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Prologue

Billions died in less than twenty-four hours.

William Price was one of the first.

Price had been out of bed for less than ten minutes when it began. He had been standing in the kitchen
when he' d fet the first pains. By the time he’ d reached hiswife in the living room he was amost dead.

The virus caused the lining of histhroat to dry and then to swell at aremarkable rate. Less than forty
seconds after initid infection the swelling had blocked hiswindpipe. Ashefought for air the swellings
began to split and bleed. He began to choke on the blood running down theinsde of histrachea.

Price swifetried to help him, but &l she could do was catch him when hefdl to the ground. For a
fraction of a second she was aware of his body beginning to spasm but by that point she had also been
infected. By that point the volume of oxygen reaching her lungs had reduced to less than ten per cent of
her normal oxygen requirement.

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

1
Carl Henshawe

| was amost home by thetime | knew that it had happened.

It was il early - about half-eight | think - and I’ d been out of the house since just after four. Looking
back | wasglad | hadn’t been home. It was bad enough seeing Sarah and Gemmalying there after it had
happened to them. Christ, | wouldn't have coped seeing it get them both. | just couldn’t have stood
seeing them both suffer like that. | couldn’t have done anything for either of them. It hurtstoo much to
even think about it. Better that they were gone and it was over by thetime | got home.

I’d been out on amaintenance cal at Carter and Jameson’ s factory five miles north of Billhampton. |
usudly ended up going there once or twice amonth, and usudly in the middle of the night. The bastard
that wasin charge of the place wastoo tight to pay for new machinery and too bloody smart to get his
own men repairing the system when he knew that he could call us out. Didn't matter what went wrong or
when, he always got us out. He knew the maintenance contract better than | did.

| was six miles short of Northwich when | first redlised that something was wrong. I’ d stopped at the
servicesto get acup of coffee and something to eat and | wasjust coming off the motorway when the
radio started playing up. Nothing unusua about that - the dectric'sin the van had amind of their own -
but this was different. One minute there was the usud music and talking, the next nothing but silence. Not



even datic. Just silence. | tried to tunein to a couple of other stations but | couldn’t get anything.

Likeanidiot | kept driving and trying to sort out the radio at the sametime. | only had one eye on the
road, and the sun kept flashing through the tops of the trees. The sky was clear and blue and the morning
sun was huge and blinding. | wanted to get back home so | kept my foot down. | didn’'t seethe bend in
the road until | was haf way round and | didn’t see the other car until it was amost too late.

| dammed my foot on the brake when | saw it. It was a smal mustard-yellow coloured car and its
driver was obvioudy as digtracted as | was. He was coming straight at me, and | had to yank the steering
whed hard to theright to avoid hitting him. I must have missed him by only acouple of feet.

There was something about the way the car was moving that didn’'t ssemright. | dowed down and
watched it in my rear view mirror. Instead of following the bend that | had just come round, it just kept
going forward in agtraight line, still going at the same speed. It | &ft the road and smashed up the kerb.
The passenger-side door scraped against the trunk of aheavy oak tree and then the car stopped dead
when the centre of the bonnet wrapped itself around another tree trunk.

There was no-one else about. | stopped and then turned the van around in the road and drove back
towards the crash. All | could think was the driver was going to blame theway | was driving and it would
be hisword against mine and Chrigt, if he took meto court he' d probably have agood case. | kept
thinking that | was going to lose my job and that I’ d have to explain what had happened to the boss
and...and bloody hell, | didn’t even stop to think that the other driver might be hurt until | saw him
dumped over his steering whesd!.

| stopped my car afew feet behind the crash and got out to help. My legsfelt heavy - | didn’'t want to
look but | knew that | had to. As| got closer | could seethe full extent of the damage to the car. It had
hit the tree at such abloody speed that the bonnet was amost wrapped right around it.

| opened the driver’ sdoor (it was jammed shut and it took me awhileto get it open). The driver
looked about thirty-five yearsold, and | didn’t need to touch him to know that he was dead. Hisface
had been dammed hard against the steering whedl, crushing his nose. His dead eyes gazed up a me,
giving me acold stare which made me fed asif he was blaming mefor what had just happened. Blood
was pouring from what was left of his nose and from his mouth which hung wide open. It wasn't dripping;
for the best part of aminute the thick crimson blood was literally pouring from the body and pooling on
the floor around the dead man’ sfest.

| didn’t have afucking clue what to do. For afew seconds| just stood there like a bloody foal, first
looking up and down the silent road and then staring at the jet of steam which was shooting up from the
battered car’ sradiator and into the cold morning air. | felt sck to my stomach, and when the hissing
eventualy stopped dl | could hear wasthe drip, drip, drip of blood. It had only been a couple of minutes
sincel’d eaten. | looked back at the body again and felt mysdlf lose control of my stomach. | dropped
down to my knees and threw up in the grass at the side of the road.

Once the nausea had passed | dragged myself up onto my feet and walked back to the van. | reached
ingde for the phone, realisng that athough there was nothing | could do for the poor bastard in the car, |
had to do something. In astrange way it was easer knowing that he was dead. | could just tdll the police
that I’ d been driving dong and I’ d found the car crashed into the tree. No-one needed to know that I'd
been around when the accident took place.

The bloody phone wasn't working.

Therel was, out in the countryside just outside amgjor town and | couldn’t get asignal. | shook the
phone, waved it in the air and even banged it againgt the side of the fucking van but | couldn’t get rid of
the ‘No Service message on the display. | wasn't thinking straight. | tried dialing 999 three or four times
but | couldn’t get anything. It didn’t even ring out. The phone just kept blegping * unobtainable’ in my
ear.

So if no-one needed to know that I’ d seen the crash, | found mysalf thinking, no-one needed to know
that I’ d been the one who found it. It sickens me now when | think back and remember that the next
thing | did was climb back into the van with the intention of driving home. | decided that I’d cal the
police or someone from there and tell them that I’ d seen an abandoned car at the side of the road. |
didn’t even need to tell them about the body. | guessthat it must have been the effects of shock. I'm not



usually such aspineless bastard.

| wasin adaze, dmost atrance. | climbed back into the van, started the engine and began to drive
back towardstown. | stared &t the crashed car in the rear view mirror until it was out of sight, then | put
my foot down on the accelerator.

There were acouple more bendsin the road before it straightened and stretched out for aclear half
mile ahead of me. | caught sight of another car in the near distance, and seeing that car made me give
way to my mounting guilt and change my plans. | decided that I’ d stop and tell the driver about whet I'd
seen. There' s safety in numbers, | thought. I’ d get them to come back with meto the crash and we'd
report it to the police together. Everything would be okay.

| waswrong. As| got closer to the car | redlised that it had stopped. | dowed down and pulled up
alongsde. Thedriver’s seat was empty. There were three other people in the car and they were al dead
- amother in the front and her two dead children in the back. Their faces were screwed up with
expressions of agony and panic. Their skin was pae grey and | could see on the body of the child nearest
to methat there was atrickle of blood running from between itslips and down the side of itslifelessface.
| kept the van moving dowly forward and saw that a couple of metres further down the road the body of
the missing driver lay sprawled across the tarmac. | had to drive up onto the grass verge to avoid driving
over him.

| was so fucking scared. | cried like ababy as| drove back towards home.

| can't be sure, but | must have seen another forty or fifty bodies by thetimeI’d madeit back to
Northwich. The streets were littered with the dead. It was bizarre - people just seemed to have fdlen
where they’ d been standing. Whatever they’ d been doing, wherever they’ d been going, they’d just
dropped.

The situation was S0 unexpected and inexplicable that it was only at that point that | thought about the
safety of my family. | put my foot down flat on the accelerator and was outside my house in seconds. |
jumped out of the van and ran to the door. My hands were shaking and | couldn’t get the key in the lock.
Eventually | opened it and immediately wished that | hadn’t. The house was Slent.

| ran up to the bedroom and that’ swhere | found them both. Sarah and our beautiful little girl both
dead. Gemma s face was frozen in the middle of a silent scream and there was blood dl around her
mouth and on Sarah’ swhite night dress and the sheets. They were both gtill warm and | shook them and
screamed at them to wake up and talk to me. Sarah |ooked terrified. | tried to close her frightened eyes
to make believe shewas just deeping but | couldn’'t. They wouldn't stay shuit.

| couldn’t stand to leave them but | couldn’t stand to stay there either. | had to get out. | put Gemma
into bed with her mum, kissed them both goodbye and pulled the sheets up over their heads. | |€ft the
house, locked the door behind me and then walked.

| spent hours stepping through the bodies just shouting out for help.

2
Michael Collins

So there | was, standing at the front of a class of thirty-three sixteen year olds, tongue-tied and terrified.
The boss had volunteered me for one of those ‘ Industry into Schools days. One of those days where
ingtead of gtting listening to their teacher drone on for hours, children were madeto listen to sacrificiad
lambs like metelling them how wonderful thejob they redlly despised was. | hated it. | hated spesking in
public. I hated compromising mysalf and not being honest. | hated knowing that if | didn’t do thisand |
didn’'t do it well, my end of month bonus would be reduced. My boss believed that his middle-managers
were the figureheads of his company. In redlity we were just there for him to hide behind.

My tak didn’t last long.



I’d made some noteswhich | held in front of melike ashidd. | fet quite cdm inside, but the way that
the end of my papers shook seemed to give the classthe impression that | was paraysed with nerves.
The sadistic sixteen year olds quickly seized on my apparent weakness. When | coughed and tripped on
aword | was history.

‘“The work we do at Caradine Computersis extremely varied and interesting,’ | began, lying through
my teeth. “We' reresponsiblefor...’

‘Sir,” alad said from the middle of the room. He waswaving hishand in the air.

‘What?

‘“Why don’t you just give up now,” he sighed. ‘We re not interested.’

That stopped me dead. I’ d never have dared speak out like that at school. | looked to the teacher at
the back of the class for support but as soon as we' d made eye contact she turned to ook out of the
window.

‘Asl wassaying,’” | continued, ‘we look after awide range of clients, from small one-man firmsto
multinational corporations. We advise them on the software to use, the syssemsto buy and...’

Another interruption, thistime more physica. A fight was breaking out in the corner of the room. One
boy had another in aheadlock.

‘James Clyde, the teacher yelled acrossthe classroom, * cut it out. Anyone would think you didn’t
want to lislen to Mr Callins’

Asif the behaviour of the students wasn't bad enough, now even the teacher was being sarcadtic. |
didn’t know whether she’ d meant her words to sound that way, but that was definitely how the rest of
the class had taken them. Suddenly there was stifled laughter coming from al sides, hidden by hands over
mouths and pierced by the occasiond splutter from those who couldn’t keep their hilarity in check.
Within seconds the whole room was out of control.

| was about to give up and walk out when it happened. A girl inthefar right corner of the room was
coughing. Far more than any ordinary splutter, thiswas afoul, ragping and hacking scream of acough
which sounded asif it wastearing the very insdes of her throat gpart with each painful convulsion. | took
afew stepstowards the girl and then stopped. Other than her painful choking the rest of the room had
become silent. | watched as her head dropped down and thick sticky strings of blood and spit dripped
and trailed into her cupped hands and over her desk. For a second she looked up at me with huge
terrified eyes. She couldn’t bresth. She was suffocating.

| looked towards the teacher again. Thistime she stared straight back at me, fear and confusion
written clearly across her face.

On the other side of the room aboy began to cough. He too was suddenly gripped with unexpected
terror and excruciating pain. He too could no longer breathe.

A girl just behind and to the right of me began to cry and then to cough. The teacher tried to stand up
and walk towards me but then stopped as she a'so began to cough and splutter. Within no morethan a
minute of thefirst girl’ sagony beginning, every single person in the room was tearing at their throats and
fighting to breathe. Every single person, that was, except me.

| didn’t know what to do or where to go to get help. Numb with shock, | staggered back towards the
classroom door. | stumbled and tripped over a school bag and grabbed hold of the nearest desk to
steady mysdf. A girl’shand dammed down on mine. | stared into her face. She was deathly white save
for acrimson trickle of blood which spilled down her chin and onto the books on her desk. Her head
kept lurching back on her shoulders as she tried desperately to breathe in precious molecules of oxygen.
Each uncontrolled spasm of her body forced much more air out of her lungs than was alowed in.

| wrenched my hand away and threw the door open. The noiseinsde the room was appdling. A
deafening, echoing cacophony of desperate cries which pierced right through me, but even out in the
halway there was no escape. The pitiful noises which came from my classroom were only asmal fraction
of the screaming confusion which rang through the entire school. From places as remote as assembly
hals, gymnasiums, workshops, kitchens and offices, the cold morning air wasfilled with the terrified
screams of hundreds of desperate children and adults, dl of them suffocating and choking to death.

By thetime’d reached the end of the corridor it was over. The school was Silent.



| ingtinctively walked down the stairs towards the main entrance doors. Sprawled on the ground at the
foot of the staircase was the body of a boy. He must have been only eleven or twelve. | crouched down
next to him and cautioudy reached out to touch him. | pulled my hand away as soon as it made contact
with hisdead flesh. It fdt cold, clammy and unnaturd, amost like wet legther. Forcing mysdlf to try and
take control of my fear and disgust, | pushed his shoulder and rolled him over onto hisback. Like the
others | had seen his face was ghostly white and was smeared with blood and spittle. | leant down as
closeas| dare and put my ear next to hismouth. | held my breath and waited to hear even the dightest
sounds of breathing. | wished that the suddenly silent world would become quieter till sothat | could
hear something. It was hopeless. There was nothing.

| walked out into the cool September sunlight and crossed the empty playground. Just one glance at
the devastated scene outside the school gates was enough for me to redlise that whatever it wasthat had
happened inside the building had happened outside too. Random bodies littered the Streetsfor asfar asl
could see.

In seven hours since it happened I’ ve seen no-one el se.

My houseis cold and secure but it doesn’t fedl safe. | can’t stay there. | have to keep looking. | can't
bethe only oneleft.

The phones aren’t working.

There sno eectricity.

There s nothing but static on the radio.

I’ve never been so fucking frightened.



3
Emma Mitchell

Sick, cold and tired.

| felt bad. | decided to skip my lecture and stay at home. | had one of those feverswhere | was too
hot to stay in bed and too cold to get up. | felt too sick to do anything but too guilty to sit fill and do
nothing. | had tried to do some studying for awhile. | gave up when | redlised that I" d had five attempts
at reading the same paragraph but had never made it past the middle of the third line.

Kayleigh, my flat mate, hadn’t been home for almost two days. She’ d phoned so she knew | felt bad
and she' d promised to pick up some milk and aloaf of bread. | cursed her as| searched through the
kitchen cupboards for something to eat. They were empty, and | was forced to accept that I’ d have to
pull mysdlf together and go shopping.

Wrapped up in my thickest coat | tripped and sniffed to the shop at the end of Maple Street fedling
drained, pathetic and thoroughly sorry for mysdlf.

There were three customers (including me) in Mr Rashid’' s shop. | didn’t pay any of them any
attention at first. | was stood there haggling with mysdlf, trying to justify spending afew pence moreon
my favourite brand of spaghetti sauce, when an old bloke lurched a me. For the fraction of asecond
before he touched me | was half-aware that he was coming. He reached out and grabbed hold of my
arm. Hewas fighting for breeth. 1t looked like he was having an asthma attack or something. | was only
fivetermsinto my five years of medical study and | didn’t have aclue what was happening to him.

His face was ashen white and the grip he had on my deevetightened. | started to try and squirm away
from him but | couldn’t get free. | dropped my shopping basket and tried to prise his bony fingers off my
am.

There was a sudden noise behind me and | looked back over my shoulder to see that the other
shopper had collapsed into adisplay rack, sending jars, tins and packets of food crashing to the ground.
He lay on his back amongst them, coughing, holding histhroat and writhing around in agony.

| felt the grip on my arm loosen and | turned back to look at the old man. Tears of inexplicable pain
and fear ran fredly down hisweathered cheeks as he fought to catch his breath. His throat was obvioudy
blocked, but | couldn’t tell by what. My brain dowly began to click into gear and | started thinking about
loosening his collar and laying him down. Before | could do anything he opened his wide, toothless mouth
and | saw that there was blood inside. The thick crimson blood trickled down his chin and began to drip
on the floor in front of me. He dropped to the ground at my feet and | watched helplesdy as his body
convulsed and shook.

| turned back to look at the other man who aso lay on the marble floor, thrashing hisarms and legs
desperately around him.

| ran to the back of the shop to try and find Mr Rashid. The shop led directly into their home. By the
time| found him and hiswife they were both dead. Mrs Rashid had falen in the kitchen and lay next to
an upturned chair. Thetap was dtill running. The sink had overfilled and water was spilling down the units
and collecting in apool around the dead lady’ slegs. Mr Rashid lay in the middle of the living room
carpet. Hisface was screwed up in agony. He looked terrified.

| ran back through to the front of the shop. Both of the men I’ d Ift fighting for breath were dead.

| walked back outside. The sun wasincredibly bright and | had to shield my eyes. There were bodies
everywhere - even through the brightness the dark shapes on the ground were unmistakable. Hundreds
of people seemed to have died. | looked at the few closest to me. Whatever it was that had killed the
people insde the shop had killed everyone outside too. They had dl suffocated. Every face | looked into
was ashen white and the mouth of every body was bloodied and red.



| looked up towards the junction of Maple Street and High Street. Three cars had crashed inthe
middle of the box junction. No-one was moving. Everything was till. The only thing that changed wasthe
colour of thetraffic lights asthey steadily worked their way through red, amber and green.

There were hundreds, maybe even thousands of bodies around me. | was numb, cold and sick and |
walked home, picking my way through the corpses asif they werejust litter that had been dropped on
the streets. | didn't alow mysdlf to think about what had happened. | guess| knew that | wouldn't be
ableto find any answers. | didn’t want to know what had killed the rest of the world around me and |
didn’t want to know why | wasthe only one | ft.

| let mysdlf into the flat and locked the door behind me. | went into my room, drew the curtains and
climbed back into bed. | lay there, curled up astightly as| could, until it was dark.

By eleven o' clock on acold, bright and otherwise ordinary Tuesday morning in September over
ninety-five percent of the population were dead.

Stuart Jeffries had been on hisway home from a 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 had the next three
days off and had been looking forward to sitting on his backside doing aslittle as possible for aslong as
he could.

Driving virtualy the full length of the country meant stopping to fill up the car with petrol on more than
one occasion. Having passed severd service gtations on the motorway he decided that he would wait
until he reached the next town to get fud. A smart man, Jeffries knew that the cheaper he could buy his
petrol, the more profit he'd make when it came to claiming his expenses back when he returned to work
on Friday. Northwich was the nearest town, and it was there that arelatively norma morning became
extraordinary in seconds. The busy but fairly well ordered lines of traffic were thrown into chaos and
disarray asthe infection tore through the cool air. Desperate to avoid being hit, asthe first few cars
around him had logt control he had taken the nearest turning he could find off the main road and had then
taken an immediate right into an empty car park. He had stopped his car, got out and ran up the side of a
muddy bank. Through meta railings he had helplesdy watched the world around him fal gpart in the
gpace of afew minutes. He saw countless people drop to the ground without warning and die the most
hideous choking desth imaginable.

Jeffries spent the next three hours sitting terrified in his hire car with the doors locked and the
windows wound up tight. The car had only been delivered to his hote late the previous evening but in the
sudden disorientation it immediately became the safest place in the world.

The car radio was dead and his phone was useless. He was two hundred and fifty miles away from
home with an empty petrol tank and he was completely aone. Pardysed with fear and uncertainty, in
those first few hours he’ d been more scared than at any other point in the forty-two years of hislife so
far. What had happened around him was so unexpected and inexplicable that he couldn’t even begin to
accept the horrors that he’ d seen, never mind try and comprehend any of it.

After three hours cooped up in the car the physical pressure on him gradually matched and then
overtook the mental stress. He stumbled out into the car park and wasimmediately struck by the bitter
cold of thelate September day. Almost asif he was subconscioudy trying to convince himsdlf of what
he' d seen earlier, he silently walked back towards the main road and surveyed the devastation in front of
him. Nothing was moving. The remains of wrecked and twisted carswere strewn dl around. The dirty
grey pavementswere littered with cold, lifeless bodies and the only sound came from the biting autumn
wind asit ripped through the trees and chilled him to the bone. Other than the corpses that were trapped



inwhat was | eft of their carsthere didn’t seem any immediately obvious reason for any of the deaths. The
closest body to Jeffries was that of an elderly woman. She had smply dropped to the ground where

she' d been standing. She il had the handle of her shopping trolley gripped tightly in one of her gloved
hands.

He thought about shouting out for help. He raised his hands up to his mouth but then stopped. The
world was soicily silent and he felt so exposed and out of place that he didn’t dare make asound. In the
back of hismind wasthe very red fear that, if he wasto call out, hisvoice might draw attention to his
location. Although there didn’t seem to be anyone elselft to hear him, in hisvulnerable and increasingly
nervous state he began to convince himsdf that making anoise might bring whatever it wasthat had
destroyed the rest of the population back to destroy him. Paranoid perhaps, but what had happened was
soillogica and unexpected that he just was't prepared to take any chances. Frustrated and afraid, he
turned around and walked back towards the car.

At thefar end of the car park, hidden from view at first by overhanging trees, stood the Whitchurch
Community Hall. Named after along forgotten local dignitary it wasadull, dilapidated building which had
been built (and, it seemed, last maintained) in the late 1950's. Jeffries cautioudy walked up to the front of
the hall and peered in through a haf-open door. Nervoudy he pushed the door fully open and took afew
tentetive sepsingde. Thistime hedid call out, quietly and warily at first, but there was no reply.

The cold and draughty building took only a minute or two to explore because it conssted of only a
few rooms, most of which led off amain hal. There was avery basic kitchen, two storerooms (one at
ether end of the building) and mae and femaetoilets. At thefar end of the main hal was a second, much
smdler hdl, off which led the second storeroom. This room had obvioudy been added as an extenson to
the origina building. Its paint work and decoration, athough still faded and pedling, was dightly less
faded and pedling than that of the rest of the rooms.

Other than two bodiesin the main hal the building was empty. Jeffriesfound it surprisingly essy to
move the two corpses and to drag them outside. In the hand of agrey-haired man who looked to have
been in hisearly sixties he found abunch of keyswhich, he discovered, fitted the building locks. This, he
decided, must have been the caretaker. And the equally grey-haired lady who had died next to him was
probably a prospective tenant, looking to hire the hal for a\Women'’ s Indtitute meeting or something
amilar. He heaved the stiff and awkward bodies through the doorway and placed them carefully in the
undergrowth at the sde of the building.

It was while he was outside that he decided he would shdlter in the hall until morning. It seemed to be
assafeaplace asany in which to hide. It wasisolated and athough not in the best of repair, it looked
strong enough and seemed warmer than the car. Jeffries decided that there didn’t seem to be any pointin
trying to get anywhere else. The only place he wanted to be was back home, but that was afew hours
drive away. He quickly convinced himsdlf 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 wrecked cars outside.

Asthelight began to fade he discovered that there was no dectricity in the hal. A quick runto the
end of the car park reveded that it wasn't just the hall that was without power. The entire city for asfar
as he could see was rapidly darkening. Other than afew flickering fires he couldn’t see any light - not
even asingle street lamp - and as he watched it seemed that the world around him was being steadily
consumed by the thick shroud of night.

Being ahire car, there was nothing to help insgde Stuart’ s vehicle. He cursed theirony of the Situation
- he kept a blanket, ashovel, atoolbox, afirst-aid kit and atorch in the back of hisown car. If he'd only
made the journey in hisown car then hewould at least have had some light. All that he had now wasthe
hire car itsdf. He toyed with the idea of leaving the front door of the hal open and shining the headlamps
into the room but he quickly decided againgt it. Although he seemed to be the last person divein the city,
shutting the door made him fed marginally safer and less exposed. With the door shut and locked he
could at least pretend for awhile that nothing had happened.

Just before nine 0’ clock Jeffries’ solitary confinement was ended. He was sat on acold plagtic chair in
the kitchen of the hall listening to the silence of the dead world and trying hard to think of anything other



than what had happened today and what might happen to him tomorrow. A sudden crash from outside
caused him to jump to hisfeet and run to the front door. He waited for a second or two, amost too
afraid to seewhat it was that had made the noise. Sensing that hel p and explanations might be at hand he
took a deep breath, opened the door and ran out into the car park. To hisleft he could see movement.
Someone was walking along the main road. Desperate not to let them go, he sprinted up the bank to the
railings and yelled out. The shadowy figure stopped, turned around and ran back to where Jeffries stood.
Jeffries reached out and grabbed hold of Jack Baynham - athirty-six year old bricklayer. Neither man
said aword.

Thearriva of the second survivor brought a sudden hope and energy to Jeffries. Between them they
could find no answers as to what had happened earlier, but for thefirst time they did at least begin to
consider what they should do next. If there were two survivorsit followed that there could be a hundred
and two, or even athousand and two. They had to let other people know where they were.

Using rubbish from three dustbins at the side of the hall and the remains of a smashed up wooden
bench they built abonfirein the centre of the car park, well away from the hal, the hire car and any
overhanging trees. Petrol from the mangled wreck of asports car was used as fud. Baynham set thefire
burning by flicking asmouldering cigarette butt through the cold night air. Within secondsthe car park
wasfilled with welcome light and warmth. Jeffries found a compact disc in another car and put it into the
player in his. He turned the key in theignition and started the disc. Soon the air wasfilled with classical
music. Sweeping, soaring strings shattered the ominous silence that had been so prevadent dl day.

Thefire had been burning and the music playing for just under an hour when the third and fourth
survivorsarrived at the hdl. By four o’ clock the following morning the population of the Whitchurch
Community Hall stood a more than twenty dazed and confused individuds.

EmmaMitchell had spent amost the entire day curled up in the corner of her bed. She' d first heard
the music shortly after ten o' clock but for awhile had convinced hersdf that she was hearing things. It
was only when she findly 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 peak to someone
else, shethrew afew belongingsinto arucksack and locked and left her home. She ran dong the sillent
dreets using the feeble illumination from adying torch to guide her safely through the bloody mass of
falen bodies, terrified that the music might stop and leave her stranded before she could reach its source.

Thirty-five minuteslater she arrived at the Community Hall.

Carl Henshawe was the twenty-fourth survivor to arrive.

Having left the bodies of hisfamily behind, he had spent most of the day hiding in the back of a
builder’ svan. After afew hours he had decided to try and find help. He d driven the van around
amlessy until it had run out of fuel and spluttered and died. Rather than try and refue the van he decided
to Smply take another vehicle. It was while he was changing carsthat he heard the music.

Having quickly disposed of its dead driver, Carl arrived at the hall at day break in aluxury company
car.

Michadl Collins had just about given up. Too afraid to go back home or indeed to go anywhere that
he recognised, he was sat in the freezing cold in the middle of a park. He had decided that it was easier
to be done and deny what had happened than 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
anearby brook. He was cold, wet, uncomfortable and terrified, but the noise of the running water
disguised the deathly silence of the rest of the world and made it fractionally easier to forget for awhile.

Thewind blew acrossthe field where he lay, rustling through the grass and bushes and causing the
tops of treesto thrash about dmost congtantly. Soaked through and shivering, Michael eventualy
clambered to hisfeet and stretched. Without any red plan or direction, he dowly walked further avay
from the stream and towards the edge of the park. Asthe sound of running water faded into the distance,



s0 the unexpected strains of the music from the car park drifted towards him. Margindly interested, but
too cold, numb and afraid to really care, he began to follow the sound.
Michael wasthefind survivor to reach the hall.

Michael Collinswasthelast to arrive at the hal but thefirst to get his head together. More than his head,
perhaps, it was his ssomach that forced him into action. Just before midday, after along, dow and painful
morning, he decided it wastime to eat. In the main storeroom he found tables, chairs and a collection of
camping equipment labelled up as belonging to the 4th Whitchurch Scout Group. In alarge meta chest
he found two gas burners and, next to the chest itsdlf, four half-full gas bottles. In minutes he' d set the
burners up on atable and was keeping himsalf busy by heating up a catering-size can of vegetable soup
and asimilar sized can of baked beanswhich he' d found. Obvioudy left over from campsheld in the
summer just gone, the food was an unexpected and wel come discovery. More than that, preparing the
food was a digiraction. Something to take his mind off what had happened outsde the flimsy walls of the
Whitchurch Community Hall.

Therest of the survivors sat in Slencein the main hall. Somelay flat on the cold brown linoleum floor
while others sat on chairswith their heads held in their hands. No-one spoke. Other than Michagl no-one
moved. No-one even dared to make eye contact with anyone else. Twenty-six people who may aswell
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 more pain, confusion and loss than they would normaly have
expected to suffer in their entire lifetime. What made these emotions even more unbearable today,
however, was the complete lack of explanation. The lack of reason. Coupled with that was the fact that
everything had happened so suddenly and without warning. And now that it had happened, there was
no-one they could look to for answers. Each cold, lonely and frightened person knew aslittle as the cold,
londly and frightened person next to them.

Michael sensed that he was being watched. Out of the corner of his eye he could seethat agirl Sitting
nearby was staring a him. She was rocking on ablue plastic chair and watching him intently. It made him
fed uncomfortable. Much as he wanted someone to break the silence and talk to him, deegp down he
didn’t really want to say anything. He had amillion questionsto ask, but he didn’t know whereto start
and it seemed that the most sensible option wasto Say slent.

Thegirl got up out of her chair and tentatively walked towards him. She stood there for amoment,
about ametre and ahalf away, before taking afina step closer and clearing her throat.

‘I'mEmma,’ shesad quietly, ‘ EmmaMitchdl.’

He looked up, managed half a smile, and then looked down again.

‘Isthere anything | can do? she asked. ‘ Do you want any help?

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

‘Shall | try and find some mugs? Emmamumbled. She was damn sure that he was going to talk. He
was the only person in the room who had done anything al morning and her logic and reason dictated
that he was the person it would be most worth starting a conversation with. Emmafound the silence and
thelack of communication stifling, so much so that a short while ago she' d dmost got up and |eft the hall.

Senging that she wasn't going to go away, Michael |ooked up again.



‘| found some mugsin the stores,” he muttered. ‘ Thanks anyway.’

‘No problem,” shereplied.

After another few seconds of silence, Michael spoke again.

‘I'm Michadl,” hesaid. ‘Look, I’'m sorry but...’

He stopped speaking because he didn’t really know what it was he trying to say. Emmaunderstood,
nodded deectedly and was about to turn and walk away. The thought of the stunted conversation ending
before it had redly started was enough to force Michael to make an effort. He began trying to think of
thingsto say that would keep her at the table with him. It wasinvoluntary at first, but within seconds he' d
realised that heredly didn’t want her to go.

‘I'msorry,” hesaid again. ‘It’ sjust with everything that's... | mean | don’t know why I...’

‘1 hate soup,” Emma grunted, ddliberately interrupting and steering the conversation into safer, neutra
waters. ' Especialy vegetable. Chrigt, | can't stand bloody vegetable soup.’

‘Nor me,” Michael admitted. ‘ Hope someone likesit though. There' sfour tinsof it in there’

Asquickly asit had began the brief didlogue ended. There just wasn't anything to say. Small talk
seemed unnecessary and ingppropriate. Neither of them wanted to talk about what had happened but
both knew that they couldn’t avoid it. Emmatook a deep bresth and tried again.

‘Wereyou far from herewhenit...

Michael shook hishead.

‘A couple of miles. | spent most of yesterday wandering around. I’ ve been all over town but my
houseis only twenty minuteswalk away.” He tirred the soup again and then felt obliged to ask her the
same question back.

‘My placeisjust the other side of the park.” Shereplied. ‘| spent yesterday in bed.’

‘In bed?

She nodded and leant againgt the nearest wall.

‘Didn’'t seem to be much elseto do. | just put my head under the covers and pretended that nothing
had happened. Until | heard the music, that was!’

‘Bloody masterstroke playing that music.’

Michael ladled a generous serving of beansinto adish and handed it to Emma. She picked up a
plastic spoon from the table and poked at the hot food for acouple of seconds before tentatively tasting
amouthful. She didn’t want to eat but she was starving. 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 atention or the fact that he and Emmawere talking. Before she' d come across
he' d said less than twenty words al morning. It seemed that the two of them communicating had acted
like arelease vave of sorts. As he watched more and more of the shell-like survivors began to show
sgnsof life

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

Emmaand Michadl had stayed together. They had talked sporadically and had learnt alittle about
each other. Michael had learnt that Emmawas amedica student and Emmalearnt that Michadl worked
with computers. Michael, she discovered, lived done. His parents had recently moved to Edinburgh with
histwo younger brothers. She had told him that she’ d chosen to study in Northwich and that her family
lived inasmdl village on the east coast. Neither of them could bring themselves to talk much about their
familiesin any detail as neither knew if the people they loved were il dive.

‘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?

‘Don’'t know,” she said again.

‘Chrigt, | watched thirty kidsdiein just a couple of minutes, how on earth could anything...’

She was staring at him. He stopped talking.

‘Sorry,” he mumbled.

‘It' sokay,” she sighed.

Another awkward, pregnant pause followed.

“Y ouwarm enough? Michael eventually asked.

Emma nodded.

‘I'm okay.’

‘I'mfreezing. | tell you there are holesin thewalls of this place. | stood in one corner thismorning and
| could push 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 werein the hal. Shabby, ramshackle and draughty it might be, but today it was dl they
had. There were countless stronger and safer buildings outside, but no-one wanted to take asingle step
outsde 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 thefar corner of the room with athird figure who was hidden from view by Jeffries’ back.
Jeffries had been the first oneto arrive a the hal, and he d made apoint of telling everyonewho'd
arrived subsequently that he' d been the one who had found their shelter asif they should be grateful. Ina
world where position and stature now counted for nothing, he seemed to be clinging on desperately to his
sef-perceived * atus . Perhapsit made him fed important. Perhaps it made him fed like he had areason
to survive.

