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			THE HORSES

			 

			A moving story of isolation and mankind’s connection with nature, perfect for fans of Emily St. John Mandel and Jon McGregor.

			 

			Sarah wakes up one morning feeling that something big, something irrevocable has happened. 

			 

			To the small island community of Black Crag, it seems as though the rest of the world has gone to sleep – aeroplanes no longer criss-cross the sky, the radios have gone silent and the ferry no longer brings their supplies. 

			 

			When the ferryman Arthur arrives, traumatised and silent, the whispers about what has happened on the mainland quickly turn into heated arguments. 

			 

			As the chasm dividing the villagers continues to grow, Sarah struggles to find her purpose amidst the chaos. With a harsh winter fast-approaching, will the villagers learn to work together in order to ensure their collective survival? Will Sarah find the answers she’s looking for?

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Tineke, fellow reformed horse kid

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Late in the evening the strange horses came. 

			By then we had made our covenant with silence, 

			But in the first few days it was so still

			We listened to our breathing and were afraid.

			 

			– ‘The Horses’, Collected Poems by Edwin Muir (Faber & Faber, 2003)

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			Prologue

			It was almost dark when they came.

			The last curve of the sun sat above the horizon, but its light and warmth were long gone. A dead chill had set in and the world was grey and lifeless.

			And then . . .

			At first, it was just a feeling. A thrumming vibration through the ground, almost like a heartbeat. Before long, though, it was a sound. Rhythmic, primal, a pounding on the earth, fast but steady.

			For a while it seemed like the sound would stretch on forever, never becoming anything more. Then, all of a sudden, there was a crowd of them, wild and proud and godlike, manes streaming behind as they ran.

			They came over the fallow fields and on to the sand, meeting the dark ocean in recognition, as kin, before continuing down the shore.

			After a year of solitude, the horses came.

		

	
		
			
			

			Summer

			So it had been like this.

			A storm that lasted longer than any storm should.

			Planes seen careening drunkenly through the air.

			A sky stained with an unnatural hue.

			Radios that fell silent. Phones that were dialled but never answered.

			A ferry that no longer ran.

			A small village of farmers and fishermen that had always felt cut off from the rest of the world – isolated, peaceful – found itself truly alone. Removed from the rest of civilisation by the sea, the residents of Black Crag were left to speculate when the world around them fell silent. Something had happened – something disastrous.

			And this small island could only try to imagine the unimaginable, and wonder if whatever had silenced the mainland would eventually reach them too.

			No one seemed to know or care when people had first settled on Black Crag, and no one was sure why they had. Some claimed that people had come here at first in search of coal, but no mine had ever been dug. If there had ever even been a survey conducted, no one knew where on the island it had been done.

			Some claimed the village was started by people fleeing society, fleeing the law, fleeing the plague – which plague was never quite agreed on, either.

			
			

			It seemed such a strange place for anyone to settle. Inconvenient. It was not an island, not technically, but it might as well have been. It was connected to the mainland by a long, curving isthmus, which stretched down to the south before arcing back through the ocean towards the shore. It must have been a wider, more reliable stretch of land when the village was first settled. The road that stretched along it must have been used regularly enough to warrant gravel paving once upon a time, despite the endless hours it took to traverse it. But these days getting to the mainland by road seemed absurd, when it was so much easier to go by boat.

			In any case, it had been decades since anyone had used the road, and longer still since there had been any attempt to maintain it.

			Those who had their own boats could, of course, travel to the mainland at their leisure, but most simply timed their visits around the ferry that came twice a week. The crossing was still slow – five hours or so each way – but life was slow in Black Crag. That’s what those who lived there wanted.

			On the other side of the ferry crossing was another village. It was an hour’s drive from there to get to a larger town, and another two before you came to the nearest city. The city had a name once, as did the towns and villages that surrounded it. The streets that led from one to the other. The farms that spilled over the fields between them. All these places had names, before. But in the afterwards, no one spoke them.

			Perhaps it felt like a violation to pronounce the names of places where everyone was dead. Perhaps invoking those places brought to mind too clearly the people who had lived there. Perhaps calling them to mind too often would have made it impossible to get out of bed in the morning. We all need something to help us keep going, and sometimes denial is all we have.

			
			

			Whatever the reason, the world shrank to a small, would-­be island, and no one mentioned what used to be except in the vaguest terms.

			And the world that was left was beautiful. The world that was the size of a small island, the world that was home to three hundred and fifty-­seven souls.

			The cluster of cottages and bungalows that made up the bulk of the village centre carved a semi-­circle around a sandy bay. It had a long jetty that at any time would have fishing boats docked beside it. The sand stretched away to the south gently, but to the north it was cut off by the low beginnings of a range of hills that spread around the entire northern border.

			If you approached the island from the north, you would see the black cliffs that gave it its name in their full splendour, plunging like shorn glass into the rough waves below. Of course, you wouldn’t approach from the north, because there’s nowhere in that direction to come from. You would approach from the east, sailing into the heart of the village. The cliffs seen from this side seemed gentle. Green hills sloping up at a deceptively relaxed pace, looking down over the fields below with a gentle majesty quite unlike the harsh judgement they showed to the sea beyond.

