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	Apples

	The moon picks out bright lines from the vegetation-shrouded hulks at the sides of the road. High above, our Night Ravens duel with watch drones; so high that any kills fall outside our ken, leaving the night undisturbed.

	“A long time ago, they had names for every living thing.” Dappen nods as he works the wheel.

	“Everything?” Graea’s unconvinced.

	He nods: “Everything. Had a special language for it, too. Called it ‘Latin’. Never got on with it myself.”

	“You learned Latin?” Too much!

	He looks at me with a grin: “Never did. My grandma had a smatterin’, got it from her grandma. I sided with me mum; it’s past. Best let it go.”

	Graea leans forward: “Everything? We still got that. I knows oaks and hornets and jackdaws an’ such.”

	Dappen reaches back and ruffles her hair: “Not like that. This language told how things came to be and where they came from, making great big chains of what became what from where.”

	“Why?”

	He looks at me: “There’s the question. Hang on.”

	The rig swings wide round the forested hill that sticks up from the centre of this expanse of cracked blacktop.

	“Used to call this the A24, back when they named everything. Funny how the oldest bits last longer.”

	“Cheap tradesmen?”

	He grins and reaches out to ruffle my hair, but I duck out of reach.

	“Likely as any other theory.”

	With a sigh, he brings the rig to a standstill. Midpoint. Letting the Night Ravens clear the skies for our run down to the coast.

	“Right, while we wait. Why did they name everything? I don’t know. But I’ll guess what it did. Made them think they had a handle on everything, like the ancestors really did back in the times of power when naming something gave you control over it. Except, with these new names, it didn’t. All it did was give them a feeling of comfort, like when you collect stuff. Don’t do nothing but make you feel a little better.”

	“Like Dee’s rocks-in-a-row?”

	I feel myself blush.

	“Just like them. But, for these folk, they were so sure they understood how everything worked they put names to all the stuff they couldn’t see as well, then pretended like they knew how it all worked together.”

	“Don’t seem clever. Some of the stuff they guessed at might have turned out grimmer than they thought.”

	He grins: “Why do you think we’re sitting in a century-old truck, about to drive down a road that’s even older, while our patched-up robot birds destroy the enemy clan’s noisy flying discs? All we got is what survived when them what gave the names ran out of words against the fury. Too many people, too few things to keep them alive. Nothing left but the children of the lucky, and any technology that was useful. Everything else got left in the ashes.”

	Graea leans on my shoulder: “So we’re the lucky and we don’t need to know the names of everything?”

	I look across at Dappen: “Not quite. The lesson I get is that knowledge is pointless on its own.”

	She claps her hands: “You got to do something with it, not just collect it.”

	Dappen nods: “Close enough. Dee used her knowledge to find a possible orchard on an old map. Doing something with it means we now need to get this haul of apples home.”

	He swings the wheel and the truck moves ahead. With a chuckle, he glances over at us: “One of you two needs to make tea for the driver. I know he’s parched.”

	***

	 

	Come Tomorrow

	The echoes are thunderous, something that keeps away most of the predators down here. This far along, everyone is fatigued. Even the children no longer have bursts of energy. Existence is eating, sleeping and marching to the beat. The chant cadences our footsteps through the netherways: the deep tunnels that were once used to move building materials between the growing United Cities.

	“Come tomorrow, we’ll live in a far better place.”

	Each Petacity is a continent-covering sprawl that incorporates everything into an extended conurbation. Intensive automation, overseen by computers fast enough to map DNA in minutes, made them possible. Mankind quickly became dependent on the hyper-infrastructure that provided everything. Then the control systems worked out that growing replacement labour was far more ecologically efficient than building it.

	“Come tomorrow, we’ll suffer no machine-led pace.”

	We went from dependent to subservient in two generations. Some objected, of course. But ancient tales of rising against robot masters were glaringly short on overcoming the details. Death came in crush corridors and gas clouds. When you’re inside the thing you fight, nobility and righteousness count for little in the immune system versus disease deathmatch.

	“Come tomorrow, there will be space for the free man.”

	Our opponents could dynamically run every possible strategic response for every scenario before we detonated the bomb, landed the second blow, fired the second shot or took the next step. We lost nearly a whole generation in a guerrilla war that more resembled rodents versus pest control than a resistance movement. Finally, cleverer minds prevailed.

