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Prologue



Billions died in less than twenty-four hours.

William Price was one of the first.

He’d been out of bed for less than a minute when it began. He was halfway down the stairs when he felt the first stabbing pains around the inside of his mouth and the back of his throat. By the time he’d reached his wife in the living room he couldn’t breathe.

The virus caused the lining of his throat to swell at a remarkable rate. Less than forty seconds after initial infection the swelling had almost completely blocked his windpipe. As he fought for air the swellings began to split and bleed. He began to choke on the blood running down the inside of his trachea.

Price’s wife tried to help him, but all she could do was catch him when he fell to the ground. For a fraction of a second she was aware of his body beginning to twitch and spasm but by then she’d also been infected.

Less than four minutes after infection, William Price was dead. Thirty seconds later and his wife was dead too. A further minute and the entire street was silent.







1



Carl Henshawe was over three-quarters of the way home before he realized anything had happened.

The early morning sun was low on the horizon as he drove back from the Carter & Jameson factory just north of Billhampton. He’d been there since just after four, fixing an insignificant repair which had hardly warranted him being called out in the middle of the night. Simpson—the wily bastard who ran the night shift there—was too tight to pay for new machinery and too smart to have his own men fix the problem when he could call someone else out. He knew the maintenance contract inside out, better even than Carl’s employers. Never mind, he thought to himself as he tried to drink a cup of coffee with one hand, tune the radio with the other and still keep the van moving, being on twenty-four-hour call paid well, and Christ, did they need the money. He loved his family more than anything, but neither he nor Sarah had been prepared for the extra expense of having another mouth to feed. Gemma, their perfect little girl, was costing them a fortune.

Damn radio. Must be something wrong with it, he decided. One minute there was the usual music interspersed with inane chatter and drivel, the next just silence. Not even static. The final notes of the last song faded away and were replaced with nothing.

The sun flashed through the tops of the trees, blinding Carl intermittently. He knew he should slow down but he wanted to get home and see Gemma before Sarah took her to nursery. He shielded his eyes as he took a tight bend too fast, then slammed on his brakes as a small, mustard-yellow–colored car raced toward him, careening down the middle of the road. He swerved hard to the right to avoid an impact and braced himself as the van bumped up the verge at the side of the road. He watched in his rearview mirror as the other car continued forward, its speed undiminished, before clattering up the curb and thumping into the base of a wide oak tree.

Carl sat unmoving in his seat and gazed into the mirror, unable for a moment to fully comprehend what had just happened. The sudden silence was unbearable. Then, as the shock slowly began to fade and the reality of the situation sank in, he got out of the van and ran over to the crash. His mind was racing; his focus entirely self-concerned. It’ll be his word against mine, he anxiously thought. I wasn’t concentrating. If he sues and they find against me, I’ll probably lose my job. As it is I’ll have to explain why I…

Carl stood in the middle of the road and stared at the body of the car’s driver, slumped forward with his face smashed into the steering wheel. His legs heavy, he took another couple of nervous steps closer. The car had hit the tree at an incredible speed making, it seemed, no attempt to either slow down or swerve. Its bonnet had hit so hard it had virtually wrapped itself right around the trunk.

He opened the door and crouched down, face level with the driver. He knew immediately that the man was dead. His empty eyes stared at him, somehow seeming to blame Carl for what had just happened. Blood was pouring—not dripping—from a deep gash on the bridge of his nose and from his mouth, which hung open, pooling under the pedals in the foot-well. Suddenly nauseous, Carl leaned over the crumpled front of the car and emptied the contents of his stomach in the grass.

Got to do something. Phone for help.

He ran back to the van and grabbed his mobile from its holder on the dashboard. It’s easier knowing he’s dead, he tried to convince himself, feeling guilty for even daring think such thoughts. I can just tell the police that I was driving along and I found the car crashed into the tree. No one needs to know that I was here when it happened. No one needs to know that I probably caused it.

No one was picking up. He looked at the phone’s display and dialed 999. Strange. Plenty of battery power left and the signal strength was good. He cancelled the call and tried again. Then again. Then again. Then another number. Then the office. Then the number of the factory he’d just come from. Then his home number…Sarah’s mobile…his dad’s house…his best mate…nothing. No one answered.

Get a grip, he told himself, trying not to panic. There had been no other traffic on the road since the crash. If no one’s seen you here, his frightened and flawed logic dictated, then no one needs to know you were ever here at all. Before he could talk himself out of it, he got back into the van and started to drive. Maybe he’d call the police anonymously later, he decided, trying to appease his guilt. I don’t even need to tell them about the body. I’ll just tell them I’ve seen a crash at the side of the road.