The conversation in the corner continued and Michael began to watch intently. He could sense that
frustrations were beginning to boail to the surface by the increasing volume of the voices. Lessthan five
minutes earlier they had been mumbling quietly and privately. Now every survivor could hear every word
of what was being said.

‘Noway, I’m not going outside,” Jeffries snapped, his voice strained and tired. * What' s the point?
What' s outside?

The man hidden in the shadows replied.

‘So what el se should we do then? How long can we stay here? It’ s cold and uncomfortable in here.
WEe 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 al 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 cam but there was obviousirritation and frustration
in histone. ‘How the hdll do you know there’ s no-oneto help us? We won't know until we get out
there’

‘I’m not going out.’

‘Y es, we' ve dready established that,” the hidden man sighed. Y ou're going to stay in here until you
fucking starve to desath...’

‘Don’'t get smart,” Jeffries spat. ‘ Don't get fucking smart with me.’

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

‘1 know what you' re saying, Stuart, Carl said cautioudy, ‘ but we need to do something. We can't
just St here and wait indefinitely.’

Jeffrieslooked asif he wastrying desperately to think of something to say. Maybe he was having
trouble trying to reason the argument. How could you apply any logic and order to such ablesk and
inexplicable situation? Unable to find the words to express how he was fedling 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, finally being honest and forcing hiswords out between
gaspsand sobs. ‘| just don’t want to seeit al again. | want to stay here’’

With that he got up and left the room, shoving his chair back acrossthe floor. It clattered against the
radiator and the sudden noise caused everyone to look up. Seconds later the ominous silence was
shattered again asthe toilet door dammed shut. Carl looked at the man in the corner for a second before
shrugging his shoulders and getting up and walking away in the opposite direction.

‘The whole bloody world isfaling gpart, Michael said under his breath as he watched.

‘“What do you mean fdling apart? Emmaasked quietly. ‘It' s already happened, mate. There's
nothing left. Thisisit.’

Helooked up and around at his cold grey surroundings and glanced at each one of the empty shells of
people scattered about the place. She wasright. She was painfully right.

Dead indde.

Henshawe sat alonein adark corner of a storeroom with hishead in his hands, weeping for the wife
and daughter he'd lost.

Where was the sensein going on? Why bother? Those two had been the very reason he existed.

He' d gone to work to earn money to keep them and provide for them. He' d come home every night to
be with them. He' d been devoted to them in away he thought he' d never be with anyone before he and
Sarah had got together. And now, without any reason, warning or explanation, they were gone. Taken
from him in the blinking of an eye. And he hadn’t even been able to help them or hold them. He hadn’t
been there when they’ d died. When they’ d needed him most he had been miles avay.

Outsdein themain hal he could hear the moans and cries of other people who had lost everything.
He could smell and taste the anger, frustration and compl ete bewilderment of the other survivorswhich
hung like the stench of rotting flesh in the cold, grey air. He could hear fighting, arguing and screaming. He
could hear raw pain tearing each one of the twenty or so disparate, desperate people apart.

When the noise became too much to bear he dragged himself up onto hisfeet with the intention of
leaving. He was about to get up and walk and leave the hal and the rest of the survivors behind when his
mind was quickly filled with images of millions of lifeless bodieslying in the Streets around him and he
knew that he couldn’t go. The light outside was beginning to fade. The day was dmost over. The thought
of being out in the open was horrific enough, but to be out there in the dark - lost, alone and wandering
amlesdy - was too much to even consider.

Heleant againg the storeroom door and peered into the main hal. The brilliant orange sunlight of
dusk poured into the building from above his head, illuminating everything with vibrant, dmost fluorescent
colour. Curious asto the source of the light, he took afew steps out of the room and turned back
around. In the doping ceiling just above the door was a narrow skylight. The storeroom he had hidden in
had been added as an extension to the origina building and when he had arrived he had noticed that it
had aflat roof. Sensing that his escape was at hand, Henshawe climbed onto awooden table, stretched
up and forced the skylight open. He dragged himsdlf through and scrambled out onto the asphalt roof.

The coldest wind he had ever felt buffeted and blew him as he stood exposed on the ten foot square
area of roof. From the furthest edge he could see out over the main road into Northwich and into the
dead city beyond. By moving only his eyes he followed the route of the road asit splintered away to the
left and headed off in the generd direction of Hadley, the smal suburb where he had lived. The small



suburb where the bodies of his partner and child lay together in bed. In hismind he could till picture
them both, frozen gtill and lifeless, their perfect bodies stained with dark, drying blood, and suddenly the
icy wind seemed to blow even colder. For awhile he considered driving back to them. The very least
they deserved was a proper burid and some dignity. The pain hefelt inside was unbearable and he
dropped to hisknees and held his head in his hands.

From his vantage point he could see countless bodies, and it struck him as strange and unnerving to
think that he was dready used to seeing the corpses. Before all this had happened he' d only ever seen
one dead body, and at that time it had seemed an unusua and alien thing. He had been at his mother’s
sde when she'd died. Asthelife had drained away from her he had watched her change. He d seen the
colour blanch from her face and her expression freeze and had watched the last breath of air be exhded
from her fading body. He' d seen her old and frail frame become heavy and usdless. She' d had little
strength towards the end, but even then it had taken just asingle nurse to help her get around. When she
died it took two mae portersto lift her from her bed and take her away.

Parts of the city in the distance were burning. Huge thick pals of dirty black smoke stretched up into
the orange evening sky from unchecked fires. As he watched the smoke climb relentlesdy hiswandering
mind came up with countless explanations as to how the fires could have started - afractured gasmain
perhaps? Or acrashed petrol tanker? A body lying too closeto agasfire? He knew that it was pointless
even trying to think about reasons why, but he had nothing elseto do. And at least thinking like that
helped him to forget about Gemma and Sarah for awhile.

He was about to go back inside when one of the bodiesin the road caught hiseye. He didn’'t know
why, because the body was unremarkable in the midst of the confusion and carnage. The corpse was that
of ateenage boy who had falen and smashed his head against akerb stone. His neck was twisted
awkwardly so that whilst he waslying on hisside, his glazed eyes were looking up into the sky. It was as
if he was searching for explanations. Carl felt dmogt asif he waslooking to him to tell him what had
happened and why it had happened to him. The poor kid looked so frightened and adone. Carl couldn’t
stand to look into his pained 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 placein theworld.

Carl eventudly returned to the other survivors and found them dtting in arough circular group in one
corner of the dark main hall. Some sat on chairs and benches whilst others were crouched down on the
hard linoleum floor. The group was gathered around asingle dull gaslamp and aquick count of the heads
he could see reveaed that he seemed to be the only absentee. A few of the poor bewildered souls
glanced up at him as he approached.

Feeling suddenly salf-conscious (but knowing that he had no reason to care) he sat down at the
nearest edge of the group. He sat down between two women. He' d been trapped in the same building as
them for the best part of aday and yet he didn’t even know their names. He knew very little about
anyone and they knew very little about him. As much as he needed their closeness and contact, he found
the distance between theindividua survivors till strangely welcome.

A man cdlled Raph wastrying to address the group. From his manner and the precise, thoughtful way
that he spoke Carl assumed he' d been abarrister or, at the very least, a solicitor until the world had been
turned upsde down yesterday morning.

‘What we must do,” Ralph said, clearly, carefully and dowly and with dmost ponderous
congderation, ‘is get ourselves into some sort of order here before we even think about exploring
outsde’



‘“Why? someone asked from the other side of the group. *What do we need to get in order?

‘“We need to know who and what we' ve got here. We need food and water, we need bedding and
clothes and we should be able to find most of that in here. We aso need to know what we haven't got
and we should gtart thinking about whereto get it.’

‘Why? thevoiceinterrupted again. ‘We know we' |l find everything we need outside. We shouldn't
waste our timein here, we should just get out and get on withiit.’

Raph’s confidence was clearly a professiona facade and, at the first sign of any resistance, he
squirmed. He pushed his heavy-rimmed glasses back up the bridge of hisnose with thetip of hisfinger
and took a deep breath.

‘That’ s not agood idea. Look, | think we' ve got to make our persond safety and security our prime
concern and then...

‘| agree,” the voice interrupted again. ‘ But why stop here? There are athousand and one better
placesto go, why stay here? What makes you any safer here than if you were lying on the dotted white
linein the middle of the Stanhope Road ?

Carl shuffled around so that he could see through the mass of heads and bodies and identify the
gpeaker. It was Michael, the bloke who had cooked the soup earlier.

‘“We don’'t know what’ soutside...” Ralph began.

‘But we' ve got to go out there eventualy, you accept that?

He stammered and fiddled with his glasses again.

‘Yes, but...

‘Look, Raph, I’'m not trying to make this any more difficult than it already is. We ve got to leave here
to get the supplieswe need. All I'm saying iswhy bother delaying it and why bother coming back? Why
not go somewhere else?

Ralph couldn’'t answer. It was obviousto Carl and, probably, to pretty much everyone else, that the
reason Ralph didn’t want to go outside was the same reason Stuart Jeffries had admitted to wanting to
stay trapped in the hall earlier. They were both scared.

‘We could try and find somewhere else,’ he began, hesitantly, ‘ but we ve got ashelter herewhichis
secure and...’

‘And cold and dirty and uncomfortable,” Carl said quickly.

‘Okay, it'snot ideal but...’

‘But what? pressed Michad. ‘It ssemsto me that we can pretty much have our pick of everywhere
and everything at the moment.’

Theroom fdl slent for afew seconds. Ralph suddenly sat up straight and pushed his glasses back up
his nose again. He seemed to have found areason to justify staying put.

‘But what about the music and the fire? he said, much more animated. * Stuart and Jack managed to
bring usdl here by lighting the fire and playing music. If we did it again we might find more survivors.
There might already be people on their way to us’

‘I don't think so,” said Michael. ‘ No-on€e' sarrived here since me. If anyone else had heard the music
they’ d have been here by now. | agree with what you' re saying, but again, why here? Why not find
somewhere better to stop, get oursalves organised there and light abloody big bonfireright in the middle
of the road outside?

Carl agreed.

‘He sright. We should get a beacon or something sorted, but let’ s get ourselves safe and secure
firg.

‘A new beacon somewhere e seis going to be seen by more people, isn'tit? asked Sandra
Goodwin, afifty year-old housawife. * And isn't that what we want?

‘Bottom line here,} Michael said, changing histone and raising hisvoice dightly so thet everyone
suddenly turned and gave him their full attention, ‘isthat we' ve got to look after ourselvesfirg of dl and
then start to think about anyone else who might possibly gtill bedive!

‘But shouldn’'t we start looking for other survivors now? someone el se asked.

‘1 don't think we should,” hereplied, ‘| agree that we should get a beacon or something going, but



there sno point in wasting time actively looking for other people yet. If there are othersthen they’ll have
more chance of finding usthan we |l have finding them.’

“Why do you say that? Sandraasked.

‘Standsto reason,’” he grunted. * Does anyone know how many people used to livein this city?

A couple of seconds silence followed before someone answered.

‘ About a quarter of amillion people. Two hundred thousand or something like that.’

‘And there are twenty-six of usin here.’

‘S0? pressed an uncomfortable looking Ralph, trying desperately to find away back into the
conversation.

*So what does that say to you?

Ralph shrugged his shoulders.

‘It saystome,” Michael continued, *that looking for anyone e'se would be like looking for aneedlein
ahaystack.’

Carl nodded in agreement and picked up where Michadl had |eft off.

‘What’ soutside? he asked quietly.

No response.

He looked from |eft to right at the faces gathered around him. He glanced across the room and made
eye contact with Michad!.

‘I'll tell you,” he said quietly, ‘there snothing. The only people |’ ve sesen moving since dl of this began
aredtting inthishall. But we don’t know if it’sover. We don’t know if we re going to wake up
tomorrow. We don't know if what happened to the rest of them will happen to us’

Ralph interrupted.

‘Comeon,” he protested, ‘ stop talking like that. Y ou’ re not doing anyone any good talking like
that...

‘I'm trying to make apoint...’

Michael spoke again.

‘Sincethisal started have any of you heard a plane or helicopter pass overhead?

Again, no response.

‘The arport’ sfive miles south of here, if there were any planesflying we' d have heard them. There's
atrain station that links the city to the airport and the track runs along the other side of the Stanhope
Road . Anyone heard atrain?

Silence.

* So how many people do you think this has affected? Carl asked cautioudly.

‘If thiswasthe only region affected,” Michadl answered, ‘logic saysthat help would have arrived by
now.’

‘What are you saying? aman caled Tim asked quietly.

Michael shrugged his shoulders.

‘1 guess|’m saying that thisisanationa disaster at the very least. Thelack of ar traffic makesme
think that it could be worse than that.’

An awkward murmur of stark redlisation rippled across the group.

‘Michad’sright,” Emmasaid. ‘ Thisthing spread so quickly that there’ sno way of knowing what kind
of area’ s been affected. It was so fast that | doubt whether anything could have been doneto prevent it
gpreading before it wastoo late’

‘But thisareamight be too infected to travel to,” Tim said, hisvoice strained and frightened. ‘ They
might have sedled Northwich off.’

‘They might have,’” Michael agreed. ‘But | don't think that’ s very likely, do you?

Tim said nothing.

‘So what do we do? an unsure female voice asked from the middle of the group.

‘| think we should get away from here,; Michadl said. *Look, if I'm completely honest I'm just
thinking about mysdlf here and the rest of you should make your own minds up. It'sjust that I'm not
prepared to Sit here and wait for help when I'm pretty surethat it’ s never going to arrive. | don’'t want to



St trapped in here surrounded by thousands of bloody bodies. | want out of the city. | want to get avay
from here, find somewhere safe, make mysdf comfortable and then just Sit and wait and see what

happens next.’

Michad spent thefirgt five and ahdf hours of the following morning trying to find somewhere
comfortable to deep. When hefinaly managed to lose consciousness he only dept for forty-five minutes
before waking up fedling worse than ever. He d been lying on the cold hard floor and every bonein his
tired body ached. He wished he hadn’t bothered.

The main hall was freezing cold. He was fully clothed and had a thick winter jacket wrapped around
him but it was ill bitter. He hated everything a the moment, but he quickly decided that he hated this
time of day most of al. It was dark and in the early morning shadows he thought he could see a thousand
shuffling shapes where there were none. Much as hetried he couldn’t think about anything other than
what had happened to the world outside because absol utely everything had been affected. He couldn’t
bear to think about hisfamily because he didn’t know if they were ill dive. He couldn’t think about his
work and career because they didn't exist anymore. He couldn’t think about going out with hisfriends at
the weekend because those friends were most probably dead too, lying face down on astreet corner
somewhere. He couldn’t think about hisfavourite television programme because there were no television
channdls broadcasting and no eectricity. He couldn’t even hum the tune to his favourite songs because it
made him remember. It hurt too much to think about memories and emotions that, dthough only gone for
afew days, now seemed to be lost forever. In desperation he smply stared into the darkness and tried
hard to concentrate on listening to the slence. He thought that by deliberately filling his head with nothing
the pain would go away. It didn’t work. It didn’t matter which direction he stared in, dl that he could see
were the faces of other equally desperate survivors staring back at him through the darkness. He was not
adonewith hispainful insomnia

Thefirgt few orange rays of the morning sun were beginning to edge cautioudy into the room. The
light trickled in dowly through a series of small rectangular windows which were positioned a equa
distances dong the longest wal of the main hall. Each one of the windows was protected on the outside
by alayer of heavy-duty wire mesh and each window had a so been covered in random layers of spray
paint by countless vanda s through the years. Michael found it strange and unnerving to think that every
sngle one of those vandalswas amost certainly dead now.

He didn’t want to move, but he knew that he had to. He was desperate to use the toilet but had to
summon up the courage to actually get up and go there. It wastoo cold and he didn’t want to wake any
of the lucky few survivorswho were actually managing to deep. Problem was the hal was so quiet that
no matter how careful hewasin his heavy boots every single footstep he took would probably be heard
by everyone. And when he got there it wouldn’t be much better. Thetoilets didn’t flush anymore because
the water supply had dried up. The group had started to use asmall chemica toilet which someone had
found in the Scout’ s supplies. Even though it had been in use for lessthan aday it dready stank. A
noxious combination of strong chemica detergent and stagnating human waste.

He couldn’t put it off any longer, he had to go. He tried unsuccessfully to make the short journey
seem alittle easier by convincing himsdf that the sooner he was up the sooner it would be done and he
would be back. Strange that in the face of the enormity of the disaster outside, even the easiest everyday
task suddenly seemed an impaossible mountain to climb.

Grabbing hold of anearby wooden bench with his outstretched right hand, he hauled himsdlf up onto
his unsteady feet. For afew seconds he did nothing except stand till and try to get his balance. He
shivered in the cold and then took afew tentative stumbling steps through the half-light towards the



toilets. He would be twenty-nine in three weekstime. Thismorning hefelt at least eighty-nine.

Outside thetoilet he paused and took a deep breath before opening the door. He glanced to hisright
and, through a small square window to the side of the main entrance door, he was sure that he could see
something outside.

For amoment he froze.

He could definitely see movement.

Ignoring the nagging pain in his bladder, Michadl pressed hisface hard againgt the dirty glassand
peered out through the layers of spray paint and mesh. He squinted into the light.

Thereit was again.

Instantly forgetting about the temperature, his aching bones and hisfull bladder, he unlocked the door
and wrenched it open. He burst out into the cold morning and sprinted the length of the car park,
stopping at the edge of the road. There, on the other side of the street, he saw a man walking dowly
away from the community centre.

‘“What' sthe matter? avoice asked suddenly, startling Michael. It was Stuart Jeffries. He and another
three survivors had heard Michael open the door and, naturally concerned, had followed him outside.

‘Over there, Michad replied, pointing towards the figure in the near distance and taking afew dow
sepsforward. ‘Hey,” he shouted, hoping to attract his attention before he disappeared from view. ‘Hey
you!’

No response.

Michael glanced at the other four survivors before turning back and running after the unknown man.
Within afew seconds he had caught up asthe solitary figure was moving at avery dow and deliberate
pace.

‘Hey, mate,” he shouted cheerfully, ‘didn’t you hear me?

Still no response.

The man continued walking away.

‘Hey,” Michael said again, thistime alittle louder, *are you aright? | saw you waking past and...’

As he spoke he reached out and grabbed hold of the man’s arm. As soon as he applied any force the
figure stopped walking ingtantly. Other than that it didn’t move. It Smply stopped and stood still, seeming
to not even be aware that Michael was there. Perhaps the lack of any response was as aresult of shock.
Maybe what had happened to the rest of the world had been too much for this poor soul to take.

‘Leave him,” shouted one of the other survivors. ‘ Get back insde.’

Michael wasn't listening. Instead he dowly turned the man around until he was looking directly into his
face.

‘Fuck...” wasal he could say as he stared deep into the cold, glazed eyes of acorpse. It defied dll
logic, but there was absolutely no doubt in his suddenly terrified mind that the man standing in front of him
was dead. His skin was taut and yellowed and, like al the others, he had traces of dark, dried blood
around hismouth, chin and throat.

Repulsed and in shock, Michael let go of the man’sarm and stumbled backwards. He tripped and fell
and then watched from the gutter asthe figure staggered off again, till moving desperately dowly asif it
hed lead in its shoes.

‘Michad, Jeffriesyelled from the entrance to the car park.  Get back inside now, we're closing the
door.’

Michael dragged himsdlf back up to hisfeet and sprinted towards the others. As he approached he
could see more figures moving in the distance. It was obvious by their dow, forced movementsthat, like
thefirst man he' d seen, these people weren't survivors either.

By the time he reached the car park the others had already disappeared back into the community hall.
Hewasvaguely aware of them ydling a him to comeinside but in hisdisbdlief, confusion and
bewilderment their fear and panic failed to register. He stood staring out towards the main road,
preoccupied by the impossible sght he now saw in front of him.

About athird of the bodies were moving. Roughly one in three of the corpsesthat had littered the
streets around the community centre had become mobile again. Had they not been dead to start with?



Had they just been in acomaor something smilar? A thousand unanswerabl e questions began flooding
into hismind.

‘For Christ’ssake, getingde!’” yelled another one of the survivorsfrom the hal, their voice hoarse
with fear.

Asif to prove apoint, the corpse on the ground nearest to Michael began to move. Beginning at the
outermost tip of the fingers on one outstretched hand, the body started to stretch and to tremble. Ashe
gared in silent incredulity, the fingers began to claw at the ground and then, seconds later, the entire hand
was moving. The movement spread steadily dong one arm and then, with an amighty shudder, the body
lifted itself up from the ground. It tripped and sumbled asit raised itsdlf up onto its unsteady feet. Once
upright it Smply staggered away, passng within ametre of where Michael sood. The bloody thing didn’t
even seem to redlise that hewasthere,

Terrified, he turned and ran back insde.

It took less than thirty seconds for the newsto spread to all the survivors. Carl Henshawe, refusing to
believe what he' d heard, clambered out onto the area of flat roof that he’ d stood on last night.

It wastrue. Asincredible asit seemed, some of the bodies were moving.

Carl stood and surveyed the same desperate scene he’ d witnessed |ess than twelve hours earlier and
saw that many of the cold and twisted corpses he' d seen had disappeared. He looked down at the place
on the cold ground where the boy with the broken neck had died.

There was nothing. He had gone.



Almost an hour passed before anyone dared to move.

The survivors, aready shell-shocked and beaten by all that they had been through, stood together in
terror and disbelief and tried to come to terms with the morning' s events. Surprisingly it was Raph, the
solicitor who had seemed so authoritative and keen to take control last night, who appeared to be having
the most trouble accepting what he had seen and heard today. He stood in the centre of the room
aongsde Paul Garner (an overweight and middle-aged estate agent), struggling to persuade Emma, Carl,
Michadl and Kate James (athirty-nine year old primary school teacher) not to open the door and go
back outside.

‘But we haveto go out, Ralph,” Emmasaid, camly and quietly. ‘We ve got to try and find out what's
goingon.’

‘I'm not interested,’ the flustered and frightened man snapped. ‘1 don’t care what’ s happening.
There snoway I’m going to go out thereand risk...’

‘Risk what? Michadl interrupted. ‘ No-one' s asking you to go outside, are they?

‘Opening that door isenough of abloody risk initself,” Garner muttered anxioudy. He chewed on the
fingers of hisleft hand as he spoke. *Keep it shut and keep them out.’

‘We can't take any chances by exposing ourselvesto those things...” Ralph protested.

‘Things? Emmarepegted, her tone suddenly venomous and agitated. * Those things are people you
sdfish shit. Bloody hell, your friends and family could be out there...’

‘Those bodies have been lying dead on the ground for days!” he yelled, hisface suddenly just inches
from hers.

“How do you know they were dead? Michael asked, perfectly serioudy and camly. ‘ Did you check
them al? Did you check any of them for a pulse before you shut yoursdf away in here?

“You know aswell as| do that...’

‘Did you? he asked again. Ralph shook his head. ‘ And have you ever seen a dead body walk
before?

Thistime Raph didn’'t answer. He turned away and leant against the nearest wall.

‘Jesus Christ,” Garner cursed, ‘ of course we' ve never seen fucking dead bodies walking, but...’

‘But what?

‘But I’ ve never seen anyone drop to the ground and not get up for two days either. Faceit Michad,
they were all dead.’

‘Look, Paul,” he sighed, ‘let’ s be straight with each other for a second. None of us have got the first
bloody clue what' s happening here. The only thing | know for sureisthat I’ m interested in looking after
mysdf and the rest of the peoplein thishall and...’

‘If you're only interested in the people in here why do you want to go out there and...’

‘I'minterested in looking after myself,” Michael repeated, till somehow remaining cam, *but | need
to go out there and seeif | can find out what’ s happening and to seeif any of those bodies pose athreat
to us. I'm not interested in helping them, | just want to know what’ s going on.’

‘And how are you going to find out what’ s happening? Ra ph demanded, turning around to face the
rest of the group again. *“Who'sgoing to tell you?

For amoment Michadl struggled to answer.

‘Emma s studied medicine,” he replied, thinking quickly and looking acrossat her. ‘Y ou'll be ableto
tell uswhat’ swrong with them, won't you?

Emma shifted her weight uncomfortably from foot to foot and shrugged her shoulders.

‘I'll try,” shemumbled. ‘I can try and tell you whether they’ re dead or not but after that I...’



‘But can't you see what you' re doing? Ralph protested, taking off his glasses and rubbing his eyes.
‘“You'reputting usdl at risk. If you' d just wait for awhileand...’

‘Wait for what? Carl interrupted. * Seemsto methat we' re at risk whatever we do. We're sat herein
ahdl that we could knock down with our bare handsif we tried hard enough, and we' re surrounded by
thousands of dead bodies, some of which have decided to get up and start walking around. Staying here
seems pretty risky to me.’

Senging that the conversation was about to stray into familiar waters with yet another pointless debate
about whether to go outside or not, Michael made hisfedingsand intentions clear.

‘I'm going outside,” he said. His voice was quiet and yet carried with it an undeniable force. * Stay in
here and hideif you want, but I’'m going out and I’ m going out now.’

‘For Christ’ ssake,” Ralph pleaded, ‘think about it before you do anything that might...’

Michael didn’'t stop to hear the end of his sentence. Instead he smply turned his back on the others
and walked up to the main door out of the community centre. He paused for a second and glanced back
over his shoulder towards Carl, Emmaand Kate. The rest of the survivors were silent.

‘Ready? he asked.

After asecond s thought Carl nodded and made his way to stand next to Michadl, closdly followed
by Emmaand Kate. Michael took a deep breath, pushed the door open and stepped out into the bright
September sunlight.

It was surprisingly warm. Carl (the only one who had been outside for any length of time recently)
noticed that last night’ s bitter wind had dropped. He shielded his eyes from the light and watched as
Michadl cautioudy retraced the stepsthat he had taken earlier, waking away from the dilapidated
wooden building and towards the road. When the first moving body staggered into view heingtinctively
stopped and turned back to face the others.

‘What' sthe matter? asked Emma, immediately concerned.

‘Nothing,” he mumbled, feding nervous and unsure.

The three other survivors walked towards him and stood close. Carl noticed that a crowd had
gathered to watch them in the shadows of the doorway of the community hall.

‘So what are we going to do now? Kate James wondered. She was a quiet, short and round woman
with ausudly flushed red face which had suddenly lost much of its colour.

Michael looked around for inspiration.

‘Don’'t know,” he admitted. ‘ Anyone got any ideas?

Three faces returned three blank expressions. A few seconds |later Emma cleared her throat and
spoke.

‘“We need to have agood look at one of them,” she whispered.

‘“What do you mean? Kate asked, her voice aso quiet. * What are we supposed to be looking at?

‘Let’ stry and see how responsive they are. We should seeiif they can tell us anything.’

While she had been speaking Michael had taken afew steps further forward.

‘“What about her? he asked, pointing at one of the nearest moving bodies. *What about that one
there?

The group stood together in silence and watched the painful progress of the pitiful creature. The
woman's movements weretired and stilted. Her arms hung listlesdy at her sides. She seemed amost to
be dragging her feet behind her.

‘What are we going to do with her? Kate wondered nervoudly.

‘Do you want to get closer and just have alook? Carl asked.

Michael shook hishead.

‘No,” hesaid, ‘let’ sget her inside.’

‘What, back in there? he gasped, gesturing at the building behind them.

‘Yes, inthere,” Michad replied. Hisvoice still remained cam and unflustered and it was beginning to
annoy Carl who silently hoped that the others shared his mounting fear and unease because he certainly
wasn't astogether and as sure as Michadl appeared. ‘Isthat aproblem?

‘Not tome,” said Emma. * Try convincing the others though.’



He obvioudy wasn't concerned.

‘I think we should get her indoors and try and make her comfortable. We Il get more out of her if we
can get her torelax.’

‘ Areyou sure about this? muttered Kate. Her nerves were obvioudy beginning to fray.

Michael thought for amoment before nodding his head.

‘I'msure;’ he said, sounding confident. ‘What about the rest of you?

Silence.

After afew awkward seconds had passed Carl spoke.

‘Bloody hell, let’ sjust doit. We re never going to achieve anything just standing out herelikethis, are
we?

That was dl that Michael needed to hear. With that he strode up behind the woman, reached out and
rested his hands on her shoulders. She stopped moving ingtantly.

Emmajogged the last few steps and moved round to stand in front of the body. She looked up into
her glazed eyes and saw that they seemed unfocussed and vacant. Her skin was pae and taut, asif it had
been gtretched tight across her skull. Although she was sure that the body couldn’t see her (shedidn’t
even seem to know she was there) Emma respectfully tried to hide her mounting revulson. Therewasa
deep gash on the woman’ sright temple. Dark blood had been flowing freely from the wound for some
time and had drenched her once smart white blouse and grey business suit.

‘Wewant to help you,” she said softly.

Still no reaction.

Michael gripped the woman’s shoulders alittle tighter and shuffled closer.

‘Comeon,” hewhispered, ‘let’sget you inside.’

Carl and Kate watched the others with amorbid fascination.

‘What the hell is happening? Kate asked, her voice gradualy becoming noticeably weaker and more
unsteady each time she spoke.

‘Noidea,’ Carl admitted. ‘Bloody hell, | wish | knew.’

He surveyed the desperate scene around them. Not al of the bodies had moved. The mgjority till lay
wherethey had falen.

‘Carl,” Michael shouted.

‘What? he mumbled nervoudly, turning back to face the others.

‘Give us ahand, mate. Could you get hold of her legs?

Carl nodded and walked over towards Emmaand Michadl. He crouched down and grabbed the
woman's bony ankles, onein each hand, and, as Michadl pulled back on her shoulders, helifted her feet.
Shewas surprisingly light. There was no weight to her at dl and she didn’t react to being moved.

The two men scuttled back to the community hall, closdly followed by Emmaand Kate. Asthey
gpproached the doorway the survivors (who had continued watching intently throughout) quickly realised
what was happening. They scattered like ashod of frightened fish that had just been invaded by the
deadliest predator shark.

‘“What the bloody hell are you doing? Ralph ssammered as Carl and Michael barged past him. *What
the hdll are you doing bringing that in here?

Michael didn’t answer. He was too busy directing the others.

‘Group yourselves around her,” he said authoritatively. * Try and cage her in.’

Obediently Kate and Emmadrew closer, as did another two survivors whose names Michael did not
know. Carl gently lowered the sick woman’ s feet to the ground so that she was standing upright again
and then took a couple of steps back so that he was level with the others. Once something resembling a
circle had been formed and he was happy, Michedl let go.

For a second the body did nothing. Then, without warning, it lurched towards Kate who screwed up
her face in nervous trepidation and stretched her arms out in front of her to prevent the woman from
getting too close. As soon as she made contact with Kate' s outstretched hands the woman turned and
staggered away in the opposite direction towards another survivor. This continued every time the edge of
the circle was reached.



Asthe woman stumbled towards Michagl he allowed himself for the first time to look deep into her
face. For adangerous few seconds he found himself transfixed, looking at the pitiful creaturein front of
him and wondering how she might have looked just aweek earlier. A few days ago he might have found
her attractive but, today, her emotionless gaze and drawn, dmost tranducent skin immediately diss pated
any beauty or serenity that her face had previoudy known. There was an unnatural sheen to her exposed
flesh. Michael noticed that her skin had agrey, dmost light green tone and agreasy shineand it was
tightly stretched over the bones of her skull. What had at first glance appeared to be dark bags under her
frozen eyeswere, in fact, the prominent ridges of her eye sockets. Her mouth hung open - ahuge, dark
hole - and athick string of gelatinous sdlivatrickled continualy down the side of her chin. He pushed her
away.

The woman turned and began to stagger towards Carl. Clearly unable to control or co-ordinate her
own movements, shetripped over her own clumsy feet and half-fdll, half-lurched towardshim. He
recoiled and pushed her down to the ground, feeling a cold swest prickle his brow as the pathetic and
diseased creature scrambled back up onto itsfeet.

‘Can she hear us? Kate wondered. She hadn't really meant to ask the question, she' d just been
thinking out loud.

‘Don’'t know,” Michael answered.

‘She probably can, Emmasaid.

‘Why do you say that?

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘It s something about the way she reacts.’

Ralph, who had until then been watching nervoudy from acorner of the room, found himsdlf being
drawn closer and closer to the circle of survivors.

‘But she doesn't react,’” he stammered, his voice uncharacterigticaly light and shaky.

‘I know,” Emmacontinued. ‘ That’ swhat | mean. She' swalking and moving around, but | don’t think
she knowswhy or how.’

‘It singtinctive,” Carl muttered.

‘That’swhat I’'m starting to think,” Emma agreed. ‘ She probably can hear us, but she doesn’t know
what the noises we make mean anymore. | bet she' s till capable of speaking, she just can’'t remember
how to.’

‘But she reacts when you touch her,” Paul Garner jabbered anxioudly.

‘No she doesn't. She does't react at al. She turns away because she physicaly can't keep moving
inacertain direction. | bet she'd just keep walking in agtraight line forever if there wasn't anything in her

way.'

‘Chrigt, look at her,” Kate mumbled. * Just look at the poor cow. How many millions of peoplelike
this are wandering around out there?

‘Did you check her pulse? Michael whispered to Emmawho was standing next to him.

‘Sort of,” shereplied, her voice equally low.

‘What' sthat supposed to mean? he hissed, annoyed by her vagueness.

‘I couldn’'t find one,” she answered bluntly.

‘So what are you saying?

‘I’m not saying anything.’

‘So what are you thinking?

Emmaglanced across at him and shrugged her shoulders.

‘Don’'t know,” she admitted.

‘Get it out of here, Garner hissed nervoudy from his vantage point in adoorway a safe distance
away.