	“Come tomorrow, we’ll do it all with our own hands.”

	Rats did not fight, they inhabited places man couldn’t reach or didn’t want. Living underground was not an option and Galifan Scott gave us the answer: United City Seven. The south-polar Petacity had been abandoned as the cold was something that the robots could not overcome without causing ecological harm. They had withdrawn along the netherways, leaving the nascent Petacity to the eternal ice. 

	“Come tomorrow, the white land will become our home.”

	The netherways remained, some decrepit, some submerged, all dangerous. But those who survived the first long walks found only a Gigacity core with Petacity foundations unfinished in the face of machine-freezing cold. The founders of Free City One defined the maximum technology that could support millions without processor-based automation. From there they designed a new culture.

	“Come tomorrow, our children will be free to roam.”

	I am a Finder. We go out along the netherways from Free City One, equipped to rescue and retrieve those coming to the end of their long walk. We help the hearty and build cairns for the dead. No more shall we become food or fertiliser depending on our age at dying. The chant gives them hope and strength, keeps them moving toward freedom. It is the last regimen they will have to endure, as Free City One runs on pride, courtesy and idealised British policing. 

	 

	They say that one day we will reclaim the world. I am one of those who believe that to be a futile objective. We will watch as an alien culture of our ancestors’ creation tends the world we so nearly ruined. What the future holds is for our descendants to decide. ‘Come tomorrow’ is more than the title of a chant to march the freed home.

	It is a promise that free humanity will never cease to be.

	***

	 

	Old Ways

	They left me. I was screaming into the mike and they took off anyway. I rounded that last corner in time to see the tail lights of the chopper disappearing over Sherwood. I still remember Benny’s last words in my headset: “Skipper says we gotta go, buddy. He’s not risking the squad and the helo for one mutt, he says. Good luck, mate.”

	Bloody typical. Everyone has their moment to shine, to rise above their past and do right. Captain Skander decided to take an opportunity instead. They had time to evac me, but his lily-livered outlook needed a bigger margin. A shit-scared commander is useful to nobody. Especially the useful nobody who’s bucking for his job.

	I look down from the tower to see a group of ferals fighting over a female, who’s giving as good as she gets by the look of it. Tatters of clothing flying in the fading light and their snarls indispersed with part-words. The losers will be tonight’s meal.

	The virus was christened ‘High-Nine’ by the media and came out of Rio de Janiero by all accounts. It’s not a zombie epidemic or a liquefy-your-guts horror. The massive fever kills many, but those who survive are mindless. Every trace of the higher cognitive functions, which are the only thing separating man from the apes, is lost. What remains is a two-legged animal that serves only its basic needs: food, shelter and reproduction. They can’t open anything that cannot be torn apart by fingers and nails, so the tinned wealth of the world lies unused amidst hordes of starving cannibal hunter-gatherers, along with ammunition, medical supplies and all the useful stuff us survivors need.

	After being abandoned, I spent several days in a daze, just running and reacting - with more time than I like to admit curled in a ball in out of the way boltholes. Then my ammo ran out and my rations went too. It was a chilly early morning under a gibbous moon when this Welsh laddie decided to live, not just exist. I had the training, I had the discipline. All I needed was the will, and that came before the moon set.

	I think it’s about a year later: exact timekeeping being a casualty of my discarding all unnecessary things. As the ferals drifted out of the cities in search of fodder, I chose to make my base in the centre of one. Nottingham Council House lent itself nicely to a one-squaddie lair at the heart of a fortified and booby-trapped building. Then I found Charlie and his crew, which led to a leadership contest that left Mick and Gloria with me. The rest of them tried to take Council House off us twice. The third attempt attracted the attention of a pack of passing ferals and those who survived that either fled or succumbed to High-Nine. A week after that people started turning up at the door. The noise had attracted them. As the Council House is huge, I let them in. Of course, over the following weeks factions arose. The confrontations from that resulted in the larger part of the group heading off for the Nottingham Business School, led by a charming executive type called Chris. I have dim opinions of where that is going to end up. The one advantage is that I kept every one of the military or ex-military types and most of the independent thinkers. In the modern forces, you can’t be an idiot and you cannot help but see the realities of the world. Makes for a tight group of thirty-eight. We’ve got planters and even a lawn on the roof and the greenhouse is built. We’ve emptied every shop within a couple of miles and skirmished with the lot from the Business School, but they’re crap fighters and worse tacticians. The Council House is fortified to the nines and I reckon it’ll take armour to get in if we don’t want them in.

