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Chapter One

Light Drizzle

I moved into the flat on the day the aliens arrived. I might not have done if the aliens had waited for a respectable time to arrive. Instead, they turned up shortly after dawn. A giant silver sphere floating silently above London. It would have been eerie, if not for the brightly coloured lights twinkling around its circumference. It was like an oversized Christmas bauble.

That didn’t stop me being scared at first, but I could only be scared of a novelty tree decoration for so long. By the time noon approached, I was bored, and about to be kicked out of the bed-and-breakfast anyway. I grabbed my suitcase and left.

Soon, I was standing outside the door of the new flat. Slightly damp, because I didn’t have a coat anymore, but I’d made it. I knocked. Something dropped in the flat. I knocked again.

The door opened a crack and a single blue eye filled the space.

“Hi. It’s Rin,” I said.

“Are you an alien?”

“I’m moving in today. Remember?”

“An alien could’ve stolen your body.”

“No, I’ve got it right here.”

“But is it your body?”

The easy answer was that I wasn’t an alien in any way. Not that I knew about. But sometimes it was hard to resist going with the flow. “Yep, I own this body now. It’s a real human body.”

At that point, the eye disappeared and the door opened wide. My second new flatmate stood in the entrance. Sanjay was a bit taller than me, quite a bit browner, and a lot fatter. I also guessed he was a lot stronger, given how easily he’d removed the resident conspiracy theorist from the door.

“Come in. Didn’t think you’d make it.”

I hurried across the threshold with my case before he could change his mind. “Once the buses realised nothing was happening, they started up again. They’re even on time.”

“The world really is ending,” said Sanjay.

My blue-eyed flatmate, Pete, was lurking in the corner. Pete was tall, thin, and white, which fit the stereotypes perfectly. He’d struck me as a little jumpy when I came for the interview. Sanjay had done most of the talking and was more concerned about whether I smoked. Pete’s only contribution had been to ask whether I thought Wi-Fi was the government spying on our brains. Still, cheap flats were hard to find. They’d also been cool when they realised I was agender. I could cope with a few secret government plots in exchange.

The flat was a bit like those fake rooms in decorating stores. All the expected furniture was there, but it was squished together in a ridiculously tiny space. The main room doubled as a kitchen and a living room. The kitchen stuff was against the wall with the window. A sofa was placed with its back to the kitchen, to make some sort of barrier between the spaces. The living room area had a small coffee table, an armchair, and a television. That was about all that would fit in the room. I knew from my previous tour that the door near the armchair, which looked a lot like it led to a broom cupboard, was actually the loo. It probably had been a broom cupboard once, given that it was barely big enough for the loo and a wash basin.

But it wasn’t on fire. That was a big plus over my last place.

“I cleaned your room,” said Sanjay. “I guess you’ll want to unpack.”

“Sure.” I didn’t like to say my case was mostly empty.

I knew which room was mine from my previous visit, but Sanjay did the polite thing and walked to the door and opened it.

“Would you like tea?” he asked.

“That’d be great.”

Sanjay headed over to the kettle. Pete hadn’t moved from eyeing me, so I figured he couldn’t really complain that it was rude if I shut the door. It was a relief to get a few moments alone. Just me and my new room.

In terms of space, the bedrooms weren’t much better than the rest of the flat. They’d probably been one big room once, instead of three little ones. There was space for the bed and a small wardrobe at the foot of the bed. I could stand in the floor space, but nothing else could go there. Not if I wanted to reach the bed and open the wardrobe doors. It was like sleeping in a corridor.

The lucky thing was this corridor had a window. Pete was too worried about government spies and Sanjay just didn’t seem big on windows, so they were happy for me to have it. Admittedly, it was a bit dubious in the current circumstances, as the alien lights would shine through the blinds at night. But normally, if we ever got back to normally, it’d be nice to see some sunshine.

It took about five minutes to unpack. That’s one upside of starting again with worldly possessions.

“Tea,” Sanjay called, as clearly as though he was standing next to me. Privacy wasn’t going to be a big thing in this flat.

I headed back out and considered how best to be social. Pete now sat in the armchair. His head was lowered and he scowled up at me through his eyebrows. I hadn’t denied being an alien, so he was obviously suspicious. The temptation to say something was strong, but I had to try to be nice on my first day.

Sanjay had the mugs on a tray and was heading for the coffee table. He was about to sit on the sofa closest to Pete.

“Could I sit there?” I asked. “It makes it easier to hear.”

He was a little startled, as I hadn’t mentioned that one before, but he shuffled up. I deposited myself on the sofa and took the offered mug of tea.

I’d hoped that getting here would make things feel more normal, but there were still signs that everything wasn’t quite right. Back at the interview, I’d had trouble hearing over the traffic noise drifting up from the street below. That wasn’t happening now. Since the sphere arrived, it was like the whole city was wrapped in cork. All the background sounds were muted. I wasn’t complaining, as it made my life easier, but it did make me wonder what that was about. Maybe the aliens were planning to record an epic orchestral number and wanted better acoustics.

“So, big day for alien believers,” I said to Pete.