A mile and a half farther down the road, Carl spotted another car. His conscience getting the better of him, he decided to change his plan and stop and tell the driver about what he’d seen. There’s safety in numbers, he thought. They could drive back to the scene of the crash, and then report it together. As he neared the car he saw that it had stopped, parked at an awkward angle across the dotted white line, straddling both lanes of the road. The door was wide open and the driver’s seat was empty. He pulled up alongside the car and saw that there were three people inside; a mother in the front and two children in the back. Their frozen faces were filled with agony and panic. Their skin was gray and he could see trickles of blood running down the chin of the boy nearest to him. He didn’t need to look any closer to know that they were dead. He found the lifeless body of the missing driver a few meters farther along the road, sprawled across the tarmac.

Carl slammed his foot down on the accelerator and raced away, his head spinning, hoping every time he turned a corner that he’d see someone alive who could help him, or at least explain what had happened. The farther he drove without seeing anyone, however, the more obvious it became that in the space of a few miles’ drive, everything had been changed forever.

 

The level of Carl’s panic and fear was such that he’d seen more than another fifty lifeless bodies—bodies which had all seemed to simply fall and die where they’d been standing—before it occurred to him that whatever had happened here had probably happened to his family too. He drove back home at a dangerous speed, swerving around the corpses in the streets, then parked the van outside his house and ran to the front door. With his hands trembling, he forced the key into the lock and shoved the door open. He shouted out for Sarah but there was no reply. The house was cold and silent. He slowly walked upstairs, almost too afraid to open the bedroom door, tormenting himself with unanswerable questions. If I’d driven faster, would I have been home in time to help? If I’d wasted less time with the corpses at the roadside, would I have been here for them when they needed me most?

His heart pounding and his legs weak, he went into the bedroom and found his wife and daughter lying dead together. Gemma’s head hung over the edge of the bed, her mouth open wide in the middle of a silent scream. There was blood on Sarah’s white nightdress and on the bedsheets and floor. His eyes stinging with tears, he begged them both to wake up; pleaded with them to respond; shook and screamed at them to move.

Carl couldn’t stand to leave, but he couldn’t bear to stay there either. He kissed Sarah and Gemma good-bye and covered them with a sheet before locking the door and walking away from his home. He spent hours stepping through the hundreds of bodies outside, too afraid even to shout for help.
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Michael Collins stood in front of a class of thirty-three fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds, tongue-tied and terrified. Under his breath he cursed Steve Wilkins, his idiot of a boss, for forcing him to do this. He hated public speaking and he hated kids, teenagers especially. He remembered having to sit through things like this when he was at school. “Industry into Schools” days they used to be called. Days when, instead of listening to their teacher drone on for hours, kids were instead made to listen to unwilling volunteers like him telling them how wonderful the job they really despised was. Michael hated compromising himself like this, but he didn’t have any choice. Wilkins had made it perfectly clear that his performance today would be directly linked to the quarterly bonus he was due to receive at the end of this month. Wilkins came out with some bullshit about how his middle managers were “figureheads of the company.” Michael knew that, in reality, his middle managers were just there for him to hide behind.

“You gonna say anything?” a scrawny kid in a baseball cap sneered. Michael tried to stay calm and not react, but the way the end of his notes shook made his nervousness obvious to the entire class. The sadistic teenagers quickly seized on his apparent weakness.

“The work we do at Carradine Computers is extremely varied and interesting,” he began, lying through his teeth, his voice wavering. “We’re responsible for…”

“Sir…” a lad said from the middle of the room, waving his hand frantically in the air and grinning.

“What?”

“I think you should just give up now. No one’s listening!”

The rest of the class—those who weren’t reading magazines, drawing on their desks, or blatantly listening to music through headphones—began to jeer. Some hid their sniggers behind their hands, others rocked back on their chairs and laughed out loud. Michael looked to the teacher at the back of the class for support but as soon as he made eye contact with her, she looked away.

“As I was saying,” he continued, not knowing what else to do, “we look after a wide range of clients, from small, one-man firms to multinational corporations. We advise them on the right software to use, the systems to buy and…”

Another interruption, this one more physical. A fight had broken out on side corner of the room. One boy had another in a headlock.

“James Clyde, cut it out,” the teacher yelled. “Anyone would think you didn’t want to listen to Mr. Collins.”