	The great thing about my mob is the determination not to languish and just survive. We’ve got the beginnings of communications and a lot more guns than you’d think for a British city, plus a huge library that gets a lot of use. From listening in on the radio, it seems that some parts of the world survive largely untouched, but they don’t want refugees to strain their resources and some of the landlocked borders are pretty grim.

	We reckoned on staying put for as long as possible. Life was good, even if we would have had to take the Business School in the spring. The competition for resources would have become critical and as they were not open to negotiating with us ‘knuckleheads’, the only option was force and unlike them, we know how and when to apply it.

	A few months back, my headset clicked for channel change one night. So after doubling the guards, muting any traces of ‘advanced’ survival and getting everybody ready for a ruck, I switched and clicked back.

	“Bloody hell, Reynolds. You still going?”

	“I’m going good, Benny. How’s you?”

	“The Captain bought it and we’re down on supplies, so someone had the bright idea of scavenging the towns again. As we were in range, I had to try.”

	“Good lad. I’m over at the Business School, hidden from the survivor group there and living on the fringes of their op. Being civvies, it’s a bit crap but it’s my only chance as the bunch around the Council House got infected a few weeks back. At least this lot scavenged the place to the walls before the ferals took over. Look, the headset’s about to die, so see you lot soon?”

	“Sure will, buddy.”

	I tore off the headset and dropped it into my half pint of Guinness. Then I sent everyone to the basement shelter except my motley squad, who tooled up and headed for the roof with me. 

	From there we watched the Business School mob fail to stop anything, then watched the Chinooks descend when the gunfire became sporadic. They looted the place hard as I suspected they would, before heading off into the night, back to wherever they had come from. The demolition charges were a bit over the top, but it told me a lot about what my old unit had become a part of. It was simple intelligence gathering, seeing if I was still about. Fortunately I had considered that during my days as a lone survivor, about gathering intel to get back in with the squad when they passed by again. When I acquired my own group, the thinking got darker and I’m damn glad that it did.

	Since that night, we’ve established caches of supplies across the city, all with anti-tampering traps of the total destruction variety. A lot of the abandoned vehicles about town have been transformed into solid barricades while remaining outwardly just wreckage. Plus one of the survivors from the Business School is a builder. Several buildings have been rigged to fall as well, thanks to his knowledge of architecture and of where the construction companies kept their demolition charges. We’re weak against anything that flies, but some of the crazy inventors have scavenged together some wickedly powerful ballistae that are set up in hides on the tall buildings. We do what we can. I never knew napalm was so easy to make, either. University professors are handy people to have about.

	I’m expecting a battle one day. I hope it’ll never come and we can continue to transform Nottingham Centre into a proper survivor community, possibly with negotiated agreements with other uninfected groups. But I’d be an idiot to not prepare for a confrontation. Ferals we can deal with easily now, not even killing them. They’re just a dangerous animal to be contained and kept away from us.

	Depressingly, it’s the end of the world as we knew it and I’m still having to waste precious time preparing to defend myself against other humans.

	***

	 

	Floribunda

	“Helph mi.”

	John’s my next door neighbour. He’s growing into a fine specimen of Xenorchis caucasia. By the look of the scalar development that has absorbed his ears, his head will blossom in about a week. His body is mottled cream and purple, with his extremities shading to a beautiful jade green where they sink into the soil and the wood panelling of his house.

	His wife took the kids and fled when he first mottled up. I hear that she’s the beautiful Xenorchis negrosa on the Longbridge roundabout. Don’t know what happened to the kids, but infection of both parents gives a ninety percent chance of the children becoming xenomycotina, the fungi that are essential for these xenorchids to germinate.

	As for John, I can’t do anything. The religious and legal status of the florated is still a hotly debated topic amongst the few of us who remain Homo sapiens.