			The small cluster of houses around the heart of the village soon thinned out, giving way to farmland in all directions. At one time, the farmland was varied, a range of crops and animals designed to support the village itself. The farms used to be worked by oxen and traversed on horseback, but it was decades now since most work animals had been replaced by machines. Tractors replaced oxen, quad bikes replaced horses – cheaper to run after the initial cost, and more reliable.

			
			

			The nature of the farms changed as well, and now there was more wheat than anything else. A more lucrative use of the land, growing something to be purchased and sent far afield, processed into products that lined supermarket shelves and fed people thousands of miles away. So where once you would have walked by the verdant green of vegetables, now you would see the swaying gold of wheat.

			Eventually, the farmland to the west gave way to a shaded fen that itself grew into scrubby bushland.

			To the south, there was empty, rocky grassland, interrupted only by the long – and long-­ignored – road. It was cracked and faded, with wildflowers pushing up at it, slowly reclaiming it. The road ultimately jutted out into the sea, subject to the tides, washed by the waves.

			That winter had been particularly harsh. There had been snow in the village for weeks, which was unusual this close to the sea. The snow had stayed on the hills throughout the early days of spring until it was finally displaced by drizzle. Now, as summer drew near, the clouds had parted and warmth had spilled across Black Crag. The ocean sparkled under azure skies and the air felt rich and alive.

			It seemed inappropriate that things should go so wrong when the weather was so beautiful. Such dread and grief and worry didn’t sit well with long, sunny days. But cataclysm doesn’t adhere to the climate’s schedule any more than it does to yours or mine.

			The world ends how it will.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter One

			In all honesty, it didn’t feel real until that arm turned up.

			It felt big, it felt all-­encompassing, it felt irrevocable. But it didn’t feel real.

			To Sarah, it didn’t feel real.

			Something massive had happened, she knew. Something was wrong, badly wrong, somewhere. Close by. Something bigger than she could imagine. But there was a distance to it. It was the arm that turned it into something that could touch her. Something that would change her life, rather than just the world. Her present, rather than just her future. Her tangible reality, rather than just her hypothetical life.

			It was easy to forget sometimes that there was a world out there at all. It was one of the nice things about living in Black Crag. There were no traffic jams, no loud sirens speeding past your windows, no crowded streets. You could live your life with space around you.

			Even before it started, it was easy to feel like there was no one else in the world. It was easy to feel like there was no world at all, that it began and ended with the slate-­coloured waves outside the front door.

			Sometimes, Sarah preferred it like that. If she was going to be kept so far away from the world, then she wanted to be able to forget it had ever been there at all.

			
			

			And then it seemed that maybe it was gone. Which also felt unreal.

			No one seemed to know what to say or how to act after it started, so for the most part, they acted the same. Everyone got out of bed in the morning and went about their days.

			Those with farmland continued to tend to it. Greta, who owed the village’s general store, and Malcolm, who ran its one small pub, continued to open their doors every day and welcome the rest of the village as customers.

			And when, after a couple of weeks, they stopped asking for money in exchange, no one talked about it. And when, after not very much time at all, the shelves began to empty without being replenished, no one talked about that either.

			They talked about the weather, they talked about their aches and pains, they talked about their dogs and chickens and sheep.

			They didn’t talk about what was on the radio, because the radio now only held static. And they didn’t talk about that, either. They didn’t talk about the strange green tint in the sky.

			 

			It felt to Sarah that no one wanted to acknowledge the apparent cataclysm. Like they were deliberately ignoring what had happened. She both dreaded the mention of it and chafed at the avoidance.

			The quiet life she had on the edge of the world felt like a dream. Too cloying, too simple, too much like a lie. Not that she wanted the truth.

			She started going for long walks almost every day.

			There was nothing else to do, anyway, nothing that could hold her attention enough. She’d been doing some correspondence college courses, but there didn’t seem much point to them anymore. She knew she could still learn from them, even if she couldn’t send her work back, but why bother? Even when she did try and do some of the readings, she found it impossible to focus on the words in front of her. She’d read a sentence but forget what it said before the she could start reading the next one.

			
			

			Even novels had stopped being the escape they used to be. The thrillers she used to love suddenly seemed petty and dry. Walking for hours at a time had become her only source of occupation. Of solace. In the beginning, she took her sketchbook with her, even sometimes her paints. And she did sometimes use them. But the problem with painting a landscape was that it made her really look at things. At the sea that connected them to whatever it was that had happened over there. And the spot where they’d seen a plane careen wildly towards the horizon. At the sky in the east that was the wrong colour.

			So when she took out her pencils and papers, more often than not, she ended up just letting her hand trail idly across the page. And eventually she stopped bringing them at all.

			Sometimes she walked up into the hills, walking up rocky little paths, in the steeper places grabbing on to brush to pull herself up. She would hike faster than she needed to, pushing herself until she was out of breath, until her legs ached.

			It was almost a three-­hour hike to the top of the lowest of the hills, and she would stay up there for a while. The far side descended steeply down before dropping straight into the sea, and something about the view was comforting to Sarah.

