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Leighton Payne is a Scottish author of fiction and nonfiction. Born and raised in Scotland, he spent several years living in England before returning north, where he now lives and writes in a remote part of the Scottish countryside. The quiet and the weather suit him. The isolation suits him more.

He shares his days with two French bulldogs who have strong opinions about the working hours he keeps and are not shy about expressing them. He writes in the early morning when the dogs allow it, which is not always.

He considers survival fiction a natural fit for someone who has spent a significant portion of his adult life trying to keep warm in the Scottish Highlands, and has developed genuine theories about the relationship between cold and clarity.

For the ones we cross broken ground to reach.

"And we men, the creatures who inhabit this earth, must be to them at least as alien and lowly as are the monkeys and lemurs to us."

H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds, 1898
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[image: ]


"I think I've been in a lot of situations where I had to make a choice between running and staying, and I'm tired of running."

Overheard, Birmingham, 14 March 2026
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One  The Quiet Before
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The call came in at twelve minutes past two, and Kade was already on his way back from the previous one, his jacket still wet through at the shoulders from the rain that had not stopped since morning. He drove without the radio on. He had stopped listening to the radio during shifts three years ago, after a bad night in Handsworth when the music playing as he worked a chest compressions sequence had been something warm and cheerful, one of those songs from an advert, and the combination of the music and the smell of the man on the floor had lodged itself somewhere permanent in the back of his brain. Better silence. Better the windscreen wipers and the grey city and his own breathing.

Birmingham in mid-afternoon on a weekday in March was Birmingham at its most itself. The Aston Expressway was a solid block of red lights, not moving, just the slow fluorescent anger of brake lights in the rain. A Primark lorry was half up on a kerb near Gravelly Hill interchange, its driver standing in the downpour with his phone pressed to his ear, looking at the front right tyre the way people look at things they cannot fix and know it. Kade pulled past, blues on, people edging reluctantly, and he felt the familiar low-level guilt of using urgency to push through other people's ordinary days. Everyone here had somewhere to be. Everyone here was tired in their own way.

Dispatch had said possible cardiac, flat above a chicken shop on Lozells Road, third floor, narrow staircase. He knew the address. He had been there twice before, different people each time, the same wet carpet smell on the stairs and the same ceiling damp in the shape of a spreading country. The city repeated itself like that. The same problems in the same buildings in the same weather, and the faces changed but the fear on them did not.

He parked badly, half-mounted the kerb the way they always did, grabbed the bag, went up the stairs at the pace that was faster than a walk but slower than the panic people expected when they saw the green uniform coming. You learned that rhythm. You learned that sprinting up three flights burned you before you got there and then your hands shook and that did nobody any favours.

The woman at the top of the stairs was mid-fifties, heavy coat still on like she had only just got in herself. She was pointing at the door and talking rapidly, her accent strong Birmingham over something else, and her hands were shaking. He took the salient words out of the stream. Husband. Chest. Floor. He went through the door.

Terrence was sixty-three, according to the wife who had followed him in and was now standing in the doorway with both hands over her mouth. He was on the kitchen floor on his side, conscious, pale in a particular way Kade recognised as the colour of serious cardiac events rather than the colour of minor chest wall problems, and he was breathing in shallow, rapid pulls that were not good. Kade went down beside him on one knee without thinking about it.

"Terrence. My name's Kade. I'm a paramedic. I'm right here with you, alright? I need you to try and breathe a bit slower for me if you can. Just steady it out."

Terrence looked at him with eyes that were frightened and somehow already distant, which Kade had also seen before, and which he did not allow himself to think about as anything other than a clinical indicator. He got the pads on, called for backup through dispatch, got the oxygen going. He talked to Terrence the entire time in the low, steady voice that was not performed calm but had become, over enough years, actual calm, a kind of professional flatness that meant he could work quickly and talk at the same time without either activity interfering with the other. He was good at this. He had always been good at this. It was the rest of it he had been getting wrong.

The backup unit arrived in eight minutes, which was reasonable given the traffic, and they transferred Terrence out and down the stairs on the carry chair, his wife coming behind them in her coat and a pair of plastic bags that seemed to contain everything she considered essential, and Kade helped her into the back of the other vehicle and watched the doors close and then stood on the pavement in the rain and let his shoulders drop for a moment before they needed to be a paramedic's shoulders again.