	Two years ago, we picked up a formation of six vessels as they passed Pluto, travelling faster than anything we had previously seen. By the time the information flashed around the warning systems of the world, they had entered our atmosphere. The world braced itself for momentous events, but all the vessels did was split up in the upper atmosphere and circumnavigate the globe a dozen times before departing rapidly, leaving nothing but a web of intricate contrails that faded before they left the solar system.

	It was three months before we realised what they had done. We presume they were doing what they always do, a fast pass to allow them to unload millions of litres of water containing hundreds of millions of spores into the upper atmosphere. The reasons for said remain a mystery.

	The spores made their way to earth through precipitation and on the outer skin of anything that passed through the upper atmosphere. Global distribution meant that containment was impossible. It also meant that the predictions of anarchy in the event of a global pandemic were largely circumvented by everybody blossoming at once. Any creature is a viable host. Adaptation seems to depend purely on mass. Elephants, whales and the few other examples of megafauna are moving masses of growth with the underlying creature apparently adapting to its newly symbiotic existence. However, smaller creatures are consumed entirely. Anything under forty kilos is reduced to one of the many subspecies of germination-supporting fungi, anything over becomes a species of alien orchid. There are as many species as there are hosts and the only protection is the amount of certain minerals in the host body. Survivors ingest dangerous quantities of potassium, iron, zinc, copper, manganese and molybdenum in a daily regimen that is adjusted on a near-weekly basis as further research results come in. Those results also tell us that most flora on earth are now toxic to humans; an unfortunate side-effect, we presume.

	As to what happens next, we have no idea. Eighty percent of Earth’s fauna are infected, including ninety-three percent of humanity. We don’t know if any of the resulting Xenorchis are edible. Which raises a whole new ethical dilemma. Should we eat what were people if they are the only safe food? Will we be vulnerable to infection from ingested material?

	Unfortunately we are agreed on the fact that we will have to confront these issues and a host of others we haven’t fully realised yet. This is not about winning. It’s about surviving. 

	***

	 

	Crux

	Dear Lord, I wonder if this is what you intended?

	After all the warring and the aftermath afflictions that came without warning or remedy, how can we explain that the hundred and forty-four thousand souls remaining on Jehovah One are all that is left of humanity?

	Exactly one hundred and forty-four thousand. We had factional fighting up here as well, but unlike Jehovah Two, Armstrong Station and Gagarin Stansin, it did not degenerate into the annihilating rage that consumed those orbital habitats. Suddenly it just stopped. Did we run out of fanatics? Did reason suddenly prevail?

	I just don’t know and that is the root of my crisis. As I kneel here in the visitor’s lounge that has become our impromptu cathedral, I am lost. It seems so unlikely that we could have arrived at this number. Two births on the day that the fighting stopped brought our number to exactly the one mentioned in every holy text and theological treatise that we have up here.

	I hope your plan for humanity is the reason why we have been spared. Because I cannot countenance the alternative: that it is only cruel coincidence and we are merely the coda to humanity’s existence.

	I have to believe that there is a higher purpose. Because with that comes the knowledge that we are not doomed to waste away up here, looking down upon the ravaged Eden that remains.

	Dear Lord, what is your will for us?

	Dear Lord?

	***

	 

	Felix

	He’s been making fools of us for years. Never caught, never even accused. We know it’s him and he’s magnanimous enough to tacitly admit that he’s behind the robberies, but unless we can catch him with direct involvement, we’re just spectators to his predations.

	The media think he’s a star, although they haven’t got as close as us, they just consider him an anonymous latter-day Robin Hood character who only targets the most affluent and never uses violence or anything like that because that would make him a ‘real’ criminal.

	Tonight that’s going to change. There’s torrential rain and the streets are virtually deserted. He’s just got back, coming in to his lair using route twenty-one. He has thirty-two routes of ingress and egress. Drove my predecessor completely round the twist.

	We wouldn’t even be here if my ex-boyfriend in narcotics hadn’t called me with a curiosity he’d stumbled upon. Some old-school chemist had been supplementing his pension by cooking up REspeed in the company lab. When they finally busted him, they found all sorts of illicit chemicals being brewed in people’s spare time. But the one that got him was a picture from the security cameras in the place. My favourite thieving bastard handing over an enormous wad of cash for a steel case that contained god-knows-what but must have been something really nasty given the price he was paying. The chemist involved was too terrified of our man to talk, even when we threatened to bring his family into the situation. So much for our man being a saint if he could inspire that sort of fear in people.