As if the behavior and apathy of the students wasn’t bad enough, now even the teacher was being sarcastic. Suddenly the stifled laughter was released and the whole room was out of control. Michael threw his notes down onto the desk and was about to walk out when he noticed that a girl in the far right corner of the room was coughing. It sounded painful and cut through the rest of the chaotic noise. More than just an ordinary cough, it was a vile, rasping, hacking scream of a cough, which sounded as if it was tearing the very insides of her throat apart with each painful convulsion. He took a few steps toward her and then stopped. Other than her choking, the rest of the room had become silent. He watched as her head jerked forward, showering her desk and hands with sticky strings and splashes of bloody spit. She looked up at him, her eyes terrified and wide. She was suffocating. Michael glanced at the teacher again. This time she stared back at him, fear and confusion clear on her face. She began to massage her own neck.

A boy on the other side of the room began to cough and wheeze. He got halfway out of his seat, then fell back again. A girl just behind and to the right of Michael began to cry and then to cough. The teacher tried to stand but then fell out of her seat and hit the floor…within thirty seconds of the first girl starting, every single person in the room was tearing at their throats, fighting to breathe. Every single person except Michael.

Numb with shock and not knowing what to do or where to go to get help, Michael staggered back toward the classroom door. He tripped over a student’s bag and grabbed hold of the nearest desk to steady himself. A girl’s hand slammed down onto his and he stared into her face, deathly white save for dark trickles of crimson blood which ran down her chin and dripped onto her desk. He pulled his hand away and opened the classroom door. The noise inside the room had been horrific enough but out here it was even worse. Screams of agony rang out through the entire school. From every classroom and from places as remote as assembly halls, gymnasiums, workshops, kitchens and offices, the morning air was filled with the terrified noise of hundreds of children and adults suffocating and choking to death.

By the time Michael had walked the length of the corridor and was halfway down the stairs to the main entrance, the school was silent. A boy was sprawled on the ground at the foot of the stairs. He crouched down next to him and cautiously reached out his hand, pulling it away again as soon as he touched his skin. It felt clammy and unnatural, almost like wet leather. Forcing himself to overcome his fear, he rolled the boy over onto his back. Like the kids in the classroom his face was ghostly white, his lips and chin smeared with blood and spittle. Michael leaned down as close as he dared and put his ear next to his mouth, praying that he would hear even the slightest sounds of breathing, wishing that the suddenly silent world would not become quieter still. It was no use. He was dead.

Michael walked out into the cool September sunlight and crossed the empty playground. Just one glance at the devastated world beyond the school gates was enough for him to know that whatever had happened inside the building had happened outside too. Random, fallen bodies littered the streets for as far as he could see.

He didn’t know what to do. He considered his options as he walked; go back to work and look for people there? Try the hospitals and police stations? He decided to head back home, change his clothes and pack a bag, then head deeper into town. He couldn’t be the only one left alive.
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Emma Mitchell felt depressingly sick, cold, and tired. Everything was an effort this morning. The head cold which had been threatening for a few days had finally hit her hard. She decided to skip classes and stay in bed. She’d tried to study for a while, but gave up when she realized she’d started reading the same paragraph five times without ever making it past the third line. She decided to fix herself some food, but then couldn’t find anything to eat. Her bloody flatmate had been taking her stuff again. She’d have to talk to her again when she got back tonight, she decided. The last thing Emma wanted to do was go out, but she didn’t have any choice. She put on as many layers of clothing as she could stand and dragged herself to the store at the end of Maple Street.

There were only two other customers in Mr. Rashid’s shop. Emma was minding her own business, haggling with herself and trying to justify spending a few pence more on her favorite brand of spaghetti sauce, when an elderly man lunged at her. She shoved him back…she wasn’t sure to: She instinctively shoved him back but then realised he was struggling to breathe. Her mind immediately began racing, sudden surprise and panic taking hold. What do I do? She was just a few terms into a five-years course of medical studies and she wasn’t sure. Did she use her limited knowledge to try and work out what was wrong, or just use commonsense first aid to help?

Another noise behind her made Emma look back over her shoulder. The other shopper had collapsed face-first into a display rack, sending loaves of bread, rolls, and pastry crashing to the ground. He lay on his back in the middle of the aisle, coughing, holding his throat and writhing in agony.

Emma felt the grip on her arm loosen and she turned back to face the old man. Tears of pain and fear ran freely down his weathered cheeks as he struggled to breathe. The shock and surprise fading, her training slowly began to take hold and she leaned across to try and loosen his collar and lie him down. She stopped when she saw the blood inside his gaping, toothless mouth. He leaned forward and it dribbled onto the floor, splashing her feet. His legs buckled and he dropped to the ground, his entire body shaking and convulsing.

