ‘No, he was fine. He was talking about the aliens, that’s all. Same as everyone else.’
‘He’s been talking about aliens for years,’ James said. ‘Remember that, Siobhan? That night he came in here ranting about being abducted.’
‘And John threatened to give him an anal probe with a pool cue!’
‘Maybe this is how it starts,’ Tom suggested. ‘Maybe he’s their first victim.’
‘What are you on about?’ asked Siobhan.
‘These aliens. You always have to watch out when people have sudden personality changes like Ken. It’s mind control, you know, just like in the films. They always start with the easiest people to manipulate, and since Ken’s only got half a mind—’
‘If that,’ James interrupted.
‘—then they wouldn’t have any problems controlling him.’
‘You think?’ Siobhan said, suddenly deadly serious.
Tom laughed. ‘Of course I don’t, you silly sod. He’s just scared like everyone else.’
‘I’m not scared.’
‘Uneasy, then. You know what I’m saying.’
There was a momentary pause in the conversation as each of them considered how they were feeling. Was it fear? James cleared his throat, the way he always did when he thought he had something important to say. ‘That Stephen Hawking, he said we’d all be fucked if any aliens turned up here.’
‘His language is appalling,’ Rob sighed. 
James continued, unimpressed, ‘He says if they’ve managed to get here, then they’re obviously more intelligent than us, so they’ll inevitably end up wiping us out.’
‘Who rattled your cage?’ Tom asked.
‘Fuck me, Jim,’ Rob added, ‘most people get more stupid when they’re pissed. You
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