	So I asked for a favour and it all went down smoothly. The chemist had admitted that our man’s visits were monthly. So we let him arrange a new rendezvous and fitted the case with a tracking device. Two hours later and I’m waiting with an armed response team for his return, because we know his place is a fortress. The only way we’re going to get in without casualties is for him to walk us in. Then we shall see what his lucrative lifestyle pays for. I have money on cages full of lost daughters, hooked on whatever he gets from the chemist.

	He comes down the ladder from the roof hatch and pauses half way down. Come on, you bastard. No-one down here but us harmless police mice.

	“Good evening, Officer Janine Mendez and the fine men and women of the Second Tactical Group.”

	How the blazes did he do that? I was just levelling my piece at his legs when a signally menacing whine accompanied Sergeant Tanner of 2TG placing a hand on my arm and saying: “Weapons down, Mendez. That’s a Providence sentry on our eight.”

	I looked left and back past Tanner to see the dim outline of one of the infamous military assault robot that had been transformered as an aircon unit. I swore and stepped out to the foot of the ladder. Looking up at Mister Jason Munn I let him have it: “You miserable thieving thug! All the sweet publicity and you deal in military hardware? How much blood pays for your drugs, mister Munn?”

	He looks down at me, eyes in shadow yet glinting. How much of this bloke is actually human? The disturbing thought arrives with images of cyborg rampages straight off the tabloid feeds.

	“The drugs are not for me and no blood is paid. If you and your team would care to see, you are welcome.”

	I looked back at Tanner. He nodded and raised three fingers. He and two of his would go in with me. 

	A few minutes later we are all stood in awe and puzzlement in a spotless airlock room as the air pressure increases slightly. It smells cleaner, too. With a ‘thunk’, the inner door releases and Jason Munn swings it open, revealing the nine-inch thickness of the door. What the hell does he have in here? The answer is a short corridor to a door panelled in dark wood. Jason pauses by it until we have all entered the corridor and the airlock inner door has closed. He smiles faintly as he turns the handle and I am not alone in reaching for my piece.

	What comes through the door is barely a foot high. Its pointed ears and narrow features are surrounded by a fur coat marked in a riot of brown and black patches. Accompanying this vision is another of the same with a fur coat of silver-grey and the greenest eyes. Jason crouches down as they rub his hands.

	“We have guests, boys. So play nicely.”

	He looks up at us with the gentlest expression on his face.

	“They are they last of their kind. I am their keeper.”

	I stand still as the world redefines itself about me. The old tales of man co-habiting with animals in the past, of the strange bonds that sprung up between such men and their companions. I grin like a schoolgirl as I glance at Tanner’s stunned expression.

	“Canis? You have dogs?”

	Jason bursts out laughing as the two creatures weave about his legs making a strange deep-throated noise.

	“Good grief, no. Canis Familiaris became Canis Ferus a long time ago. The packs are their only descendants. These are Felis, Officer Mendez. Cats.”

	We enter his place with all bets off and preconceptions shattered. In the very comfortable abode there is what you’d expect from a man of modest means and exquisite taste. Plus cats. Seven of them. All different, all curiously engaging. The others succumb to the furry charms. I am not so easily taken.

	“Mr Munn. Explain the drugs.”

	“It’s an experimental concoction that was dropped decades ago as it was no use for humans. One who knew of my predecessors’ peculiar housemates spotted the potential. For humans it was useless and expensive. For cats it was a primary agent in modifying their immune systems to cope with the mess we’ve made of the world outside. Unfortunately its expense has not decreased. So crimes are committed and rich people lose a fraction of their wealth. That translates to regular treatments for my charges. The results are excellent. The next generation should be able to go outside, to bring companionship back to a humanity that has become so isolated.”

	I stand with hands on my hips.

	“What can a four legged fur cushion do that the psych waves cannot?”

	He crouches behind a tall bookcase, then rises and comes toward me with something small in his hands. He nods for me to raise mine. When I do so, he deposits a tiny ball of vibrating fur into my cupped palms.

	****
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