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Susie played out in the water. Andy stacked a second sandcastle atop the first, patting down the edges where he got the alignment wrong. He poked some windows into the thing, then turned his attention to gathering more wet sand. Mum and dad took turns with their children, following Susie and supervising Andy. Susie waded too far out, and dad brought her back, explained how big the waves were further out. Andy wobbled as he tried to place the third castle on the tower, and mum helped him keep it straight. Still, it fell down.

“The more complicated you make it, the more things can go wrong,” mum said. Andy didn’t understand, not yet, but he nodded anyway. Mum was always right. He resolved to find a compromise between two castles and three, finding Susie’s seashell-shaped sand mould and filling that instead. This was not much bigger than his hand, and its weight didn’t put too much pressure on the existing structure. The tower that had collapsed earlier was patched up by real seashells, a flag was improvised from a fruit drink straw, and Andy smiled broadly. By now dad and Susie had returned to land, dad squinting at dark clouds building far away, at lumbering shapes in the sky. By the time the family had reconvened at their towels and bags a few steps away, the clouds had developed a sickening physicality, had become like tendrils of iron in the sky.

“What’s that?” Mum asked.

“Storm.”

“Looks like a tornado.”

“Can’t be, not here. Waterspout?”

“Those are just wet tornadoes honey.”

“Yeah but, Wales, of all places?”

“We’ve had bad storms before. It’ll be alright.”

Ahead and above, the sky grew rageful and twisted. Tendrils of dark iron lumbered ghostlike on some invisible frame, fraying into multiple faint streams that streaked like veins under the skin of the sky. The clouds writhed and churned, spinning and collapsing, a thousand storms at once erupting on the horizon. Now, one by one, the dark tendrils clawed at the ocean.

“It’s tornadoes isn’t it? Tornadoes here?”

Some miles away, another family on another beach noticed that low tide had lasted longer than usual, and that the clouds on the horizon had crushed together into something unsettlingly solid.

“It’s like an island... in the sky,” one holidaymaker said.

“That ship, look!” a tall woman cried. A cruise ship seemed to be struggling against a sudden swell of water.

“It’s a tsunami!” someone else yelled. The holidaymakers turned and ran from the beach, but some stayed, hypnotised by the impossible thing unfolding on the ocean. The water swell was not coming closer to land, but rising in an egg shape towards the sky, taking the cruise ship with it. A dark and smoky tendril had congealed in the sky, and it was this that plucked the cruise ship from the ocean. It was torn away from the Earth. Above the sky a strange shape lingered, a writhing thing made vague by distance and atmosphere, but almost visible behind the collapsing storm fronts and lightning strikes that preceded its arrival. It was a mess of craters and mouths and dishes and ports, a gargantuan rocky thing pockmarked with countless destructive tools, each as large as a city. It had congealed between the Earth and the Moon, drifting in on cosmic winds, and it was here to eat.

Now the tendrils in the sky split and split again, stretching their ghostly mass into ribbons that snaked down to the beach. The holidaymakers kept running, even as people ahead and behind them were plucked from the Earth by these hideous ghosts, their bodies twisting and snapping. In the cities the tendrils descended in larger numbers, whipping through buildings and splitting, a tendril for each living thing. Birds were sniped from the sky, cattle were eviscerated. And before the world could scream, it was over.
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Phoebe clicked her communicator off. She drifted through the ectogenesis rooms, sliding through the air between the birth sacs. Humans and Saviours were clustered in the dark rooms with no apparent order, their pods suspended from racks, tubes feeding their bodies as they grew. The sight of the huge Saviour pods next to fragile human foetuses always unsettled her, but Phoebe knew this was better than fighting out there alone. Michael waited at the end of the corridor, his spindly legs taking up much of the airlock. Some Saviours in the lower decks had adopted human names to make their passengers feel at home. Phoebe slid into the airlock and Michael shuffled his branchlike legs out of the way, rustling like an old tree before a storm. The human turned in the air, seeing the velvet black eyes, the almost beaklike mouth, the deep crevices in the rough skin. His face looked like a mask, his body like a twisted pile of logs. The more comedically minded survivors called them Cinnamons, and they didn’t seem to mind.

“Are you okay?” the insectoid spoke in a remarkably human baritone. Phoebe tried not to think about how the effect was achieved, but the surgical scar on the creature’s velvety throat-plate made ignorance impossible.

“Fine,” she said hastily.

“I know you get nervous in low gravity,” Michael almost sang, his words poking an open wound in Phoebe’s mind. She remembered playing ‘tea party’ with her dinosaur toys, remembered her mother screaming in the garden, running in to hold her daughter as the jellybeans floated loose from their bowl and curtains fell upwards. The last thing she remembered was the lights, those evil lights, and the neighbours and their two dogs falling impossibly into the sky that wasn’t there.

“I said I was fine,” Phoebe snapped. She closed her suit’s visor, considered turning the communicator back on. It was protocol (or perhaps ritual, the difference for the spacefaring Saviours was vague and perhaps non-existent) to go quiet in the ectogenesis deck, and not to resume communications until you were out of earshot of the bodies. But Phoebe felt very alone with ‘Michael’, and she wanted to know a human somewhere on the sprawling ship could hear her.