			Looking across the water from home felt stressful somehow. She couldn’t see the mainland, but she knew it was there, just a boat ride away. She could picture the village the ferry used to dock in, the towns further in, and beyond them, the city, and she couldn’t stop herself speculating about what had happened there. About what might still be happening there.

			
			

			But from the hills there was nothing, just water for miles and miles. Looking out over an ocean that was untouched and unchanged was soothing in a way that nothing else was.

			Sometimes she walked out across the farmland. The small vegetable farms that served local farmers; markets; the vast fields of wheat, with their golden fronds swaying in the breeze; Helen’s little experimental vineyard. Sarah walked through the fields of sheep slowly, greeting them as she went. Sometimes she sat with them for a while, listening to their quiet, undemanding bleats. The sheep had been the village’s biggest connection with the wider world; their wool was sent further afield than any of the produce or wheat. But the sheep themselves were, of course, unaware of that and unaware now that their wool was going nowhere. Their lives were unchanged, and somehow they made Sarah feel less alone than her family and neighbours did.

			Whichever direction she was planning on heading, she always left the house as early as she could, taking whatever food she could grab on the way out, not telling anyone where she was going. It was important to her to be able to feel like no one knew where she was.

			She would have stayed out for days if she could, but she knew that would be cruel. Her mothers would be terrified, and things were hard enough for them as it was.

			 

			The day she found the arm, she walked south along the beach, as far as she could go.

			
			

			The mood in those early days was exhausting. Everyone on edge. Everyone tired and scared and fractious, one bad mood rubbing up against another and spreading throughout the village.

			Her mam had snapped at the neighbour that morning, and even though it wasn’t directed at her, it had pulled at Sarah’s already strained mood. She’d turned and walked off.

			‘Sarah,’ she’d heard her mam call after her, and she lazily waved a hand in acknowledgement without turning around. The call only came once.

			She walked on into the morning, trudging through the low morning mist until all she could hear were the waves and her own feet crunching into the sand.

			It had been nine weeks since everything changed.

			 

			She didn’t often go along the coast. She didn’t like to; she preferred the wild exhaustion of the hills or the peaceful companionship of the farmland.

			The coast felt painful. It was like looking at a wound. The mainland wasn’t visible from the shore, but she knew it was there. If she let herself think about it for too long, she could almost feel the movement of the ferry under her feet. See the water stretching out around her. Watch the jetty on the mainland come closer. It was only six months or so since the last time she’d been over there. She’d gone over with her mam to do some shopping for winter clothes. She didn’t want to picture it.

			The thought of what was over there now, the fear of it, was too much to take.

			But somehow, for reasons she couldn’t articulate, on this day she wanted the pain. It felt like a bruise she couldn’t resist pushing on, to see if it would still hurt.

			
			

			She set off walking close to the water, watching her boots plunge into the damp sand. She looked at the scuffs on her toes and idly wondered how much longer the boots would last, and what she’d do if they fell apart.

			She began to think through her clothes, mentally cataloguing what was likely to last for a while longer and which wouldn’t. And then there was the house. The bathroom window had a crack across it that now wouldn’t be fixed. The hot water cylinder had been replaced a couple of years ago, so that should be fine for years. Would it need to hold up for years? The village was powered by offshore turbines, so electricity was fine as long as they didn’t get damaged. But what if they did?

			Food wasn’t a problem. There were plenty of vegetables, and the chickens were still laying well. They hadn’t had meat in a while, but Sarah didn’t miss it. She wondered if someone would suggest butchering one of the sheep, and it was this thought that brought her up short. It crashed into her like a wave and she bit her lip hard, fighting back sudden tears.

			She’d never been that fussed about animals, never wanted a cat or a dog. But over the last few weeks, the sheep had become important somehow. She didn’t want to face them being butchered. Five hundred or so sheep, and she couldn’t face losing one.

			Sarah stopped for a while, crouching in the sand, watching the water gently crest closer and closer to her feet. She stayed completely still, until a small wave ran up and pooled against the rubber soles of her boots. She closed her eyes for a moment and then pushed herself back up, turning away from the grey water and trudging onwards.

			 

			
			

			She found the arm on her way home.

			She’d walked for two or three hours before turning back, listening to the rushing of the waves over sand, eyes turned down and towards the water, trying to avoid thinking of anything much at all.

			She must have walked straight past it.

			On her way home, the tide was higher, and the wind had picked up. The waves, bigger now, with spray flying off them, pushed her towards the long grass at the edge of the beach. She walked the ­narrow path between the water and the brush, betting with herself that she could keep her feet dry.

			She noted the landmarks on her return journey.

			The old rotted-­out fishing hut with a fallen-­in roof. No one seemed to know who it belonged to or how long ago it had been built. It had been derelict for years before Sarah and her family had come to live in the village. She and her brother had told each other stories about it when they were younger. It was the home of a witch, or maybe a pirate. Or maybe it was built by an ordinary man, someone who lived in the village, and who’d fallen in love with a selkie or a mermaid and built her a home near to the sea.