Emma ran to the back of the shop to find Mr. Rashid and call for help. She found him lying in a stockroom doorway, barely alive. His wife had collapsed in the kitchen. The tap was still running and the sink was overflowing, blood-tinged water collecting in a pool around her pallid face. By the time Emma returned to the front of the store, both of the men she’d left there were dead.

There were bodies everywhere outside. Emma stumbled onto the street, shielding her eyes from the blinding sun. Literally hundreds of people had fallen around her. They had all suffocated. Every face she looked into was ashen, each person’s lips bloodied and red.

Much farther down the road, perhaps a quarter of a mile, where the high street crossed Maple Street, the road was covered in an unfathomable tangle of crashed cars. Nothing was moving. Everything was still but for the traffic lights, which obliviously continued to work their way through their routine of red, amber, and green, then back again.

Emma walked home, slowly at first but then moving with more speed, stepping over corpses as if they were just discarded litter. She didn’t allow herself to think about what had happened, already knowing, perhaps, that she wouldn’t be able to find any answers or even anyone else left alive to ask. She let herself back into the flat and locked the door behind her. She went into her room, drew the curtains on the nightmare outside, got back into bed and pulled the covers over her head.
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By eleven o’clock on a cold, bright and otherwise ordinary Tuesday morning in September, over 99 percent of the population were dead.

Stuart Jeffries had been on his way home from a work conference when it had begun. He’d left the hotel on the Scottish borders at first light with the intention of being home by mid-afternoon. He’d had the next three days booked off as holiday and had been looking forward to sitting on his backside doing as little as possible for as long as he could.

Driving virtually the full length of the country meant stopping to fill up the car with petrol on more than one occasion. Having passed several service stations on the motorway, he’d decided that he’d wait until he reached the next town to get fuel. A smart man, Jeffries knew the cheaper he could buy his petrol, the more profit he’d make when he claimed back his expenses. Northwich was the nearest town, and it was there that a relatively normal morning became extraordinary in seconds. Around him the busy but fairly well-ordered lines of traffic were thrown into chaos and disarray as the infection tore through the air. Desperate to avoid being hit, as the first few cars around him lost control, he’d panicked and taken the first turn off the main road, followed by an immediate right into a virtually empty car park. He’d stopped the car, got out and ran up the side of a muddy bank. Through metal railings he’d watched helplessly as the world around him fell apart in an impossibly short time. He watched countless people drop to the ground without warning, then die the most hideous choking death imaginable.

Jeffries spent the following hours sitting terrified in his car with the windows shut and the doors locked. The unfamiliar car had only been delivered to his hotel late the previous evening, but in the sudden madness and disorientation he’d found himself plunged into it now felt like the safest place in the world.

The radio was dead and no one was answering the phone. The petrol tank was almost empty and he was still more than two hundred and fifty miles away from home. Completely alone, stranded in an unfamiliar town, and surrounded by corpses, he was literally paralyzed with fear. What he’d witnessed was unprecedented, terrifying, and inexplicable.

Jeffries’s bladder forced him into action. After sitting for what felt like forever in the car he could finally stand it no longer. He left the warm, muffled safety of the car and stumbled out into the cool late September day. Had it really happened? His eyes alert, he stood and pissed up a tree, then slowly walked back toward the main road, constantly surveying the devastation around him. Nothing had moved. Motionless cars still filled the carriageway; some had crashed, others just stopped. The wet and dirty pavements were still littered with lifeless bodies. The only sound came from the biting autumn wind as it blustered through the trees on either side and chilled him to the bone. Other than those corpses which were trapped in the mangled wrecks of crashed cars there didn’t seem any immediately obvious reason for any of the deaths. The closest body to Jeffries was that of an elderly woman. She seemed to have simply dropped to the ground—one minute alive, the next dead. She still had the handle of her shopping trolley gripped tightly in one of her gloved hands.

Stuart thought about shouting out for help. He raised his hands up to his mouth but then stopped. The world was so eerily silent and he felt so exposed and out of place that he didn’t dare make any noise. In the back of his mind was the very real fear that if he was to call out, his voice might draw attention to his location. Although there didn’t seem to be anyone else left to hear him, in his vulnerable and increasingly nervous state he began to convince himself that making a noise might bring whatever it was that had destroyed the rest of the population back to destroy him. Paranoia, perhaps, but what had happened today was so illogical and unexpected that he wasn’t going to take any chances. Frustrated and afraid, he turned around and walked back toward the car.

At the far end of the car park, hidden from view at first by overhanging trees, stood the Whitchurch Community Center. Named after a long forgotten local dignitary it was a dull, dilapidated building which had been built (and, it seemed, last maintained) in the late 1950s. Jeffries cautiously walked up to the front of the hall and peered in through the half-open door. Nervously he pushed it fully open and took a few tentative steps inside. This time he did call out, quietly at first, but there was no reply.