“I apologise for opening the mind tunnel,” Michael said calmly. His forelegs shivered, rattling loose some of the reddish-brown powder that coated his species. This was their spacesuit, their armour, their mask. Shedding some of the powder was a sign of acquiescence, apology, and forgiveness.

“It’s no bother,” Phoebe said, remembering how her mother used to use that phase before the world ended. Michael looked down at her, his darkened face pocked with the subtle remains of ancient scars. Whilst the Saviours put great care into making their human pets as new as possible, they didn’t afford the same care to themselves, choosing to retain signs of their battle scars and injuries as evidence they had lived. The brown exoskeleton, thick and tough, could sustain centuries of cuts and cracks before a Saviour would need to repair it. The armoured panels slipped over and under each other like tectonic plates, never once revealing a weak spot unless in communication with a trusted individual. Phoebe was glad they were on her side, as they would make for an impossible for.

Few humans had seen what survived under these complex exoskeletons, but Phoebe had glimpsed it through the opaque birthing sacs that hung around the humans. Those yellowish-green and crystal blue forms, sinewy and treelike, seemed almost more brutal than the spiked armour that quickly developed over them. Saviour infants could move without their exoskeletons just fine, but Phoebe understood it was much safer to let them grow armour first.

Michael tapped Phoebe gently on the oxygen tank, flipping her body so she was oriented properly with the gravity platform ahead. Still, she stumbled as she regained her footing in this cavernous part of the ship.

“I am pleased to announce that we have successfully farmed cattle, as per instructions,” Michael said. The gravity platform drifted across the chasm, finding its way to a small pasture set into a rectangular slot in the spaceship’s dim interior. Artificial lighting made this place stand out, and as a protective measure any Saviour nearby wore a thick pair of sunglasses on both sets of eyes, with the females wearing an eyepatch on each jagged shoulder, protecting their photoreceptors.

Michael flashed a greenish hue from his shoulder-fins to a rancher in the field. She opened an airlock within the film around the pasture. The aperture of film snapped shut as Phoebe and Michael stepped through it. Phoebe turned her suit’s night vision off, opened her visor, and breathed in the air of a farm.

“Wow wasn’t ready for that,” she said.

“Is it acceptable?”

“I would never think... the smell of cow shit is making me cry.”

“You have lost a lot. It is understandable.”

“I miss cow shit,” Phoebe cried and laughed. “And we’ve all lost a lot. You weren’t out here for the fun of it. You were running away from the Eaters too.”

Michael nodded too quickly, aggressively. Phoebe flinched. He had yet to figure out this human signal. He ambled behind Phoebe as she approached the herd of cows.

“They’re natural?”

“Taken from the matter stream, just as you were.”

“Plucked from the jaws of death,” Phoebe said. “Are they used to you?”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re comfortable around humans. What about Saviours?”

“They seem happy enough,” Michael said. He extended a two-elbowed arm and stroked a cow with his spindly fingers.

“You’re treating them well,” Phoebe said. After all this time, she still struggled to make eye contact with the alien sometimes. His seven-fingered hands, spiderlike and imbued with their own idle intelligence, creeped her out.

The alien lumbered around the herd, pushing his sharp legs in the grass. The cows moved toward him, using his jagged forelegs as scratching posts. Some of them licked at his knees.

“Are you using your legs as saltlicks?”

“We thought it would help them bond with us.”

“Whatever,” Phoebe shook her head in disbelief. A cow approached her, and she inspected it gently. “It’s the real thing,” she said.

“I said it was,” the alien replied.

“Thank you,” Phoebe said. “You’ve done so much for us.” She looked outside the air bubble, at the vast hollows of the Saviour starship.

“I only hope we find a suitable planet for you to start again,” Michael said. A thin black mesh floated on the air between them. He reached out to it, manipulating it with his long fingers, petting a cow with another hand. The mesh wriggled and contorted itself, reminding Phoebe of those hideous tendrils that had once stripped the surface of Earth. She had to remind herself that it was a coincidence; The Saviours had escaped the Eaters themselves, the few survivors of their species occupying this single vast starship.

The mesh creature twisted and formed a wide sinewy wing, floating away on a breeze. Michael appreciated the moment, then resumed conversation.

“There are systems just outside their path of influence, but we would like your species to be somewhere quieter. Alpha Centauri seems a good candidate, Proxima B would require minimal terraforming.”

“We’re not terraforming.” Phoebe said. The vast alien shrugged, his branchlike limbs rattling and creaking.

“Of course. In the circumstances we understand your reservations.”

“Good. Thank you.”

The alien bowed to Phoebe, flickered a cool teal glow from his shoulder emitters. Phoebe briefly misinterpreted this as flirtation, then remembered the charts by her bed-pod. Teal was gratitude, an ancient tribal signal that had persisted through the eons. It was rarely used in public, and reserved for formal or familial settings.

Dark green was flirting. She remembered this from the markets in the lower decks.

The next shoulder signal from her friend was a reddish orange. This could not be mistaken. Michael
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