			The tree that had been struck by lightning five or six years earlier, one massive branch hewn almost off, hanging by a couple of inches of splintered wood. Sarah loved that it had been left like that – in the city, it would have been tidied up, maybe even cut down entirely.

			She walked past the tree and turned to look back at it. And that’s where she saw it. The hand poking out from the grass, palm facing up, with the fingers lightly curled, as if it was waiting for Sarah to pass it something.

			
			

			Her breath caught in her throat and she stood still, the wind whipping her hair around her face. She didn’t want to go near it.

			But she was curious. Repulsed, yes, but curious too. Slowly, she crept towards it, as if it was a living thing that would be startled and flee if it knew she was there. She picked up a branch and stretched it out, using it to pull the long grass back so she could get a better look.

			The arm was wrong, somehow. Finding a severed arm on the beach near your home is never going to be right, of course, but it was more than that. The colour of it was wrong. The dark skin was mottled, a weird pink hue dappled across it, brighter on the palm of the hand and fading over the wrist. The nails looked strange, too. Rougher, somehow, than normal fingernails, thick and coarse and strangely curved.

			It could have been the water, she reasoned to herself, but she wasn’t sure it had come from the ocean at all. It was lying too far above the high-­tide line, and the weather hadn’t been rough enough recently to throw anything that far up the shore. And the arm didn’t look damaged at all, apart from the fact that it wasn’t attached to a person. The skin wasn’t broken, it was just the wrong colour.

			Sarah knew what salt water did to dead animals – one of the pigs had drowned a few years back – and this wasn’t it. If it had been in the water, it would have been in much worse condition, degraded and waterlogged, nibbled on by fish, broken by the movement of the waves.

			But where else could it have come from? There were no other people on this side of the bay, and everyone in the village was accounted for.

			
			

			Could it have fallen from a plane?

			Sarah looked around the area, but there was nothing else. No other body parts, no bags or clothes or anything.

			And there had been no sign of any aircraft for weeks. Not since the one they’d all watched go down that first, awful morning. And any normal arm that had been there that long would have started to rot by now.

			She wondered if she should bring it back with her. People would want to know about it, and if she left it here it could be eaten by a fox or by birds. But what would they learn from it, really? It’s not like they had a lab they could use to analyse the tissue. And what if there was something wrong with it, something infectious? What if bringing it back to the village made everyone sick?

			For the first time, Sarah wished she hadn’t come out by herself. That the decision wasn’t hers to make alone.

			She wished she had some way of calling someone. In the city there would be a payphone somewhere; she could call and ask her mam what to do. In the city, it wouldn’t be her problem at all, there would be a police officer to take care of it.

			She was still at least an hour’s walk from home. If she took the arm back, she would have to carry it. She would have to walk alone, holding the severed arm of a stranger as the day grew dark around her.

			She sat there for a while as dusk began to settle in. Eventually, she made a decision. Or rather, she acknowledged that there was no decision to make. She simply had to face what she was always going to do.

			She took off her jacket and wrapped up the arm, tying her sleeves together to make a handle. Gritting her teeth, she picked it up. At first she held it out, away from her body, but it was awkward and uncomfortable, and the walk back was too long.

			
			

			She carried the arm back along the beach, trying to ignore the reality of it.

			When she got to the outskirts of the village, she left it on a fencepost. She had faced carrying it back; it could be someone else’s job to decide what to do with it. She walked home and told her mother where it was.

			Then she went to her room and stayed there all night.

			 

			The arm was the focus of conversation for the next few days. Did it mean there was an outbreak of some strange disease somewhere? Or maybe it was damaged by chemicals. Maybe it had been burned, in some accident, maybe on board a plane that had burst into flames. Or it could have just been the force of the drop, the velocity of its fall, that had caused the strange discolouration, the warped fingernails.

			Eventually, though, the debates stopped. What was the point?

			It was just the latest in a string of things for which there were no explanations, and then it faded to the background as everything else had.

			But for Sarah, the arm was when everything changed.

			It wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t temporary. There was no going back.

			The entire world had shrunk to the size of the village she lived in. What happened here was the only thing that mattered now.

		

	
		
			
			

			The Beginning

			It started with a series of inexplicable events that took place at a distance but within sight over the course of a few days. Afterwards, the events were difficult to put into context. No one agreed on what had happened when, on how closely one had followed the other, on which was the first sign and which the last. In the end, it didn’t matter. They happened, and then they stopped happening.

			And after they were over, there was silence. The radios gave out only static. Phones that were dialled, rang but were never answered. The miles of cable that spread from the village of Black Crag, stretching under the ocean to forge a connection with the world, ended in blank nothingness.

			The village that felt like it sat alone at the edge of the world suddenly felt like there was no world for it to sit at the edge of. There was no one to tell them what had happened. No one to tell them when help would come. No way to be sure help was coming at all.

			Amid the fear and confusion in Black Crag, there arose speculation and division. The village split into camps of dissent, which shifted and changed and mutated with every new panicked exchange and vitriolic argument.