Michael looked around the circle and noticed that the others were suddenly either looking at the
ground or looking a him. Sensing that it was up to him to make the next move he took a step forward
and grabbed hold of the diseased woman’'s arm. He pulled her gently out of the hall and back towards
the door which he opened with hisfree hand. He pushed her out into the sunlight and watched as she



staggered away from the building and back acrossthe car park.

10

Theisolation and desperation of the Situation affected dl of the survivors, some much more than others.
Carl spent most of the afternoon trying (unsuccessfully) to catch up on missed deep and (dso
unsuccessfully) to forget everything that was happening outside. Time was dragging at an unbearable and
painfully dow rate. An hour now felt like five and five hours more like fifty. Asthe sun began to sink back
below the horizon he clambered out of the community hall once more and stood adone on the small area
of flat roof he’ d discovered the previous evening.

For amoment the air was pure and refreshing and he swallowed several deep, calming breaths before
the now familiar smells of desth and of burning buildings quickly returned, blown towards him on acool
and gusting wind. There was a sudden unexpected noise behind him and he span around to see Michadl
sruggling to climb through the tiny skylight.

‘Did | makeyou jump? he asked as he dragged himself out onto the roof. * Sorry, mate, | didn’t
mean to. | waslooking for you and | saw you disappear up hereand...’

Carl shook his head and |ooked away, disappointed that hislittle sanctuary had been discovered. In
the community centre private space was a apremium and they had al been limited to just afew square
feet each. Almost every move that every person made indoors could be seen by everyone else. Carl
hated it and he' d been looking forward to getting out onto the roof and spending sometime done. The
smdl square roof had been the only place so far where he’ d been able to stretch, scratch, stamp, scream,
punch and cry without feeling that he had to hold back on how hetruly felt because of the effect it might
have on the others. Stupid that dmost everyone esewas dead and yet he il ingtinctively found himsaif
consdering what the few remaining people might think of him rather than just being honest and trueto
himself. The effects of years and years of conditioning by society were going to take more than afew
daysto fade away.

“You'reokay, he sighed as the other man approached. ‘| just came out hereto get away for a
while’

‘Do you want meto go back inside? Michael asked anxioudy, sensing that hewasin theway. * If you
want metogothenI’ll...

Carl dowly shook hishead again.

‘No, it'sokay.’

Glad to hear that he wasn't intruding (although not entirely convinced that he really was welcome)
Michadl walked acrossto stand next to Carl at the edge of the roof.

“What the bloody hell is happening? he asked, hisvoice so low that Carl could hardly hear what he'd
sad.

‘Don’'t know,” he mumbled in reply, equally quietly.

‘Chrig, it' sjust the speed of it dl,” Michael mumbled. * A few days ago everything was normd, but
now...

‘I know,” Carl sighed. ‘I know.’

Thetwo men stood in silence for awhile and surveyed the devastation around them. No matter how
long and how hard ether of them stared for, they still couldn’t accept the sight of countless bodieslying
face down on the cold ground. Even more difficult to accept were those pitiful corpsesthat were now
moving. How could any of this nightmare be happening?

‘ Almost makes you envy them, doesn't it? Carl muttered.

‘“Who?

‘Thebodies still lying on the ground. The ones that haven't moved. | can't help thinking how much



easer it would have beento be...’

‘That’ safucking stupid way to talk, isn't it? Michael spat.

‘Isit? he snapped back angrily.

In the heavy silence that followed Carl thought about hiswords. Bloody hell, how low and defeatist he
suddenly sounded. But why not, he thought? Why shouldn’t he be? Hislife had been turned upside down
and insgde out and he' d lost everything. Not just his possessions and his property, he'd lost absolutely
everything. And when he thought about poor Sarah and Gemma, lying there together in their bed at
home, the pain he felt became immeasurably worse. But were they il there? Had they been affected by
this new change? The thought of hisbeautiful little girl walking aimlessy through the dark Streetsaone
was too much to bear. He tried unsuccessfully to hide the tears which streamed freely down histired
face.

‘Comeon,” Michael whispered, attempting to reassure him (although he dready knew that there was
no way he could).

‘I'm okay, Carl sniffed. It was patently obvious that he was not.

‘Sure? the other man pressed.

Carl looked into hisface and forced himself to smile for afraction of a second. He was about to reply
with the standard ‘yes, I’'m dright,” when he stopped. There was no point in hiding the truth anymore.

‘No,” he admitted. ‘No, mate, I’m not dright...’

Suddenly unable to say another word, he found himself sobbing helplesdy.

‘Menether, Michael admitted, wiping tears of desperation and pain from his own eyes.

The two men sat down on the edge of the roof, their feet dangling freely over the sde of the building.
Michael dtretched, yawned, and then ran hisfingers through his matted hair. He felt dirty. He d have paid
any price to have been able to relax in ahot bath or shower and follow it up with anight spentina
comfortable bed. Or even an uncomfortable bed. Just something better than ahard wooden benchina
cold wooden building.

“Y ou know what we need? he asked.

‘1 can think of about amillion thingsthat | need, Carl answered.

‘Forget about al the practica stuff for aminute, and dl the things that we should have like warmth,
safety, security, answersto amillion questions and the like, do you know what | need more than
anything?

Carl shrugged his shoulders.

‘No, what?

Michael paused, lay back on the asphat and put his hands behind his head.

‘1 need to get absolutely fucking plastered. | need to drink so much fucking beer that | can't
remember my own name, never mind anything ese’

‘There san off-licence over there,” Carl said, half-smiling and pointing acrossthe main road. ‘ Fancy a
walk?

He glanced down at Michadl who was shaking his head furioudy.

‘No,” hereplied abruptly.

Another long silence followed.

‘Chrigt, look at him would you,” Carl said, minutes|ater. Michael sat up.

‘“Who? he asked.

‘That one over there,” he said, nodding at a solitary figure in the distance which tripped and sscumbled
along the edge of the main road. The shadowy shell had once been aman, perhaps six foot tall and
probably aged between twenty-five and thirty. It was walking awkwardly with one foot on the kerb and
the other dragging behind in the guitter.

‘What about him?

Carl shrugged his shoulders.

‘Don’'t know,” he sighed. “ Just look at the state of him. That could be you or me, that could.’

‘Yeshbutitisn't, Michagl yawned, about to lie back down again.

‘And there’ sanother. See that one in the newsagents?



Michael squinted into the distance.

‘Where?

‘The newsagents with the red sign. Between the pub and the garage...’

‘Ohyeah, | can seeit.

The two men stared at the body in the building. It was trapped in the entrance to the shop. A display
rack had fallen behind it, blocking any movement backwards, and a crashed car prevented the door from
opening outwards. The body moved incessantly, edging forward and then sumbling back, edging
forward and then back.

‘It just hasn’t got aclue what’ s happening, hasit? Carl muttered. ‘Y ou’ d think it would give up,
wouldn’t you?

‘It'sjust moving for the sake of it. It doesn’t know how or why or what to do. It just needsto
move.’

*And how long will they keep moving? Bloody hdl, when will they stop?

‘They won't. Thereisn't any reason to stop isthere? Nothing registers with them anymore. Look,
watch this’

Michael stood up and looked around. He walked over to where the danted roof of the main part of
the building met the flat roof they were standing on and pulled away asingle date. Carl watched bemused
as he walked back to the edge of the roof.

‘“What the bloody hell are you doing? he smirked.

‘Watch,” Michael said quietly.

He waited for afew seconds until one of the wandering bodies came into range. Then, after taking
careful am, he threw thetile at the staggering corpse. He was surprisingly accurate and thetile hit the
body in the smdl of the back. The body tripped and stumbled momentarily but carried on regardless.

“Why did you do that? Carl asked, still bemused.

Michael shrugged.

‘Just proving apoint | suppose.’

‘What point?

‘That they don’t react. That they don't live like you and me, they just exist.’

Carl shook his head with despair and disbelief. Michael walked away again. In astrange way he
regretted throwing the date at the body. No matter what it was today, it had been aliving, breathing
human being just afew days ago. He felt like amugger, preying on an innocent victim.

‘Do you think it was avirusthat did this? Carl asked. ‘Emmaseemsto think it was. Or do you think
itwas...

‘Don’t know and | don't care,” Michad replied.

‘What do you mean, you don’t care?

‘What difference does it make? What' s happened has happened. It' sthe old cliché, isn't it? If you get
knocked down by acar, doesit matter what colour it is?

‘So what are you saying?

‘I'm saying that it doesn’t matter what did al of this. Okay, it mattersin asfar as| don't want it to
happen to me, but what'sdoneisdone, isn't it?

‘Suppose so.’

‘Look, I’'velost friends and family just like the rest of them. I might sound like an uncaring bastard but
I’'mnot redly. | just can't seethe point in wasting any time coming up with bullshit theoriesand
explanations when none of it will make the dightest bit of difference. The only thing that any of us have
any influence and control over now iswhat we do tomorrow.’

‘So what are we going to do tomorrow?

‘Haven't got afucking clue!” Michad laughed.

It started to rain. A few isolated spots at first which, in just afew seconds, turned into a downpour of
amost monsoon proportions. Carl and Michadl quickly squeezed back through the skylight and lowered
themsdvesinto the ominoudy slent hal.

‘Does you good to get out now and then, doesn't it? Carl mumbled sarcasticdly.



‘There salot of truth in that, Michad replied, fighting to make himself heard over the noise of the
ran lashing down.

‘What?

“You'reright. | think it would do us good to get out. Have you stopped to think about the bodies
yet?

‘Chrigt | haven't thought about much dse...

Michael shook hishead.

‘No, have you stopped to think about what’ s going to happen when they start to rot? Jesus, theair’s
going to befilled with dl kinds of germsand crap.’

‘There’ snot alot we can do about that, isthere?

‘There' sfuck al we can do about it,” he replied bluntly. ‘ But we could get away.’

‘Get awvay? Where to? It' sgoing to be like this everywhere, isn't it?

‘l don’'t know.’

‘So what good will leaving here do?

It became immediately gpparent to Carl that Michael had been doing more logica thinking than the
rest of the survivors put together.

‘Think about it. W€ re on the edge of acity here. There are hundreds of thousands of bodies
around.’

‘And...

‘And | think we should head for the countryside. Fewer bodies has got to mean less chance of
disease. We re not going to be completely safe anywhere but | think we should just try and give
ourselves the best possible chance. We should pack up and leave here as soon aswe can.’

“You redly thinking of going?

‘I"d go tonight if we were ready.’
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Despite the fact that each one of the survivors had reached new levels of emotiona and mental
exhaugtion, not one of them could even contemplate trying to deep. Thislack of deep meant that the
disparate body of frightened and desperate peopl e were becoming even more frightened and desperate
with each passing minute. The hall waslit only by afew dim gaslamps and the odd torch, and this lack of
light seemed to compound the disorientation and fear felt by dl of them. By midnight the tensonsand
frustrationsfelt by even the most placid members of the group had risen to dangeroudy high levels.

Jenny Hall, who had held her three month old baby boy in her arms as he died on Tuesday morning,
had dared to complain about the food she' d been given earlier in the evening. Although she’ d meant
nothing by her innocent comments, the cook - the usually quiet and reserved Stuart Jeffries - had taken it
persondly.

“Y ou stupid fucking bitch,” he screamed, hisface literdly millimetersfrom hers. “What givesyou the
right to criticise? Fucking hell, you' re not the only onewho' shad it tough. Chrit, we'redl in the same
fucking boat here...’

Jenny wiped streaming tears from her face with shaking hands. She was convulsing with fear and
could hardly co-ordinate her movements.

‘| didn’t meanto...” she tammered. ‘| wasonly trying to...’

“Shut your mouth!” Stuart shouted, grabbing hold of her arms and pinning her againgt the wall. * Just
shut your fucking mouth!’

For asecond Michad just stood and watched, stunned and numbed and unable to quite comprehend
what he was seeing. He quickly managed to snap himsalf out of his disbelieving trance and actualy do
something to help. He grabbed hold of Stuart and yanked him away from Jenny, leaving her to dide
down thewall and collapse in a sobbing heap on the dirty brown floor.

‘Bastard,” she spat, looking up at him. Y ou fucking bastard.’

Michagl manhandled Stuart across the room and pushed him down into achair.

‘“What the hell isgoing on? he demanded.

Stuart didn’t respond. He sat staring at the floor. His face was flushed red. His fists were clenched
tight and hisbody shook with anger.

‘What' sthe problem? Michael asked again.

Stuart il didn’'t move.

‘Not good enough for her, arewe? he eventualy muttered.

‘“What?

‘That little bitch,” he seethed. ‘ Thinks she' s something special, doesn’t she? Thinks she' sacut above
therest of us.” Helooked up and stared and pointed at Jenny. ‘ Thinks she' s the only onewho’slost
everything.

“You're not making any sense,” Michadl said, stting down on abench closeto Stuart. *What are you
talking about?

Stuart couldn’t - or wouldn't - answer. Tears of frustration welled in histired eyes. Rather than let
Michael seethe extent of hisfraught emotion he got up and stormed out of the room, damming the door
shut behind him.

‘What was dl that about? Emma asked as she walked past Michael and made her way over to
where Jenny lay on the ground. She crouched down and put her arm around her shoulders. ‘ Come on,’
she whispered, gently kissing thetop of her head. ‘It' sdright.’

‘Alright? she sobbed. ‘How can you say it’ saright? After everything that’ s happened, how can you
sy it'sdright?



Kate James sat down next to them. Cradling Jenny in her arms, Emmaturned to face Kate.

‘Did you see what happened? she quietly asked.

‘Not redly,” Katereplied. ‘ They were just talking. | only realised that something was wrong when
Stuart started shouting. He was fine one minute - you know, cam and talking normaly - and then he just
exploded at her.’

‘Why?

Kate shrugged her shoulders.

‘Apparently shetold him that she didn’t like the soup.’

‘What? asked Emmaincreduloudy.

‘Shedidn’t like the soup he'd made,” Kate repeated. ‘I'm sure that’sal it was!’

‘Bloody hell,’ she sighed, shaking her head in resignation.

Carl waked into the room with Jack Baynham. He' d taken no more than two or three steps when he
stopped, quickly sensing that something was wrong.

‘What' sthe matter? he asked cautiously, amost too afraid to listen to the answer. The atmospherein
the room was so heavy that he was convinced something terrible had happened.

Michael shook hishead.

‘It snothing,” he said. ‘It’ s sorted now.’

Carl looked down a Emma on the floor and Jenny curled up in her arms. Something obvioudy had
happened but, as whatever it was seemed to have been confined to inside the hall and resolved, he
decided not to ask any more questions. He just didn’t want to get involved. Sdlfish and insensitive of him
it may have been, but he didn’t want to know. He had enough problems of his own without getting
himsalf wrapped up in other people's.

Michael felt much the same, but he found it impossible to be as private and insular as Carl. When he
heard more crying coming from another dark corner of the room he ingtinctively went to investigate. He
found that the tears were coming from Annie Nelson and Jessica Short, two of the eldest survivors. The
two ladies were wrapped under a single blanket, holding each other tightly and doing their best to stop
sobbing and stop drawing attention to themselves. Michael sat down next to them.

“Y ou two okay? he asked. A pointless question, but he couldn’t think of anything elseto say.

Annie smiled for the briefest of moments and nodded, trying hard to put on abrave face. She
nonchalantly wiped away a single tear which trickled quickly down her wrinkled cheek.

‘We redright, thank you,” shereplied, her voicelight and fragile.

‘Can | get you anything?

Annie shook her head.

‘No, we'refineg’ shesad. ‘I think we'll try and get some deep now.’

Michael smiled and rested his hand on hers. Hetried not to let hisworry show, but her hand felt
disconcertingly cold and fragile. Heredlly did fed so sorry for these two. He had noticed that they had
been inseparable since arriving at the hall. Jessica, he had learned from Emma, was awell-to-do widow
who had lived in alarge house in one of the most exclusive suburbs of Northwich. Annie, on the other
hand, had told him yesterday that she’ d lived in the same two bedroom Victorian terraced house al her
life. She’ d been born there and, as she' d wasted no timein telling him, she intended to see out the rest of
her days there too. When things settled down again, she' d explained naively, she was going to go straight
back home. She had even invited Jessicaover for tea one afternoon.

Michadl patted the old lady’ s hand again and stood up and walked away. He glanced back over his
shoulder and watched as the two pensioners huddled closer together and talked in frightened, hushed
whispers. Clearly from opposite ends of the socid spectrum, they seemed to be drawn to each other for
no other reason than their smilar ages. Money, position, possessions, friends and connections didn’t
count for anything anymore.

Emmawas gtill stting on the floor two hours later. As half-past two gpproached she cursed hersdlf for
being so bloody sdlfless. There she was, cold and uncomfortable, still cradling Jenny Hall in her arms.
What made matters worse was the Jenny had herself been adeep for the best part of an hour. Why am |



always the one who ends up doing this, she thought? Christ, no-one ever bothersto hold me and rock
meto deep. Why am | dwaysthe one giving out? Emmadidn’t redly need any help or support, but it
pissed her off that no-one ever seemed to offer.

The hall was sllent but for amuffled conversation taking place in one of the dark rooms off the main
hal. Emma carefully eased hersdf out from undernegth Jenny and lay her down on the floor and covered
her with asheet. In the till silence every sound she made, no matter how dight, seemed degfening. As
she moved Jenny’ s body she listened carefully and tried to locate the precise source of the conversation.
She was desperate for some calm and rational adult company.

The voices seemed to be coming from alittle room that she hadn’t been into before. Cautioudy she
pushed the door open and peered insde. It was pitch black, and the voices stopped immediately.

‘Who'sthat? aman asked.

‘Emma,” she whispered. ‘EmmaMitchdl.’

As her eyes dowly became accustomed to the darkness of the room (which was, surprisingly, even
darker and gloomier than the main hal) she saw that there were two men sitting with their backs against
thefar wall. It was Michadl and Carl. They were drinking water from a plastic bottle which they passed
between themsalves.

“You okay? Michael asked.

‘I'mfine, Emmareplied. ‘Mindif | comein?

‘Not at dl,” said Carl. * Everything calmed down out there?

She stepped into the room, tripping over his outstretched legs and fedling for the nearest wall in the
darkness. She sat down carefully.

‘Itsal quiet, shesaid. ‘I just had to get away, know what | mean?

“Why do you think we' re sitting in here? Michadl asked rhetorically.

After ashort silence Emma spoke again.

‘I'm sorry,” she said apologeticaly. ‘Have | interrupted something? Did you two want me to go so
you can...?

‘Stay hereaslong asyou like, Michadl answered. Emma s eyes were dowly becoming accustomed
to the darkness and she could now just about make out the details of the two men’sfaces.

‘I think everyone' s adeep out there. At least if they’ re not adeep then they’ re being very quiet. |
guessthey’re dl thinking about what happened today. I’ ve just sat and listened to Jenny talking about...’
Emmarealised she wastalking for the sake of talking and |et her wordstrail away into silence. Both
Michael and Carl were staring at her. “What' s the matter? she asked, suddenly self-conscious. ‘What's
wrong?

Michael shook hishead.

‘Bloody hell,;” he sighed, * have you been out there with Jenny all thistime?

She nodded.

‘Yes, why?

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘Nothing, | just don’t know why you bother, that’sal.’

‘Someone’ sgot to do it, haven't they? she replied nonchalantly as she accepted a drink from the
bottle of water that Carl passed to her.

‘So why doesit have to be you? Christ, who' s going to sit up with you for hourswhenyou're...’

‘Likel said,” sheinterrupted, ‘someone sgot to doit. If we al shut oursalves away in roomslikethis
when things aren’t going well then we haven’t got much of afuture here, have we?

Emmawasimmediately defensive of her own actions, despite the fact that she'd slently criticised
hersdf for exactly the samething just afew minutes earlier.

‘So do you think we' ve got afuture here then? asked Carl. Now Emmareally was beginning to fed
uncomfortable. She hadn’t comein here to be picked on.

‘Of coursewe' ve got afuture,” she snapped.

‘“We ve got millions of people lying dead in the Streets around us and we' ve got peopl e threatening to
kill each other because someone doesn't like soup. Does't bode well really, doesit? Michag mused.



Another silence.

‘So what do you think? Emmaasked. ‘Y ou seem to have an opinion about everything. Do you
reckon we' ve got any chance, or do you think we should just curl up in the corner and give up?

‘| think we' ve got a damn good chance, but not necessarily here’

‘Where then? she wondered.

‘Well what have we got here? Michael began. *We ve got shelter of sorts, we' ve got limited supplies
and we ve got accessto what' sl eft of the city. We ve aso got an unlimited supply of dead bodies -
some of them mobile - which are going to rot. Agree?

The other two thought for amoment and then nodded.

‘And | suppose,’ he continued, ‘there' saso the flip-side of the coin. Asgood ashdlter asthisis, it's
fast becoming a prison. We've got no ideawhat' s around us. We don’t even know what’sin the
buildings on the other side of the street.’

‘But it sgoing to be the same wherever we go...” Emmaremarked.

‘Possibly. Carl and | were talking about heading out to the countryside earlier, and the more | think
about it the more it seemsto make sense’

‘Why?

Carl explained, remembering the conversation he' d had with Michadl afew hours ago.

‘The population’ s concentrated in cities, isn't it? There will be less bodies out in the sticks. And less
bodies equalsless problems...’

“Hopefully,” Michael added cautioudly.

‘So what' s stopping us? Emma asked.

‘Nothing,” Micheel replied.

‘Areyou sure that you want to go?

‘Pogtive.’

‘And what if no-one else does?

“Tough. I’ll go on my own.’

* And when are you going to go?

‘Assoon as| can. I’d go tomorrow if | could.’

Emmahad to admit that, arrogant and superior as he tended to sound, Michael’ slogic and reasoning
made sense. The more she listened to and thought about his proposals, the more hopeful she became.
Fired up with anew found enthusiasm and purpose, the three survivors talked through the first few long,
dragging hours of the new day. By four o' clock that morning their planswere made.
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Michael Collins

Bastards.

Spindess, fucking bastards.

Once I’ d decided to leave that wasit, | was going. It made so much sense. No-one could be sure
what was going to happen next and no-one knew how safe we were going to be. Problem was the rest
of them all seemed to agree that we should move on until the time cameto actually do something about it.
Until it wastimeto walk out the door they al agreed that getting out of the city made sense. When it
came down to it though, none of them had the nerve to go. They were scared just Sitting and waiting in
the community centre for something to happen, but the thought of taking thosefirst few tentative steps
outsde their new found comfort zone seemed to be even more terrifying. | stood there in the middle of
the hall right in front of them al and told them why we should |leave and like fucking sheep they nodded
their heads and mumbled in agreement. Five minutes later though, when Paul Garner and Stuart stood up



and had their say and told them why they thought it was better to St till and wait for fucking eternity, the
deal was done and the matter was closed. Suddenly it felt like it was me, Carl and Emma against the rest
of them. | was beginning to identify more with the bodies outside on the streets than with the empty,
lifdessbagtards | found myself locked up with.

But that was it. Long and short of it, that was it. We could stay there and rot or we could go. It
wasn't much of achoice.

That morning Emma stayed behind to pack our stuff together while Carl and | went out into the city to
try and get everything we might need for our journey to God knows where. Once we were outside the
stupidity and short-sightedness of the people hiding in the community centre became even more apparent.
It was a bloody gold mine out there. Just about anything we wanted we could have, we just had to |ook
for it. It was like shopping with a credit card that didn’t have alimit, and the dead shop assistants were
infinitely lessirritating than they had been before they’ d died. The strangest thing though was standing in
the shops and looking out onto the silent streets. There were plenty of staggering bodies drifting about
amlesdy. Truth betold, there wasn't much difference between the hordes of dead crestures today and
the hordes of equally aimless consumersthat had trampled the same streets less than aweek earlier.

We found ourselves adecent sized car from ahigh-class garage. It was one of those people carriers
with seven seats. We didn’'t have much stuff to take with us but it seemed to make senseto get the
biggest car we could find. We decided that if push came to shove we could use it as atemporary shelter.
We thought for awhile about getting a Transit van or something Smilar but we decided againgt it. There
didn’'t seem to be much point roughing it when we could have alittle bit of comfort for no extraeffort and
at no extrarisk.

We collected food and clothes because none of us had brought very much with us. From timeto time
while we were out in the open the option of actualy going hometo get our own things cropped up. At
first | wasn't bothered about going back but Carl was certain that he didn’t want to. He' d dready told
me alittle about hiswife and child and | understood why he didn’t want to go anywhere near hisplace. |
lived done and the more | thought about it the more unnerving the thought of going back to my empty
house seemed. The memories and emotions stored there were enough - | couldn’t have coped if I'd | eft
anyone behind. At the end of the day apart from my past al that was there were possess ons which could
eadly be replaced. Just about anything | wanted | could take from the shelves of one of the desolate
shops we looted.

| waslosing dl track of time. We had been up and out since nine 0’ clock but it felt like it was much,
much later. During the week my days had lost al form, structure and familiarity. No-one dept much.
People woke up whenever they woke up and kept themselves occupied as best they could until they
couldn’t keep their eyes open any longer. There were no set mealtimes, rest times or bedtimes, there was
just time. Each hour dragged and seemed longer than the last.

Just before eleven Carl and | drove our silver van loaded with supplies back aong the silent Streetsto
the community centre.
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Emma had managed to pack al her belongingsinto two carrier bags and a cardboard box. She did the
same with Michadl and Carl’ sthings. Between the three of them everything they had was condensed into
the sum total of five carrier bags and two boxes.

She breathed asigh of reief at three minutesto eeven when Carl and Michael returned. The others
had hardly spoken to her in dl the time that the two men had been away from the community centre. It
was dmogt asif she had suddenly ceased to exist. Therest of the survivors seemed to think that they
were being abandoned, and Emma had redl difficulty trying to understand why they felt that way. The



invitation sill sood for any of them - dl of them if they wanted - to leave with Michadl, Carl and hersdlf.
She guessed that the only thing stopping them was uncertainty and their persond and irrationd fears of
stepping outside the creaky wooden building. Countlesstimesin those few hours she looked up and
made eye contact with other people, only for them to look away again quickly. Countless times she heard
people whispering behind her back. She knew that they were talking about her because nothing was
private anymore. The eerie slenceingdethe hal amplified every spiteful word.

‘Everything dright? she asked as Michad parked the van in front of the building and clambered out
and stretched.

‘Fine’ hereplied quietly, flashing her aquick and reassuring smile ashe did so. * Y ou okay?

She nodded.

Carl walked around from the other side of the van.

‘We got everything we need,” he said. *What do you think of the transport?

She nodded again and dowly waked around the large family car. There were seven seatsinside, two
at thefront, two at the back and three in the middle. The front two seats and the seat behind the driver's
were empty. The others were piled high with supplies.

As she looked through the tinted glass windows it suddenly occurred to her that they were standing
outsde and, for thefirgt time sinceit had al began, none of them seemed to be giving a damn about what
had happened to the devastated world around them. They were surrounded by bodies - some still, some
moving - and yet today she wasn't the least bit bothered. Perhapsit was because they were about to
leave. Maybe deciding that she didn’t need the protection of the hall anymore had subconscioudy
changed her way of thinking.

‘Have any trouble while you were out there? she asked, snapping hersdlf out of her daydream.

‘Trouble? Carl replied, surprised. ‘What kind of trouble?

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘1 don’'t know. Christ, you spent the morning in the middle of acity full of walking corpses. | don't
know what you saw. Did you...’

Michad interrupted.

‘Nothing happened, he said abruptly. ‘ There were plenty of bodieswalking around, but nothing
happened.’

‘Not asmany as | expected though,” Carl added.

‘That’ s because they’ re starting to spread out,” Michael grunted as he shoved their carrier bags and
boxes into the back of the van.

‘Spread out? said Emma.

‘It sthe blotting paper effect, isn'tit?

‘Isit?

Michael stopped and turned to face her.

‘When dl this started there was a high concentration of bodiesin the middle of the city, was't there?
People were at work and school, weren't they?

‘Yes..." shereplied, unsure where the conversation was leading.

‘Soif those of them that are up and moving around are walking randomly, it stands to reason that
they’ ve spread out from the centre of the city like ink spreads across blotting paper.’

‘| see...” shemumbled, far from convinced.

‘It might take awhile, but it’s started and | bet that’ swhat will happen.’

He returned his attention to loading the last two bagsinto the van. Emma continued to think, trying
hard to follow through the route of hislogic.

‘So,” sheeventually continued, ‘if what you' re saying isright, given time there could be equal numbers
of bodiesal over the country?

Michadl thought for amoment.

‘ Suppose so. Why?

‘Becauseif that’ sthe case,” she said quietly, ‘why the hell are we bothering to run?

‘“We renot running,” he snapped, ddliberately avoiding the very vaid point of her comment. ‘We're



backed into a corner here. What we' re doing is giving ourselves a chance.’

Sensing that the conversation had opened up a particularly unpleasant can of worms, he dammed and
locked the van door and headed back inside.

The silence which greeted Michadl as he waked back into the main hall was the most ominous silence
he' d heard since he' d first arrived there days earlier. The rest of the survivors- al twenty or so frightened
individuas - stopped and stared at him, Carl and Emmain unspoken unison. Some of those people
hadn’t acknowledged him in dl the time they’ d been at the community centre. Some hadn’t even spoken
aword to anyone since they’ d got there. And yet, suddenly and unexpectedly, Michael got the distinct
impression that it was the three of them againgt the rest. There was rea animosity and anger in the room.
It felt like betraydl.

Thewave of hogtility stopped Michael in histracks. He turned around to face Emmaand Carl. The
three of them found themsealves exposed and stood together in the centre of the room.

‘What'sdl thisabout? he asked, keegping hisvoice low.

‘It sbeen like thissince you went, Emmareplied. ‘ The rest of them seem to have ared problem with
what we redoing.’

‘Fucking idiots,” Carl snapped. ‘It' s because they know we' reright. We should tell them that...

‘We ll tell them nothing,” Michadl ordered. The surprising authority in hisvoice sllenced and stunned
Carl.‘Let’sjust go.’

‘What, now? Emmasaid, surprised. ‘ Are we ready? Do we need to...’

Michael glanced at her. The expression on hisface left her in no doubt asto hisintentions.

‘“What are we going to gain from waiting around? he hissed. ‘We're better off travelling in daylight so
let’smake the most of it. Let’ sget out of here’

‘Areyou sure...? Carl began.

“Y ou sound like you' re having doubts? Michael snapped, the tone of his voice seeming dmost to
carry asneer. ‘ You can stop hereif you want to...’

Carl shook his head and looked away, feding intimidated and pressured.

‘Oh bollockstoit, Emmasaid, her voice now afraction louder. *You'reright. Let'sjust get out of
here’

Michael turned back to face the rest of the survivorswho till stared at him and his companions. He
cleared histhroat. He didn’t know what to say or why he was even bothering to try and say anything. It
just didn’t seem right to walk out without trying one last time to persuade the rest of them to try and see
the sense in what they were doing.

‘We'releaving, he began, hiswords echoing around the cold wooden room. ‘I any of you want
‘Fuck off,” Stuart Jeffries spat, getting up from his chair and waking up to Michadl. The two men
stood face to face. ‘ Just get in your damn car and fuck off now,” he hissed. Y ou're putting us at risk.
Every second you spend hereis a second too long.’

Michael looked into histired face for what seemed like an eternity. There were countless things he
could have said to Jeffries and the others - countless reasons why they should follow and not stay locked
in the community centre - but the anger bordering on hate in the other man’ s eyes|eft him in no doubt that
to say anything would be pointless.

‘Comeon,” Emmasaid, grabbing hisarm and pulling him away.

Michael looked around the room one last time and stared back at each one of the desperate faces
which stared a him. Then he turned his back and walked.

Carl led the way out, closdly followed by the other two. Just seconds after taking their first steps out
into the cold afternoon air the door of the community centre was dammed and locked shut behind them.
Sensing that there was no turning back (and feding suddenly nervous and unsure) the three survivors
exchanged anxious glances and climbed into the van. Michael started the engine and drove out towards
the main road, pausing only to let asingle willowy-framed, greasy-skinned body stagger oblivious past
the front of the van.

to.
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Lessthan an hour into the journey and Carl, Michad and Emma found themselves wracked with fear and
scepticism. Leaving the shelter had seemed like the only option but now, now that they had actually |eft
the building and the other survivors behind them, uncertainty and unknowing had begun to set in and take
over. Doubt which bordered on paranoia plagued Michadl as he fought to keep his concentration and to
keep the van moving forward. Problem was, he decided, they didn't actualy know whereit was they
were going. Finding somewhere safe and secure to shelter had seemed easy at firgt but now that they
were outside and could see the shattered remains of the world for themsalvesit was beginning to seem
like an impossible task. The whole world seemed to be theirsfor the taking but they couldn’t actudly find
any of it that they wanted.

Emma sat bolt upright in the seat next to Michad, staring out of the windows around her in disbelief,
looking from side to Side, too afraid to St back and relax. Before she' d seen it for hersdlf it had seemed
logicd to assumethat only the helpless population would have been affected by the inexplicable tragedy.
Theredlity wasthat the land too had been battered, savaged and ravaged beyond &l recognition.
Countless buildings - sometimes entire streets - had been razed to the ground by unchecked fireswhich
even now gtill smouldered. Almost every car which had been moving when the disaster had struck had
veered out of control and had crashed. She counted herself lucky that she had been indoors and
relaively safe when the nightmare had begun. She silently wondered how many other people that had
died in acar crash or some other sudden accident might actualy have gone on to survive had fate not
dedlt them such abitter hand? How many people who shared her apparent immunity to the disease, virus
or whatever it wasthat had caused dl of this had been wiped out through nothing more than misfortune
and bad luck? Something caught her eyein afied a the Sde of the road. The wreckage of alight aircraft
was strewn over the boggy and uneven ground at one end of along, deep furrow. All around the wreck
lay twisted chunks of metd which fregly mixed with the bloody remains of the passengersthe plane had
been carrying. She wondered what might have happened to those people had they survived their flight? It
was pointless to think about such things, but in a strange way it was almost therapeutic. It seemed to help
just to keep her mind occupied.