Two thirty-seven. He had twenty-three minutes until the end of his shift.

He walked back to his vehicle slowly. His feet were wet inside his boots from a puddle he had not seen earlier, and the cold of it had spread up through his socks and was now a permanent low-grade discomfort he had categorised and filed away. He had got good at that too. Filing away discomforts. Putting them in the drawer and shutting the drawer and getting on with it. The drawer had been getting quite full lately, if he was honest, which he was not, particularly.

He sat in the driver's seat and did not start the engine immediately. He took his phone out of his pocket.

There was a message from Priya sent at one-fourteen, which he had not seen because he had been on a job. It said: Maisie asking about the weekend again. Can you sort it or not. He stared at it for long enough that the screen dimmed. He did not type anything. He put the phone back in his pocket and started the engine.

*     *     *
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The thing about Birmingham at twenty past two on a Wednesday was that it was alive with the ordinary business of existing. Not dramatically alive, not in any way worth writing home about, but alive in the dense, unremarkable, essential way that cities are alive in their middle hours. The retail park off the Lichfield Road had its usual midweek population: women with pushchairs, a man in high-vis eating a pasty at the edge of the car park, a school bus stopped at the lights with its emergency door swinging slightly open the way school bus doors always were. A pair of pigeons sat on the roof of a Greggs. A security guard stood outside the entrance to the shopping centre with his hands in his jacket pockets and his face turned away from the rain. A woman in a hijab walked very fast past the entrance to the multi-storey car park, phone to her ear, heels clicking. Two teenage boys were filming something on a phone outside the vape shop, laughing at whatever they had captured.

Kade drove through it and toward the station. He was thinking about Maisie without meaning to. He did that, recently. She would come into his head when he was not defending against it, in quiet moments or tired moments, and she arrived fully formed: her gap-toothed grin that she had had at four and five and six and was only now, at eight, beginning to lose to the new teeth coming through, her habit of pressing her nose against his forearm when she wanted his attention rather than saying anything, the way she said his name, which was just Dad, which was the word that had undone him more times than anything else in his adult life. He had not seen her in eleven days. That was not a gap he had chosen and it was not a gap he had agreed to and it was sitting in the full drawer alongside everything else.

He was waiting at the lights on the Aston Road, the wipers going, the rain coming in at an angle now, when the radio in his vehicle made a strange sound. Not a static burst. Not a transmission. A tone that was not a tone he had heard before, flat and low, gone almost before he registered it. Then the radio died. Not faded out, not interrupted. Died, as in the panel lights went off and the noise stopped completely and what was left was silence.

He glanced at it. Reached over and pressed the power button. Nothing. Pressed it again. Nothing. He leaned forward and looked at the panel. The whole vehicle console was dead. The clock on the dashboard was gone. He looked at his hands on the wheel and then at the engine temperature gauge and saw it had dropped to nothing, and then he realised that the vehicle was rolling rather than running because the engine had cut out, and he put his foot on the brake and coasted to the side of the road without thinking, instinct doing it, the same instinct that moved him efficiently in emergencies, while his brain was still two seconds behind trying to understand what had happened.

He reached for his phone. The screen was black. He held the power button. Nothing. He turned it over in his hand. Nothing.

Around him, the traffic had stopped. Not because people had braked gradually. Because every vehicle in front and behind had coasted to stillness the way his had, without drama, as if something had simply turned them all off like a switch.

He got out of the vehicle. He stood on the road in the rain and looked at the row of cars in front of him, and every single one of them was dead. Engines off. No exhaust. No hazard lights. The traffic lights above the junction were black. The retail park to his left was dark, the bright illuminated shop signs gone, the car park lighting gone, just the grey afternoon and the wet tarmac and the sound of rain. The school bus ahead had rolled to a stop across the junction and the emergency door was still open. He could not see the security guard.

People were getting out of their cars. That was the strange slow choreography of the next thirty seconds. One by one, drivers opening doors, stepping out, looking around with the same expression he thought was probably on his own face, which was the expression of someone trying to find a rational explanation for something that had not yet offered one.

He heard a noise from above. A commercial aircraft, descending, and it was descending at an angle that was wrong. Not terrifyingly wrong, not yet, but wrong in the way that made the animal part of his brain notice before the rational part could articulate why. He watched it track across the low grey sky and then it disappeared behind the retail park and then there was a sound that was not an aircraft landing. The sound reached him a few seconds after. Heavy. Concussive. Felt in the chest rather than only heard with the ears.