The cold and drafty building took only a minute or two to explore because it consisted of only a few rooms, most of which led off a main hall. There was a very basic kitchen, a storeroom filled with tables and chairs, and male and female toilets. At the far end of the main hall was a second, much smaller area, with a second storeroom leading off it. This room had obviously been added later as an extension to the original building. Its paintwork and decoration, although still faded and peeling, were slightly less faded and peeling than that of the rest of the Center.

It was while he was outside that he decided he would shelter in the hall until morning. It wasn’t a difficult decision. It seemed to be as safe a place as any in which to hide. It was isolated and although not in the best of repair, it looked strong enough and was warmer than the car. Jeffries decided that there didn’t seem to be any point in trying to get anywhere else. The only place he wanted to be right now was back home, but home was several hours’ drive away. He quickly convinced himself that it would be safer to stay put for now and then to try and get petrol in the morning. He’d siphon it from one of the cars on the road outside if he had to.

Other than two bodies in the main hall the building was empty. Jeffries forced himself to drag the corpses outside. In the hand of a gray-haired man who looked to have been in his early sixties he found a bunch of keys which, he discovered, fitted the building locks. This, he decided, must have been the caretaker. And the equally gray-haired lady who had died next to him was probably a prospective tenant, looking to hire the hall for a Women’s Institute meeting or something similar. Jeffries heaved the stiff and awkward bodies through the doorway and laid them down carefully at the side of the building.

Night was beginning to draw in. He flicked on the wall switch and was surprised when the lights came on. How long they’d last, he didn’t want to think about. If everyone was dead, he realized, then the power stations would eventually stop producing electricity. It might last for weeks, but he also knew it might be gone by morning.

Jeffries jogged to the end of the car park and looked out over the rest of the city. Streetlamps and other automatic lights—road and shop signs and the like—had come on as usual, but it was still unsettlingly dark. There were no lights on in shop windows or houses, no car headlights on the road. He went back inside and shut and locked the door. It made him feel marginally safer and less exposed. With a locked door between him and everything else he could, at least, pretend for a while that nothing had happened.

 

Just before nine o’clock Jeffries’s solitary confinement was ended. He was sitting on an uncomfortable plastic chair in the kitchen of the Center, concentrating on the buzz of the electric light above him and trying to block out the silence of the dead world around him. It was impossible to think about anything other than what had happened today and what might happen tomorrow.

Someone was outside. He jumped up from his chair and crept cautiously down the hallway, his heart thumping in his chest and his legs weak with nerves. Silence. Maybe he’d imagined it? Maybe he’d just wanted to hear something? He took another step closer to the door, then jumped back as the handle moved up and down, up and down as someone tried to force it open. His mouth too dry to speak, he fumbled in his pockets for the keys, then struggled to shove the right one into the lock. He finally pushed the door open and stood in silence and stared at the figure in front of him. Jeffries reached out and grabbed hold of the total stranger outside. He was Jack Baynham—a thirty-six-year-old bricklayer who’d lived in Northwich all his life. Although they’d never met before they hugged like long-lost friends. Neither said a word.

 

The arrival of another survivor brought sudden unexpected hope and energy. Neither man had any answers as to what had happened earlier, but for the first time they did at least dare to consider what they should do next. If there were two survivors then it followed there might be a hundred, maybe many more. They had to let other people know where they were.

Using rubbish from three dustbins at the side of the hall, branches from a dead tree, and the remains of a smashed up wooden table, they built a bonfire in the center of the car park, well away from the hall and Stuart’s car. Petrol from the wreck of a sports car was used as fuel. Baynham set the fire burning by flicking a smoldering cigarette butt through the cold night air, and within seconds the car park was filled with welcome light and warmth. Jeffries found a CD in another car and put it into the player in his. He turned the key in the ignition and started it playing, filling the air with classical music. Sweeping, soaring strings shattered the oppressive and overbearing silence that had been so prevalent all day.

The fire had been burning and the music playing for less than an hour when the third and fourth survivors arrived together at the hall. By four o’clock the following morning more than twenty shell-shocked and terrified individuals had reached the Whitchurch Community Center.

 

Emma Mitchell had spent almost the entire day curled up in the corner of her bed with the covers over her head. She’d first heard the music shortly after midnight, but for a while had convinced herself that she was hearing things. It was only when she finally plucked up the courage to get out of bed and opened her bedroom window that it became clear that someone really was playing music. Desperate to see and to speak to someone else, she threw a few belongings into a rucksack and locked and left her home. She sprinted along the silent streets, not allowing herself to slow down, terrified that the music might stop and leave her stranded before she could find where it was coming from.