With unnerving speed the three survivors found that they were becoming impervious to the carnage,
death and destruction dl around them. But, even though the sight of thousands of battered and bloodied
bodies and the aftermath of hundreds of horrific accidents were now amaost commonplace, from timeto
time each one of them till saw scenesthat were so terrible and grotesque that it was amost impossible
for them to comprehend what they saw. As much as he wanted to look away, Carl found himself
transfixed with amorbid and sickening curiosity asthey passed along red and white coach. The huge and
heavy vehicle had collided with the Side of ared brick house. Carl stared in dishdlief at the bodies of
somethirty or so children trapped in their seats. Even though they were held tight by their seet belts, he
could see at least seven of the poor youngsterstrying to move. Their withered armsflailed around their
empty, palid faces, and the sght of the children made him remember Gemma, the perfect little girl that he
had |eft behind. The redlisation that he would never see or hold her again was apain that was amost too
much to bear. It had been hard enough to try and come to termswith hisloss while he had beenin the
community centre but now, strange asit seemed, every single mile they drove further avay madethe pain
even harder to stand. Sarah and Gemma had been dead for most aweek but he still felt responsible for
them. He d just eft them lying in bed together. He felt like he' d failed them.

Conversation had been sparse and forced since the journey had begun and the silence was beginning
to deafen Emma. She could see that Michagl was having to concentrate hard on his driving (the roads
were littered with debris) and Carl seemed preoccupied but she needed to talk. The ominous quiet in the
van was dlowing her far too much timeto think.



‘Have either of you two actualy thought about where we might be going? she asked.

Neither of the men replied at first. Slently all three of them had been thinking about that question
intermittently but there had been so many bizarre distractions that it had proved impossible for anyoneto
be able to decide anything.

‘I'vetried to think about it,” Carl admitted, ‘but | can’t think straight. | get so far and then | see
something and...

Hiswordstrailed away into silence. He sounded lost and hel pless. Michael glanced into the rear view
mirror and watched the other man’ stired eyes as they darted anxioudly around. Helooked like a
frightened little boy.

‘Well we' ve got to decide something soon,” Emmasaid. ‘We need some kind of plan, don't we?

Michadl shrugged his shoulders.

‘| thought we' d got one,” he replied. * Keep driving until we find somewhere safe and then stop.’

‘But what does safe mean? she asked. *Is anywhere safe?

‘| don't know,” he sighed. *Y ou could argue we d be safe anywhere. There' sonly the bodiesthat are
moving to watch out for and they don’t react to us!’

‘But what about disease? she continued. ‘ They’re sarting to rot.’

‘| know they are’

‘So what are we going to do?

He shrugged his shoulders again.

‘There snot alot we can do. We can’'t seethe germs so we'll just have to take our chances!’

‘So what you' re saying is we could stop anywhere?

He thought for a second.

‘“Yes’

‘So why haven't we? Why do wejust keep driving and...’

‘Because...” he snapped.

‘Because We' re too bloody frightened,” she interrupted. ‘ Because nowhere is safe, isit? Everywhere
might well be empty and we might well be able to pick and choose but that doesn’t matter. Truthisl’'m
too fucking frightened to get out of thisfucking van and so are you two.’

With her sudden and unexpected admission (which both Michael and Carl silently agreed with) the
conversation ended.
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Three minutes past four.

The dow and laborious afternoon was drawing to a close and Carl knew that it would only be a
couple of hours before the light began to fade. When he' d handed the driving duties over to Carl,
Michael (who was now curled up on the empty seet in the back of the van, deeping intermittently) had
estimated that they should have reached the west coast in an hour or so. It had now been two and a half
hours since they’ d swapped places and till there seemed to be nothing ahead of them but endlessroad
and amlesstraveling.

It wasacool but bright afternoon. The brilliance of the sun belied the low temperature. It shone down
from adowly sinking position in asky which was mostly blue but which was dotted with numerous
bulbous grey and white clouds. The road glistened with the moisture which remained from a shower of
rain they’ d passed through afew minutes earlier.

Emmadtill sat in the front passenger seet, dtill Sitting bolt upright, still scanning the world around them
congtantly, hoping that she would find them somewhere safe to shelter.

‘Alright? Carl asked suddenly, making her jump.

‘What? she muttered. She was miles away. She' d heard him speak but not heard what he’ d said.

‘| asked if youweredright,” he repeated.

‘Oh, shemumbled. ‘I'mfine.’

‘Ishe adeegp? he asked, gesturing over his shoulder at Michagl. Emma glanced back and shrugged.

‘Don’t know.’

At the mention of hisname, Michad stirred.

‘What' sthe matter? he groaned, his speech durred with exhaustion.

No-one bothered to answer him. He closed his eyes again and tried to deep.

There was a hand-painted sign at the side of the road. It had been battered by the wind and was only
partidly visble. Asthey passed the sgn Carl managed to make out the words* cafe’, ‘turn’ and ‘2 miles'.
He hadn’'t had much of an appetite all day (all week if the truth be told) but at the thought of food he
suddenly felt hungry. They did have some supplies with them in the van but in their rush to leave the city
they had been |eft buried somewhere in amongst the various bags and boxes.

‘Either of you two want anything to eat? he asked.

Emmajust grunted but Michadl sat up immediately.

‘l do,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

‘| saw asign for acafe up ahead,” he mumbled. ‘We |l stop there, shal we?

There were empty grassy fields on either side of the uninterrupted road. There were no cars, buildings
or wandering bodies anywhere to be seen. On balance Carl thought it was worth taking a chance out in
the open. He needed a break. They al needed to stop for awhileto try and get their heads together and
decide what they were actudly trying to achieve.

Suddenly interested in the day again, Michael stretched and looked around. He too noticed the lack
of any obvious signs of human life. He could see aflock of sheep grazing up ahead. Up until that moment
he hadn’t stopped to think about the significance of seeing animals. In the city they’ d seen the odd dog,
and there had alway's been birds flying overhead, but the relevance of their surviva had been lost on him
because there had aways been amillion other confused thoughts running through his mind. Seeing the
sheep in their ignorant isolation today forced him to think about it further. It must only have been humans
that had been affected by the inexplicable tragedy. Whatever it was that had happened had |eft other
gpecies untouched. Their sudden arrival at the cafe interrupted histrain of thought.



Thetal white building appeared from out of nowhere. A large converted house that |ooked
completey out of placeinitslush green surroundings, it had been hidden from view by arow of bushy
pinetrees. Carl dowed the van down and turned left into awide gravel car park, stopping closeto an
inconspicuous side door. He turned off the engine and closed histired eyes. After hours of driving the
effect of the sudden silence was stunning. It waslike Stting in avacuum.

Despite having been amost adegp only minutes earlier, Michagl was by now wide awake and dert.
Before Carl had even taken the keys out of the ignition he was out of the van and jogging over to the cafe
door.

‘Careful,” warned Emmainginctively.

Michael looked back over his shoulder and flashed her abrief but reassuring smile. The air was cold
and fresh and he suddenly felt more relaxed and sure than he had done a any other time since they’ d left
the community centre.

He reached out and tried the door. It wasn't locked (it opened dightly inward) but it wouldn’t open
fully. He pushed againgt it with his shoulder.

‘What'sup? asked Carl.

‘Something' sblocking it, Michadl replied, still pushing and shoving at the door. ‘ There s something in
theway.’

‘Becareful,” Emmasaid again. It was clear from the trepidation in her voice that she was nowhere
near as comfortable with the Situation as her two companions seemed to be.

Michael shoved at the door again, and thistime it opened inward another couple of inches. Hetook a
few steps back out into the car park and then ran at the door once more, thistime charging it with his
shoulder. Thistime the door opened just wide enough for him to be able to force and squeeze his bulky
frame through into the shadowy building. He looked back at the others momentarily before disappearing
ingde

‘| redly don’t likethis, Emmamuttered to herself, looking around anxioudy. The cold wind blew her
hair across her face and made her eyes water. She held her hand to her eyesto shield them from the sun
and stared intently at the cafe door, waiting for Michael to resppesr.

Inside the building he had found that the blockage preventing him from opening the door fully wasthe
stiff and lifelessbody of ateenage girl. She had fallen on her back when she' d died and his bruta shoving
to get indgde had forced her up and over onto her side, giving him those vital extrafew inches spaceto
squeeze through. He gingerly took hold of her left arm and pulled her out of the way. As he dragged the
body clear he peered through a small square window and could see Carl and Emma standing in the car
park waiting for him. He carefully laid the girl down out of the way and headed back outside.

‘It'sokay,” he shouted as he regppeared in the doorway. He had to shout to make his voice heard
over thewind. ‘It wasjust abody. | just...’

He stopped speaking suddenly. He could hear sounds of movement behind him. He could hear
movement coming from ingde the building.

‘What' sthe matter? Emma asked franticaly as Michael half-ran and half-tripped back towards her.

Breathlesdy he answered.

‘Inthere, he gasped. ‘ There's something in there...’

The three survivors stood in silence as alone figure appeared in the dark shadows of the doorway. Its
progress blocked by the lifeless body on the ground that Michagl had moved, it turned awkwardly and
stumbled out into the car park.

‘Doyouthink it’s...” Carl began.

‘Dead? Miched interrupted, finishing his sentence for him.

‘It could beasurvivor, Emmamumbled hopefully dthough in redity she held out very little hope of
that being the case.

From its stilted, uncoordinated movements Michad instantly knew that the figure which dowly
emerged into the light was another one of the sumbling victims of the disaster. Asit lurched closer
Michadl saw that it had been awoman, perhapsin her latefifties or early sixties, dressed in agaudy and
loose-fitting green and yellow waitress uniform. The remains of Tuesday morning's make-up was



smudged across her wrinkled face,

‘Can you hear me? Emmaasked. She knew in her heart it was pointless, but she felt that she had to
try and force aresponse from the desperate figure. ‘Is there anything we can do to...’

Shelet her wordstrail away into silence as the body approached. The world was silent save for the
gusting wind and the relentless clump, clump of the creature' s uncoordinated feet on the gravel asshe
took step after painful step towards the three survivors. The corpse tripped on an edging stone and fell
towards Carl who ingtinctively jumped back out of the way. Emma leant down and helped her back onto
her unsteady feet. The body walked dowly between them, completely obliviousto their presence, and
then continued out towards the road. The road curved gently to the right but the woman’s course
remained relatively straight until she' d crossed the tarmac and become entangled in a patch of wiry
undergrowth on the other side.

Michael and Emmawatched the pathetic creaturefor alittle longer. Michael couldn’t help but think
about what might happen to her. In hismind he pictured her staggering on through the dark night, through
wind and rain, and he felt a sudden and surprising sadness. A poor defenceless old woman - amother
and grandmother perhaps - who had Ieft for work last Tuesday just as she had done on any other day,
she was now destined to spend what could be an eternity wandering without direction or shelter. He had
managed to quickly build up ares stance to such thoughts and fedingsin the city but now, now that they
were out in wild, comparatively inhospitable surroundings, he found himsdf being deeply affected by the
plight of the innocent victims of the disagter.

Carl had disappeared. Emma could see him moving around inside the cafe and she gestured to
Michad to follow her into the building.

A short passageway led them to alarge, dark and musty room which they cautioudy entered. There
were various bodies scattered around numerous tables and dumped awvkwardly in comfortable chairs.
Michael smiled morbidly to himsdlf as he walked past the corpses of an elderly couple. They had been
sitting opposite each other when they’ d died. Alice Jones (that was the name on the credit card on the
table) lay back in her seat with her head lolled heavily on her shoulders, her dry eyesfixed on the celling
unblinking. Gravity had caught her husband somewhat differently. He was douched forward with hisface
buried in the remains of adry, mouldy serving of what was amost week-old scrambled eggs, sausage
and bacon.

There was anoise from the kitchen area and Carl appeared carrying alarge plastic tray.

‘Found some food,” he said as he threaded his way over to the others through the confusion of
corpses. ‘Mogt of the stuff in there has gone bad. | managed to find some crisps and biscuits and
something to drink though.’

Without responding Emmawalked past the two men and made her way towards alarge glass door at
the end of the room. She pushed the door open and went back outside.

‘Wherethe hdl’sshe going? Carl muttered.

Emmawasn’t out of earshot.

‘I'm not eating in there,” she shouted back into the building. Y ou two can if you want.’

Michael looked around at his gruesome surroundings and obediently followed her back out into a
grassy area beyond the car park. Carl aso followed, alittle dower than Michadl because he was carrying
the food and was having difficulty seeing hisfeet over the edge of the tray. Two bodies sitting in abay
seat by the window caught hiseye. A woman and a man, both of whom looked like they’ d been about
his age, had been sitting next to each other when the virus had struck. Spread out over thetablein front
of them was atourist map that was marked with spots and dribbles of dark dried blood. On the ground,
twisted around his parents’ feet and around the legs of their table, was ayoung boy. His exposed face
was frozen with pain and fear. At once dl that Carl could see were the desperate faces of hisown wife
and child, and the sudden recollection of all that he had lost was amost too much to bear. With tears
streaming down his cheeks he carried on out to the others, hoping that the gusting wind would hide his
weeping from them.

Michael and Emma had sat down next to each other at alarge wooden picnic table. Carl sat opposite
them.



“You okay? asked Michadl.

‘Does anyone want a can of coke? Carl said, deliberately ignoring his question. ‘ There are some
other cansinsdeif you'd prefer. | think | saw some bottled water...’

‘Areyou okay? Michael asked again.

Thistime Carl didn’t answer. He just nodded, bit hislip and wiped his eyes with the back of his
deeve. He began to busy himself by opening the food he' d brought outside.

“You look tired,” Emmasaid gently, reaching out and giving Carl’ s hand a quick and reassuring
sueeze. ‘Maybe we should stay here tonight. | know it snot ideal but...’

Her unexpected touch triggered achange in Carl. Suddenly, and without any warning, his defences
seemed to crumble,

‘Either of you two got kids? he asked, his voice wavering and unsteady. Both Emmaand Michael
looked a each other momentarily and then shook their heads. ‘I did. | had a daughter. The most beautiful
little girl you' ve ever seen. She'sgot... | mean shehad...’

‘Hurts, doesn't it? Emmasaid, sensng Carl’ s pain and sympathising (but not fully understanding) his
obvious agony. ‘My sister had two boys. Great lads, | saw them a couple of weeks ago and now...’

‘Chrigt,” he continued, not listening to aword she' d said, ‘ they do something to you, kids. When we
found out we we re expecting Gemmawe were gutted - | mean absolutely fucking devastated. Sarah
didn’'t talk to mefor daysand... and...’

‘Andwhat? Michael pressed gently.

‘ And then she was born and everything changed. | tell you, mate, you can’t understand what it’slike
until you' ve been there yoursdlf. | watched that little girl being born and that wasit. Y ou never redly
know what life'sdl about until you’ ve been there. And now she' sgone... | can't fucking believeit. | fed
so fucking empty and | just want to go back home and see her. | know she' sgone but | want to see her
againandjus...

‘Shh...” Emmawhispered. She tried desperately to think of something to say but instead settled on
slence. Shedidn’t fully appreciate the extent of Carl’ s pain, but she knew that nothing she could do or
say would make him fedl better.

‘I'm fucking starving | am,” he sobbed, forcing the conversation to change direction. He grabbed a
packet of biscuits and tore them open. A gust of wind picked up the empty cellophane wrapper and
whisked it away.

Asthey ate Michadl watched Carl sadly. He had dways done his best to keep himself to himsdlf and
had often taken criticism from others for being so antisocial and insular in the past. Today though,
watching hisfriend being torn apart with grief, he was strangely thankful that he had spent so much time
aone and that he was not having to mourn asimilar loss. True, he sometimes craved companionship
(increasingly frequently ashe' d got older), but Carl was obvioudy suffering with such excruciating pain
that he found himself questioning the benefits of ever having been afamily man. A like-minded friend had
once said to him that they would never marry for that same reason. Hisfriend had argued that after
gpending and sharing their adult life with one partner, the pain of any loss would have been too much to
take and would have destroyed the memory of the years spent together. Watching Carl today, however,
Michadl thought how wrong hisfriend had been. Having a partner and a child seemed to have made Carl
complete. True the pain was destroying him now, but would it have been any easier to have never
experienced the love, memories and fond attachment that hisfamily had obvioudy brought to him?Which
was better, to be unfulfilled and never fed such attachments or to be complete for awhile and then be
torn gpart with the agony of 10ss?

The further away from home and familiarity that Michael got, the more emotiona and less self-assured
he became.

The survivors sat and atein virtua slence for half an hour. From where they were Sitting they could
see down aong the side of the cafe. They could also see their well loaded van, and the thought of getting
back behind the whedl and driving aimlesdy again depressed each one of them. They knew that they had
little option but to continue on their way but for awhile the fresh air and open space was arefreshing



change from the uncomfortable and musty confinement they had endured throughout the last week.

Aswas often the case, Emmawas the first to disturb the silence.

‘How are you two feeling? she asked.

Neither man responded. Michaegl was degp in thought, playing with a broken can ring, and Carl was
neetly folding an empty crisp packet. Both men waited for the other to answer.

‘Do you 4iill think we ve done the right thing?

Michael looked up at her with a puzzled expression on hisface.

‘Of course we have. Why, are you having doubts?

‘Not at dl,” sheanswered quickly. ‘It’sjust that we' re sat out here and we don’t seem to be making
much progress. It'll be getting dark soon and...’

‘Look, if push comesto shove we can degp inthevan, Michael sighed. ‘It won't be aproblem. |
know it won't be comfortable but...’

‘I'm not worried,” she snapped, interrupting to justify her comments. ‘I just think we should be on our
way soon. The sooner we find somewhere to stop, the sooner we can get ourselves settled and sorted
out.’

‘1 know, | know,” Michadl mumbled, getting up from his seat and stretching. ‘We' Il get movingina
littewhile’

With that he began to wander back down the side of the cafe towards the van. Emma stared after
him. Shefound him avery strange man - equally inspiring and irritating. Most of the time he seemed coal,
collected and level-headed, but there were occasions (like now) when he didn’t seem to give adamn and
his apathy wasinfuriating. Not for thefirst timein the last week their safety was on the line but Michael
didn’t seem the dightest bit bothered. She assumed it was because they hadn’t yet found anywhere
obviousto stop. If things weren't going Michagl’ sway, she had noticed, he didn’'t want to know.

“You okay? she asked Carl. He nodded and smiled. * Arrogant sod, isn't he?

Michadl stopped waking when he reached the edge of the road in front of the cafe. He looked out
across alush green valey landscape and drew in several long, dow breaths of codl, refreshing air. He
dowly scanned the horizon from left to right and then stopped and turned around with abroad grin
plastered across histired face. He beckoned the others to come over to where he stood. Intrigued and
concerned in equa measures, Carl and Emma quickly jumped up.

‘What' sthe matter? Carl asked, his heart beating anxioudy in his chest.

‘Over there,” hereplied, pointing out into the distance. * Just look at that. 1t's bloody perfect!’

‘What is? mumbled Emmaas she struggled to see what it was that he had found.

‘Can’'t you seeit? he babbled excitedly.

‘Seewhat? Carl snapped.

Michagl moved around so that he was standing between the other two. He lifted his arm and pointed
right acrossthevdley.

‘Seethat clearing over there?

After acouple of seconds Emma spotted it.

‘| seeit,” shesaid.

‘Now look dightly to theright.’

She did asinstructed.

‘All | can seeisahouse,’ shesaid, dgectedly.

‘Exactly. It' s perfect.’

*So you found ahouse in thewoods,” sighed Carl. *Isthat al? Bloody hell, we' ve passed athousand
houses already today. What' s so specia about this one?

‘“Well you two had trouble seeing it, didn’t you?

‘So?

‘So what doesthat tell you? What does the location of ahouse like that tell you?

Emmaand Carl looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders, sure that they were missing the
point (if there was a point to be missed).

‘Noidea” Emmamuttered.



‘It sisolated, isn't it? It snot easy to find. It’sgoing to be right off the beaten track.’

So, we're not trying to hide are we? There doesn’t seem to be anyone |eft to hide from...’

Emmadtill couldn’t understand what the big dedl was. Carl on the other hand was beginning to get the
idea

‘It snot about hiding, isit Mike? he said, grinning suddenly. ‘It stheisolation. Peoplewho lived in
house like that must have been pretty sdf-sufficient.”

‘That' sexactly it, Michadl interrupted. ‘ Imagine this place in the winter. Christ, acouple of inches of
snow and you' re stuck where you are. And these people were farmers. They couldn't afford to be
without heat and light, could they? My guessisthat whoever lived in that house would have been used to
being out on alimb and would have been ready for just about anything. I'll bet they’ ve got their own
power and everything.’

Emmawatched the two men who had become much more animated than they had been at any other
timeinthe last week.

‘It sgoing to be hard enough for usto get there,” Carl continued. * And you' ve seen the State of the
poor sods |eft wandering the streets, haven't you? They’ Il never find us’

‘It's perfect, Michagl beamed.
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After fighting for surviva virtualy every second of the way since the disaster had begun, adlice of good
luck findly cametheway of Michael, Carl and Emma. It redlly was nothing more than an unexpected
chance. A welcomefluke.

They had been on the road again for just over an hour since leaving the cafe. Michael had certainly
been right about theisolation of the house in the woods asit had proved impossible to find. It had taken
them the best part of the last Sixty minutesjust to find the road which crossed the valley and their brief
euphoria at finally seeming to have made some progress had once again quickly given way to desperation
and melancholy.

The sdes of the seemingly endless, twisting roads aong which they travelled were lined with tall trees
which madeit virtudly impossibleto see very far into the distance in any direction. Irritation ingde the van
was rgpidly mounting.

‘Thisisbloody ridiculous, Michadl sighed. ‘ There must be something around here somewhere.’

Michadl was driving again with Emmagitting directly behind. She leant forward and put areassuring
hand on his shoulder. He ingtinctively pulled away, annoyed and frustrated.

‘Cam down,” she sighed, trying hard to soothe her companion’s nerves despite the fact that her own
were tattered and torn. ‘ Don’'t worry, we'll get there’

‘Get where? Fucking hdll, al | can see aretrees. | haven't got aclue where we are. We re probably
driving inthewrong direction...’

‘Got it!" Carl shouted.

‘Got what? Michagl snapped.

Carl had been poring over the pages of aroad atlas.

‘| think I’ ve found where we are on the map.’

‘Well done,” he said sarcagticaly. ‘Now can you find that bloody house?

‘I'mtrying,” hereplied. ‘It'snot easy. | can’t see any landmarks or anything to check against.’

*So can you see any buildings round here?

‘Hold on...’

Carl struggled to focus his eyes on the map. He was being thrown from side to side as Michedl
followed the winding route of the narrow road.

‘Anything? Michadl pressed impatiently.

‘l don't think so,” Carl eventudly replied. ‘' Look, can you dow down abit? I’ m having trouble...’

‘Look, if you can't find any buildings on thisroad,’ the other man interrupted angrily, ‘ do you think
you could tell us how to get to another road that might actually lead somewhere?

Another pause as Carl again studied the map.

‘There' snot very much round hereat dl...’

‘Shit,” Michadl cursed. * There must be something...’

‘Will you takeit easy, Emmasaid from the back. ‘W€ Il get there’

Michael thumped the steering whed in frustration and then swung the van around a sharp bend in the
road. He had to fight to keep control of the vehicle and then was forced to steer hard in the other
direction to avoid driving into the back end of acar which had crashed into the hedge.

‘If I’ ve got this right then we should reach another bend in the road soon,” Carl said, sensing that they
needed some definite direction. * Just after the bend there’ sajunction. Take aright there and we' |l be on
amainroad in acouple of miles’

‘“What good’ samain road? | just want aroad with buildings on.’



‘And I’'mtrying to find you one,” Carl shouted. ‘ Fucking hell, do you want to swap places* cause dl
you've doneiscriticise everything I’ vetried to...”

‘Bend coming,” Emmasighed, cutting right through their argument.

Without dowing down at al Michael steered round the sharp turn.

‘Okay, here’ sthejunction,” he said. ‘Wasit right or left here?

‘Right...” Carl replied. Hewasn't completely sure but he didn’t dare admit it. He turned the map
round in his hands and then turned it back again.

“You're positive?

‘Of courseI’m positive,’ heydled. * Just bloody well turn right.’

Seething with anger and not thinking straight, in the heat of the moment Michadl screwed up and
turned |eft.

*Shit,” he hissed under his bregth.

“You idiot, what the hell did you do that for? Carl screamed. 'Y ou ask me which way to go, | tell
you, and then you go in the opposite bloody direction. Why bother asking? Why don’t | throw this
fucking book out of the window?

‘I’ll throw you out of the fucking window,” Michael threstened. He became quiet astheroad
narrowed dramatically.

‘Kegp going,” suggested Emma. * There’ sno way you' re going to be able to turn the van around
here’

The width of the road narrowed aarmingly, and the tarmac beneath their wheels became potted and
uneven.

‘What the hell isthis? Carl demanded, till livid. “Y ou're driving us down afucking dirt track!”

Rather than stop and admit defeat, Michadl instead dammed hisfoot down harder on the accelerator,
forcing the van up asudden steep rise. The front right whedl clattered through adeep potholefilled with
dark rain water which splashed up, showering the front of the van. He switched on the wipersto clear the
muddy windscreen but, rather than clear the glass, they instead did little more than smear the greasy mud
right across hisfield of vison, reducing hisdreedy limited visibility further till.

‘There, he said, squinting into the distance and looking alittle further down thetrack. ‘ Thereé sa
clearing up ahead. I ll try and turn round there’

It wasn't so much aclearing, rather alength of track where there was no hedgerow on one side and
where there had once been a gate into an adjacent field. Michael dowed the van down to amost adead
stop and put it into first gear.

‘Wait!" Carl shouted. ‘ Down there!’

He pointed through a gap in the trees on the other sde of the road. Michadl again used the wipersto
clear the windscreen.

‘What? he asked, alittle calmer now that they had stopped.

‘| can seeit, Emmasaid. ‘ There' sahouse!’

Michadl’ stired and wandering eyesfindly settled on theisolated building. He turned and looked at
both Carl and Emma.

‘What do you think? Carl asked.

Rather than bother to answer he instead dammed his foot down on the accelerator again and sent the
van flying down the track. Like arunner suddenly in Sght of thefinishing line there was anew found
energy and stedy determination about his actions.

A staggering body appeared from the darkness of the trees at the side of the track (only the fifth
they’ d seen since leaving the cafe) and wandered into the path of the van. His reflexes dowed by fatigue,
Michadl yanked the steering whesd! to the left and swerved around the miserable creature, scraping the
van againg the hedge on the other side. For afraction of a second he watched in the rear view mirror.
The corpse stumbled on across the track and through the undergrowth on the other side, completely
obliviousto the van which had just thundered past, missing it by inches.

Michael forced the van over another dight rise. Once over the top the survivors had aclear view of
the building in the near distance. The track which they werefollowing led directly to the front door of the



large house.

‘Looks perfect,” Emma said softly.

The uneven road became | ess defined with each passing metre. It swooped down through adense
forest in agentle arc and then crossed over alittle humped-back stone bridge. The bridgeitself spanned
the width of a gentle stream which meandered down the hillsde.

‘It safarm,” Carl mumbled with remarkable perceptiveness as they passed an abandoned tractor and
plough.

‘Can't see any animasthough,” Emmamuttered, thinking out loud.

Michael wound down the window and sniffed the cool air. Shewasright - he couldn’t see or smell a
single cow, pig, sheep, chicken, duck or horse.

‘Must have been an arablefarm,” he said as he stopped the van in the centre of alarge gravel yard,
right in front of the house. Without saying anything e se he climbed out and stretched, glad to findly be
out of the driving seet.

The apparent tranquility of their isolated location belied the turmoil and devastation that they had | eft
behind them. The three survivors stood together in silence and took stock of their surroundings. They
were standing in afarmyard, about twenty metres square, boxed in by the stream, the farm buildings and
the forest and littered with rusting farm machinery and unused supplies. On the furthest side of the yard
(opposite to where the track crossed the bridge) were two dilapidated wooden barns. The farmhouse
itself was alarge and traditional brick-built building with adoping grey roof which was dotted with green
and yellow lichen. From the front the house appeared to be roughly rectangular. Three stone steps led up
to awooden porch which wasthe only protruding feature. Tacked to the side of the building was an
out-of-place looking concrete garage with agrey metal door. Twisting ivy covered between ahdf and a
third of the front of the building and the unchecked leaves had begun to crawl from the house acrossthe
roof of the garage.

‘Thislooks perfect,” Emma continued to enthuse. *What do you two think?

As hewas standing closest to her shefirst looked towards Michael for aresponse. Not for the first
time today he seemed to be miles away, wrapped up in his own private thoughts.

‘What? he mumbled, annoyed that he had been disturbed.

‘| said it looks perfect,” she repeated. ‘What do you think, Carl?

‘Not bad,” he said nonchalantly, leaning against the side of the van. He was ddliberately trying to hide
the fact that being out in the open scared him. He didn’t know who (or what) was watching them. “1t’lI
do for tonight.’

Michadl dowly climbed the steps to the front door. He opened the porch and stepped inside. The
other two watched from a distance, keen to know if anyone was home but too unsure to get any closer.
Michael, on the other hand, wastoo tired to waste any more time. He banged on the door with hisfist.

‘Hello,” heydled. ‘Hello, isanyone there?

Carl found the volume of his voice unsettling. He looked around anxioudly.

When, after afew seconds, there had been no reply to his shouting and thumping, Michadl tried the
door. It was open and he stepped inside. Emmaand Carl looked at each other for amoment before
following him. By the time they were both standing in the hallway he had aready been into every room
downstairs and was working hisway through the second storey. He eventually reappeared at the top of
thedairs.

‘Well? asked Emma.

‘It looks okay,” he replied breathlesdy as he walked back down.

‘Anyonein?

He nodded and pointed towards aroom on their right. Emma peered through the door into alarge
and comfortable sitting room. A single body - an overweight, white-haired man wearing adressing gown,
trousers and dippers- lay twisted painfully on the ground in front of an ornate open fireplace. Feding a
little safer now he knew that thiswas the only body, Carl went into the Sitting room and walked over to
the corpse. There was an unopened | etter on the ground next to the man’ slifeless hand.

‘Thismust be Mr Jones,” he mumbled, reading from the address on the front of the envelope. * Mr



Arthur Jones, Penn Farm. Nice place you had here, Mr Jones.’

‘No sign of Mrs Jones? wondered Emma.

‘Couldn’t find anyone ese,” Michad replied, shaking his head. ‘ And he lookstoo old for there to be
any little Joneses here’

Emmanoticed that Carl had sat down next to the body. He was staring into its face.

‘What' s the matter? she asked. No response. ‘ Carl, what' s the matter?

He shook his head, looked up at her and smiled.

‘Sorry, | wasmilesaway.’

Carl quickly looked away, hoping that the other two hadn’t picked up on the sudden anxiety and
unease he was fedling. Christ, he thought, he had seen literaly thousands of dead bodies over the last few
days, so why did thisonein particular bother him? Was it because this had been one of thefirst bodies
he' d actualy sat down and looked at, or was it because thiswas the first body he' d seen with an
identity? He knew the man’ s name and what he' d done for aliving and they had broken into hishome. It
didn’'t fed right. He didn't believe in ghosts or anything like that but, at that moment, he was convinced
that somehow Mr Jones would get his revenge on the three intruders.

Michadl sat down in acomfortable armchair and shielded his eyesfrom the early evening sunlight
which poured into the room.

‘Sowill thisdo? he asked. * Think we should stop here?

‘There' splenty of room,” Emmareplied, ‘and there' s the stream outside for water.’

‘And it’snot easy to get to,” Carl added, forcing himsdlf to get involved in the conversation and ignore
Mr Jones. ‘ Bloody hell, we had enough trouble finding it.’

‘Andit'safarm,” Michad said. ‘ There' s bound to be much moreto this place than just this house’

‘Likewhat? Emmawondered. Michad shrugged his shoulders.

‘Don’'t know,” he grinned. ‘Let’ sfind out, shal we?

With that he jumped up from his seat and left the room. Carl and Emmafollowed him as he walked
down the halway with the entrance to the kitchen and the wooden staircase on hisleft and asuccession
of roomson theright. He looked into (but didn’t go into) aliving room and asmall office as he walked
towards the back of the house. He stopped by the back door and looked back at the other two over his
shoulder.

‘Thereyou go,” hesaid, grinning again. ‘ Told you. That should help.’

Intrigued, Carl and Emma peered past him. On the small lawn at the back of the house was alarge
gas cylinder mounted on afirm concrete base.

‘“Wonder what'sin the shed,” Carl mumbled, looking into the trees at the bottom left hand corner of
the garden.

‘Probably just tools, Emmaguessed. 'Y ou know, lawvnmowers, that kind of thing.’

‘Then what arethose? he said, nodding into asmall store room to hisleft. Emma peered into the
gloom and saw that everything she had thought would have been kept in the shed had been housed in this
little room.

‘Only oneway to find out,” she said and she stretched past Michael and opened the door. Sheled the
three of them acrossthe lawn.

It was obvious that thiswas far more than just an ordinary garden shed. It wastoo big and strong to
be a potting shed and too small to be anything to do with the farm stores. Carl pushed the door open and
leant inside.

‘What'sin there? Michael shouting, watching the other man with interest.

Carl reappeared.

“Youwon't believethis,’ he gasped. ‘It sonly abloody generator!’

‘“What? For making dectricity,” Emmasaid stupidly.

‘1 bloody hope so,” Michadl sighed under his bregth. ‘ That’ swhat they usually do.’

‘Will it work? shethen asked, equdly stupidly.