Then someone near him was screaming.

He turned. A woman further along the road was standing beside her car with her phone in her hands and she was screaming not in pain but in the way people scream when they have seen something they cannot bear to have seen. He followed the direction she was looking and looked south, toward the city centre, and he saw the smoke. Not smoke from a fire. A column of something else. Something that rose in a different way, too fast, too organised, the colour wrong, a dark red-brown that was not the grey of burning fuel or the black of burning tyres but something he had no reference for, something that rose and spread at the top like a living thing releasing itself.

*     *     *
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The ground moved.

Not an earthquake. He had felt tremors before, the small geological restlessness that the region occasionally produced, and those felt like a table being struck from below. This was different. This was directional. Something beneath the surface moving with purpose, with the slow unstoppable press of something massive waking and rising, and the tarmac of the Aston Road buckled visibly, cracked in a line that ran from the junction toward the retail park, and the crack widened as he watched it and from the crack came the red. Not blood. Not exactly. Something that pulsed with its own slow rhythm, a dark crimson substance that spread along the crack and began to thicken at the edges, and where it touched the wet tarmac it put out thin tendrils, hair-fine, that reached and gripped.

He took two steps backward.

The column of dark smoke to the south was not smoke. He understood that now. It was rising from a point in the city, from somewhere beneath the city, and what he was looking at was not the aftermath of an explosion but the beginning of something else, something that was still in the process of happening.

The noise came before the sight of it. A sound that was beneath sound, or beyond it, a frequency that entered through the bones and the teeth and the base of the skull rather than through the ears. The windows of the cars around him vibrated in their frames. He felt it in his fillings. He felt it behind his eyes. The woman who had been screaming stopped screaming, not because she was calm but because the sound had taken the breath from her and the scream with it. Everyone on the road was still, looking south.

Then the first one came over the roofline of the retail park.

It was tall. His mind processed the height first because height was something he could quantify, and everything else about it resisted quantification. Sixty feet, maybe more, maybe much more, difficult to judge against the skyline. It moved with a speed that was wrong for its size, the legs not striding but snapping forward in a twitching, articulate motion that covered ground at a rate the eye fought to track. It was not elegant. There was no grace in it. It moved like something designed purely for function, for covering ground quickly and finding what it was looking for and acting on what it found. Biological in places, mechanical in others, as if the distinction had been decided irrelevant by whatever built it. The legs were jointed in too many places. The body above them was a dense, low-slung mass from which extended limbs or appendages he could not immediately count or categorise. It was dark. Not black, but the colour of deep bruising, of old arterial blood, wet and slightly iridescent in the grey light.

He stood and looked at it.

For perhaps four seconds, he stood and looked at it, and the four seconds felt much longer than four seconds, because his brain was doing something that brains do when presented with something completely outside their frame of reference, which is to keep sending the input back for re-examination rather than accepting it. It was not a crane. It was not a piece of construction machinery. It was not something with an innocent explanation that he had momentarily failed to grasp. It was what it appeared to be. That was the thing. It was exactly what it appeared to be.

Then the sonic attack came.

The sound it made was not a sound in any conventional sense. It was a pulse, a directed and intense vibration that moved outward from the machine and struck everything in its path. When it hit him it felt like being shoved in the chest by something without hands, a sudden violence that had no visible origin. The windscreens of the cars nearest to him exploded inward. The Greggs window went. The doors of the shopping centre buckled outward at the top and a long crack ran up the brickwork above them. He heard, clearly and horribly, the sounds of people in the car park who had not been able to brace for it, the short cries and the collapse of bodies hitting the wet ground, and he saw a man near the entrance to the multi-storey drop onto his face and not immediately get up.

The woman who had been screaming was on the ground beside her car. She was holding her ears. Blood between her fingers.

Kade moved before he decided to move.

That was how it worked with him, always had. The decision came after the action. His body was already running to her before his conscious self had agreed on running, and he went down beside her on the wet road and his hands moved over her, checking, and she was conscious, her eyes were open and tracking, she had lost a tooth somewhere in the concussion and there was blood from her ears but she was conscious and her pupils were equal and she was alive.

"Can you walk," he said. "Can you walk."

She said something he could not hear because his own hearing was ringing from the pulse, a high bright tone layered over everything.

"I need you to get up," he said. "We need to move off the road."