Thirty-five minutes after leaving the flat she arrived at the Community Center.

 

Carl Henshawe was the twenty-fourth survivor to arrive. He’d spent much of the day hiding in the back of a builder’s van, too afraid to look out. After several hours had passed and nothing had changed he had decided to try and find help. He’d driven the van around aimlessly until it had run out of fuel and spluttered and died. Rather than try and refuel it he decided to simply take another vehicle. It was while he was changing cars that he heard the music.

Having quickly disposed of its dead driver, Carl arrived at the hall just before daybreak in a luxury company car.

*   *   *


Michael Collins had almost given up. Too afraid to go back home or to go anywhere he recognized, he sat himself down in the freezing cold in the middle of a park. He decided that it was easier to be alone and deny what had happened than to face returning to familiar surroundings and risk seeing the bodies of people he’d known. He lay on his back on the wet grass and listened to the gentle babbling of a nearby brook. He was cold, wet, uncomfortable, and scared, but the noise of the running water disguised the deathly silence of the rest of the world and, for a while, made it fractionally easier to forget.

The wind blew across the field where he lay, rustling through the grass and bushes and causing the tops of trees to thrash about almost constantly. Soaked through and shivering, Michael eventually got up and, without any real plan or direction, he slowly walked away from the stream toward the edge of the park. As the sound of running water faded into the distance, so the unexpected strains of the music from the car park drifted toward him. Marginally interested but too cold, numb, and afraid to really care, he began to walk toward the sound.

Michael was the final survivor to reach the hall.
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Michael Collins was the last to arrive at the Center but one of the first to get his head together or, perhaps, his stomach. Just before midday, after a long, slow, and painful morning, he decided it was time to eat. In the main storeroom he found tables, chairs and a collection of camping equipment labeled up as belonging to the 4th Whitchurch Scout Group. In a large metal chest he found two gas burners and, next to the chest itself, four half-full gas bottles. In minutes he’d set the burners up on a table and was keeping himself busy by heating up a catering-size can of vegetable soup and a similar-sized can of baked beans which he’d found. Obviously left over from camps held in the summer just gone, the food was an unexpected and welcome discovery. More than that, preparing the food was a distraction; something to take his mind off the nightmare outside the flimsy walls of the Whitchurch Community Center.

The rest of the survivors sat in silence in the main hall. Some lay curled up on the cold brown linoleum floor while others sat on chairs with their heads held in their hands. No one spoke. Other than Michael no one moved. No one even dared to make eye contact with anyone else. Twenty-six people who may as well have been in twenty-six different rooms. Twenty-six people who couldn’t believe what had happened to the world around them and who couldn’t bear to think about what might happen next. In the last day each one of them had experienced a lifetime’s worth of pain, confusion, fear, and loss, and what made their bitter mix of emotions even more unbearable was the complete lack of explanation or reason. Each lonely and frightened person knew as little as the lonely and frightened person next to them.

Michael sensed that he was being watched. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed that a girl sitting nearby was staring at him. She was rocking on a blue plastic chair and watching him intently. It made him feel uncomfortable. Much as the silence in the hall was deafening and made him feel even more desperate and isolated, he didn’t want to say anything. He had a million questions to ask but he didn’t know where to start. It seemed that the most sensible option was to stay silent.

The girl got up out of her chair and tentatively walked toward him. She stood there for a moment, about a meter and a half away, before taking a final step closer and clearing her throat.

“I’m Emma,” she said quietly. “Emma Mitchell.”

He looked up, caught her eye, then looked down again without responding.

“Anything I can do?” she asked.

Michael shook his head and stared into the soup he was stirring. He watched the chunks of vegetable spinning around in the watery liquid and wished that she’d go away. He really didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to start a conversation, he decided, because a conversation would inevitably mean talking about what had happened to the rest of the world outside, and at that moment in time that was the last thing he wanted to think about. Problem was, it was all he could think about.

“Shall I try and find some mugs?” Emma mumbled. She was damn sure she wasn’t going to let him ignore her. He was the only person in the room who had done anything all morning and her logic and reason dictated that he was the person it would be most worth trying to start a conversation with. Emma found the silence and the lack of communication stifling, so much so that a short while ago she’d almost got up and left. She’d have done it too if she hadn’t been so scared.

Sensing that she wasn’t going to go away, Michael looked up again.

“I found some mugs in the stores,” he mumbled. “Thanks anyway.”

“No problem.”

After another long and uncomfortable pause, Michael spoke again.