			Fear of danger reaching the island competed with fear that those on the mainland needed help. Worry that the village was indefinitely cut off from the rest of civilisation clashed with speculation that the rest of civilisation had become too dangerous to approach.

			
			

			The question that rang through the hearts of the villagers was the same: were they truly alone? And how could they find out for sure?

			While no one could agree on what had happened, it seemed certain that it had been catastrophic. That the towns and cities on the other side of the water were now empty.

			After days of bitter debate, the village woke to find two of the fishing boats were missing. The owners of the boats were gone, along with five or six others. For a while, the departure of the boats brought a sliver of hope to the people of Black Crag. Surely now, surely soon, they would have some answers. The boats would return in a matter of hours and they would bring news.

			The day passed and drifted into night, and the boats didn’t return. A new day dawned and died, and still there were no boats. And their absence now served for some as proof that the danger had not passed. That anyone foolish enough to cross the water would also fall victim to whatever had silenced the world.

			That perhaps it was for the best that they had failed to return. Perhaps there was some infectious disease that they would have brought back to the island – if they’d survived long enough to make the journey home.

			But of course, this view was not shared by everyone. For some, the departure of their friends, their family, made reaching the mainland all the more important. The need to know what had happened to those who had crossed became all-­consuming, and after four days, another boat disappeared from the dock.

			
			

			And then someone made sure that no more boats could leave.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			When the world ends, you’d like to think those who are left pull together, suddenly united in the face of unprecedented hardship, suddenly bound, suddenly made kindred. But it seemed to Sarah that the world had ended not once, not in one simple manner, but over and over again, slightly differently for everyone.

			And those differences led to misunderstandings. To arguments. To struggles that seemed pointless, that sucked up the energy around them.

			At one point – afterwards, she could never quite remember if it was before the arm, or after it – Sarah’s friend Ana said to her, ‘Do you kind of feel like nothing’s really changed?’, and she was so shocked that for a full minute she couldn’t respond.

			‘What do you mean?’ she said eventually.

			‘Well, you know, we’re all doing the same stuff every day we were doing before. Whatever happened out there – it just feels like it’s nothing to do with us.’

			Sarah wasn’t sure what to say to that. She didn’t know how to explain how far it was from her own feelings.

			To her, it felt like the very earth beneath her feet had changed. And the more people walked on it as if it was the same, the more precarious it all felt.

			Or it was like she had woken up in a parallel world, exactly like her own except for one thing she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Like none of the people she knew were her people, like they were wearing the faces of her family, of her friends, but underneath they were something different altogether.

			
			

			She felt like Alice. If she could only find the Red Queen and shake her, she’d wake up in her own home, in her real home, holding a kitten and wondering if she was only a character in someone else’s dream.

			 

			The day after she found the arm, Sarah woke up to the sound of her mothers talking about it in the corridor outside her room. Arguing about it.

			‘I have to at least examine it, Seonaid,’ her mam – Billie, the town’s doctor – was saying. ‘We have to figure out if there’s something wrong with it, some kind of infection.’

			‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ Seonaid – whom Sarah and Elliot called Moth –said. ‘It’s not like you have a hazmat suit. How are you supposed to examine it without being infected by whatever it’s carrying?’

			‘We don’t know that it’s carrying anything – and if it is, we don’t know if it’s airborne.’

			‘Why would you take that risk? What is there to gain? Even if you do learn something from it, what are any of us supposed to do with that knowledge?’

			Sarah’s mam gave a sigh. She sounded impatient. ‘For one thing, it might tell us something about what’s going on out there. For another, Sarah was exposed to it for god knows how long after she found it, and if she could have caught something from it, then I will need to know what that is.’

			There was a moment of silence.

			
			

			‘Right,’ said Sarah’s moth eventually. ‘You’re right. I guess I was trying not to think about it.’

			‘I know, love. But we have to.’

			Their voices moved away, towards the kitchen, and after a moment Sarah heard her bedroom door open. Her younger brother stepped into the room and looked down at her.

			‘Just so you know,’ he said, ‘you’re not allowed to die.’

			Sarah smirked reflexively, and sat up. ‘Why?’ she said. ‘Would you miss me? Would you be heartbroken? Would you be lost without me?’

			‘Shut up,’ Elliot said.

			‘You don’t need to say anything more,’ Sarah said. ‘I know that you adore nothing so much as me. That without me, your life would wither into pale nothingness.’

			‘I don’t know why I talk to you.’

			‘Because you love me.’

			‘You are the most annoying person in the world.’

			‘I guess the odds on that being true are a lot higher than they used to be,’ said Sarah. She was silent for a moment, stricken. ‘That was a bad joke. I shouldn’t have said that.’

			Elliot didn’t reply for a moment. He was chewing his lip. ‘Do you think Mam’s right, though?’ he said. ‘Did you get sick off that thing?’

			Sarah pushed back her covers and stood up. ‘I don’t know. I don’t feel sick.’

			‘OK,’ said Elliot. ‘Good.’

			‘Don’t worry, El,’ she replied. ‘If I am sick, I’ve probably already given it to you, so you won’t be alone for long before you follow me to the grave.’

			‘You are not as funny as you think you are.’