Around them, people were running. Not organised, not in any particular direction, just running, the pure instinctual scatter of animals presented with a predator, which was what they were, which was what they all were now. He could hear the thing moving. The sound of its approach was the sound of enormous weight on tarmac, each impact of its legs transmitting through the road surface and into his knees where they pressed against the ground. It was not a random movement. It was moving into the retail park, and as he stood and pulled the woman upright with an arm around her shoulders, he saw it move and he saw what it did when it reached the people who had been in the car park.

He did not let himself look for more than a second.

He steered the woman to the gap between two stalled cars and through it, toward the far pavement, away from the retail park side. She was moving under her own power now, or beginning to, and there were other people moving with them, a loose, terrified cluster funnelling through the gap in the traffic, and he kept going, kept moving, because the instinct that had always made him a good paramedic was the same instinct that was running him now: keep moving, keep assessing, keep the person beside you moving.

The third pulse hit while they were on the pavement.

This one was further away, directed elsewhere, toward the city centre perhaps or somewhere else to the south, but its edge still reached them and he felt it in his back teeth and the woman beside him stumbled and he held her. Glass was coming down from the upper floors of the shopping centre in sheets, shattering on the paving below, and people were screaming inside and there were already people down on the pavements, some of them clearly injured from the first pulse and struggling to stand. A man in a delivery driver's jacket was sitting against the wall of a newsagent holding his jaw in both hands and making a sound Kade identified as someone in serious pain but not immediate medical emergency. A teenage girl was standing in the middle of the pavement looking at her phone, which was dead like all the phones, and crying steadily.

He could not help all of them. He had one pair of hands and one bag and no vehicle and no communications and the rational part of his brain, the clinical part, knew what triage looked like in a mass casualty event, knew that triage meant assessing and categorising and directing resources to where they would do the most good, and the rest of his brain knew that none of that applied here because the casualty event was still happening and was getting worse and there was nothing to call and nowhere to direct anyone because the system that should be responding to this had gone dark with everything else at twenty past two on a Wednesday afternoon in March.

He left the woman he had helped when she found a wall to lean against and someone else, a man in a wool coat who had appeared from somewhere, put an arm around her and said he had her. Kade moved through the people on the pavement toward the delivery driver with the jaw injury because a jaw injury in a conscious adult was lower priority than a woman twenty metres further along who was unconscious on the pavement with no one with her.

He went to the unconscious woman first. She was breathing. Her pulse was rapid and thready. He could not see an obvious head wound but she had been close to the glass when the shopping centre windows failed. He put her in the recovery position and used his jacket folded under her head and then moved to the delivery driver and crouched down and looked at his jaw.

"It's not dislocated," Kade said. "It feels like it but it isn't. Can you open your mouth for me."

The man tried. He got it perhaps a centimetre.

"Good. Keep pressure on it with your hands, like you're doing. Don't let anyone move you unless you have to move for safety. Do you understand."

The man nodded.

Kade stood. He looked south again. The thing, the machine, the whatever it was, had moved deeper into the retail park and he could see its silhouette against the low sky, still moving, still covering ground in that twitching terrible way, and beyond it, from the direction of the city centre, he could see two more. Three, possibly. Hard to tell at this distance through the rain and the haze of whatever the red substance was putting out where it spread from the crack in the road.

The red was spreading. He could see it clearly now. It moved slowly along the crack and where it settled it put out more of the thin tendrils and the tendrils gripped the edges of things, the kerb, the base of the bus shelter, the wheels of the stalled cars, and wherever they gripped they began, slowly, to put out more growth. It was not inert. Whatever this was, it was not inert.

He thought of Maisie. He did not mean to. But she was there, the way she had been in the car earlier, and this time the thought of her was different, because this time the thought of her was attached to fear in a way it had not been before, or not in this way.

She was eleven miles away. She was with Priya in the house in Selly Oak. She was in school, probably. She was in school and the school was a building full of windows and the building was eleven miles away and he was standing on a pavement in Aston with a dead phone and no vehicle and the sky to the south was beginning to turn.

*     *     *
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He found shelter in the end in a newsagent on the road behind the retail park, the kind of small, packed, independent shop that kept the city together in the way large businesses did not. The owner, a man in his fifties called Daljit, had pulled down the security shutter over the front window but not locked it, and there were already seven people inside when Kade ducked under it. The shop smelled of bread and incense and the particular warmth of a space that has had a lot of people in it for a short time. The lights were out but there was enough grey afternoon coming under the shutter.