“I’m Michael,” he said. “Look, I’m sorry but…”

He stopped speaking because he didn’t know what he was trying to say. Emma understood, nodded dejectedly, and was about to turn and walk away when he realized that he suddenly wanted her to stay. The thought of the stunted conversation ending before it had really started forced him to make an effort. He desperately tried to do something to keep her at the table with him.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “It’s just with everything that’s…I mean, I don’t know why I…”

“I hate soup,” Emma grunted, deliberately interrupting and steering the conversation into safer, neutral waters. “Especially vegetable. Christ, I can’t stand bloody vegetable soup.”

“Nor me,” Michael admitted. “Hope someone likes it, though. There’s four more tins of it in there.”

As quickly as it had begun, the brief dialogue ended and the silence returned. There just wasn’t anything safe to say. Small talk seemed unnecessary and inappropriate. Neither of them wanted to talk about what had happened, but both knew that they couldn’t avoid it. Emma took a deep breath and tried again.

“Were you far from here when it…”

Michael shook his head.

“A couple of miles. I spent most of yesterday wandering around. I only live about twenty minutes away, but I’ve been all over town.” He stirred the soup again and then felt obliged to ask her the same question back.

“My place is just the other side of the park,” she replied. “I spent yesterday in bed.”

“In bed?”

She nodded and leaned up against the wall.

“Didn’t seem to be much else to do. I just put my head under the covers and pretended that nothing had happened. Until I heard the music, that was.”

“Stroke of genius, playing that music.”

Michael ladled a generous serving of soup into a mug and handed it to Emma. She picked up a plastic spoon from the table and poked at the hot food for a second before tentatively tasting a mouthful. She didn’t feel like eating but she knew that she should. She hadn’t even thought about food since her aborted shopping trip yesterday morning.

A couple of the other survivors were looking their way. Michael didn’t know whether it was the food that was attracting their attention or the fact that he and Emma were talking. Whatever the reason, it seemed that the two of them communicating had acted like a slow-release valve of sorts. As he watched more and more of the shell-like survivors began to show signs of life.

 

Half an hour later, and the food had been eaten. There were now two or three conversations taking place around the hall. Small groups of people huddled together while others remained alone. Some talked (and the relief on their faces was obvious) while others cried. The constant sound of sobbing could clearly be heard over the muted discussions.

Emma and Michael stayed together, talking sporadically. Michael learned that Emma was a medical student. Emma learned that Michael worked with computers. Michael, she discovered, lived alone. His parents had recently moved to Edinburgh with his two younger brothers. She told him that she’d chosen to study in Northwich and that her family lived in a small village on the east coast. Neither of them could bring themselves to talk about their families in any detail. Neither knew if any of the people they loved were still alive.

“What did this?” Michael asked. He’d tried to ask the question a couple of times before but hadn’t quite managed to force the words out. He knew that Emma couldn’t answer, but it helped just to have asked.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“Don’t know. Some kind of virus, perhaps?”

“But how could it have killed so many people? And so quickly?”

“No idea.”

“Christ, I watched thirty kids die in front of me. How could anything…”

She was staring at him. He stopped talking.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“It’s okay.”

Another awkward pause followed.

“You warm enough?” Michael eventually asked.

Emma nodded.

“I’m okay.”

“I’m freezing. I tell you, there are holes in the walls of this place. I stood in one corner this morning and I pushed the bloody walls apart! It wouldn’t take much to bring this place down.”

“That’s reassuring, thanks.”

Michael shut up quickly, regretting his clumsy words. The last thing anyone wanted to hear was how vulnerable they were in the hall. Shabby, ramshackle and drafty it might have been, but today it was all they had. There were countless stronger and safer buildings nearby, but no one wanted to take a single step outside the front door for fear of what they might find there.

Michael watched as Stuart Jeffries and another man (whose name he thought was Carl) sat in deep conversation in the far corner of the room with a third person who was hidden from view. He watched them intently, sensing that frustrations were beginning to come to the surface. Their body language had changed and the volume of their voices was increasing. Less than five minutes ago they’d been mumbling quietly and privately. Now every survivor could hear every word of what was being said.

“No way, I’m not going out there yet,” Jeffries said, his voice strained and tired. “What’s the point? What’s outside?”

The man hidden in the shadows replied.

“So what else are we going to do? How long can we stay here? It’s cold and uncomfortable in here. We’ve got no food and no supplies and we’ve got to go out if we’re going to survive. Besides, we need to know what’s happening out there. For all we know we could be shut away in here with help just around the corner…”

“We’re not going to get any help,” Jeffries argued.