			
			

			‘I am exactly as funny as I think I am, thank you,’ said Sarah.

			But after Elliot had left the room, Sarah took a few moments with herself. She peered in the mirror at her face. Were her eyes a bit yellow, or was that just the morning light? She closed her eyes and tried to take stock of her body. Was her skin tingling, or was she imagining it?

			Did she feel weird, or was it just that she’d never really thought about how she felt at all?

			 

			It was clear as soon as Sarah went outside that her mothers weren’t the only ones arguing about the arm. Everyone seemed to be talking about it, and everyone seemed to disagree on what to do with it.

			But as debate raged throughout the village, inside the house it was over. Billie gave Sarah a check-­up, while Seonaid looked on with worried eyes.

			‘Everything looks normal for now,’ Billie said, ‘but I’m going to keep an eye on you. No big walks for a few days, just in case.’

			Sarah rolled her eyes.

			‘It’s for your own good, love,’ said Seonaid.

			‘I’m fine, Moth. There’s nothing wrong with me.’

			‘We just want to be sure,’ said Billie. ‘I’m going to try and learn what I can from that arm.’

			She stocked herself up with surgical masks and gloves, and took herself off to the edge of Black Crag, where Sarah had left the arm.

			Barred from walking too far afield, Sarah went out to wander around the village. But it was clear that other people shared Billie’s concerns about the arm. A few people looked askance at her, a couple whispered to each other when she walked by, one or two skirted around her as they passed by.

			
			

			Ana waved at her from across the way, but yelled, ‘I can’t come near you! I’m sorry, I promised my dad!’

			Sarah waved back and tried to smile. She was starting to question whether she should have come out at all. Maybe Ana’s dad was right to be worried. Maybe she should be quarantined. What if there was an infection in the arm? What if she’d caught something? She might have already spread it to Elliot and her mums.

			Suddenly, the prospect of being around people at all seemed horrifying. Reckless in the extreme.

			What had she been thinking? She should have left the arm where she found it, should have run as soon as she’d seen it. She should have recognised that she could already be carrying something and stayed away until she was sure she was safe to be around. Or live alone, some miles from home, waiting for whatever it was to take her, like it had taken everyone on the mainland.

			Well, she might have done the wrong thing yesterday, but maybe there was still time to make it right. She turned on her heel and headed away from the centre of Black Crag. Too risky to go home for supplies; she’d spent too much time around her family as it was.

			She was almost at the edge of the village when she heard her name being called insistently. ‘Jesus, Sarah, open your ears.’

			She turned and recognised the tall redhead immediately. ‘Oh, Beth,’ she said. ‘You’d better not—’

			‘Do you know how long I’ve been calling your name?’ said Beth, laughing. ‘I honestly started to worry you were ignoring me on purpose.’

			
			

			Sarah felt herself instinctively backing away as Beth walked towards her. They’d only recently become friends. Beth was the nurse in her Mam’s clinic. She was a few years older than Sarah, which, until the last year or so, had felt like too big an age gap for real friendship.

			Beth noticed her backing away and, for a moment, she looked hurt.

			‘You should probably stay away from me,’ said Sarah. ‘I don’t know if you’ve heard—’

			A sudden smile flashed across Beth’s face. ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘Yes, of course. I should cross myself at your approach, or throw salt over my shoulder, for thou hast been corrupted by the Arm of Death.’

			Sarah couldn’t help laughing a little, but she didn’t come any closer. ‘You make it sound like this is all superstition,’ she said.

			‘Isn’t it?’

			‘No. Maybe not. I could really be infected with something.’

			‘You could,’ Beth acknowledged with a small, sympathetic smile. ‘But we don’t know that you are. We don’t have any real reason to suspect it. And if we all jump to being afraid of each other the moment anything unusual happens, then this little community at the end of the world isn’t going to last very long.’

			‘If we always assume everything is safe and fine, we won’t last long either.’

			‘And what’s the point in lasting if we’ve torn each other apart? Don’t borrow trouble. If you’re sick, we’ll deal with that when we have to.’

			Sarah was silent for a moment.

			‘You OK?’ said Beth.

			‘Yeah. I don’t know if I’m listening to you because I think you’re right or because I just want you to be. Because it’s comforting.’

			
			

			‘Hard to know,’ said Beth briskly. ‘Best to assume the former.’

			‘Well. Maybe,’ said Sarah. ‘Anyway, is that what you were yelling at me for? To tell me not to worry?’

			‘Oh, no,’ said Beth. ‘That was a bonus. I wanted to ask you if you could send your mum over when she has a moment. My dad’s having some trouble with bedsores. I need her to have a look at them.’

			Beth’s dad had been dying by inches for ten years, but had insisted on staying at home rather than moving to a care home on the mainland. Sarah had always thought it was unfair – his decision tethered Beth to her home, as she was his only support. But Beth never seemed to mind.

			‘Yeah,’ said Sarah. ‘I’ll let her know. She’s gone out to look at the arm, though. I don’t know how long she’ll be.’