Daljit was behind the counter. He was calm in a way that seemed to come from the same place as Kade's own calmness, the practical end of fear rather than the absence of it.

"You're a paramedic," Daljit said. It was not a question. Kade was still in his uniform.

"Yes."

"Have you seen anything like this."

"No," Kade said.

Daljit nodded. He seemed to find honesty preferable to false reassurance, which Kade appreciated.

The other six people in the shop were in various states of distress. A young couple, both in their twenties, the woman with a cut on her forehead that had been pressed with a bit of cloth and was not actively bleeding now. An older woman in a cagoule who had not stopped shaking since Kade came in and who appeared to be hyperventilating slowly, the controlled kind, not the chaotic kind, the kind where someone was fighting it. A teenager with headphones still around his neck who had his knees drawn up against a shelf of crisps and was staring at the floor. A heavyset man in his forties who was standing near the shutter with his arms crossed and the look on his face of someone who had decided to be angry about something as a way of managing their fear. And a woman, late thirties, who was sitting on the floor near the back of the shop with a girl Kade estimated at about three or four on her lap. The girl was asleep, or appeared to be. The woman was staring at the wall.

Kade went to the older woman with the hyperventilation first and talked her down, quietly, steadily, hands not on her but near her. Then he looked at the cut on the younger woman's forehead. Superficial, no deformation of the skull underneath, no signs of serious concussion beyond mild disorientation that was probably as much shock as anything else. He used supplies from his bag to clean and close it.

While he worked, the angry man by the shutter said: "Someone needs to be doing something. The army, the police, someone. This cannot just be happening with nothing done about it."

Nobody responded to this. It was the kind of statement that asked for agreement rather than engagement.

"The phones are still out," the young man said. He had tried his several times and was still trying.

"Everything's out," Kade said. "It went at the same time. Whatever caused the blackout also knocked out the phones. And the cars."

"How," the young man said.

"I don't know," Kade said.

Something moved outside the shutter. They all heard it. The sound was the ground-transmission of heavy movement, the thing in the road, close but perhaps not directly outside, and the vibration of it reached through the floor into their feet and the older woman made a small sound and Kade held her arm. The heavyset man had stopped breathing. The teenage boy had his eyes shut.

It passed. The vibration faded. Kade let out the breath he had been holding.

"They hunt by heat," the teenager said. He said it quietly, still looking at the floor.

Kade looked at him. "What."

"Those things. I heard people outside saying it. That they can sense heat. Body heat." He looked up. His eyes were steady in a way that seemed too steady for his age, the steadiness of someone who spent a lot of time in their own head. "The people they took in the car park. The ones who ran. They ran and the thing went straight to them. But there was a man who went still. Who just stopped moving and went down in the car park near the kerb, just lay there, and the thing went past him."

Silence.

"That's not confirmed," the heavyset man said.

"I know," the teenager said. "I'm just saying what I saw."

Kade looked at the boy for a moment. He was about sixteen. He had the look of someone who had watched more than he had said during the thing outside, someone who had kept what he saw rather than scattered it.

"If that's true," Kade said, "it changes what we do. It means running isn't always the right move."

"If it's true," the heavyset man said.

"Yes," Kade said. "If it's true."

The rain was audible on the shutter. Outside was silence except for the rain, and somewhere in the distance, too far to be immediate, a low rumbling that might have been the machines or might have been the city dying in pieces, settling into its own absence.

Kade sat down on the floor next to the shelf of crisps, his back against the cool of the shelving. He put his bag beside him. His hands were steady. They were always steady when he was working. He looked at his dead phone on the floor in front of him and thought about Maisie asleep in her room when he collected her on Saturday mornings, the particular way she slept with one arm thrown back above her head, and the thought of it was so concrete and so present that it was almost like being there, and then it was gone and he was sitting in a dark newsagent in Aston and the ground outside was red.

He thought: eleven miles.

He thought: I need to know she is alright.

He thought: when this is stable enough to move, I am going to Selly Oak.

He did not think: if this ever becomes stable enough to move. He had no use for useless thoughts. He had use for one thing: eleven miles, and Maisie at the end of them, and her name, which was doing it again now in the dark.

*
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Outside, the city was learning to be afraid of its own warmth.
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