“How do you know?” Carl asked. His voice was calm but there was obvious irritation and frustration in his tone. “How the hell can you be sure no one’s going to help us? We won’t know anything until we go out there and look.”

“I’m not going out.”

“Yes, we’ve already established that,” the hidden man sighed. “You’re going to stay in here until you starve to death…”

“Don’t get smart. Don’t you get smart with me.”

Michael sensed that the friction in the corner might be about to turn violent. He didn’t know whether to get involved or keep out of the way.

“I know what you’re saying, Stuart,” Carl said cautiously, trying to calm him down, “but we need to do something. We can’t just sit here and wait indefinitely.”

Jeffries struggled to respond. Unable to find the words to express how he was feeling he began to cry, and the fact that he was unable to contain his emotions seemed to make him even angrier. He wiped away his tears with the back of his hand, hoping that the others hadn’t noticed, but knowing full well that everyone had.

“I just don’t want to go out there,” he cried, forcing his words out between stifled gasps and sobs. “I don’t want to see it all again. I want to stay here.”

With that he got up and left the room, shoving his chair back across the floor. It clattered against the radiator and the sudden noise caused everyone to look up.

“The whole world’s falling apart,” Michael said under his breath as he watched.

“What do you mean, falling apart?” Emma asked quietly. “It’s already happened. There’s nothing left. This is it.”

He looked around at his miserable, claustrophobic surroundings and the shattered, empty shells of people here with him, and he knew she was right.
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Dead, cold and empty inside.

Carl sat alone in a dark corner of a storeroom with his head in his hands, weeping for his wife and daughter. They’d been the very reason he existed. The reason he’d gone to work. The reason he’d come home. He’d been devoted to them in a way he’d never thought possible. And now, without any reason, warning, or explanation, they were gone. Taken from him in the blink of an eye and there was nothing he could have done about it. He hadn’t even been able to hold them when they’d died. When they’d needed him most he’d been miles away.

Outside in the main hall he could hear the pitiful moans and cries of other people who had also lost everything. He could feel their anger, frustration and complete bewilderment, could almost taste it hanging in the air like the stench of rotting flesh. He could hear fighting, arguing, and screaming. He could hear raw pain tearing each one of the twenty or so desperate people apart.

When the noise became too much to stand he dragged himself up onto his feet with the intention of leaving, but the thought of the thousands of lifeless bodies lying in the streets outside stopped him. The day was almost over and the light would soon disappear. The idea of being out in the open was bad enough, but to be out there in the dark, wandering aimlessly with only the dead for company, was too much to even consider.

Shards of brilliant orange sunlight trickled into the building above his head, dappling the wall behind him with unexpected, almost fluorescent color. Curious as to the source of the light, he looked up and saw a narrow skylight. He pulled over a small wooden table, lifted a heavy metal box on top to give him extra height, and climbed up and forced the skylight open. He stood up straight, squeezed his head, shoulders, and arms through the gap, then lifted himself up and scrambled out onto a flat asphalt roof.

A bitter wind buffeted and blew him as he stood exposed on the ten-foot-square area of roof. From the farthest edge he could see out over the main road into the dead city beyond. Moving only his eyes he followed the route of the road as it forked away to the left, heading in the general direction of Hadley, the small suburb where he had lived and where the bodies of his partner and child lay together in bed. In his mind he could still picture them both—frozen and lifeless, their faces stained with dark, drying blood—and suddenly the icy wind seemed to blow even colder. For a while he considered driving back home. The very least they deserved was a proper burial and some dignity. The pain he felt inside was unbearable.

Parts of the city in the distance were burning. Huge thick palls of dirty black smoke stretched up into the orange evening sky from unchecked fires. As he watched the smoke climb relentlessly his wandering mind came up with countless explanations as to how those fires could have started—a fractured gas main, perhaps? Or a crashed petrol tanker? A dead body that had fallen too close to a heater? He knew that it was a pointless exercise but he had nothing else to do, and thinking about such insignificancies helped him to forget about Gemma and Sarah for a while.

He was about to go back inside when one of the bodies in the road below caught his eye. He didn’t know why because it was unremarkable in the midst of the confusion and carnage. The corpse was that of a teenage boy who had fallen and smashed his head against a curbstone. His neck was broken, twisted around at an unnatural angle, his glazed eyes staring up into the sky. It was as if he was searching for explanations. Carl felt almost as if he was asking him what had happened and why he’d died. The poor kid looked so frightened and alone. Carl couldn’t look into his face for more than a couple of seconds.

He went back inside, and the cold and uncomfortable community hall suddenly seemed the safest and warmest place in the world.
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