‘Don’t know,” Carl replied, ‘I'll have ago at getting it going later.’

‘We ve got plenty of timeto try,” Michael added as he turned and walked back towards the house.



‘Think we should stop herethen? he asked sarcagticaly.

Neither Carl or Emma bothered to answer but it didn’t matter. Individualy they had al decided to
stop the first moment they’ d arrived. Penn Farm seemed the ideal place for them to Sit and wait. What
they would be waiting for, however, was anyone' s guess.
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Michadl was adeep by eight o' clock. Curled up on asofain the sitting room of the rustic farmhouse, it
was the best and most unexpected deep he' d had since the disaster had begun. Fate had dedlt everyone
some hitterly cruel hands recently but, for this one man at least, awelcome respite in the nightmare had
arrived.

The house was sillent save for his gentle snoring and the muffled sounds of Emmaand Carl’stired
conversation. Although they were easily astired as Michadl, neither felt able to close their eyesfor evena
second. No matter how comfortable and peaceful their surroundings had unexpectedly become, they
knew that the world beyond the walls of the building was asinhospitable and fucked up asit had been
sgncethefirst minutes of the tragedy last week.

‘I could have tried to get it going tonight,” Carl yawned, still talking about the generator in the shed
behind the house. ‘| just couldn’t be bothered though. We ve got plenty of time. I'll try it in the morning.’
Thinking about repairing the machinery had made him fed strangdly relaxed. It reminded him of the

job he used to do. He was |ooking forward to getting on with the job tomorrow and hoped that, for a
short time at least, the grease and graft would alow him to imagine that he was back a work and that the
last few days had never happened.

Emmaand Carl sat on either side of the fireplace, wrapped up in their coats because the room was
surprisingly cold. Michael had prepared afire earlier but they had decided againgt lighting it for fear of the
smoke drawing atention to their location. Their fear wasirrationa but undeniable. Chances were they
were the only living people for miles around but they didn’t want to take any risks, no matter how dight.
Anonymity seemed to add to their security.

The large room was comfortably dark. A low, dancing orange light came from three candleswhich
cast strange, flickering shadows on the walls. After an awkward silence that had lasted for agood ten
minutes, Emma spoke.

‘Do you think we re going to be dright here? she asked cautioudly.

‘We should be okay for awhile,” Carl replied, hisvoice quiet and hushed.

‘I likeit.

‘It sokay.’

The staccato conversation died quickly. Next time it was Carl who disturbed the quiet.

‘Emma, you don't think...’

He stopped before he' d finished his question, obvioudy unsure of himsdif.

“Think what? she pushed.

He cleared histhroat and shuffled awkwardly in his seat. With some reluctance he began again.

“Y ou don't think the farmer will come back, do you?

As soon as he' d spoken he regretted what he' d said. It sounded so bloody ridiculous when he said it
out loud but, nonetheless, the body of the farmer had been playing on hismind al evening. These days
death didn’t seem to have the same finality asit ways had done before and he wondered if the old man
might somehow find hisway back to hishome and try to reclam what was rightfully his. He knew that
they could get rid of him again if they needed to and that in areanimated state he would pose little threst,
but it was just the thought of the body returning which unnerved him. Histhoughtswereirrationa but



even so the hairs on the back of his neck had again begun to tingle and prickle with cool fear.

Emma shook her head.

‘I'm sorry,” he blathered. * Stupid thing to say. Bloody stupid thing to say.’

‘Don’t worry about it,” sheinssted. ‘It'sokay.’

Emmaturned away from Carl and watched aghostly whisper of grey smoke snake away from the top
of the candle nearest to her and dissolveinto the air. She sensed that Carl was watching her and, for a
moment, that made her fed suddenly and unexpectedly uneasy. She wondered if he could sense what she
was thinking. She wondered if he knew that she shared his own deep, dark and unfounded fears about
the body of the farmer. Logic told her that they would be dright and that he would stay down - after all,
the bodies seemed to have risen en mass last week - they’ d either dragged themselves up on that one
cold morning or they’ d stayed where they’ d fallen and died. And even if Mr Jones did somehow rise up
and gtart to walk again, his movements would be as random, stilted and uncoordinated as the rest of the
wandering corpses. Pure chance was the only thing that would ever bring him back home. She knew that
nothing was going to happen and that they were wasting their time thinking about the dead man but she
gill couldn’'t help hersdlf.

‘Alright? Carl asked quietly.

She turned and smiled and nodded and then turned back and looked at the burning candle again. She
gared into the flickering yellow flame and thought back to a couple of hours earlier when the three of
them had shifted the body of the farmer and that of afarm hand that they’ d found falen &t the Side of the
garage. Mr Jones had been the mogt difficult corpseto get rid of. He had once been aburly, well-built
man who, she imagined, had worked every available hour of every day to ensure that hisfarm ran
smoothly and profitably. By the timethat Carl and Michadl had got around to shifting his awkward bulk,
however, hislimbs had been gtiffened and contorted by rigor mortis. She had watched with horror and
disgust as one of the men had taken hold of his shoulders and the other hislegs. With alack of respect
they had dragged him unceremonioudy through what used to be his home. She recalled the ook of
irritation so clear on Michad’ sface when they hadn’t been able to manoeuvre the farmer’ s clumsy bulk
through the front door.

They had taken the two bodiesinto the pine forest which bordered the farm. Michagl and Carl had
shared the weight of the corpses (making two trips) and she had carried three shovels from the house.
Sheremembered what happened next with anicy clarity.

After laying the bodies out on the ground Michadl had turned to walk back towards the house. Emma
and Carl had ingtinctively picked up ashovel each and begun to dig.

‘What the hell are you doing? Michael had asked.

‘Digging,” Carl had replied. Hisanswer had been factudly correct, but he had completely missed the
other man’ s point.

‘Digging what?

Thinking for amoment that he had been asked atrick question, Carl had paused before answering.

‘Graves of course,’ hereplied before adding a cautious, *Why?

‘That waswhat | was going to ask you.’

‘“What do you mean?

Emma had been standing directly between the two men, watching the conversation develop.

‘“Why bother? What' s the point? Michagl had protested.

‘Pardon? she'd interrupted.

“Why bother digging graves?

‘To put the bloody bodiesin,” Carl snapped, annoyed that he was being questioned. ‘Istherea
problem?

Instead of answering Michagl had just asked another question.

*So when are you going to do the rest?

‘What? Emmahad sighed.

‘If you're going to bury thesetwo,” he had explained, ‘then you might aswell finish the job off and
bury the fucking thousands of other corpseslying round the country.’



‘Don’'t be stupid,” Carl had protested angrily. ‘Wecan't...

‘For Chrigt’s sake just ook around you. There must be millions of bodies and not one of them has
been buried. More to the point, none of them needsto be either...’

‘Ligten, we ve taken thisman’s home from him. Don’t you think that at the very least we owe him...

‘No,” Michad interrupted, hisvoiceinfuriatingly calm and leve. ‘We don’'t owe him anything.’

At that point he had turned and walked back towards the farmhouse. The light had started to fade
with afrightening speed and he had amost been out of view when he' d shouted back to the others over
his shoulder.

‘I'm going back indgde,’ he dyelled. ‘I'm cold and I’'mtired and | can’t be bothered wasting any
moretime out here. Thereare dl kind of things wandering round out hereand 1.

‘All we'redoing is...” Carl had replied.

Michael had stopped and turned back around.

‘All you're doing iswasting time. The two of you are standing out here risking your neckstrying to do
something that does't even need to be done. I'm going back inside’

With that he had gone, and Carl and Emma had been |eft done with the two lifdless bodies at their
feet. They had stood together in silence, both unsure as to what they should do next. For asecond Emma
had been distracted. She thought she’ d seen movement deeper in the forest. Shewasn't sure, but she
thought that she had caught aglimpse of another body staggering through the trees a short distance away.
The thought of more bodies being close by made the cold night fed colder still and had returned her
attention to the corpses on the ground.

Emma had been annoyed by Michadl’ s attitude and manner, but what upset her most of al wasthe
fact that he wasright. He was cold, heartless and unfedling but he wasright. Whether they had wanted to
bury the body out of duty to the farmer or out of ingtinct it didn’t matter. The buria would have served no
real purpose other than to make the two of them fedl alittle better and less guilty about what they were
doing. But they were smply trying to survive. The farmhouse and everything in it was no use to Mr Jones
any longer.

In the fading light they had reached a silent compromise. Rather than bury the bodies they had instead
just placed alight covering of loose soil and falen autumn leaves over the two dead men.

‘What are you thinking about? Carl asked, suddenly distracting Emma and bringing her crashing
back into the cold redlity of the living room.

‘Nothing,” shelied.

Carl stretched out in the chair and yawned.

‘What do we do next then? he asked.

Emmashrugged.

‘Don’t know. If you' re talking about tonight | think we should try and get some deep. If you meanin
the morning, I’m not sure. We need to decide if we' re going to stay herefirst of al.’

‘What do you think? Do you think we should stay hereor...’

‘| think we' d be stupid to leaveright now,” said Michael, surprising the other two who turned to look
at him. He had been sound adeep just afew moments earlier and his sudden interruption had startled
Carl and Emma

“How long have you been awake? Carl asked.

‘Not long,” he yawned. ‘ Anyway, in answer to your question, | think we should stay here for awhile
and see what happens.’

‘Nothing’ sgoing to happen, Emmamumbled.

‘1 bloody well hopeyou'reright,” he said, yawning again. ‘1 think we should spend tomorrow trying to
find out exactly what we' ve got here. If we' re safe, sheltered and secure then | think we should stop.’

‘| agree,” said Carl. He kept his motives hidden well. It wasn't that Carl particularly wanted to stay in
the farmhousg, it wasjust that, for afew days at least, he didn’'t want to go anywhere e se. In the journey
from the city he had seen more degth, carnage and destruction than he' d ever thought possible. The old,
strong walls of the house protected him from the rest of the shattered world.

‘I'm going to bed,” Michael said as he stood up and stretched. ‘I could Seep for aweek.’
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Emmawas the first to wake up next morning. It was Saturday - not that it seemed to matter anymore -
and she guessed by the amount of low light which was seeping in through the crack between the curtains
that it was early morning, probably around four or five o' clock.

After afew seconds of disorientation she remembered where she was and how she' d got there. She
gazed up at the ceiling above the bed she' d been deeping on and stared at the numerous bumps, cracks
and bubbles. Her eyes drifted towards the walls where, in the semi-darkness, she began to count
patterns on the wallpaper. The design was made up of five different pastel-pink flowers (which looked
grey in the half-light) printed on a creamy white background. The flowerswere printed in agtrict and
repetitive rotational sequence.

Emma had counted twenty-three rotations of flowers on the wallpaper before she stopped to question
what it was she was doing. She realised that, subconscioudy, she had been filling her mind with rubbish.
She redlised that it was much easier to think about patterns on walls and other such crap than it wasto
have to think about what had happened to the world outside Penn Farm.

There was a sudden groaning noise from the side of the bed and she ingtantly froze rigid with fear.
Lying perfectly till shelistened intently. There was something in the bedroom with her. She was sure that
she could hear something moving around on the floor next to the bed and for amoment she wastoo
frightened to move. Her heart pounded in her chest with an anxious ferocity and she held her breeth,
petrified that whatever it was that wasin there with her might sense her presence.

Ten long and terrifying seconds passed before she managed to pluck up enough courage to lean
acrossto the side of the bed and look down. A wave of cool relief washed over her when she saw that it
was Michadl, adeep on the floor, curled up tightly in athin deeping bag. She lay back on the bed and
sghed.

She was certain that Michael had begun the night deeping somewhere else. They had talked together
on the landing outside her room for afew minutes after Carl had goneto find abed. There werefour
bedrooms in the house - three on the second floor and onein the attic - and she could clearly remember
Michadl going into one of the rooms adjacent to hers. So why was he degping on the floor next to her
bed now? Was it because he thought that she might need him there for protection, or wasit because he
himsdlf had found himsdlf in need of company and reassurance in the dark hours of the night just passed.
Whatever the reason she decided that it didn’t matter. She was glad he wasthere.

By that point she was wide awake and there didn’t seem to be any prospect of her getting back to
deep. Annoyed and il tired, she shuffled back over to the other side of the bed and swung her feet out
over the edge. Shelowered her feet down until they reached the bare varnished floorboards and then
recoiled at the sudden chill which ran through her as her toes touched the ground. The temperaturein the
room was low and she was cold, despite the fact that she had dept virtudly fully dressed. There were
blankets and sheets on the bed, but she hadn't felt able to use them. She didn’t know whether the bed
had belonged to one of the bodies they’ d left in the forest, and that thought had made her fed uneasy to
the point that she hadn’t felt comfortable enough to take off her clothes and deep insde the bed. Still,
even though she' d dept fully dressed on top of adead man’s bed, she’ d been more comfortable there
than a any other point in the last week.

Tiptoeing carefully so as not to wake up Michad, she crept around the cold room to the window and
opened the curtains. Michad stirred and mumbled something unintdlligible before ralling over and starting
to snore gently, blissfully ignorant to the fact that Emmawas watching him.

Leaning up againgt the cool glass she looked down onto adull world. An early morning mist clung to



the ground, settling heavily in every dip and trough. Birds sang out and flew between the tops of trees,
slhouetted in black againgt the dull grey-purple sky. For afew short and blissful momentsit was easy for
Emmacto believe that there was nothing much wrong with the rest of the world today. She hadn’t often
been up and about at four twenty-five (that was the precise time according to an alarm clock next to the
bed) but she imagined that this was pretty much how every day must have started.

She spied alonefigure staggering aimlessly across arecently ploughed field just north of the
farmhouse. She had seen thousands of the pitiful crestures over the last few days but she instantly
decided that this one particular stumbling bastard was the one she hated the most. Her heart had sunk
like astone when she' d first spotted it tripping clumsily through the migt. If she hadn’t seeniit then
perhaps she' d have been able to prolong theillusion of normality for afew minutes longer. But that was
al itwas- anilluson of anormdity that was long gone and which would never be restored. And there
shewas, trapped in the same desperate and incomprehensible nightmare that she' d been stuck in last
night and the night before that and the night before that... She began to cry and wiped her eyes, upset and
annoyed. For ablissful few seconds everything had felt norma but now shefdt like hdll. Shefdt ascold,
empty and lifdess asthe body in the fied.

‘Everything okay? avoice suddenly asked from the darkness behind her. Startled, Emma caught her
breath and quickly span around. Michagl stood infront of her, hisnormally bright eyes still dulled with
deep and hisshort hair matted and unruly.

‘I'mdright, shemumbledinreply, her heart ill thumping.

‘Did | scareyou? hewondered apologeticaly. ‘I'm sorry, | tried to make as much noise getting up
as| could but you...

Emma shook her head, making it clear that it didn’t matter. Her thoughts had been e sewhere. He
could have screamed in her face and she wouldn'’t have noticed.

Michael took another step closer to her and she noticed that he too had dept in his clothes. She
turned back to look out of the window and continued to scan the misty horizon, desperately hoping that
she might catch sight of more movement. God, she hoped that they would see something e sethis
morning. Not another one of the loathsome bodi es though, she wanted to see something that moved with
reason, purpose and direction like she did. She wanted to find someone elsethat wastruly dive.

‘What are you looking for? Michael asked.

She shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t want to answer him honestly.

‘Nothing,” she grunted. ‘ There' s no fucking point, isthere? There' s nothing left.’

Michadl turned and walked silently out of the room, leaving her aloneto look out over the dead
world.
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It was twenty past nine before Michadl, Carl and Emma actudly sat down together in the same room.
They werein the kitchen. Carl and Emmasat in stony silence opposite each other around acircular pine
table while Michael struggled to scrape together some breskfast from the meagre scraps remaining of the
limited suppliesthey’ d brought with them from the city.

The atmosphere at Penn Farm was heavy and subdued. Michadl felt low - perhaps lower than he had
done at any time during the last few days - and he was struggling to understand why. He' d expected to
fed alittle better today. The three of them had, after al, sumbled upon a place where they could shelter
safely for awhile. A place which offered isolation and protection and yet which was still comfortable and
spacious. He looked out through the wide kitchen window and down onto the farmyard below and
decided that it must have been the dight dation they’ d fdt last night that was making the cold redlity of



this morning so hard to accept.

The baked beans he had been cooking had started to stick to the bottom of the pan and spail.

*Something burning? Carl mumbled perceptively.

Michael grunted and stirred and scraped the beans with awooden spoon. He hated cooking. The
reason he was preparing the meal this morning was the same reason he’ d been the first to cook food at
the community centre back in Northwich. He had no community spirit and no redl desireto pleasethe
others. Cooking was nothing more than a brief distraction. Rescuing the burning beans somehow stopped
him from thinking about the world outside and dl that he had lost for afew precious seconds.

Dejected and distant, he served up the food and carried thefirst two plates over to the table. Emma
and Carl looked at the breakfasts which clattered down in front of them with disdain and disinterest as
neither wasfeding at al hungry. Each plate had on it alarge serving of baked beans, adollop of stodgy
scrambled egg (prepared from a dehydrated mix usualy used by mountaineers) and three hot dog
sausages which had been boiled in brine. Emma managed haf a smile in acknowledgement but Carl did
not. He sniffed and stared at his food fegling exhausted and nauseous.

Emma picked up afork and began to poke and prod gingerly at the food. She looked across at the
other two and noticed that they were both doing the same. Each one of the survivors seemed to betrying
their damnedest not to say or do anything that might result in them having to talk to or even look &t the
others. All three of them were being gripped tight and suffocated by anow familiar paradox - they each
craved the security and normality of conversation, but they knew that such a conversation would
inevitably lead to them talking about things that they were each doing their best to try and forget.

Asthelong minutes dragged on, Emma' s patience wore thin. Eventualy she cracked.

‘Look,” shesighed, ‘arewejust going to Sit here or should we actualy think about doing something
congtructive today?

Michael looked up and rubbed histired eyes. Carl started to egt hisfood. Filling his mouth with burnt
beans, undercooked sausage and powdered egg gave him an excuse not to have to talk.

‘Wdl? Emma pressed angrily.

‘We' ve got to do something,” Michael quietly agreed. ‘1 don't know what yet, but we' ve got to do
something...’

‘“We need some decent food,” she said, pushing her untouched breakfast away.

Michadl thought for amoment.

‘There’ sbound to be other things we need too.’

‘Such as?

‘I don’'t know...clothes, tools, petral...’

‘“We need to know what we' ve got herefirst.’

Carl watched Emmaand Michad intently as they spoke, following the conversation, looking from face
to face.

“You'reright. First thing we should do is go through this house from top to bottom and see exactly
what we' ve got. Spaceis going to be limited in the van so we don’t want to be doubling up on anything.’
Michadl paused to take abreath. ‘ Carl, do you know what you'll need for the generator?

Startled by the sudden mention of his name, Carl dropped hisfork.

‘“What?

Michael frowned.

‘Do you know what you need to get the generator sorted? he repeated, annoyed that the other man
hadn’t been listening.

He shook his head.

‘No, not yet. I'll have alook later and try and work it out.’

‘“We should get it done straight after breakfast,” Emma suggested. ‘| think we should check the house
out from top to bottom then get out, get what we need and get back as quickly aswe can.’

‘The sooner we get started,” Michael added, *the sooner we get back.’

Hedidn't need to say anything else. Emmawas aready up and out of her seat. She scraped her
untouched food into ablack plastic rubbish sack and swilled the plate in abowl of cold water in the Sink.



Without saying another word she quickly smiled at the two men il Sitting at the table and ran upstairsto
gart working, cleaning and searching her way through the farmhouse.

Prompted to move by Emma’ s sudden actions, Michadl too jumped up and started to busy himself.
Carl on the other hand wasin no rush. He stayed sat at the table toying with - and occasionaly eating -
the cold food on his plate.

Last night the three survivors had made an unspoken agreement to stay a Penn Farm for thetime
being. It seemed relatively safe, secure and comfortable and had the potentia to be much, much more. It
was only asthey scoured the house for suppliesthat the true potentia of their location finally became
apparent to Emmaand Michadl. Carl acknowledged it too, but he was till unsure. Hewasn't yet
completely convinced that they were safe anywhere.

Emma began at the top of the house and worked her way down. She started in an odd-shaped ttic
bedroom which Carl had quickly clamed as his own yesterday. The dull room waslit only by the light
which trickled in through asmall window at the front of the house. Other than abed, awardrobe and a
couple of other items of furniture there wasllittle of note to be found there.

Michael worked hisway through the rooms on the second floor. Three more reasonably szed
bedrooms and an old-fashioned but practical bathroom. He uncovered little that he didn’t expect to find.
Clothes (far too old, large and worn for any of them to consider wearing), persona possessions and
trinketsand little else. As he sat on the edge of the large double bed that Emma had dept on last night
and looked through an obvioudy antique jewellery box he found himsdlf suddenly fascinated by the vaue
of theitemsit held. Less than amonth ago the rings, earrings, necklaces, bracel ets and brooches (which,
he presumed, had belonged to Mrs Jones - what had happened to her?) would have been worth asmall
fortune. Today they were worth nothing. Conversdly the comfort of the wooden-framed bed he was
gtting on made it worth millionsin hiseyes.

By thetime Carl forced himself to get up and go outside the other two had amost finished. They met
in the hallway and walked to the back door where they stood together and planned their next move.
Buoyed by the unexpected novelty of finaly having had something constructive and purposeful to do for a
short while, Emmaand Michael talked with what could almost have been classed as enthusiasm about the
rest of the day which lay ahead of them. Michagl had agrand plan to fill the van with supplies, make
themsalves safe in the grounds of the house and get the generator working. Much asit till reminded him
of everything he'd logt, hisaim wasto get atelevison or stereo working by the time darknessfell. He
wanted to bring beer back to the house so that he could drink and forget. He knew that it would only be
anilluson of normdity, and he dso knew that when it finished the pain of redity would be dmost
unbearable, but that didn’t seem to matter. He knew that the three of them were mentaly and physicdly
exhausted. If they didn’t force themselves to stop soon then it would only be amatter of time before
someone cracked. He was damn sure that, having survived so far, he wasn't about to go under.

20

Lessthan an hour later and Michael, Carl and Emmawere ready to leave Penn Farm. Wrapped in as
many layers of clothing asthey could find, the three of them stood together at the side of the van and
winced as acold and blustery autumn wind gusted into their exposed and unprotected faces.

Doubt and uncertainty.

Their emotions had begun to take on an dmost cyclical pattern. In turn they each felt utter desperation
and fear and then sudden, short-lived eation and hope. They had spent the last week [urching from crisis
to crigs. Sinceleaving the city those nightmare Situations had been punctuated by brief moments of



success and redl achievement such asfinding the house yesterday and redising itsfull potentid this
morning. As Michadl had already discovered to hisemotiona cogt, the temporary respite that those
successes presented to them made the dark redlity of their shattered lives dl the more difficult to accept.
No-one dared to think about what might happen next. No-one dared to think about what might happen
tonight, tomorrow or the next day. As uncertain as anyone sfuture had always been, the survivors now
seemed unable to look forward to their next bresth of air with any certainty.

They had been standing in silence for dmost five minutes when Michagl managed to snap himsdf out
of histrance and get into the van. Each one of them had athousand and one unanswerable questions
flying round their tired heads, and that constant barrage of questions seemed to prevent them from saying
anything. Someone would think of something to say or something to ask, only to be distracted and
thrown off track by another blesk and painful random thought.

Following Michad’ slead Carl and Emma climbed into the van and sat down. Michadl turned the key
and started the engine. The noise made by the powerful machine echoed through the desolate
countryside.

‘Any ideawhere we're going? Emmaasked from the back of the van. She shuffled in her seat asshe
did the precious key to the farmhouse into the pocket of her tight jeans.

‘No,” Michad replied with admirable honesty. ‘ Have you?

‘No,” she admitted.

‘Fucking brilliant,” Carl cursed under his bregth as he leant against the window to hisside.

Michael decided that whatever they did they weren't going to achieve anything by waiting. He
dammed the van into gear and moved away down the long rough track which led to the road.

‘I'm sure | used to come round here on holiday with my mum and dad when | was younger,” he
sighed five minutes and three quarters of amile further on.

*So do you know your way around? Emma asked hopefully.

He shook his head and pulled out onto the smooth tarmac.

‘No. What | do remember though isthat there were loads of little towns and villages round here, dl
linked up by roads likethis. If we keep driving in any one direction we' re sure to find something
somewhere’

He began to push hisfoot down on the accelerator pedal, forcing the van along the twisting track.

“Hope we can remember the way back after this! Emma mumbled.

‘Coursewewill,” hereplied confidently. ‘I'll just keep going in one direction. Wewon't turn left or
right unlesswe haveto, we' ll just go straight. We'll get to avillage, get what we need, and then just turn
around and come back home.’

Home. Strange word to use thought Carl because this definitdy didn’t fed like home to him. Home
was a hundred or so miles away. Home was his modest three bedroom semi-detached house on a
council estate in Northwich. Home was where he d | eft Sarah and Gemma. Home was definitely not
some empty fucking farmhouse in the middle of the fucking countryside.

Carl closed hiseyes and rested his head against the cold glass. Hetried to concentrate on the sound
of the van’ sengine. For afew seconds the noise stopped him thinking about anything el se.

Michael wasright.

Within fifteen minutes of reaching the road they’ d ssumbled upon the small village of Pennmyre. As
they approached they saw that it was not so much avillage, more a short row of modest shopswith a
few car parking spaces and a pelican crossing. The slent hamlet was so smdll that the sgn which said
‘“Welcome to Pennmyre - Please Drive Carefully’ was just over ahundred meters from the one which
read ‘ Thank Y ou for Visiting Pennmyre - Have a Safe Journey’ . But the compact size of the village was
comforting. They could seeit dl from the main road. There weren't any dark corners or hidden dleysto
explore.

Michadl stopped the van halfway down the main street and climbed out, leaving the engine running in
case they needed to get away at speed. On first impressions the sight that greeted them was
disappointingly familiar. It was just what they had expected to find - afew bodies scattered on the



pavement, a couple of cars crashed into buildings, pedestrians and each other, and the odd walking
bodly, tripping and sumbling around aimlesdy.

‘Look at their faces,” Carl said as he stepped out into the cold morning air. It wasthefirst timehe'd
said more than two words since they’ d | ft the farmhouse. He stood on the broken whitelinein the
middle of the road with hishands on his hips, just staring at the pitiful creaturesthat staggered by.
‘Chrigt,” hehissed, ‘they look fucking awful...

“Which ones? Emmawondered as she walked around the front of the van to stand closeto him. * The
ones on the ground or the ones that are moving?

He thought for a second and shrugged his shoulders.

‘Both,” he eventualy replied. ‘ Does't seem to be much difference between them anymore, does
there?

Emma shook her head dowly and looked down at abody in the gutter by her feet. The poor thing's
lifeless face bore an expression of frozen, suffocated pain and fear. Its skin wastight and drawn and she
noticed apeculiarly greenish tingeto its cold flesh. Thefirst Sgns, she decided, of decomposition. Strange
that the other bodies - those till moving around - had the same unnatural tinge to their skin too.

There was a sudden dull thump behind Carl and he span around anxioudy to see that one of the
awkward stumbling figures had walked into the side of the van. Painfully dowly it lurched around and
then, quite by chance, began to walk towards the startled survivor. For afew long seconds Carl didn’t
react. Hejust stood there and stared into its cold emotionless eyes, fedling an icy chill run the entire length
of hisbody.

‘Bloody hdll,” he hissed. ‘Look at itseyes. Just look at itsfucking eyes...’

Emmarecoiled at the sight of the pathetic figure. It was a man who, she guessed, must have been
about fifty years old when he'd died (dthough the unnatura tightness and hue of his skin madeit difficult
to be certain). The body staggered forward with stilted, uncoordinated and listless movements.

Carl wastrandfixed - his attention captured by a deadly combination of morbid curiosity and uneasy
fear. Asthe cadaver approached he could see that both of the man’s pupils had dilated to such an extent
that the dull iris of each eye seemed almost to have disappeared. The eyes moved continually, never
settling on any one object, and yet it seemed that whatever information was being sent from the dead
eyesto the dead brain was not registering at al. The body moved ever closer to Carl, looking straight
past him. It didn’t even know he wasthere.

“Fucking hell,” Michadl cursed. ‘Watch out will you?

‘It sdright,” Carl sghed. ‘Bloody thing can't even see me!’

With that he lifted up hisarms and put a hand on each one of the man’ s shoulders. The body stopped
moving ingantly. Rather than resst or react in any way it Smply dumped forward. Carl could fed the
weight of the body (which was unexpectedly light and emaciated) being entirely supported by his hands.

‘They’re empty, aren’t they? Emma said under her breath. She took afew tentative steps closer to
the corpse and stared into its face. Now that she was closer she could see afine, milky-white film
covering both eyes. There were open sores on its skin (particularly around the mouth and nose) and its
greasy hair was lank and knotted. She looked down at the rest of the body - down towards the willowy
torso wrapped in loose, dirty clothing - and stared hard. She was |ooking &t the rib cage for signs of
respiration. She couldn’t see any movement.

Michadl had been watching her asintently and with as much fascination as she’ d watched the body.

‘“What do you mean, empty? he asked.

‘Just what | said,” she mumbled, till staring at the dead man. ‘ There' s nothing to them. They move
but they don’t know why. It'samost asif they’ ve died but no-one’ stold them to stop moving and lie
il

He nodded thoughtfully and watched another one of the creatures as it wandered aimlesdy acrossthe
road alittle way ahead of the van. Carl again looked into the face of the body he was holding and then
dropped hisarms, dlowing it to move freely again. The second he had released his grip the corpse began
to stumble away.

‘So if they’re not thinking, why do they change direction? he asked.



‘Simple; Emmaanswered. ‘ They don't do it conscioudy. If you watch them, they only change
direction when they can’'t go any further forward.’

‘But why? If they can’t make decisions then they shouldn’t be able to redlise that they’ re stuck. When
they hit awall shouldn’t they just stop and wait?

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘It sjust abasic response, is't it? Michael said.

She nodded.

‘Suppose 0. It' s just about the most basic response. Christ, even amoebas and earthworms can
react like that. If they come across an obstruction then they change direction.’

‘So what are you saying? he pressed. ‘ Arethey thinking or not thinking?

‘I'mnot sureredly...” she admitted.

“Y ou sound like you' re saying that they might still have some decision making capabilities...’

‘Suppose | am.’

‘But on the other hand they seem to be on autopilot, just moving because they can.’

Emma shrugged her shoulders again, becoming annoyed.

‘Chrig, | don't know. I'm just telling you what | think.’

*So what do you think? What do you redly think has happened to them?

‘They’readmost dead.’

‘Almost dead?

‘1 think that about ninety-nine percent of their bodies are dead. The muscles and senses have shut
down. They’ re not breathing, thinking or eating but | think that there’ s something till working insde
them. Something &t their very base level. The most basic of controls’

‘Such as? Michael asked.

‘Don’t know.’

‘Want to take a guess?

Emmaseemed reluctant. Shewas't a dl certain about what she was saying. She wasimprovising
and having to think on her feet.

‘I'mredly not sure,” shesighed. ‘' Chrig, it’singtinct | suppose. They have no comprehension of
identity or purpose anymore, they just exist. They move because they can. No other reason.’

Conscious that she had become the centre of attention, Emmawalked away from the van towards the
row of shopsto her right. She felt awkward. In the eyes of her two companions her limited medical
experience and knowledge made her an expert in afield where no-one redlly knew anything.

On the cold ground in front of abakery the body of afrail and ederly old man struggled to pull itself
up. ltsweak armsflailed usdedy at itsSdes.

‘What' sthe matter with it? Carl asked, peering cautioudy over Emma’ s shoulder.

‘Don’t know,” she mumbled.

Michadl, who had followed the other two, nudged Emma’ s shoulder and pointed at an upturned
wheelchair which lay afew metres away from the body. She looked from the chair to the body and back
again and then crouched down. Fighting to keep control of her ssomach (the rotting skin of the old man
gave out a noxious odour) she pulled back one of histrouser legs and saw that theright leg was artificial.
In its weskened state the body couldn’t lift it off the ground.

‘See’ shesad, standing up again. ‘ Bloody think doesn’t even know it’ s only got one leg. Poor
bugger’ s probably been using awhedchair for years.’

Disinterested in the crippled body and fegling nauseous and uneasy, Carl wandered away. He walked
aone dong thefront of the row of slent shops and gazed sadly into the window of each building he
passed. There was abank - its doors wide open - and next to it an opticians. Two corpses sat
motionless on dusty chairs waiting for appointments with their long since dead optometrist. Next to the
opticianswas agrocery store. Carl went inside.

Inside the shop was dank and musty. The pungent smell of rotting food tainted the damp air. The
amd| acted like smdling satsin suddenly reminding Carl of dl that had happened. In afraction of a
second he was reminded of the nightmare of Northwich, the loss of hisfamily and everything else that had



happened in the last week. He suddenly felt exposed, vulnerable and unsafe. Looking over his shoulder
congtantly he began to fill cardboard boxes with dl the non-perishable food he could find in thetiny little
store.

Emmaand Michad arrived at the shop seconds later. In little more than a quarter of an hour the three
of them had transferred much of the stock to the back of their van. In lessthan an hour they were back at
Penn Farm.
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Michagl and Emma sat opposite each other at the kitchen table. It was dmost four o’ clock. Carl had
been working on the generator outside for the best part of the afternoon. The back door was open. The
house was freezing.

‘There’ sgot to be something driving them on,” Emmamumbled. ‘I can’'t understand why they keep
moving and yet...

‘Fucking hdll,” Michael cursed, ‘giveit arest, would you? What does it matter? Why should we give
adamn what they do aslong asthey’re not adanger to us. Chrigt, | don’t careif | wakeuptofind a
hundred and one of the fucking things stood around the house doing a bloody song and dance routine. As
long asthey don’t come near me and...’