			 

			Sarah felt better after talking to Beth, but she still couldn’t quite be comfortable. She was on edge, pacing around the field behind her house, waiting for something to happen, something that would make it clear whether she was in danger. Whether she was a danger to others.

			Just before midday, Elliot came to find her.

			‘We have to go to the hall,’ he said. ‘Moth and Mam have called a meeting about whether you’re going to die and kill us all.’

			‘Right,’ said Sarah, smiling grimly at the joke. ‘Grand. Can’t wait.’

			‘And I am willing to walk bravely beside you,’ said her brother. ‘As a show of support.’

			
			

			‘My hero.’

			But when the two of them entered the Black Crag Hall a few minutes later, Elliot immediately abandoned Sarah for his friends. Sarah noticed a few people glancing at her, and some muttering to each other. She turned to leave, but a hand grabbed her arm.

			‘No, love,’ said Seonaid. ‘Stay. It’ll be all right.’

			‘Hey, Moth,’ said Sarah. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘It’s not a big deal, but your mam thought we should talk this arm thing through as a community, you know. Get it all out into the open. It’s no good having people spread rumours and nonsense just because they’re a little nervous.’

			Sarah thought this was rather understating things, but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t get much of a chance to, even if she’d wanted to. Graeme, a farmer who lived on the other side of the village, had walked out in front of the crowd and was trying to get their attention.

			‘OK,’ he said, when everyone had quietened down. ‘All right. Ah, I know this all seems a trifle formal, but I’m assured there’s no cause for alarm. Dr Harrison asked us all to collect here as she knows there are some concerns floating around about an incident that occurred yesterday. So let’s all give her our attention and she can address, well, those concerns.’

			‘Yeah, thanks Graeme,’ said Billie as she stood. ‘There’s no reason to be coy, I don’t think, so I won’t be. I’ve heard a lot of talk about the arm my daughter found – and to be honest, most of it is rank nonsense. I’ve heard people claiming that the arm has black goo oozing from it, that it looks like something is growing inside it. That Sarah hasn’t stopped vomiting since she found it – which, you can see for yourselves, is not true.’ She waved a hand to the back of the hall, where Sarah stood with Seonaid.

			
			

			‘I’ve examined my daughter and she shows no sign of infection. And I’ve examined the arm, and I don’t think it poses too great a risk right now. However—’

			‘How do you know that?’ someone yelled from the front of the hall.

			‘Most infections that can be passed from dead bodies only pose a risk to people who handle those bodies in certain ways, such as performing autopsies. Sawing a body open can, for example, realise particles into the air that may be harmful.’

			‘Jesus, Billie,’ said Graeme with a grimace.

			‘You butchered a pig two weeks ago, Graeme,’ Billie replied.

			‘Even so,’ he said, but waved for her to continue.

			‘Just being near an infected body, or part of one, is usually insufficient to pass on infection. There are a very small number of diseases that are exceptions to this, and the odds of them being present in this arm are extremely low. Also, without lab testing, I can’t even confirm that the person this arm belonged to was carrying anything, let alone a communicable disease that is able to be passed on post-­mortem.’

			‘You can’t confirm that they weren’t either,’ said another voice from the crowd.

			‘That’s true,’ Billie acknowledged cheerfully. ‘But even if they were, there is a very low chance that mere exposure to the arm would pass it on. What does concern me – mainly because I can’t have proper tests run – are the gases that will be released as the arm begins to decompose.’

			‘So there is a risk?’ said Graeme, in a gentle, worried voice.

			
			

			‘I don’t know,’ said Billie, ‘and I have no way of finding out. So I have decided to burn the arm.’

			Graeme nodded, looking relieved. ‘Good,’ he said, ‘excellent. Thank you, Dr Harrison, for your speedy response. And is there anything—’

			A voice interrupted from the front row. ‘Excuse me,’ it said. ‘You’ve decided? Are you sure you have the right to decide for all of us?’

			Sarah couldn’t see who was speaking, but she didn’t recognise the voice.

			‘Well, Thomas,’ said Billie, ‘as far as I’m aware, Beth and myself are the only people with medical knowledge in Black Crag. Human medical knowledge, that is,’ she added. ‘Sorry, Dan.’

			‘S’all right, Bill.’ The local vet waved a dismissive hand.

			‘And that means you get to make decisions on behalf of the rest of us?’ said Thomas, his voice still floating out to Sarah from the front.

			Who was this guy? She was sure she didn’t know anyone named Thomas.

			‘You’re not in charge just because you’re a doctor,’ he went on.

			‘I didn’t think I was,’ said Billie. ‘I just didn’t think anyone would want to keep it. I can’t think of any reason why they would.’

			‘You can’t think of any reason?’ said Thomas, standing up and turning to the crowd. Sarah finally got a look at his face, and it was familiar. Someone she’d seen around the village but never really thought about or spoken to. ‘This is the only piece of evidence we have, and you want to burn it?’ he was saying. ‘Think of what we could find out.’

			
			

			‘We can’t find out anything,’ said Billie, ‘except whether the gases it will emit over the next few weeks could kill us.’

			‘Well, maybe some of us are willing to take that risk. What, are we just not going to try and find out what’s happened over there? Just keep pottering away on our little island as if everything was normal? What’s the matter with you?’