“I’ve been trying to change the subject all day,” said Sanjay.

“Sorry,” I said. “So, about that Wi-Fi?”

Pete sat up a little, looking a lot more enthusiastic, and a lot less like he thought I was an alien in disguise. “Oh, you’ve been thinking about what I said?”

“Obviously not, because the Wi-Fi control beams prevent me from considering such possibilities.”

“It’s not like that. It’s all very new, so we don’t really know if it’s harmful. Maybe it’ll all be fine, but maybe it won’t.”

He had a point, even if I wasn’t going to admit that out loud. It’d be years until there were people who’d lived their whole lives with Wi-Fi. But I figured there were a lot of things around that weren’t entirely safe, and I wasn’t going to give up on free internet at cafés for the sake of a possibility.

“So, you don’t actually know that I’m not programmed to think Wi-Fi is wonderful.”

Pete narrowed his eyes slightly.

Sanjay slapped a hand on his knee. “Right, after tea, I’m popping to the shops. Anything you need?”

I hadn’t thought about dinner, but if the aliens held off invading, I’d need to eat something. “Some eggs?”

“No problem.”

“Do you need money?” I had some change, which should cover eggs, but not a whole lot else.

“We’ll sort it out later.”

Pete glanced around, as though the walls had ears. Given how thin they were, they probably did. “If there’s a later. They’re probably watching us right now.”

“The government, aliens, or both?” I asked.

There was a pause. “Oh wow, maybe they’re working together.”

Sanjay gave me a pained look, but it’d been too hard to resist.

* * *

Once Sanjay left, Pete wandered back to his room. I flicked through the channels on the telly, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. Outside of scheduled news programmes, it was like no one wanted to talk about what was happening. The same old reruns. A celebrity gossip criticised some singer or other for wearing green. It doesn’t matter if the world’s ending as long as you’re in this season’s colour.

The door lock rattled and Sanjay staggered in, loaded up with a ridiculous number of shopping bags.

“Those are five pence each,” I commented.

“I saved these from last time.”

I hoped he meant the last time he went shopping, not the last time aliens arrived.

As he started to unpack, I could see the problem. Sanjay was one of those shoppers who reacted to any hint of disaster by buying more bread and milk than anyone could possibly use. The milk bottles filled one of the shelves in the fridge. Then he started packing the bread into the freezer. I wasn’t convinced it was all going to fit.

Pete opened his bedroom door a crack and peered out. “I don’t want to pry, man. But are you phoning Eric? In case it’s the end.”

“I’ve got bread to unpack.”

“Okay. Not prying.” Pete closed his door again.

“Eric?” I was totally prying.

“My boyfriend. We’re, um… not speaking right now. I might call my mum though.”

“I can sort the bread if you’d like.”

“You don’t want to call anyone?”

“Nope. It’s just me.”

I did have parents, but it was easier to tell people I didn’t. That stopped people trying to pressure me into talking to them because they loved me really. Whether they did or not wasn’t the point. It didn’t mean it was good for me to be around them. I’d walked out when I was sixteen and tried to never look back. That didn’t work so well when I was placed in a flat just down the road. I’d left to stop anyone happening to pop by to see what I was doing, which meant I was intentionally homeless and couldn’t get social housing. Cue a string of private rentals in weird places. This current one was a couple of old shop buildings, converted into far too many flats. I’m sure the landlord was breaking the rules somewhere along the line, but I wasn’t going to turn him in.

I snapped back from my musings as Sanjay said, “Your eggs are on the top shelf. The rest is for everyone, so help yourself.”

Sanjay left me with the bags of bread. He slipped into his room, though oddly, there was a flash of colourful lights from inside. Maybe the other rooms did have windows after all. After a few minutes, there was a low murmur of his voice through the door. He’d got through to his mum at least.

I checked the fridge first. My eggs were in a little egg holder built into the top shelf of the door. The egg box wasn’t around, so I figured maybe it’d been damaged.

Then it was freezer time. Stacking the bread was like a video game puzzle. It took several tries to arrange it so all the loaves were packed in the freezer. All but one, which I put on the side.

There was a lack of anything to put on bread, so I made a toast sandwich. One slice of toast between two slices of bread. Sometimes I was a rebel and did it the other way around, to mix things up a bit. The different textures made the bread a little more interesting. It was a regular feature of my diet in those awkward times when my pay came in late, which was most months. I'd be eating a lot of bread if the aliens stayed, as getting to work wasn't going to be easy.

Sandwich done, I headed over to the living room. That sounded more impressive than saying I took a couple of steps. I’d barely sat on the armchair when I heard a sharp hiss. I stood straight back up. 

The origin of the hiss was Pete, who had snuck back into the room and was eyeing me. “It’s my chair.”

“My sincerest apologies, Your Royal Highness.” I settled on the sofa instead. I wasn’t going to fight about a chair.

“Thanks.” He shifted a bit and looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean to be sharp about it.”

“That’s okay. I guess it helps block the mind rays?”

“Oh, you could tell?” Pete seemed pleased by that. “Sanjay wasn’t happy when I bought it. Said
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