‘Okay,” she snapped, ‘you’ ve made your point. Sorry if | don’t share your short-sightedness.’

‘I"m not short-sighted,” Michael protested.

‘Yesyou are. Y ou don't give adamn about anyone but yoursdlf...’

‘That’snot true’

‘Yesitis’

‘Noitisn't. I'm looking out for you and Carl too. | just think we have to face facts, that' sall.’

‘“We don't know any facts. We don’'t know fucking anything.’

‘Yeswedo,” hesighed. ‘For agtart it'safact that it doesn’t matter what’ s happened to the rest of
the population aslong as nothing happensto us. It safact that it doesn’t matter why millions of people
died. What difference would it make if we knew? What could we do? What if we found some fucking
miracle cure? What are we going to do? Spend the rest of our lives sorting out fifty-odd million corpses
at the expense of ourselves?

‘No, but...

‘But nothing,’” he snapped.

‘I can't helpit,” she said quietly, resting her head in her hands. ‘1t'sthe medic in me. I’ ve been trained
to...

‘Forget dl that,” he pleaded. Michadl stared at Emma. She sensed his eyes burning into her and
looked up. ‘Listento me,” he continued. * Forget everything. Stop trying to work out what’ s happened
and why. I’'m not short-sighted and I’'m not sdfish, I'm aredi, that' sdl. What' s goneisgone and

we' ve got to make the most of what' s|eft. We've got to say fuck everything else and try and build some
kind of future for the three of us’

‘1 know that,” shesighed, ‘but it'snot that Smple, isit? | can't just turn away and...’

“You'vegot toturn away,” he said, damming his hand down on the table and raising hisvoice.
‘Chrigt, how many timesdo | haveto say it, you' ve got to shut yourself off from the past.’

‘I'mtrying. | know | can’'t help anyone else, but | don't think you' ve thought about thislike | have.’

‘“What do you mean? Michael asked, Stting up in his seat. There was an equa mix of concern and
annoyancein hisvoice.

‘| want to make sure we're safe, same as you do,” she explained. * But have you stopped to wonder



whether it' sredly over?

‘What?

“Who saysthat’ s the end of it? Who says that the bodies getting up and moving around last week was
thefind act?

Michael redised what she was saying and a sudden cold chill ran the length of his spine.

‘So what are you thinking?

‘I don’t know,” she admitted, douching forward again. ‘Look, Mike, | think you' re right, we haveto
look after oursalves now. But | need to know that whatever it was that happened to the rest of them isn't
going to happen to me. Just because we' ve escaped so far doesn’t necessarily mean we' reimmune, does
it?

‘And do you think that we should...?

Michael’ swords were cut short by a sudden loud crash from outside which echoed through the
otherwise quiet house. He jumped up from his seat and ran out to where Carl was working. He found the
other man stting on the grasswith his head in his hands. Through the half open shed door he could seea
tool box on the ground which had clearly been kicked or thrown in anger.

‘Okay? he asked.

Carl grunted something under his breath before getting up and disappearing into the shed again.

‘Ishe okay? Emma shouted from the safety of the back door.

Michael turned round and walked back towards her.

‘Think so,” he dghed. ‘ Think he'shaving afew problems, that’sal.’

She nodded thoughtfully and went back inside. Michae! followed her into the Sitting room. She sat
down next to alarge patio window and stared out onto the garden. It was a bright, sunny afternoon and
she could see the shed from where she was sitting. Carl’ stired shadow was clearly visibleinsde.

Cautioudy (as he wasn't sureif he was disturbing Emma) Michagl sat down on the arm of the sofa
behind her. He picked up an old newspaper from a nearby coffee table, flicked through afew pagesand
then threw it back down again.

‘ Assuming we areimmune and we do survive dl of this...” he began quietly.

‘Yes... Emmamumbled.

‘Do you think we' |l be able to make something out of what' sleft?

She thought for amoment.

‘Don’t know. Do you?

He got up and walked to the other side of the room and leant against the wall.

“We can be comfortable here, I'm sure of that much. Christ, we could turn this place into a bloody
fortressif we wanted to. Everything we need is out there somewhere. It sjust aquestion of getting off
our backsdesand finding it...

‘Daunting prospect, isn't it? sheinterrupted.

‘I know. It’snot going to be easy but...’

‘1 think the most important thing is deciding whether we want to survive, not whether we can.” She
turned around to face Michadl. ‘ Look, | know we could have anything - bloody hell, we could livein
Buckingham bloody Paaceif we wanted to...’

‘...once we d cleared out the corpses...’

‘Okay, but you get my point. We can have anything, but we' ve got to ask ourselvesif there's
anything that will make any of thiseasier to ded with?| don’t want to bust agut building something up if
we'rejust going to end up prisoners here counting the days until we die of old age.’

Michadl sighed. Her honesty was painful.

‘| agree. So what do you want? Accepting that we' ve al lost everything that ever mattered to us,
what do you think would be worth surviving for now?

She shrugged her shoulders and turned to look out of the window again.

‘Don’t know yet,” she admitted. ‘I’m not sure.’

Michadl’ s mind began to race. He hadn’t dared to think about the future because, until yesterday,
there hadn’t seemed to be much chance of any of them actualy having one. Ever the loner, however, he



realised that there wasin fact very little he needed. Shelter, food and protection, that wasjust abott it.
There were many aspects of his pre-disaster life that he was glad to finally have lost. Question was would
time hed his, Carl’sand Emma s menta wounds and alow them to make alife with what was [eft?

Their slent and personal thoughts were interrupted by another unexpected noise from outside. A roar
of machinery followed by alow, steady mechanica chugging, followed by a scream of delight from Carl.

‘Bloody hell,” Emmasmiled. *Will you ligen to that!’

Michad |eft the room and was hafway to the back door when Carl appeared running the other way.

‘Doneit!” he gasped bresthlessly. ‘I’ ve fucking doneit!’

He dowed down, waked proudly into the kitchen and flicked the light switch onthewall. The
fluorescent lighting flickered and jumped into life, filling the room with harsh, rlentless and completely
beautiful dectriclight.
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The three survivors continued to work around the house until just after nine o’ clock that evening, the
presence of eectric light having substantidly extended the length of their useful day. Oncetheir supplies
had been stored and the van and house made secure for the night they stopped, exhausted. Emmamade
ameal which they ate asthey watched a video they’ d found.

Michael, who had been sitting on the floor resting with his back against the sofa, looked over his
shoulder just after eleven and noticed that both Carl and Emma had fallen adeep. For afew moments he
stared deep into their frozen faces and watched as the flickering light from the television screen cast
unnerving, constantly moving shadows across them.

It had been astrange evening. The apparent normality of sitting and watching television had troubled
Michadl. Everything had seemed o very ordinary when they had started watching the film an hour and a
half earlier - within minutes each one of them had privately been trangported back to atime not so long
ago when the population of the country had numbered millions, not hundreds, and when death had been
find and inevitable, nothing el se. Perhgps the night felt so strange and wrong for that very reason. The
three of them had been reminded of everything that they - through no fault of their own - had lost.

Michael found it disappointingly typica and increesngly annoying that he had ended up thinking like
that. Gone was the time when he’ d been able to enjoy the cheap and cheerful comedy film such asthe
one he'd just sat through for what it was - atemporary fed-good distraction, dmost an anaesthetic for
the brain. Now just about everything that he saw, heard and did seemed to spark off deep questions and
fierce emotiona debates inside him which he didn’t want to have to ded with. Not yet, anyway.

Hislack of concentration on the film had been such that he hadn’t noticed it had finished until theend
titles had been rolling up the screen for agood couple of minutes. Preoccupied by dark thoughts again he
stayed sat on his backside, waiting for the tape to run out. Asthe music faded away and was replaced by
agentle sllence he opened a can of beer and stretched out on the floor.

For awhile helay il and listened carefully to the world around him. Carl was snoring lightly and
Emmafidgeted in her deep but, other than that, the two of them were quiet. Outside there was the
constant thumping and banging of the generator in the shed and he could hear agusting wind, ripping
through the tops of thetall pine trees which surrounded the farm. Beyond all of that Michael could just
about hear the ominous low grumble of adistant but fast gpproaching storm. Through half-open curtains
he watched asthefirst few drops of cold rain clattered against the window. The noise startled him at first
and helifted himself up onto his elbows. For a second he saw a definite movement outside.

Suddenly scared and nervous and pumped full of adrenaine, Michad jumped up, ran over to the
window and pressed hisface against the glass. He peered out into the dark night, hoping for afew



anxious seconds that the mechanical noises being made by the generator had acted like the classical
music had back in the city, attracting the attention of survivors who would otherwise have remained
obliviousto their arriva at Penn Farm. He couldn’t see anything. As quickly as he cleared the glassthe
rain outside and the condensation inside obscured hisview again.

The others were sill adeep. Thinking quickly Michael ran to the kitchen and picked up atorch that
they had ddliberately left on adresser in case of emergencies. The light from the torch was bright and he
followed the unsteady circle of illumination through to the back door of the house which he cautioudy
opened. He stepped out into the cold evening air and looked around, ignoring the heavy rain which
soaked him.

Thereit was again. Closer thistime. Definite movement around the generator.

With his heart thumping in his chest he made hisway further into the garden towards the shed and
then stopped when he was just a couple of metres away. Gathered around the walls of the small wooden
building were four dishevdled figures. Evenin the dim light and with the distraction of thewind, rain and
gpproaching storm it was obvious that in front of him were four more victims of the diseese, virusor
whatever that had ripped through the population last week. Michael watched with curiosity and unease as
one of the bodies collided with the door. Rather than turn and stagger away again as he’ d expected it to
have done, the bedraggled creature instead began to work itsway around the shed, tripping and diding
through the mud.

Something was't right.

It took Michaedl the best part of aminute to decide what it was that was wrong, and then it hit him -
they weren’t going anywhere. The bloody things were moving congtantly, but they weren't going
anywhere. The movements of these corpses were as uncoordinated and listless as the hundreds of others
they’ d seen moving, but they were definitely gravitating around the shed.

When three out of the four bodies were around the back of the shed, temporarily out of the way,
Michael pushed past the other one and opened the door. He dipped insde and, struggling to think over
the deafening noise of the generator, he found the control panel that regulated the machine and switched it
off.

After wiping hisface and hands dry on adirty towel and pausing to catch his breath, Michadl went
back outside.

By thetime he' d shut the door to the shed he was done. The four shadowy figures had drifted away
into the darkness of the night.
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Despite having gone to bed exhausted, Michael was awake, up and dressed by six o' clock the following
morning. He had spent another uncomfortable and mostly deepless night tossing and turning on the hard
wooden floor at the side of Emma s bed. He was glad he’ d woken up before she had. She hadn’t said
anything to make him think that she minded him being there, but he was quietly concerned asto what she
thought his reasons were. Regardless of what she might or might not have been thinking, it made him fed
much better not to be deeping adone.

Even though his twenty-ninth birthday was now just a couple of weeks away, Michadl had spent the
last few dark hours curled up in fear like afrightened child. His mind had been full of the kind of irrationd
fantasesthe like of which hadn’t troubled him since he' d been eéight or nineyearsold. Inthe early
morning gloom he had hidden under his covers from mongters lurking under the bed and behind the
wardrobe door and had found himsdlf sitting bolt upright in the darkness, certain that something terrible
and unidentifiable was coming up the sairstowards him. In his heart he knew that these were nothing but



foolish thoughts and that the sounds he could hear were just the unfamiliar creaks and groans of the old
house but that didn’t make the dightest bit of difference. The fear wasimpossibleto ignore. Asachild
there had alway's been the safety of his parents' room to rescue him from his nightmares but not today.
Today there was nothing and no-one to help and the bitter reality beyond the door of the farmhouse was
worse than any dark dream he' d ever had.

As soon as the morning light had begun to creep into the house he had felt more confident. The
uncomfortable fear he' d experienced was quickly replaced by a uncomfortable foolishness leaving him
feeling dmost embarrassed that he' d been so frightened in the night. At one point in the long hoursjust
passed, when the howling wind outs de had been screaming and whipping through the treeswith an
incredible and reentless ferocity, he had covered his ears and screwed his eyestightly shut, hoping with
al his heart that he would fall adeep and wake up somewhere e se. Although no-one else had seen or
heard him, in the cold light of day he felt ashamed that he had allowed a chink to gppear in hisbrash and
arrogant exterior.

It was a strong, safe and sound house and Michael need not have worried. In spite of al that he had
imagined in the darkness, nothing and no-one had managed to enter Penn Farm. Still drugged by deep he
stumbled into the kitchen and lit the gas stove. The constant low roar of the burner was strangely soothing
and comforting and he was glad that the heavy silence of the early morning had finaly been disturbed.
Slightly more relaxed, he boiled akettle of water and made himself amug of strong black coffee which he
quickly drank. He made himself some breskfast but couldn’t est much more than a couple of mouthfuls.

Bored, tired and restless, he desperately needed to find something to do. As he had already
discovered to his cost recently, these days an unoccupied minute tended to fedl like an hour and an
empty hour seemed to drag on for more than aday.

A open door from the kitchen led to alarge utility room which Michagl wandered into aimlesdy. He
had spent some time in there yesterday, but no longer than haf an hour. In the furthest corner of the room
was a pile of empty cardboard boxes and other rubbish that the survivors hadn’t yet been able to dispose
of or find ahome for. This had been the least important room in the house as far as the three of them had
been concerned and, as such, they had paid it little attention other than to use it as atemporary store.
Michael thought for a second or two about trying to sort the room into some kind of order but, if the truth
be told, he couldn’t be bothered. He wanted something to do, but it needed to be something interesting.
He needed more than something that would just distract him. He wanted something that would grab his
imagination and fully capture and hold his attention.

High on the wall opposite to the door he' d just walked through was awooden shdlf. Little more than
awarped plank of wood held up by three rusty brackets, the shelf was piled high with junk. Curious,
Michael dragged a chair across the room and climbed up to have a closer look. On first sight there
seemed to be very little of any interest - some old garden tools and chemicals, faded and yellowed books
and newspapers, glassjarsfull of nails, bolts and screws and the like - but then he came across an
unexpected and unmistakable shape. It was the butt of arifle. Cautioudy he pulled the gun free and stood
there, balancing precarioudy on the chair, admiring the cobweb and dirt covered weapon. Ingtinctively he
reached up again and fdlt hisway dong the shdf, first to the left and then to the right of where he' d found
therifle. With hisfingersat full stretch he grabbed hold of adusty cardboard box which he dragged
closer. Now standing on tiptoes with the rifle wedged under his arm he teased up the lid of the box and
saw that it wasfull of ammunition. Like achild with anew toy he picked up the box, jumped down and
carried everything back to the kitchen.

Emmagot up at haf-past eight and Carl rose three-quarters of an hour later. They found Michadl sat
at the kitchen table, carefully cleaning therifle. He' d been working on it for over two hours and the job
was amost complete.

Michael glanced up at Emma and noticed that she looked tired. He wondered whether she'd had as
little deep as he had. Although they’ d only dept (or not dept) afew feet gpart he hadn’t dared disturb
her in the darkness of the night.

‘What are you doing? she eventualy asked him once she' d made and drunk a very necessary mug of



coffee.

‘| found thisearlier,” hereplied, stifling ayawn. ‘ Thought I'd have ago at cleaning it up.’

‘What'sit for? Carl asked. Those were the first words he' d uttered since coming downgtairs.

Michael shrugged his shoulders. Deadpan, and with a complete absence of any sarcasm or humour in
hisvoice hereplied.

“Shooting things,” he said. *What else you going to useit for?

‘I know that,” he snapped, annoyed, ‘ but what are we going to useit for?

He put therifle down and looked up at Carl.

‘Don’'t know,” hereplied. ‘Bloody hell, | hope we never need it

Theriflewas clearly of interest to Carl. He sat down next to the other man and picked it up. Having
spent al morning working on it, Michael seemed annoyed that someone el se had dared to interfere.

‘Put it down,” hesaid. ‘| haven't finished with it yet.

“Y ou ever used one of these? Carl asked, suddenly much more animated.

‘No, but...

‘I have,” he continued to enthuse. * Used to do some work for a bloke that used to shoot.’

‘| don't likeit,” Emmasaid from across the room. She was standing next to the sink. She couldn’t
have been any further away from the table. ‘We don’t need it. We should get rid of it.’

‘I don't know. We don't even know if it'sgoing to work yet...’

‘Can't seeany reason why it shouldn’t, Carl interrupted. ‘Mind if | try it out?

‘Yes| do,” Michadl protested. ‘Bloody hell, I ve spent bloody hourstrying to get it...’

Carl wasn't listening. He jumped up from his sest, grabbed a handful of ammunition and headed for
the front door. Michadl looked over towards Emma. Surprised by his sudden disappearance they both
stood till for asecond before following him ot.

By the time they reached the front door Michael could aready hear therifle being repestedly cocked
and fired. Fortunately Carl had been sensible enough to try and fire it before loading.

‘Ishe safewith that thing? Emmaasked quietly asthey stepped out into a cold grey morning.

‘Don’'t know,” Michadl replied under his bregth, still fuming that the other man had dared to take the
rifle from him. He stared with piercing eyes as Carl loaded it.

‘Thisis okay you know,” he babbled excitedly. ‘ Thisisjust what we needed. Y ou never know what’s
round the corner these days...’

‘Don’'t know what frightens me more,” Emmamumbled, ‘the fact that there are dead bodieswalking
round the countryside or him with that fucking gun.’

Michael managed haf asmile which quickly disappeared when Carl lifted therifle up and held it ready
to fire. He pressed the butt hard into his shoulder, closed one eye and aimed into the distance.

‘Wheat the hell are you doing? Michael demanded. ‘ Are you fucking stupid? All we need isfor that
bloody thing to blow back in your face and you're history...’

‘It sokay,” he answered without moving or lowering therifle. ‘1 know about these things. It won't
blow back.’

‘Just put it down will you? begged Emma.

‘Watch this. I'm going to get him...’

Puzzled, Michael stood behind him and looked aong the barrdl of therifle. Carl wasaming through a
gap inthetrees, out towards a ploughed field afew hundred metres away. He squinted towards the
horizon and saw that alone figure wastripping clumsly through the uneven mud.

‘Leaveit, will you?

‘I'mgoing to get him,” he said again, shuffling hisfeet and getting the figure squarein hissights.
‘What' s he going to do about it? Christ, he probably won't even know he' s been shot.’

“You'vegot to hit himfirgt,” Emmahissed cynicaly.

‘Oh, I'll hit the bastard,” he said and, with that, he squeezed the trigger and fired.

For along second the deafening sound of the shot rang out and echoed through the otherwise silent
countryside.

‘Missed him,” Carl spat, annoyed.



Thefigurein the field stopped moving.

‘He' sstopped,” Michael gasped. ‘ Fucking hell, he heard the shot. It' s got to be asurvivor.’

Stunned, Carl let go of the butt of therifle and it swung down heavily to the ground. Still holding the
barrel he took afew cautious steps forward.

‘I didn't get himdid 1?7 he asked anxioudly. * Shit, | wasonly trying to...’

“Shut up,” Michael snapped. *You didn’t get him.’

Asthey stared into the near distance the figure in the field began to move again. Instead of struggling
on through the muddy fields, however, it had now changed direction. The bedraggled man waswalking
towards the house.

‘He' scoming thisway, isn't he? asked Emma, doubting what her eyesweretelling her.

‘Lookslikeit,” Carl mumbled in surprise.

Michael didn’t say anything. He watched for a second longer until he was completely sure that the
man was heading towards them before sprinting out to meet him. Apart from the survivors back in
Northwich thiswas thefirst person they’ d seen in aweek who seemed actually able to react and respond
to the outside world. He couldn’t afford to let him out of hissight. And to think, moments earlier Carl had
amed ariflea him.

Emma chased after Michadl and Carl followed close behind.

The view from the farmhouse had been mideading. There was ahidden dip between Michadl and the
man which added an extra couple of hundred metres distance between them. Ignorant to the uneven,
clammy mud beneath hisfeet and to the pain of the sprint and now to the climb back out of the dip, he
continued at speed, taking care to keep the lone stranger locked in his sights every step of theway. He
pushed himsalf to keep moving faster and faster. He wanted to cdl out to him but he couldn’t. His mouth
was dry and his heart was pounding was nervous excitement.

‘Hold on,” Carl moaned. He was a short distance behind Emma. Not asfit as he would have liked to
have been, he was finding the running too much. Emma stopped and waited for him to catch up,
congtantly keeping a close eye on Michad as she did. She watched as he clambered over ametd five
bar gate. He was now in the same field as the man who continued to walk closer and closer to him.

“You dright? she breathlesdy asked Carl.

He dowed down, shook his head and stopped next to her. Doubled-over with exhaustion, he rested
his hands on his knees and sucked in as much cool, refreshing air as he could. Helooked up and
watched as Michael stopped running and approached the unknown man.

Michael wiped dribbles of sweat from hisface and spat to clear phlegm from histhroat.

‘Fucking hell,” he said between deep, forced bregths. * Are you okay? Christ the chances of usfinding
you like that must have been...’

He suddenly lost hisfooting in the dimy mud and fell to down hisknees, landing at the feet of the other
man. Helooked up into hisface and, in afraction of asecond, al the hope and eation he had felt
suddenly disappeared. It was just another corpse. The man’s face was blank and cold and drained of al
emotion. His pockmarked skin was tight across his skull and had afamiliar grey-green hue and
tranducence. His dirty, ragged clothes were loose and ill-fitting. He was as sick and diseased as every
other one of the lamentable bastards they had seen.

Dejected, Michadl climbed to hisfeet and turned back to shout the newsto the others.

‘It snogood,” heydled, fighting to make his voice heard over avicious, blustery wind. ‘I1t'sno
fucking good. Thisbastard’ sjust like the rest of them.’

Neither Emmaor Carl could hear what he was saying. Confused, they watched as the scrawny man
continued to move closer. Helifted hisrotting head, seeming aimost to be looking at Michael who was
gtill facing the other way. The man’s next movement was so unexpected that no-one, especialy not
Michadl, had timeto react.

The sound of asingle diding footstep squelching through the thick mud aderted him. He span around
and found himself face to face with the foul creature. Before he could do anything it launched itsdf a him,
grabbing hold of him with its emaciated arms. More from the surprise of the attack than itsforce Michadl
was sent dipping and sprawling to the ground. Suddenly forced into action, Carl sprinted to hisfriend's



defence and grabbed the shoulders of the corpse that had now gripped hold of Michad tight with its
skeleta fingers. Although weak and with little strength, the body held on with a savage and unexpected
determination which proved difficult to bresk. Carl managed to pull its weskened frame up alittle way,
just far enough for Michael to be able to dide his hands under its bony abdomen and push it up and
away. With one brutal and controlled show of force he thrust the body up into the air and rolled away to
safety through the greasy mud.

‘Okay? Emma screamed, rushing to the Michagl’ sside.

He wiped splashes of foul-smelling mud from hisface and nodded, still fighting to catch his breath.
Already tired from the run, the brutal speed and shock of the unexpected attack had winded him.

‘I'mdright,” he gasped.

The body on the ground lay on its back, squirming and struggling to right itself again. It had just
managed to haul itsalf up onto its elbowswhen Carl kicked it back down.

‘Fucking thing,” he hissed. *Y ou stupid fucking thing.’

The body continued to twist and writhe. Obliviousto Carl’ s hate and comparative strength it again
lifted itself up. Carl again kicked it back down.

‘Fucking thing,” he spat for athird time before kicking the corpse in the side of the head. His boot
collided with its|eft temple with a sickening thump and it stopped moving. A couple of seconds later it
darted again.

‘Leaveit, Michael said. He had managed to stand and was being pulled back towards the house by
Emma. ‘Comeon, Carl, just leaveit.

Carl wasn't listening. He began to lash out violently at the figure on the ground. He kicked it in the
areaof theleft kidney, sending it rolling over and over away from him.

‘Carl’” Emmapleaded. ‘ Carl, come on!’

She could clearly see hate and frustration in hisface. Helooked up at her for afraction of a second
before returning his attention to the rotting corpse in the mud. He pat into its vacant face before letting
go with another brutd torrent of kicks. Obliviousto the battering it was taking, every timeit was beaten
down the creature continualy tried to climb back up again. Dumbfounded, Carl took a breathless step
backwards.

‘Just look at thig!’” he shouted, pointing at the pathetic creature squirming in the mud. ‘Will you just
look at thisfucking thing! It doesn’t know when it’s had enough.’

Emma could hear desperate, raw emotion clear in hisvoice. He sounded close to tears but she
couldn’t tell whether they weretears of pain, anger, fear or grief.

‘Comeon!” Michael yelled again. ‘Don't waste your time. Let’ s get back to...’

He stopped speaking when he noticed that there was another figurein the field with them. Emma
grabbed hold of hisarm.

‘Look,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

‘| seeit. What the fuck isgoing on?

The second figure was walking towards the survivors with the same dow, dothful intent asthe first
had just minutes earlier.

‘There' sanother one coming, Carl,” Michad said, trying hard to control the rising panic in hisvoice.

‘And another,” Emmagasped. A third creature was dragging itsdf up the field towards them.

Michael took her hand and haf-helped and half-pushed her back over the gate.

‘Get going,” he said quietly. ‘ Put your fucking foot down and get back to the house’

‘Okay,” she mumbled, her eyesfilling with frightened tears. She clambered over the gate and took a
couple of hesitant steps forward before pausing to look back. One last glance at the approaching bodies
was enough. She turned and began running back towards the farmhouse for al she was worth.

‘Carl!” Michad shouted. ‘We re going. Pull yourself together...’

Carl looked up and finally saw the two corpses approaching. In adefiant last outburst of anger and
frustration he kicked the till moving corpse in the head one more time. He caught it square in the face
and felt bones shatter and break under the force of hisboot. Thick crimson-black, amaost congedled
blood dribbled from agaping hole where its nose and mouth had been. The creaturefinaly lay till.



Silently satisfied, Carl turned and ran after the others.

‘I'm coming,” heyelled.

He sprinted back through the mud and hauled himself over the gate, dmost losing his balance when a
forth bedraggled body came at him from out of nowhere. He ran harder than he’ d ever forced himsdlf to
run before, knowing full well that his life might depend on reaching the safety of the farmhouse.

By the time the three survivors had made it back to the house the first battered body in thefield had
dragged itself up onto its unsteady feet again. It turned awkwardly and followed e even other bodies as
they converged on theisolated building.
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‘“What the fucking hell isgoing on? Michael cursed as he pushed open the farmhouse door and ushered
Emmainsde. Carl followed seconds|later and, as the second man entered the building, Michad dammed
the door shut behind him and locked it. Emmadid down thewall at the bottom of the stairsand held her
head in her hands.

‘Christ knows,” she sighed, exhausted and out of bregth.

Carl barged back past Michadl to peer through one of the small glass windows in the front door.

‘Shit,” he hissed under his breath. ‘ There are loads of them out there, bloody |oads of them. | can see
at least ten from here’

He seemed strangely fascinated by everything that was happening outside. While Emmaand Michael
were content to shut the door and lock themsalves away from the rest of the nightmare world, Carl was
pumped full of adrenaine. Almost readly, it seemed, for afight.

Michael sat down on the stairs next to Emma and gently rested his hand on her shoulder.

‘They’ve changed,” she said, her head till held low. ‘1 don’t know what’ s happened or why but
they’ ve changed.’

‘I know. | saw it last night,” he whispered, ‘when you and Carl were adeep.’

Emmalooked up.

“What happened?

‘| went out to shut off the generator and there were four of them hanging around outside the shed.’

‘You didn't say anything...

‘I didn’t think anything of it until now. Anyway, as soon as| switched off the generator they
disappeared.’

‘Don’t think they’re coming any closer,” Carl said, hisface till pressed hard againgt the glass, il
ignorant to their conversation. ‘ Looks like they’ re starting to move away again.’

‘Which way arethey going? Michael asked.

‘Not sure. Might be heading towards the back of the house.’

‘Back to the generator? Emmawondered.

‘Could be, why?

She shrugged her shoulders and held her head again.

‘Don’t know,” she mumbled, rubbing her tired and tearstained eyes. ‘ Last night, did those bodies
leave as soon as the generator was switched off?

‘| think so,” Michadl replied.

‘Well that'sit then, isn't it?

‘What? he pressed, suddenly fedling alittle foolish and confused because athough she seemed to
understand some of what was happening, he didn’t have a clue. He respected Emma s opinion but
wished that he could understand for himsalf what was happening to the once human shellswandering



around the desolate countryside. She may only have been a part-quaified doctor (if that) but that
part-qudification seemed to make her the last surviving authority on what remained of the human
condition.

‘They’ re starting to regain their senses.’

‘But why? Why now?

‘1 don't know. Remember how they suddenly got up and started moving around?

‘Yes...

‘So thismust be the same thing.’

‘What the hell are you talking about? Carl interrupted, turning from events outside to face the others
andjointheir conversation.

‘Don’'t know redly,” she admitted. * Perhaps they weren't as badly damaged as wefirst thought.’

‘Jesus,” he laughed, unable to believe what he was hearing. ‘ They couldn’t have been much more
badly damaged, could they? They we' re dead for Christ’ s sake!’

‘I know that, she sighed. ‘' So maybeit’sjust asmall part of them that’s survived. The only reactions
we ve seen have been basic and ingtinctive. | was taught that there’ salump of jelly right in the middle of
the brain that might be responsible for instinct. Maybe that’ s the part of them that’ s till dive?

‘But they didn’t attack me last night, did they? Michael reminded her. ‘1 walked right past those
bastards and...’

‘Perhaps they were only just starting to respond last night? Thisisagradud thing. From what you' ve
told meit seems possible that they’ ve only been like thisfor afew hours.’

‘Thissounds like bullshit, Carl snapped angrily.

‘I know it does,” Emmaadmitted, ‘ but you come up with a better explanation and I'll listen. One
morning everyone drops down dead. A few dayslater, haf of them get up and start walking around
again. A few days after that and they start responding to the outside world and their eyes and ears start
working again. Y ou’ re completely right, Carl, it stinks. It does soundslike bullshit...

‘But it's hgppening,” Michad reminded him. * Does’t matter how ridiculous or far-fetched any of it
sounds, it’s happening out there.’

‘I know, but..." Carl began.

‘But nothing,” heinterrupted. ‘ These are the facts and we' ve got to ded with them. Smple asthat.’

The conversation ended abruptly and the house became desthly silent. Thelack of noise unnerved
Cal.

*So why did that thing attack you? he asked, looking directly towards Michael for answer he knew
the other man could not give.

‘Don’'t know,” he admitted.

‘I'm sureit’ s sound they respond to first, Emmasaid. ‘ They hear something and turn towardsit.
Oncethey seewhat it isthey try and get closer.’

‘That makes sense...” Michael began.

‘Nothing makes sense,” Carl muttered. Ignoring him, Michagl continued.

‘The noise from the generator last night, the gunshot this morning...”

‘Sowe' vejust got to stay quiet and stay out of sight,” she sighed.

‘And how the hell are we going to do that? Carl demanded, suddenly and unexpectedly furious.
‘“Where are you going to get afucking slent car from? What are we going to do, go out to get our food
on fucking push-bikes? Wearing fucking camouflage jackets?

‘Shut up,” Michael said, camly but firmly. “Y ou’ ve got to try and ded with this, Carl.’

‘Don’t patronise me you bastard,” Carl hissed.

‘Look,” Emmasnapped, standing up and positioning herself directly between the two men, ‘will both
of you please shut up? It’ slike Michael says, Carl, we ve got no option but to try and ded with thisas
best we can...’

‘So what are we going to do then? he asked, alittle calmer but with hisvoice ill shaking with an
equa mixture of frustrated anger and fear.

“We need to get more supplies, Michael said quietly. ‘If they are becoming more aware and more



dangerous dl the timethen | think we should go out right now and get as much stuff aswe can carry.
Then we should get ourselves back here as quickly aswe can and lielow for awhile’

‘And how long isthat likely to be? Carl asked, clearly beginning to wind himsaf up again. * A week,
two weeks? A month? Ten fucking years?

‘I don’t know,” the other man replied, equally agitated. ‘How the hell should | know that?

‘Shut up!” Emmayeled, immediately slencing the other two. ‘ For Christ’ s sake, if neither of you can
say anything without arguing then don’t bother saying anything at al.’

‘Sorry,” Michad mumbled, running hisfingersthrough his maited hair.

‘So what are we going to do? she asked.

Rather than answer or take any further part in the increasingly difficult conversation, Carl walked
away.

‘“Where are you going? Carl, come back here. We need to talk about this.’

Halfway up the stairs he stopped and turned back around to face her.

‘What' s left to talk about? What' sthe point.”

‘The point iswe ve got to do something and | think we should do it now,” Michad said. ‘Wedon't
know what’ s going to happen next, do we? Things could be a hundred times worse tomorrow.’

‘He sright,” agreed Emma. *We ve got enough stuff hereto last usfor afew days but we need
enough to last usweeks. | think we should get out now and barricade ourselves in when we get back.’

‘What do you mean? asked Carl, now much quieter and calmer. He sat down on the stair he' d been
gtanding on. ‘| don’t want to shut mysdlf away in here...

‘Maybe we shouldn’'t,’ Michael said. ‘Maybe we should try it adifferent way, try and sed off the
farm from the outside’

‘ And how are we supposed to do that? Emmawondered.

‘Build afence,’ hereplied, smply.

‘It d have to be afucking strong fence,” Carl added.

‘Thenwe Il build afucking strong fence,” Michael explained. ‘W€ Il get whatever materids we need
today and make astart. Face it we' re not going to find anywhere better to stay than this place. We need
to protect it.’

‘We need to protect oursalves,” said Emma, correcting him.

‘Let’sgo,” he said, picking up the keysto the van from ahook on thewall by the front door.

‘Now? said Carl.

‘Now,” hereplied.