			Graeme moved back towards the front. ‘Well, OK, Thomas. That is a fair point. But I suppose we have to weigh up what we might discover from the arm, with the potential it has to do us harm. You don’t want the doctor making decisions for all of us, and that’s fine. We can put it to the vote.’

			Thomas looked a bit mulish but didn’t reply.

			Graeme turned back to the collected villagers. ‘OK, all. Dr Harrison has recommended burning the arm, and I have to say I think that’s best. But Thomas would like to keep it for further unspecified study. So we’ll take a quick vote: aye to burning the arm, nay to keeping it.’

			Sarah didn’t realise how tense she was until the loud chorus of ‘ayes’ filled the hall. She just wanted the situation to end. Surely no one would want to keep the arm around now that her mam had examined it? Billie was the only one who could have learned anything from it, after all.

			But it seemed that Thomas wasn’t the only one who wanted more. Around a dozen people joined him in voting nay, and Sarah saw a few of them approach him afterwards, all muttering together.

		

	
		
			
			

			The Birds

			Seonaid would always swear afterwards that the birds were the first sign, but no one would believe her. After a while, she wasn’t even convinced herself. She wasn’t even sure if she’d seen it, or if it was merely a dream she’d cemented in her own mind with frequent retellings.

			It had been a hot day and she’d had to stay late at school. In the heat, and in the fractious mood of a nearly ended term, the kids had been difficult to control. There had been a fight and she’d kept those at the centre of it behind.

			She was exhausted as she walked home. Not wanting to bring her bitter mood back to her family, she took a few minutes to sit alone out on the pier, letting the sea breeze cool her body, and the sound of the waves soothe her mind.

			The sun was beginning to sink in the sky, but the day was still hot. It had been like that for weeks, temperatures reaching their peak in the middle of the afternoon and hovering there until long after dark.

			Seonaid wasn’t sure how long she sat there, waiting to feel refreshed, waiting to feel more comfortable with the day.

			The birds were there for a while before she noticed them.

			They were a way out to sea, far enough that she couldn’t be sure what varieties they were, although a couple looked big enough to be albatrosses. But there were others that were smaller, which must have been gulls or terns or petrels.

			
			

			There were about twenty of them, clustered together. They were barely moving. Doing just enough to keep as still in the air as possible. There must have been some kind of updraft, Seonaid thought to herself, keeping the birds aloft. She’d never seen birds behave like that.

			As she stood and turned to walk home, she started wondering if she could find some research on that kind of thing, some ornithological studies. It might make a good lesson for some of the kids; they could do a project, spend time observing and reporting on the birdlife in the area. Maybe she could tie it into conservation.

			By the time she reached the house, the eeriness of the sight, the strangeness, had left her, and all that remained were practical questions on building a lesson plan. When she walked through the door, she was hit by a strong, acrid smell coming from the kitchen. She walked through to find her daughter Sarah dumping a pan into the sink and flooding it with water.

			Sarah turned as she walked in, looking shamefaced. ‘Sorry, Moth,’ she said. ‘I’m starting again.’

			Seonaid had laughed wryly about it then, and again later with her wife after the kids were in bed, but there was an overwhelming sadness as well. Sarah had been exuberant over the past couple of weeks, elated. She’d always been expected to help around the house – she and Elliot both had regular jobs to do, and each of them cooked once or twice a week – but recently Sarah had been bending over backwards to do as much as she could.

			To Seonaid, it was oppressive.

			
			

			She knew the reason for Sarah’s happiness and, while she understood it, while she’d felt it herself once, it was breaking her heart.

			Sarah was leaving. At the end of the summer, she would be moving to the city for university, and the thought of it was making her happier than she had been in a long time.

			And she deserved to be happy; she was right to be. She’d be studying with some of her old school friends from before Seonaid had dragged the family back to the village she’d fled herself thirty years earlier. She’d be doing what she loved – painting. Finally getting the education in art the tiny village school couldn’t begin to give her.

			Seonaid knew that Sarah missed the city. It was easier for Elliot; he’d only been four when they’d moved. He hadn’t started school yet; his world had still been confined mostly to his family. But Sarah had been old enough to feel the loss.

			So Seonaid didn’t blame her for being so excited to leave. But it hurt, too, to see it. To have to see, every day, how happy her daughter was to be leaving her.

			As she fell asleep that night, her wife in her arms, those were the thoughts that occupied Seonaid’s mind. The birds and their strange behaviour were all but forgotten.

			When, a week or so later, the strange thunder shook the world, she didn’t think of the birds. When the radios fell silent, she didn’t think of the birds. When Arthur, the ferryman, arrived, traumatised and silent, she didn’t think of the birds.

			But some time later, when she saw a gull hovering over the ocean for a moment before flapping its wings and soaring away, she remembered. And in remembering, in considering all that had come after, the sight of the birds that day took on new significance. What had seemed at the time to be odd behaviour, something that could perhaps be explained by someone with more expertise than Seonaid, suddenly became a portent. The first indication that something fundamental had shifted and broken.
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