Michael opened the door and made hisway to the van, stopping only to pick up the rifle from where
Carl had left it intheyard in front of the house.
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Carl drove the van while Michael and Emma sat in the back together drawing up alist of everything they
could think they might need. It had been a conscious move by Michad to hand the keys over to the other
man. He hadn’t liked the way Carl had been acting this morning. Sure al three of them were right on the
edge at the moment, but his position seemed more precarious than that of the other two. There was an
undeniable air of uncertainty and fear in his voice every time he spoke. Michad’ slogic wasthat by
digtracting him and giving him adefinite role to concentrate on, his mind would be occupied and any
problems could be temporarily avoided. He could sympathise with the poor bastard entirely. He knew
that he persondly could just about handle what was going on around him at the moment, but if anything
else happened he wasn't so sure that he' d be able to cope.



Lessthan two minutes trying to draw up the list and the two survivors stopped, both of them quickly
redlising that it was awaste of their precioustime and that they couldn’t afford to even try and be specific
anymore. Truth wasthey couldn’t risk wasting time trying to find the things they thought they might need,
instead they had no option but to fill the van with whatever they could lay their hands on and only stop
when there wasn't space for anything else.

Carl drovetowardsthe village of Byster at a phenomend speed. Michael silently wished that he
would dow down but he knew that he wouldn't. He' d found himself accelerating at asmilar rate
whenever he' d driven recently. Driving was deceptively difficult because dthough silent, every road was
strewn with hundreds upon hundreds of random obstacles - crashed and abandoned cars, burnt out
wrecks and the remains of collgpsed buildings. There were scattered, motionless corpses and scores of
other wandering bodies everywhere. When Michadl had driven he' d found that a nervous pressure had
forced him to keep accelerating. He felt sure that Carl was feding that same clammy, noxious fear too.

Before they reached the village they passed a vast, warehouse-like supermarket, brightly painted and
completely at odds with the lush green countryside which surrounded it. Carl dammed hisfoot on the
brake, quickly turned the van around and drove back towards the large building. It was a crucid find.
They guessed that pretty much everything they needed would beingde. Moreimportantly, filling the van
with supplies there meant that they didn’t need to get any closer to the centre of thevillage. Moreto the
point, it meant that they could keep their distance from the sick and diseased remains of the local
population.

‘Brilliant, Carl said under his breath as he pulled into the car park and dowed the van down. ‘Thisis
fucking brilliant.

He gently turned the steering wheel and guided their vehicle round in awide and careful arc. Other
than four stationary cars (two empty, one containing three motionless bodies and the other a charred
wreck) and a single body which tripped and stumbled towards them they seemed to be aone.

“Y ou want to get as close as you can to the main doors,” Michael advised from his position behind
Carl. “We want to be out in the open aslittle as possible’

Carl’simmediate response was to do and say nothing. After thinking for acouple of seconds he put
the van into first gear and pulled away again. He turned away from the building and then stopped when
the glass entrance doors were directly behind him.

‘What's he doing? Emmaasked quietly.

‘| think he’ sgoing to reverse back,” Michad replied, hisvoice equaly low. ‘It swhat I'd do. If | was
driving I’d try and get us dmost touching the doors so that...’

He stopped speaking suddenly when Carl jammed the van into reverse gear and dammed hisfoot
down on the accelerator pedal. The force of the sudden and unexpected movement threw Emmaand
Michadl forward in their segts.

‘Jesus Christ!” Michael screamed over the screeching of tyrestearing across the car park. ‘What the
hell are you doing?

The other man didn’t answer. He was looking back over his shoulder, looking past Emmaand
Michadl and towards the supermarket doors. The engine whined as the van hurtled back towards the
Slent building.

‘Carl’” Emma protested uselesdy. She turned to look behind her and then crouched down with her
hands over her head as she braced hersdlf for impact. The van smashed into the plate glass doors and
then stopped suddenly - the ear splitting noise of the engine immediately replaced by the deafening crash
of shattering glass and the ominous groan of metal on metal. Carl pressed hard on the brake and Michadl
looked out of the window to his sde. The van had stopped a third ingde the building and two thirds out
inthe car park. They werevirtually wedged in the doorway.

“Y ou stupid fucking idiot!” Emma screamed.

Ignoring her, Carl turned off the engine, opened the tailgate using a control lever by hisright foot, took
the keys from the ignition and then clambered out over the back seats. He stepped out into the
supermarket, his boots crunching and grinding jagged shards of glassinto the marblefloor.

‘Good move,” Michagl mumbled under his bresth as he watched Carl. He quietly acknowledged that



the other man’ s unorthodox parking, whilst battering the exterior of their van, had made their Situation
infinitely easier. Not only had he got them safely inside the building, he' d dso managed to block the
entrance a the same time, and the entrance would stay blocked until they decided to leave. He was
impressed, but he didn’t want Carl to know that he approved. Michael felt sure that he was having redl
difficulty in coming to termswith recent events and he thought it was important to keep hisfeet firmly
planted on the ground. If he boosted his confidence by applauding hisrisky and very direct actions what
would he do next?

Michael followed Carl out into the supermarket and Emmafollowed afew seconds later.

‘Bloody hell,” she scowled, screwing up her facein disgust.

‘Stinks, doesn't it? Carl said, turning back to look at the others.

Michael covered hisnose and took afew cautious steps further forward. The air was heavy with the
sckening stench of rotting food and rotting flesh. More than just unpleasant, the obnoxious smell was
difling and suffocating. It hung heavy inthe air and he could fed it coating histhroat and dirtying his
clothesand hair. It was making Emmaretch and heave. She had to fight to control therising bilein her
somech.

‘“We should get amove on,” Michael suggested. *We don't want to be here any longer than we need
to be’

‘| agree; Emmasaid. ‘I can’'t stand much of this...

Her words were vicioudy truncated as she was knocked off balance by alurching, staggering figure
which appeared from out of nowhere. The sumbling creature had silently dragged itsdf dong an aide of
rapidly decomposing food. Emma screamed and ingtinctively pushed the corpse avay and down to the
ground. Michadl stood and watched as the remains of agaunt, mousy-haired shop-assistant lay ill for a
second before its withered arms and legs began to flail around again asit desperatdly tried to haul itself
back up onto its unsteady feet. Before it could get up he kicked it in the face and it dropped back down
agan.

“We should have alook around,” he said, anxioudly looking from sideto side. ‘ There' s bound to be
more of themin here’

Hewas right. The deafening crash of the van asit ploughed through the glass doors had attracted the
unwelcome attentions of afurther five ragged cadavers which had been trapped insde the building. The
clumsy remains of four shop staff and one delivery driver dowly advanced towards the three survivors.
The battered body on the floor reached out a bony hand and grabbed hold of Michagl’ sleg. He shook it
free and kicked the creaturein the head again.

‘Fuck this,” he spat. ‘WEe ve got to shift them.’

Helooked around again and spied a set of double doors behind a bakery display piled high with stale,
mouldy bread. Without saying anything else he took hold of the body at hisfeet by its shouldersand
dragged it across the floor. He kicked open the doors and threw the remains of the man into aroom filled
with cold, lifeless ovens. Making hisway back towards Emmaand Carl, he caught hold of the next
closest corpse (acheck-out operator) and disposed of it in exactly the same way.

‘Carl, heydled as he made hisway towards the third creature. ‘ Grab hold of another one, will you?
If you' re quick they don’t have timeto react.’

Carl took a deep breath and grabbed hold of the nearest corpsein atight headlock. With its thrashing
limbs carving desperate, uncoordinated arcs through the stagnant air he hauled it over to the bakery and
pushed it through the double doors. It collided with the body of the dead check-out operator which, a
fraction of a second earlier, had managed to lift itself back up onto its feet.

Sensing that quick action was needed, Emmaran over towards the others and shoved through the
doorsthe remains of an elderly cleaner who, unbeknownst to Carl, had been staggering dangeroudy
near. She dropped her shoulder and charged at the pitiful figure. The unexpected force of the impact sent
the shuffling carcass (which had dl the weight and resistance of alimp rag-doll) flying into the bakery.

In less than three minutes the survivors had cleared the main area of corpses. Once the last one had
been safely pushed through the double-doors Michael whedled aline of twenty or so shopping trolleysin
front to prevent them from pushing their way out.



‘Let’sget amoveon,’ he said breathlessy as he wiped his dirty hands on the back of hisjeans. He
stood up straight and rested his hands on his hips. ‘ Just get whatever you can. Load it into boxes and pile
it up by thevan.’

In silence they began to work.

AsMichael packed tins of beans, soup and spaghetti into cardboard boxes he nervoudy looked
around. The cold, emotionless faces of the bodiesin the bakery stared back a him through small square
safety-glasswindows in the doors. They were still moving continualy. They were clamouring to get out
but didn’t have the strength to force themselves free. Were they watching him? Had they not acted
quickly inlocking the bastard things away, would they have attacked them in the same way that
the lone body in the field had attacked him earlier?

‘Jesus Chrigt,’ Carl said suddenly.

He was standing at the opposite end of the building to Michael and Emma, close to where the van had
smashed through the entrance doors. His voice echoed eerily around the vast and cavernous room.

‘What isit? Emmaasked, immediately concerned.

“Y ou don't want to know what’ s going on outside,” he replied ominoudly.

Emmaand Michael |ooked at each other for afraction of a second before dropping what they were
doing and running over to where Carl was standing.

‘Shit,” Michael hissed as he approached. Even from a distance he could see what had happened.

Carl had been about to start oading the boxes into the back of the van when he' d noticed avast
crowd of diseased and rotting bodies outside. Their cold, dead faces were pressed hard against the
windscreen and every other exposed area of glass. More of the creatures tried unsuccessfully to force
their way through the dight gap between the sides of the van and the buckled remains of the supermarket
doors.

Emma stared through the van at the mass of grotesque faces which stared back at her with dark,
vacant eyes.

‘How did they...? she began. ‘Why are there so many of them...?

‘Heard usbreaking in, didn’'t they,” Michagl whispered. * It'ssilent out there. They’ d have heard the
van and the crash for milesaround.’

Gingerly Carl leant inside the van and |ooked around.

‘There areloads of the fucking things here,’ he hissed, his voice just loud enough for the othersto
hear. ‘ There' sgot to be thirty or forty of them at least.’

“Shit,” Michad cursed.

‘What? Emma asked.

‘Thisisjust the start of it,” hereplied. * Fucking hell, that was ahdll of anoise we made getting in here.
The whole building' s probably been surrounded by now.’

For afew dangeroudy long seconds the three survivors stood together in silence. They exchanged
awkward, uncertain glances as each one waited for one of the others to make amove.

“We ve got to get out of here,” Carl eventuadly said, Sating the obvious.

‘Have we got everything we need? Michael asked.

‘Don’'t care,” the other man snapped. ‘WEe vejust got to go.’

Michadl immediately began to |oad boxes and bags of food and suppliesinto the van.

“You two get insgde,” he said as he worked.

Carl loaded another two boxes and then clambered back through to the driver’s seat.

‘I'll get theengine going,’” he shouted.

‘Leaveit, Emma shouted back. ‘ For God's sake, leave it to the last possible second will you. The
more noise we make the more of those bloody thingswe' |l have to get through.’

Hedidn't say anything as he climbed through the gap between the front seats and did down into
position. On Michad’ singtruction Emmafollowed and lowered hersdlf into the passenger seet, equaly
dlent. Thetwo of them stared in abject horror at the wall of dead faces gazing back at them. Trying hard
to concentrate, Carl attempted to put the key into the ignition. He was shaking with fear. The more he



tried to ignore the bodies and keep his hands steady, the more they shook.

‘Last couple of boxes,” Michael yelled as he crammed more and moreinto the back of thevan. He'd
left just enough space for him to be able to climb insde and pull the tail gate shut.

‘Forget therest of it, Emma shouted. ‘ Just get yoursdlf indde!’

Carl managed to force the key into theignition. He looked up and to hisright. One of the closest
bodies in the wretched throng lifted aclumsy hand into the air aboveits head. It dowly drew itsweak
and diseased fingers together to form an emaciated fist which, without warning, it brought crashing down
on thedriver’ s door window.

‘Michadl,” he shouted, his voice wavering with strained emotion. * Areyou in yet?

‘Almogt,” the other man replied. ‘Last box.’

Carl watched as a second body lifted its hand and smashed the side of the van. Then another and
another. The reaction spread through the ragged bodies like fire through atinder-dry forest. Within
seconds the ingde of the van was ringing with a deafening crescendo of dull thumps and relentless
crashes. Heturned the key and started the engine.

‘I'min,” Michael yelled as he hauled himsdf into the van. He reached out and grabbed hold of the
tailgate which he pulled shut. ‘ Go!’

Carl pushed down on the accelerator and cautioudly lifted hisfoot off the clutch. For a second there
was no response then adow, jerking movement as the van inched forward, shackled by the twisted
metal remains of the supermarket entrance doors. Another lurch forward and they were free from the
door but gill progress was difficult, the sheer volume of bodies surrounding the front and sides of the
vehicle preventing them from moving away at speed. Terrified, Carl pushed harder on the accelerator and
lifted hisfoot completely off the clutch and thistime the van moved away fredy. The bulk of the bodies
were brushed away to the sides but many others were dragged down under the wheels.

‘Bloody hell,” Michael mumbled, watching events behind them through asmall gap between boxes
and bags of food.

‘“What' sthe matter? Emma asked.

‘They won't liedown,” he said. * The bastards just won't lie down.’

He stared in horror and total dishdlief asthe crowd surged after them. Although their dow stagger
was obvioudy no match for that of the van, the relentlessness and pointless persistence of therotting
gathering caused anicy chill to run the entire length of his spine. There was no point in them following the
van, but ill they came.

‘Almost there,” Carl said under his bresth as he steered towards the car park exit.

‘Keep going,” Emmayelled, her voice hoarse with emotion. * For Christ’s sake don't stop.’

A single solitary figure sumbled out in front of the van and, rather than waste precious secondstrying
to avoid thewoman’ s body, Carl instead ploughed straight into it. The momentum of the van carried the
corpse dong for afew meters before it dipped down under the front bumper and was crushed beneath
the whedls. Asthey |eft the car park and turned onto the road, Michael continued to watch the battered
body on the ground. Its legs were smashed and shattered - that much was clear - and yet it till tried to
move. The surging crowd tripped and stumbled over it ignorantly but till it continued to move oblivious.
Reaching out with twisting, broken fingers, it dragged itself aong the ground, inch by inch by inch.



26
Michad

| didn’t know the true meaning of the word fear until we were on our way back to thefarm. It was only
then that the redity of our Stuation came crashing down around me. For the last few days life had begun
to fed amost bearable - we had lived with our incredible Stuation for dmaost aweek and theinitial shock
and desperation had, for awhile, begun to subside and had been replaced by something resembling a
sense of purpose. We had found ourselves somewhere safe where we could hide together and sit out the
storm that had destroyed the rest of the world around us. But the bodiesin the field and the visit to the
supermarket had changed dl that. Suddenly, having found some protection, we were exposed and
vulnerable again. And the Stuation seemed to be deteriorating with each passing hour, practicaly each
minute. Aswe drove back aong roads strewn with rotting human remains and other wrecked remnants
of society, | began to wonder what was next. How could things get any worse? The bodies were
becoming more violent and unpredictable with each passing hour. If they were ready to tear us apart
today, what would they be like tomorrow?

Oncewe d made it back to the farm we quickly unpacked the van. We literally threw the boxes and
bags into the house. | watched Emmaand Carl aswe worked and | could see that they were obvioudy
asterrified as| was. The fear wasimpossible to hide. Every unexpected movement caused usto freeze
and catch our breath and every sudden sound made our hearts miss a collective beat. Even the rustle of
the wind through the bushes was no longer just an innocent background noise. Instead it had become a
whispered warning and reminder to be constantly on our guard.

A few long hourslater and the three of us found ourselves sitting around the kitchen table.

‘So what arewe going to do? | asked. | couldn’t just Sit there and wait any longer.

Carl shrugged his shoulders and Emmadid the same. To her credit she did at |east answer me.

‘Don’t know,” she mumbled.

I had been thinking about our Situation constantly, but | hadn’t yet managed to come up with any
congtructive ideas other than to lock al the doors and sit and hide in the dark and wait. It wouldn't
achieve anything, but at that moment it seemed to be the easiest option.

‘We'll bedright if we can keegp them away from the house, Emmasaid ashort whilelater.

‘And how arewe going to do that? | instinctively asked.

‘Build awall or afence? she offered.

We had discussed building some kind of barrier before, and it till seemed sensible.

‘1 don’t want to go out there again today,” Carl grumbled pathetically.

‘Neither do | but if we don’t do something,’ | said, ‘then we redlly are going to be trapped here. We
won't be able to risk making a sound.’

So how are we supposed to build afence without making any noise? Emmaasked. A valid question
towhich | didn’t have an answer.

‘And what are we going to use to build thisbarrier? Carl added.

Another question that | couldn’t answer.

‘I don’t know,” | replied honestly. ‘1 suppose we Il just have to use whatever we can find lying
around. Thisisafarm for Christ’ s sake. There' s bound to be plenty of stuff if welook for it...

Emma picked up apen and ascrap of paper from the table. She began to sketch avery smple outline
of the house.

“You know,” she mumbled as she drew, *there wouldn'’t be as much work to do as you'd think.

L ook, we could build something from the wall of the house down the length of the yard, then take it



straight acrossto the stream.’

It took a couple of seconds for me to understand what she was saying. From her rough sketch
nothing wasimmediately gpparent until she turned it around. As soon as | had my bearings and could
associate the drawing with the house, the forest, the generator and the stream and bridge, it started to
make sense. By using the barriers that we aready had, we could cut down the amount of work we had
to do virtualy by haf. At the moment the bodies till had trouble walking and moving with any
co-ordination - there was no way that they’ d be able to crossthe stream. It wasn’t particularly deep or
wide but it was difficult enough for them to keep their balance on dry, solid ground.

*So what do we useto build thisfence? Carl asked again.

| thought for afew seconds.

‘Doesn’'t have to be afence, doesit?

‘“What do you mean? he asked, confused.

‘It just hasto be abarricade,’ | explained with a hundred and one ideas suddenly flooding into my
mind. ‘ All we want to do is stop those things getting close to the house, isn't it? Does't matter how we
doit. We could build afence, dig atrench or just park cars and tractors around the place. That would be
enough to keep them out.’

‘You'reright, Emmaagreed.

‘Okay s0 they'restrong in numbers,” | continued, ‘but individualy they’ re easy to stop. Emma, |
watched you shoul der-charge the body of man twice your size today and you virtualy threw it acrossthe
room.’

My mind was racing. It al seemed so smple and so obvious. Build afence down from the sde of the
house to the bottom of the yard and then across until it meets the stream. Use the bridge as an entry point
and block it off somehow. Do the same at the back of the house and take the barrier out far enough to
enclose the generator shed and the gastank. Smple. Safe.

| took the paper and pen from Emma and began to draw over her basic markings. Perhapsfedling as
if I wastaking over, she stood up and walked away. Sensing that the conversation had ended (not that he
had contributed much anyway) Carl so got up from his chair and left the room.

For ashort time my planning and sketching brought awel come distraction from the nightmare that
was the outside world.

With my mind occupied the time passed relatively quickly. Before | knew it the morning had ended
and we were well into the afternoon. Both Emmaand Carl had found other ways and means to occupy
themselves and | had been |eft donein the kitchen to think and to plan.

By half-past two | had reached the stage where | knew exactly what | wanted to do and how |
wanted to do it, but | wasn't sure what materials we had to use. Perhapsfoolishly, | picked up the rusty
rifle from where we d left it lying on one of the kitchen units and went outside.

There were no bodies to be seen. The afternoon was dry and clear but cold. As summer had faded
and died and autumn had arrived the temperature had dropped steadily. There was alight breeze rustling
through the trees and bushes but otherwise the world was silent.

In the two large barns at the side of the yard | found some timber and afew fence posts. There was
also some barbed wire. While | wasthere | looked at the barns themselves. They appeared strong but
not indestructible. The wooden walls and the sheets of corrugated meta on the roof of each of the dulll
buildings also looked like they were going to be useful. On top of al of that | discovered numerous bits
and pieces of farm equipment scattered around the place. | didn’t know what half of it wasfor, but |
knew that al of it could be used in someway to build abarrier between us and the rest of the diseased
population.

| began to walk back towards the farmhouse fedling unusualy calm and assured. Theterror and
stomach-wrenching fear of the morning had, for atime at least, subsided and been put to oneside. The
respitedidn’t last long. The light was beginning to fade and, as night rapidly approached, a singleinnocent
and unexpected thought wormed itsway into my tired brain and dowly and systematically destroyed the
confidence and sense of purposethat | had spent the previous hours silently building up insde me.



I thought about afriend from work.

Just for afraction of asecond | pictured her face, and the memory of dl that | had lost and left behind
suddenly returned. With thistorrent of unexpected memories came an equally unexpected torrent of pain
and raw emotion.

For what felt like hours | sat alone on the steps outside the porch of the farmhouse and wegpt. |
pictured the faces of my family and friends, of my colleagues from work, my customers, the people at the
garage who had fixed my car a couple of weeks ago, the woman who' d sold me a paper on the morning
it had al begun... as| saw each one of them the bitter redlisation that they were gone forever fdt like nails
being driven into my flesh. And each dull pain was followed by asecond hurt. While everyone | knew lay
rotting in the Streets - elther lying motionless on the ground or dragging themsalves around in endless
agony - | had survived. Why me? Why should | havelived over dl those others? | thought about my two
brothers - Steven and Richard. | hadn’t seen them for a couple of months. | hoped that they were like me
and that they had survived. The thought of them being like those fucking monsters I’ d seen thismorning
was too much to take...

But what could | do?

Why should | fed thisway?

There was nothing | could have done to have changed any of it.

| picked mysdlf up and went indoors. | wasfilled with adeep hurt that | knew would never
completely disgppear. But | owed it to mysdlf to try and build something from what was | €ft.
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The barrier around the house took the three survivors al of the following day to complete. They worked
amost congtantly - beginning just after the sun first rose and only stopping when the job wasfindly done.
Asthelight had faded the work had become harder to concentrate on and finish. Carl, Michael and
Emmahad each individually struggled to keep focussed on the task at hand and to ignore the mounting
fear that the approach of darkness brought. The fear of drawing attention to themsalves was constant and
relentless. Throughout the day the generator had remained switched off. Asfar aswas possible they
worked in the safety of ashroud of silence.

Despite his earlier apparent apathy, Carl worked as hard as the other two to complete the vital
barrier. For much of the time Emma stood guard with the rifle and, in some ways, that job proved to be
the hardest of dl. She had never held aloaded firearm before and, although Carl had shown her how to
load, prime and fire the wesgpon, she doubted she would actualy be able to useit should the need arise.
Frudtrating, often contradictory thoughts flooded her mind with an infuriating regularity. She had cometo
despise the wandering corpses which dragged themsalves lethargicaly through the remains of her world.
They were now so0 sick, diseased and dysfunctiond that it had become dmost impossiblefor her to
comprehend the fact that a short time ago they had each been human beings with names, livesand
identities. And yet, should one of them stumble into her sights, she wondered whether she would be able
to pull the trigger and shoot it down. She wasn't even sure whether abullet would have any effect. She
had witnessed those creatures being battered and smashed dmost beyond recognition, only to continue
to move congtantly, seemingly ignorant to the pain that their injuries and sickness must surely have
caused. No matter what physical damage was inflicted, they carried on regardiess.

It was fortunate that the house was so isolated. In the long hours spent outside only ahandful of
bodies had appeared. Whenever they became aware of movement the three survivors would drop their
tools and disappear into the silent shadows of the farmhouse and wait until the withered creatures passed
or became distracted by another sound and drifted away again.

Michadl had impressed himself with hisingenuity and adaptability. As he had planned, they had used
the stream as anatura barrier dong one sde of the farmhouse, building up the bank on their sde with
rocks and boulders from the water. Using the tall doors from one of the barns they had created a strong,
padlocked gate across the stone bridge which spanned the width of the water. Two thick and removable
crossbeams provided additiona strength and security for the hours they would spend locked away insde
the farmhouse. Much of the walls and roofs of the two barns had been stripped to provide extramaterids
to congtruct and reinforce the vital boundary. Now the remains of the buildings stood dejected and
abandoned outside the fence, the bare bones of their empty frames reaching up into the air like the ribs of
an anima carcass stripped of flesh.

In other places the barrier waslittle more than acollection of carefully placed obstructions. Piles of
farm machinery and unneeded bags of chemicals were arranged to create a hopefully impenetrable
blockade. Michaedl judged the success of each section of barrier by whether he could get through or over
to the other side. If he had trouble then the tired and sickly bodies would surely have no chance.

AsMonday evening drew to a close and the early dark hours of Tuesday morning approached,
Michael stood outside checking and rechecking that the barrier was secure. Everything he could find that
they wouldn’t need was placed againgt the fence or used to build it higher. Asheworked in his cold
isolation it occurred to him that it was one week to the day since the nightmare had begun. The longest
seven days of hislife. In that time he had experienced more pain, fear, frustration and outright terror than
hewould ever have thought possible. He refused to alow himsdf to think about what might be waiting for



him tomorrow.
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Wednesday night. Nine o’ clock.

Michael cooked amed for himsdlf, Carl and Emma. He seemed to have alowed himsdif to relax
dightly now that there was a decent physica barrier between them and the rest of the world. Emma
noticed that he had now started to occupy histime by doing odd jobs around the house. She had casudly
mentioned that ashelf in an upstairs room was coming loose from the wal. By the time she' d next walked
past the room Michagl had completed the repair. Each one of the survivors had an increasing, burning
desire - almost aguttura, basic need in fact - to keep themselves occupied. Keeping busy helped them
to forget (amogt to the point of denial) that the world outside their door had crumbled and died.

The three of them had been stting in the kitchen for the best part of two hours before the meal was
ready and Michael wasfindly in apostion to serve dinner. It was the longest length of time that they'd
willingly spent in each other’ s company sincethe trip to Byster afew days earlier. The amosphere was
subdued and low aswas to be expected. Conversation was sparse. Michadl busied himself cooking (as
usual), Emmaread abook and for the most part, Carl did very little.

Emmafound some wine. She had discovered afew bottles hidden in adusty rack wedged between
two kitchen units and she' d wasted no time in uncorking a bottle of white and pouring out three large
glasses, passing one each to Carl and Michael. Carl normally didn’t drink wine but tonight he was ready
to make an exception. He wanted to get drunk. He wanted to be so fucking drunk that he couldn’t
remember his own name. He wanted to pass out on the kitchen floor and forget about everything for as
long aswas possible. He wasn't even that bothered about waking up the next morning.

Thefood was good - probably the best meal they’ d eaten together - and that, combined with the
wine, helped perpetuate an uneasy sense of normdlity. That sense of normality, however, had the
unwanted sde effect of hel ping them to remember everything about the past that they had been trying to
forget. Michael decided that the best way of dealing with what they’ d lost wasto try and talk about it.

‘S0, he began, chewing thoughtfully on amouthful of food as he spoke, *Wednesday night. What
would you two usudly have been doing on aWednesday night?

There was an awkward silence. The same awkward silence which always seemed to descend on any
conversation that dared to broach the subject of the way the world had been before last Tuesday.

‘I"d either have been studying or drinking,” Emma eventudly replied, aso sensing that it made sense
to talk. * Or probably both.’

‘Drinking midweek?

‘I"d drink any night.’

‘“What about you, Carl?

Carl toyed with hisfood and knocked back alarge mouthful of wine.

‘l wason cal,” hesaid dowly. Hewas obvioudy unsure about talking about the past. He had only
just begun to speak and it was dready hurting him. ‘1 couldn’t drink in the week but I'd make up for it at
the weekend.’

“Wereyou apub or aclub man? Emma asked.

‘Pub,” hereplied, very definitely.

‘So what about your little girl?

There was an awkward pause and Emmawondered whether she’ d gone too far and said the wrong
thing. Carl looked down at hisfood again and swallowed a second mouthful of wine, this one emptying
the glass. He grabbed hold of the bottle and helped himsdlf to arefill before continuing.



‘Sarah and me used to walk down to theloca in the afternoon,” he began, his eyes moistening with
tears. ‘We were part of acrowd. There was always someone in there we knew. We' d start drinking
around three or four 0’ clock and then leave just before closing. There were dways kids Gemma' s age
there. They had aplay area and she had her friends and they used to...’

When the pain became too much to bear he stopped and drank more wine.

‘Sorry, Emmamumbled ingtinctively. ‘1 shouldn't have said anything. | wasn't thinking.’

Carl didn’t respond.

“Why shouldn’t you have said anything? Michael asked.

‘“What?

‘Why are you apologisng? And why don’t you want to talk about it, Carl?

Carl looked up and glared at the other man with tears of pain streaked down hisface.

‘I don’t want to talk becauseit fucking well hurtstoo much,” he spat, dmost having to force the
words out. ‘Y ou don't know how it feds’

‘I've lost peopletoo...’

“You didn't lose achild. You don’t know how that feds. Y ou couldn’t.’

Michael knew he was right. He wasn't sure whether it was sensible or stupid, but he desperately felt
that he should force this conversation to continue. He had decided that they wouldn't be able to move on
and make something of therest of their lives until they’ d managed to sweep away the remains of the
past.

Carl was staring into space again.

‘I"d give anything to be back in lectures again, Emmasighed. ‘ Stupid isn’'t it? Before | used to do
anything | could to avoid them, now | just want to...’

“Youjust can’'t imaginewhat thisfedslike’ Carl said under hisbreath, interrupting her. ‘ Thisiskilling
me’

‘What is? Michael pressed gently.

‘Every morning | wake up and | wish that it was over and | wasdead,” he explained. ‘ Every single
day the painisworsethan thelast. | still can’t accept that they’vegoneand | just...’

‘It hurts now but it will get easier,’” the other man said, beginning to regret his earlier words. * It must
get easer over time, it must...’

‘Will it? Know that for afact do you?

‘No, but I...

‘Just shut your mouth then,” Carl said, hisvoice suddenly surprisingly cam and leve. ‘If you don't
know what you' re talking about, don't say anything. Don't waste your fucking time trying to make me
fed better because you can't. There' s nothing you can say or do that will make any of thisany easer.’

With that he got up and walked away from the table without saying another word. For afew long
seconds the only sounds to be heard in the house were heavy, lethargic footsteps as Carl dragged himsdlf
upstairs and shut himsdlf away inisolation in hisroom.

A short while later Michael opened another bottle of wine. He didn't ask, he just poured Emma
another glass. Shedidn’t resist.

‘Redlly fucked up there, didn't 17 he said quietly.

She nodded.

“We both did. It'sobvious he' s struggling. | should never have asked him about hislittle girl.’

Michadl immediately became defensive again.

‘Maybe not, but | till think he' sgot to talk,” he explained. ‘ Jesus, we can’'t move on until we' ve dealt
with everything that’ s happened. We can't sart to build anything up until we' ve sorted out everything
that...

‘Have you dedlt with everything then? she asked, cutting across him.

He paused for amoment and then shook his head.

‘No,” he admitted. ‘ Have you?

‘| haven't even started. To be honest | don't even know where to start.’

‘| think we should dl start with what hurts the most. With Carl it’s his daughter. What about you?



She drank more wine and considered his question.

‘Don’'t know redly. Everything hurts’

‘Okay, so when doesiit get to you the most?

Again she couldn’'t answer.

‘Don’'t know. | was thinking about my sister’ skids yesterday and that really bothered me. | didn’t see
them that often, but the thought that | might not seethem again...’

‘Where did they live?

‘Overseas. Jacki€' s hushand got moved to Kuwait with hisjob for a couple of years. They were due
to come back next summer.’

‘They «ill might.’

“How do you reckon that then?

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘“We still don’t know for certain that any other countries have been affected by this, do we?

‘Not for sure, but...’

‘But what?

‘But | think we would have heard something by now, don't you?

‘Not necessarily.’

‘Oh, come on, Michadl. If there was anyone | eft we would have heard something. Y ou said as much
back in Northwich last week.’

At the mention of the name of the town they’ d fled from Michael immediately began to think about the
crowd of survivors|eft behind in the shabby surroundings of the Whitchurch Community Centre. He
pictured the faces of Stuart, Ralph, Kate and the others and wondered what had become of them.
Fortunately, before he had time to think too much, Emma asked another question.

‘So what about your family then?

‘What about them?

‘“Who do you miss the most? Did you have apartner.’

Michael took adeep bregath, stretched and yawned and then ran hisfingers through his hair.

‘I had been seeing agirl called Mariefor about sx months,” he began, ‘but | haven't thought about
heratall.’

‘“Why not?

‘“We split up three weeks ago.’

‘Do you miss her?

‘Not any more. | don’'t miss my best friend who she was screwing either. There are plenty of other
peoplel missmore.’

‘Such as?

‘Such as my mum. Last night when | wastrying to get to deep | was thinking about her. Y ou know
that feeling you get when you' re just about to go to deep and you think you can hear avoice or seea
face or something?

‘Yes’

‘Well | thought | heard my mum last night. | can't even tell you what it was| thought she'd said. | just
heard her for asplit second. It was like she was lying next to me.’

‘That wasme,” Emma smiled, trying desperately to make light of a conversation that was becoming
increasingly morose.

Michad managed haf a smile before returning his attention to hisdrink. Emmastudied him intently. A
very private and independent man from day one, she was beginning to see sgnsthat there might be more
to him than she first thought. He was blunt, opinionated and occasiondly aggressive, but she was
beginning to see that despite his seemingly self-centred emotions he was genuinely concerned about
Carl’sand her own welfare.

The conversation in the kitchen continued aslong asthe wine lasted. Astime passed by their
discussons became less in-depth and focussed and moretrivial and trite to the point where, by the early



hours of Thursday morning, dmaost everything they talked about wasinsignificant and inane.

During the hours they spent together, Emmaand Michadl learnt about each other’ s strengths,
weaknesses, hobbies, interests, phobias and (now pointless) aspirations and ambitions. They talked
about their favourite books, films, records, televisions programmes, concerts, musicians, actors, foods,
politicians, authors and comedians. They learnt about other redundant aspects of each other’ slives - their
religious beliefs, their politica views and their mord standings.

They finaly made their way up to the bedroom they innocently shared just before two in the morning.
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Carl spent many hours during the days which followed shut away inisolation in his attic bedroom. There
hadn’t seemed to be much point in coming out. What was there to do? Sure he could talk to Michael and
Emma, but why bother? Every conversation, no matter how it began, seemed to end with the three of
them each drowning privately in complete and absolute negativity. They either ended up talking about
how little they had |eft or how much they had logt. It hurt Carl too much to talk anymore. He decided that
it waseasiest for dl concerned if hejust didn’t bother.

His bedroom was wide and spacious, spanning virtualy the entire length of the house. Being high up it
was rdatively warm and comfortable and, most importantly to Carl, it was isolated. There was no need
for anyone to come upstairs for any reason other than to see him. And as no-one had any need to see
him, no-one came upstairsat al. That wasthe way he was beginning to likeit.

Although twee and ol d-fashioned, the bedroom seemed to have been recently used. When they’ d first
arrived there Carl had decided that it had been used as atemporary base for avisiting grandchild,
perhaps sent to the countryside to spend his or her find summer holiday on the farm. The furniture was
sparse - asingle bed, a double wardrobe, a chest of drawers, two brightly painted stools, a bookcase
and a battered but comfortable sofa. On top of the wardrobe Carl had found awooden box containing a
collection of toys, some old books and apair of binoculars which, once he' d cleaned the lenses, he had
used to watch the world outside his window dowly rot and decay.

It was approaching half-past three in the afternoon and he could hear Emma and Michael working
outsdein theyard. He felt absolutely no guilt at not being out there with them because he couldn’'t see
any point in anything that they were doing. He was happy to sit back and do nothing. Okay it was boring,
but what €se was there to do? Nothing seemed to be worth any risk or effort.

Hedidn't even know for surewhat day it was.

He sat on a stool near to the window and, for a couple of seconds, tried to work out whether it was
Friday, Saturday or Sunday. Back when life had been ‘normd’ and he' d been at work, each day had its
own ‘fed’ and atmosphere - the week would begin with the dragging purgatory that was Monday
morning and then dowly improve as Friday evening and the weekend approached. None of that seemed
to matter anymore. Each new day wasthe same asthelast. Y esterday was as frustrating, dull, grey and
pointless as tomorrow would surely aso be.

Today - whatever day it was - had been fairly warm and clear for the time of year. Perched on one of
the wooden stools with the binoculars held up to his eyes he had been able to see for miles acrossrolling
fields. Theworld was so still and free of distractions that, even from adistance, he could make out minute
detail such asthe dramatic tower and steeple of afar-off church. Asthe sun began to dowly fade below
the horizon he watched as the colour faded from the steeple and it became an inky dark shape
slhouetted againgt the light purples and blues of the early evening sky. Strange, he thought, how it all
looked so calm and peaceful. Underneath the cover of gpparent normdity the world wasfilled with
desth, disease and destruction. Even the greenest and purest, seemingly untouched fields were breeding



grounds filled with fermenting disease and devadtation.

A short distance before the church Carl could see astraight length of road lined on either sde with
narrow cottages and shops. The stiliness of the scene was suddenly disrupted when ascrawny dog ran
into view. The nervous creature dowed down and crept breathlesdy along the road, keeping its nose, tail
and belly low and sniffing bodies and other piles of rubbish asit moved, obvioudy hunting for food. As
Carl watched the dog stopped moving. It lifted its muzzle and sniffed the rancid air. It moved its heed
dowly (obvioudy following some out of view movement) and then cowered away from something inthe
shadows. The dog jumped up and began to bark furioudy. Carl couldn’t heer it, but he could tdll from its
defensive body position and the repested angry jerks of its head that it was in danger. Within seconds of
thefirst sound the dog had attracted the attention of some fourteen bodies. With avicious, ingtinctive
intent and a new found speed, they surrounded the helpless cresture and set upon it. Between them the
corpsestore the anima limb from limb.

Even after dl that he had seen - the destruction, the carnage and the loss of thousands of lives - this
sudden and unexpected attack shocked Carl. The bodies were becoming more aert and more deedly
with each passing day. They now seemed to be grouping together and moving in packs, animd ingtinct
driving themon.

He couldn’t understand why Michael and Emma were bothering to make such an effort to survive.
The odds were stacked againgt them. Where was the point in trying to carve out afuture existence when
it was so obvioudy a pointless task? Everything was ruined. It was over. So why couldn’t they just
accept it and see the truth like he could? Why continue to make such a fucking noise about nothing?

Carl knew that there would never be asavation or escape from thisvicious, tortured world and dl he
wanted to do was just stop and switch off. He wanted to let down his guard for awhile and not have to
look congtantly over his shoulder. In the dark hours he spent aone he came to the conclusion that he' d
never again find such peace until hislife was over. But even death no longer brought with it any certainty.

Outsidein the enclosed areain front of the house Michadl was working on the van. He had checked
thetyres, the ail, thewater level and just about everything ese he could think of checking. The
importance of the van to them could not be overestimated - without it they would be stranded. Without it
they would be trapped at Penn Farm, unable to fetch supplies (which they knew they would haveto do
at some point in the near future) and unable to get away should anything happen to compromise the
safety of their home. And they had amost cometo think of it asahometoo. In aworld full of dark
disorientation, within the safe and sturdy walls of the farmhouse they had at last found allittle stability.

‘Next time we re out we should get another one of these,” Michagl said as he ran his hands aong the
buckled driver’ s sde wing of the van. He made it sound asiif they could just run down to the shopswhen
they next fet likeit. His casua tone completely belied the redlity of their Situation.

‘Makes sense” Emma agreed. She was sitting on the stone steps leading up to the front door. She'd
been stting there for the last hour and a half, just watching as Michael had worked.

‘ Perhaps we should try and get something alittle lessrefined,” he continued. * Thisthing has been fine,
but if you think about it, we need something that’ s going to get us out of any Situation. If we're
somewhere and the roads are blocked, chances are we' Il need to find another way to get away. We
could end up driving through fields or...’

‘l can’t see usleaving here much. Only to get food or...’

‘But you never know, do you? Bloody hell, anything could happen. The only thing we can be certain
about anymore isthat fact that we can’t be sure of anything.’

Emma stood up and stretched.

‘Silly bugger,” shesmiled.

‘1 know what you' re saying though,” he continued as he gathered together histools and began to pack
them away. ‘ If we stay here we could do pretty much anything. We could build abrick wall round the
house if we wanted to. Really keep those bastards out.’

Emmadidn’t respond. She stood at the top of the steps and looked down across the yard and out
towards the rgpidly darkening countryside.



‘Light’sfading,” she mumbled. ‘ Better get inside soon.’

‘I don't think it makes much difference anymore,” Michael said quietly, climbing the stepsto stand
next to her. ‘ Doesn’t matter how dark it is, those bloody things just don’t stop. It might even be safer out
here at night. At least they can’'t see uswhen itsdark.’

‘They can il hear us. Might even be ableto smell us’

‘Doesn’t matter,” he said again, looking into her face. ‘ They can’t get to us.’

Emma nodded and turned to walk insgde. Michael followed her through into the house.

‘Carl’sin, isn't he? he asked as he pushed the door shut.

Emmalooked puzzled.

‘Of course he'sin. He hasn't been out of his bloody bedroom for days. Where e se do you think he's
going to be?

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘Don’t know. He might have gone out back. Just thought I’ d check.’

She shook her head and leant against the hal wall. The house was dark. The generator hadn’t yet
been started.

‘Takeit fromme,’ shesaid, her voicetired and low, ‘he' sinsde. | looked up at the window and saw
him earlier. He was there again with those bloody binoculars, face pressed againgt the glass. Christ done
knows what hewaslooking at.’

‘Do you think he saright?

Emmasighed at Michagl’ s question. It was painfully obviousto her that Carl wasfar from dright. It
was equaly obviousthat histemperament and stability gppeared to be wavering more and more
unsteadily each day.

Michadl sensed her frustration.

‘He |l comethrough this’ hesaid optimigticaly. ‘Give him time and he' |l get over everything that's
happened.’

‘Do you redly think s0? Emmaasked.

Michadl thought for amoment.

‘Yes... why, don’t you?

She shrugged her shoulders and disappeared into the kitchen.

‘Don’'t know. He' sredlly suffering, that much I’'m sure about.”

‘We' vedl suffered.’

‘I know that. Bloody hell, we' ve had this conversation again and again. He lost more than we did.
You and I lived on our own. He shared every second of every day with his partner and child.’

‘I know, but...’

‘But I’'m not sureif you do. I'm not sureif | fully understand how much he'shurting. | don’t think |
ever will.

Michael was beginning to get annoyed and he wasn't completely sure why. Okay so Carl was hurting,
but no amount of hoping, praying and crying would bring back anything that any of them had lost. Hard
asit sounded, he knew that the three of them could only survive by looking forward and forgetting
everything and everyone that had gone.

He watched as Emmatook off her coat, hung it up in the hallway and then lit acandle and walked
updairs.

Left donein the darkness, Michad! listened to the sounds of the creaking old house. A strong wind
had begun to blow outside and he could hear the first few spots of aheavy shower of rain hitting the
kitchen window. In cold isolation he thought more about Carl and, as he did, so hisfrustration and
concern continued to increase. It wasn't just about Carl, he decided. The well-being of each of the
survivorswas of paramount importanceto all of them. Life was becoming increasingly dangerous by the
day and they couldn’t afford to take any chances. They al needed to be pulling in the same directionin
order to continue to survive. For the first time since this had al begun it had stopped happening. It was
beginning to fed like he waswith Emmaand that Carl just happened to be there aswell, distant and
superfluous.



Heknew that they were going to haveto pull himinto line.
Carl wasther glassjaw. He was fast becoming their Achilles hed and every timethey Ieft the safety
of the house he was dangeroudly exposed.
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The earlier wind and rain had quickly developed into ahowling storm. By hdf-past ten theisolated farm
was being battered by afurious gale which tore through the tops of the surrounding trees and rattled and
shook sections of the hastily constructed barrier around the building. Constant floods of driving, torrential
rain lashed down from the ominous, swirling clouds overhead, turning the once gently trickling stream
beside the house into awild torrent of white water.

For thefirst timein several daysthe survivors had started up the generator. 1t had seemed sensibleto
presume that the noise of the squaly weether would drown out the constant mechanica thump of the
machinery. Sick of sitting in darkness, Michadl had decided that it was worth taking therisk for alittle
comfort.

Relatively relaxed and obliviousto the gppalling conditions outsde, Michael, Emmaand Carl sat inthe
living room together watching avideo in the warmth of an open fire. Michagl was quickly bored by the
video - abadly dubbed martid arts film which he' d seen severd times since they’ d taken it from the
supermarket in Byster - and yet he was pleased to be sitting where he was. Whilst what remained of the
population suffered outside, he was warm, dry and well fed. Even Carl had been tempted down from the
atic. Their evening together had provided abrief but much needed respite from the aternating pressure
and boredom of what remained of their lives.

Emmafound it hard to watch the film. Not just because it was one of the worst films she'd ever had
the misfortune to see, but aso because it aroused anumber of unexpected and uncomfortable emotions
within her. Whilst doing agood job of distracting her from everything that was happening around her for
atime, thefilm aso reminded her of thelife she used to lead. She couldn’t redly identify with anything -
the characters, their accents, the locations, the plot and the incidental music al seemed dien - and yet at
the sametimeit was al ingantly familiar and safe. In a scene depicting a car chase through busy Hong
Kong streets she found hersdlf watching the people in the background going about their everyday
businessinstead of the violent physical action taking place in the foreground. She watched the people
with adegree of envy. How novel and unexpected it wasto see aclean city and to seeindividuals moving
around with reason and purpose and acting and reacting with each other. Emmaad so felt acold uneasein
the pit of her scomach. She couldn’t help but look into the faces of each one of the actors and think about
what might have happened to them in the years since the film had been made. She saw hundreds of
different people - each one with their own unique identity, family and life - and she knew that virtudly al
of them would by now be dead.

The end of the film was rapidly approaching, and a huge set-piece battle between the hero and villain
wasimminent. Thefilmmakerswere lessthan subtle in ther attention grabbing techniques. Themain
character had driven into avast warehouse and now found himsdf done. Thelighting was sparse and
moody and the overly dramatic orchestral soundtrack was building to an obvious crescendo. Then the
music stopped suddenly and, as the hero of the film waited for his opponent to appear, the house became
Slent.

Emmajumped out of her sedt.

‘“What' sthe matter? Michadl asked, immediately concerned.

For afew long seconds she didn’t answer. She stood still in the middle of the room, her face screwed
up with concentration.



‘Emma...” Michael pressed.

‘Shh...” she hissed.

Oblivious and disinterested, Carl cocked his head to the right so that he could see past Emmawho
was standing in the way of thetelevision.

Shelooked frightened. Michael wasworried.

‘What isit? he asked again.

‘| heard something...” shereplied, her voice low.

‘It was probably just the film,” he said, trying desperately to play things down. His mouth was dry. He
felt nervous. Emmawasn't the type to make afussfor no reason.

‘No,’ she snapped, scowling a him. ‘| heard something outside, I'm sure | did.’

Thefilm soundtrack burst into life again, startling her. With her heart in her mouth she reached down
and switched off the television.

‘| waswatching that,” Carl protested.

‘For fuck’ s sake, shut up,” she barked at him.

Thereit wasagain. A definite new and indistinct noise coming from outside. It wasn't the wind and it
wasn't therain and she hadn’t imagined it.

Michael heard it too.

Without saying another word Emmaran from the living room into the dark kitchen. She quickly
threaded her way around the table and chairs to the window and craned her neck to see outside.

‘ Anything there? Michael asked, close behind her.

‘Nothing,” she mumbled. She turned and headed out of the room towards the stairs. She stopped
when shewas halfway up and turned back to face Michadl. ‘Listen,” shewhispered, lifting asingle finger
to her lips. ‘ There, can you hear it?

He held his breath and listened carefully. For afew moments he couldn’t hear anything other than the
wind and rain and the constant rhythmic mechanica thumping of the generator. Then, just for afraction of
a second, he became aware of the new noise again. His ears seemed to lock onto the frequency of the
sound and it somehow rose up and became distinct from the rest of the melee. As he concentrated the
noise washed and faded and changed. In turn it was the sound of something being clattered againgt the
wooden gate over the bridge, then another, less obvious noise, then more clattering and thumping.
Without saying another word he ran towards Emma and pushed hisway past her. Shefollowed ashe
disappeared into their bedroom. By the time she entered the room he was dready standing on the far
Sde, looking out of the window in utter disbelief.

‘Bloody hell,’ he said as he stared down. ‘ Just look at this...’

With some trepidation Emmawalked across the room and peered over his shoulder. Although it was
pitch-black outside and the driving rain blurred her view through the glass, she could clearly see
movement on the other side of the barrier. Running the entire length of the barricade were vast crowds of
bodies. They had often seen one or two of them there before, but never this many. They had never seen
them in such vast and unexpected numbers.

‘There are hundreds of them,” Michael whispered, his voice hoarse with fear, ‘ fucking hundreds of
them.’

‘Why? Emma asked.

‘The generator,” he sighed. * Even over the weather they must have heard the generator.’

‘Christ’

‘And light,” he continued. *We ve had lights on tonight. They must have seen them. And there wasthe
smoke from thefire...

Emma shook her head and continued to stare down at the rotting crowd gathered round the house.

‘But why so many? she wondered.

‘Think about it,” Michael replied. ‘ Theworld isdead. It'sslent and at night it' sdark. | supposeit just
took one or two of them to see or hear us and that was enough. Thefirst few moving towards the house
would have attracted the next few and they would have attracted the next and so on and so on...’

Asthe two of them looked down at the hordes of corpses, one of the creatures standing on the stone



bridge spanning the stream lifted its emaciated arms and began to shake and bang the wooden gate.

‘What' sgoing on? Carl asked having findly dragged himsdlf out of his seat and updtairs.

‘Bodies,; Michadl said quietly. ‘Hundreds of bodies.’

Carl crept forwards, dragging histired feet on the ground, and looked out over the yard.

‘What do they want? he muttered under his bresth.

‘Christ knows,” Michadl cursed.

The other man stared down at the heaving crowd with amorbid curiosity. Emmaturned towards
Michadl and took hold of hisarm.

“They won't get through, will they? she asked.

Hefédt that he should try and reassure her but he couldn’t lie.

‘Don’'t know,” he replied with abrutal honesty.

‘But they haven’t got any real strength, have they? she said, trying hard to convince hersdf that they
were dill safein the house.

‘Ontheir own they’renothing,” he muttered. ‘ But there are hundreds of them here tonight. I’ ve got no
ideawhat they’ re capable of in these kind of numbers!’

Emmavisbly shuddered with fright. Her fright instantly becameicy fear asthe moon broke through a
momentary gap in the heavy cloud layer and illuminated even more of the desperate figures staggering
through the fields surrounding the farm and converging on the house.

“Shit,” snapped Michad anxioudly.

‘What are we going to do? Emma asked. She looked down and watched as part of the crowd lining
the stream-come-river surged forward. Severa of the creatures, their footing aready unsteady in the
greasy mud, fell and were carried away by the foaming waters.

Michael looked up into the clouds and ran hisfingersthrough his hair, trying desperately to clear his
mind and shut out al distractions so that he could think straight. Then, without warning, he ran out of the
bedroom and sprinted down the staircase and along the hallway to the back door. Taking adeep breath
he unlocked the door and ran over to the shed which housed the generator. The conditions were
atrocious and he was soaked through in seconds. Ignorant to the cold and the vicious, swirling wind, he
flung open the wooden door and threw the switch which stopped the machine, suddenly silencing its
congtant thumping and plunging the farmhouse into compl ete darknessin one single movement.

Emma caught her breath a the moment the lights died. The darkness explained Michad’ s sudden
disappearance and she ran out to the landing to make sure that he had made it safely back inside. She
was relieved when she heard the back door dam shut and lock.

“You okay? she asked as he dragged himsdlf breathlesdy back up the dairs.

He nodded and cleared his throat.

‘I"'m okay.’

The two survivors stood at the top of the stairs, holding each other tightly. Save for the muffled roar of
the wind and rain outside the house was slent. The lack of any other sound was eerie and unnerving.
Michael took old of Emma s hand and led her back to the bedroom.

‘“What the hell are we going to do? she whispered. She sat down on the edge of the bed as Michael
looked out of the window.

‘Don’'t know,” he answered, ingtinctively and honestly. ‘We should wait and seeif they disappear
before we do anything. There’ sno light or noise to attract them now. They should go.’

‘But what are we going to do? she asked again. ‘We can't live without light. Christ, winter’s coming.
We'll need fireand light...’

Michael didn’t reply. Instead he smply stared down at the crowd of decomposing corpses. He
watched the bodiesin the distance, still dragging themsalves towards the house, and prayed that they
would become disinterested and turn away.

Emmawasright. What qudity of lifewould they have hiding in adark house with no light, warmth or
other comfort? But what was the dternative? On this cold and desolate night there didn’t seemto be
any.

Rapidly becoming sick of it dl, Michael turned away from the window, took Emma s hand and led



her out of the room. The temperature was low and to hold her close was comforting and reassuring.

Carl remained donein the bedroom, leaning againgt the window, watching the milling crowds beyond
the barricade with fear, unease and mounting hate. He hadn’t even noticed that the other two had |eft the
room.
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Emmafinally managed to fal adeep alittle after two o’ clock the following morning but she was awake
again by four.

Her bedroom was dull and cold. She woke up with a sudden start and sat bolt upright in bed. Theair
around her facewasicy and her breath condensed in cool clouds around her mouth and nose.

Since arriving at the farm she and Michadl had shared thisroom. There was nothing sinister or
untoward about Michadl’ s presence there - he continued to deep on the floor in the gap between the bed
and the outsde wall and he discreetly looked away or left the room whenever she dressed or undressed.
Neither had ever spoken about their unusua deeping arrangements. Both of them silently continued to
welcome the warm comfort and security of having another living, breathing person close nearby.

Thiswasthefirst morning that Michael hadn’t been there when she d looked. He often rosefirst but,
until thismorning, she’ d dways been aware of him getting up and leaving the room.

Sheinginctively leant over to her right (as she often did first thing) and, finding it hard to focus her
eyesin the early morning gloom, stretched out her arm, hoping that her outstretched fingers would reach
the reassuring bulk of her deegping friend. This morning, however, her tired eyes had not deceived her -
where she had expected to find Michad she instead found only his crumpled deeping bag. He had
definitely been there when she' d gone to bed because she could clearly remember hearing him snuffling
and snoring as he had drifted off to deep beside her. She leant across alittle further, picked up the empty
deegping bag and pulled it closeto her face. It smelled of Michadl, and it was till warm from the hegt of
hisbody.

No need to panic, she thought.

Had it been any later then she wouldn't have been unduly worried, but it was only four o’ clock.
Perhaps he hadn’t been able to deep. Maybe he' d just gone el sewhere because he’ d been restless and
he hadn’t wanted to wake her up.

Regardless of the reason, Emmagot up and pulled on anearby pair of jeans and athick towelling
dressing-gown which she had |eft draped over the back of achair on the other side of the bed. She
tiptoed across the dark bedroom with arms stretched out in front of her to give guidance and baance.
The varnished floorboards were cold beneath her bare feet and she shivered as she reached out to open
the door.

There was congderably more light on the landing. Thethick curtains drawn across her bedroom
window had blocked out dmogt dl of the early morning light. She glanced up the short flight of stairs
which led to Carl’ s attic room and saw that his door was open. Unusua, she thought. With Carl
becoming more of arecluse with each passing day, she had become used to not seeing or hearing him
before midday. At the moment the last thing he seemed to want was any contact with Michadl or hersdlf,
especidly at thistime of the morning.

She crept along the landing to the top of the staircase and peered down to the hallway.

‘Michadl,” she hissed. The degthly quiet of the building amplified her voice to an unexpectedly loud
volume.

No response.

‘Michadl, shecdled again, thistime ddiberately alittle louder. ‘Michad, Carl...where are you?



She waited for amoment and concentrated on the silence of the house around her, hoping that the
ominous quiet would soon be shattered by areply from one of her two companions. When no such reply
came, shetook a couple of cautious steps forward and called out again.

‘Michad,” she cdled for theforth time, her voice now at full volume. * Christ, answer me, will you?

Another step forward. She stopped again and waited and listened. She lifted her foot to take afurther
step but then, before she could put it down again, the oppressive quiet was shattered by adull thump
from outside. She froze, routed to the spot in fear. She had heard that sound last night.

Another thump.

Another.

Another.

Then suddenly the sound of athousand bodies beating their rotting fists against the barrier round the
house.

Desperate, Emmaran downgtairs. The relentless noise coming from outside was increasing in volume.
It was different this morning, harsher and aready much, much louder than last night. Last night the bodies
had hammered againg the gate with tired, clumsy hands. This morning they sounded more definite. This
morning they sounded purposeful.

‘Michadl,” she hissed again, till no closer to finding either of her companions. She looked up and
down the empty hdlway for any sgnsof life.

The noise outsde reached an amighty crescendo and then stopped. Confused and terrified, Emma
ran to the front door and stared out over the yard.

The gate across the bridge was down.

A vast torrent of ssumbling bodieswas surging towards the house.

Seconds later and there was another noise, thistime from the kitchen. 1t was the cracking of glass.
Emmaran into the room and then stopped dead in her tracks. Pressed hard against the wide kitchen
window were countless diseased and decomposing figures. Pairs of cold, clouded and expressionless
eyesfollowed her every move and the remains of numb, heavy hands began to beat against thefragile
glass. In abject horror she watched as a series of jagged cracks quickly worked their way acrossthe
window from the bottom right to the diagonally opposite corner.

Emmaturned and ran. She tripped on arug in the halway and haf-sprinted, hadf-fdl into theliving
room, landing in an uncoordinated heap on the carpet. She looked up and saw through the French
windows that more rotting faces were staring back at her from outside this room. Forgetting about
Michadl and Carl, she knew that her only chance was to barricade herself in Carl’ s attic bedroom - the
highest and, she hoped, safest part of the house.

As she sprinted back down the halway towards the stairs the front door burst open under the force
of athousand desperate bodies outside. Like adam that had broken its banks, in seconds an
unstoppable flood of abhorrent creatures were insde. She struggled to push past the first few corpses
and get to the staircase. Sheran up the stairs and then paused for afraction of a second to look back
down. Thewhole of the lower floor of the house was carpeted with a seething mass of writhing, rotting
bodies.

Sheraninto her room (asit wasthe closest) and dammed the door shut behind her. Struggling in the
darkness, shethrew achair out of the way and kicked her way through a pile of Michadl’ s discarded
clothes. Once she' d reached the window she threw back the curtains and looked outside to see her
worst nightmare made redlity. The barrier around the house was down in &t least three placesthat she
could see. Countlessfigures continued to stagger towards the house and the yard was a heaving sea of
bodies. The van - her only means of escape - was hopeessy surrounded. Beyond the remains of the
fence, for asfar as she could seein dl directions, hundreds of thousands of shadowy figurestraipsed
relentlesdy towards Penn Farm.

There was a sudden crashing noise behind her and Emma span round to find hersalf face to face with
four corpses. She could see more of them on the landing, the sheer volume of bodies having forced them
into the room. The nearest of the group of four - something that had once been a Policeman - stared at
her for amoment before lurching forward. She screamed and tried desperately to open the window.



Asthe bodies gpproached she turned and kicked thefirst creature square in its withered and rotting
testicles. It didn’t flinch or show the dightest flicker of emotion. Instead it reached out for her with
vicious, talon-like fingers and caught hold of her hair, yanking her down onto the bed.

Asthefirg sharp clawstoreinto her skin the nightmare ended.

32

The dream terrified Emma

She woke up drenched in an ice-cold swest and, for afew uncertain moments, was almost too afraid
to move. Once she had managed to convince hersdlf that it had only been adream and that she was safe
(or as safe as she could expect to be), sheleant over to her right to check that Michagl was il lying on
the floor beside her. A wave of cool relief washed over her as she reached out her hand and rested it on
his shoulder. She held it there for afew seconds until she was completely surethat dl waswell. The
gentle, rhythmic movements of his body as he bresthed were remarkably caming and reassuring.

In the days, months and years before her world had been turned upside down Emma had often tried
to anayse the hidden meaning of dreams. She had read numerous books that offered explanationsfor the
metaphors and images which filled her mind while she dept. Her dreams had changed since they’d
arrived at Penn Farm. There was nothing subtle or hidden in the visions she' d seen in her degp this
morning. They showed her, in no uncertain terms, aterrifying verson of the future. A version of the future
which could so quickly and easily cometo be.

Climbing out of bed (and taking care not to disturb Michadl as she did so) Emmamade her way over
to the window and threw back the curtains. She kept her eyes screwed tightly shut for afew seconds -
partly because of the bright light flooding in through the glass but mostly because she was afraid of what
she might see outside. She breathed aheavy sigh of relief when shefindly dared to open her eyes and
saw that only thirty or forty figures remained on the other Sde of the barrier. The mgority of the crowd
that had gathered last night had wandered away into the wilderness again, perhaps having been distracted
by some other sound or movement. Since they had switched off the generator the farmhouse hed, to all
intents and purposes, appeared to be as dead and as empty as any one of the hundreds of thousands of
other buildings dotted around the countryside.

Emma heard noises downgtairs. It was amost eight o' clock and the fact that it was now areasonable
hour to be getting up coupled with the fact that she knew the barrier round the building was il intact,
gave her acomforting feding of security and protection. Feding certain that al waswell within the house,
and till taking care not to disturb Michael, she pulled on some clothes and made her way downdtairs.
Shefound Carl in the kitchen.

‘Morning,” she said as she walked into the room. She yawned and stretched. Other than mumbling
something indigtinct Carl didn’t stop or look up from what he was doing.

Emma stood and watched him for amoment. He was fully dressed and had obvioudy washed and
shaved. He was searching through the kitchen cupboards and had collected a pile of food and supplies
onthetable.

‘What are you doing? she asked cautioudly.

‘Nothing,” he muttered, still not looking up at her.

‘Doesn’t look like nothing to me.’

Carl didn't reply.

Sensing hisvery obvious reluctance to talk, Emmawalked round him and made her way over to the
cooker. She lifted the kettle and shook it. Happy that there was enough water insde she put it down
again and lit the gas burner. The kettle and stove were cold and unused. Whatever it was Carl was doing



was obvioudy important because he hadn’t bothered to make himsdlf adrink since getting up. Onething
that the three survivors had quickly found they had in common was aneed to get ahot drink insde them
before they could function in the morning.

‘Want a coffee? she asked amiably, determined not to let his hodtility deter her.

‘No,” hereplied abruptly, still avoiding eye-contact. ‘ No thanks.’

Emma shrugged her shoulders and spooned coffee granulesinto two mugs.

There was an oppressive atmosphere in the room. The only noise came from the kettle boiling on the
stove. Carl continued to ook through the cupboards and drawers. Emmafelt uneasy. He was obvioudy
up to something but he clearly didn’t want to talk and she couldn’t think of a subtle way of asking him
what it was that he was doing. She quickly came to the conclusion that she should just ask outright again,
and that she should keep asking until she got the answers she wanted.

‘Carl, shebegan, ‘what exactly are you doing? And please don't insult my intelligence by telling me
it's nothing when it' s bloody obviousthat it’snot.’

He continued to ignore her.

Emma noticed that there was awell-packed rucksack resting against awall in the store room adjacent
to the kitchen.

‘“Where are you thinking of going? she asked.

Still no response.

The kettle began to boil. Emma made a cup of coffeefor hersalf and onefor Michadl. She Sipped at
her scalding hot drink and looked directly at Carl over the brim of her mug.

‘“Where are you going to go? she asked again, her voice ddliberately low and calm.

Carl turned his back to her and leant against the nearest kitchen unit.

‘1 don't know,” he eventually replied. Emma guessed that he was lying. It was obvious that although
he feigned noncha ance, he knew exactly where he was going and what he was planning to do.

‘Comeon,” shesighed, growing tired. ‘ Do you redly expect meto believe that?

‘Believe what you want,” he snapped. ‘ Doesn’'t matter to me.’

“You can't leave the housg, it’ stoo dangerous. Bloody hell, you saw how many of those things
managed to get here last night. If you really think that you...’

‘That’ sthe whole fucking problem, isn't it? he said, finaly turning round to face her. ‘1 saw how
many bodies were here last night - too bloody many. It’snot safe to stay here anymore.

‘It snot safe anywhere these days. Faceit, Carl, this placeis as good as you' re going to get.’

‘Noitisn't, heargued. ‘“We're out on alimb here. There' s nowhereto run. If that fence comes down
we' re completely fucked...’

‘But can’t you see that we can get over that? \When they’ re here in large numbers we just shut up and
gttight. If we stay slent and out of sght for long enough they’ |l disappear.’

‘And isthat what you want? Are you happy to sit and hide for hours every time those bloody things
get close? They' re getting stronger everyday and it won't belong before...’

‘Of courseit’snot idedl, but what’ sthe alternative?

‘The dternativeisto go back home. | know Northwich like the back of my hand and | know that
there are other survivorsthere. | think I'll have more of achance back in the city. It wasamistake
coming out here.’

Emma struggled to comprehend what she was hearing.

‘Areyou fucking crazy? she sammered. ‘ Do you know the risks you' d be taking by...’

‘Emma, I’m going. If you haven’t got anything constructive to say then do me afavour and don’t say
anythingat al.’

‘But have you thought thisthrough? Do you redlly believe thisisthe right thing to do?

‘There' ssafety in numbers,” he said, turning his back on her again. ‘ Those bloody things proved it last
night, didn’t they? More survivors has got to equa more of achancein my book...

“You'rewrong,” Michael interrupted. He was standing in the kitchen doorway. Neither Emmacor Carl
knew how long he' d been there or how much he' d heard. He leant againgt the door frame with hisarms
cros=d infront of him.



Carl shook his head.

‘Leaving herewould be afucking stupid thing to do,” Michadl added.

‘ Staying here seems like afucking stupid thing to do too,” he snapped back.

Michael took a deep breath and walked further into the kitchen. He sat on the edge of the kitchen
table and watched the other man as he tried desperately to busy himsalf and avoid eye contact with the
other two survivors.

‘Convince me,” Michael said as hetook his coffee from Emma. * Just how much have you thought
about this?

For asecond Carl was angry, fedling that Michael was patronising him. But then he decided that he
sounded asif hewas at least going to listen to what he had to say.

‘I’ ve thought long and hard about it,” hereplied, ‘thisisn't something that I’ ve just decided todoon a
whim.’

‘So what’ syour plan?

‘Get back to Northwich and try and get to the community centre. See who' s till there...

‘And then?

‘ And then find somewhere secure to base mysdlf.’

‘But you said you didn’t want to lock yoursdf away and hide. Aren’t you just going to be doing that
somewhere e seinstead of here? Emma asked.

‘There’ sacouncil works depot between the community centre and where | usedtolive. There'sa
bloody ten foot wal right the way around it. Once we' re in there we' re safe. There' strucksand al kinds
of thingsthere’

‘How you going to get in?

‘I'll getin.’

‘And what if there’ s no-one a the Community Centre?

‘I’ll keep going to the depot on my own.’

Michael stopped asking questions and sat and thought for afew seconds.

*So when were you thinking of going? he wondered.

‘We ve got to go out for supplies at some point in the next few days,” Carl answered. ‘I figured I'd
try and get some transport while we were away from the house and then I ll take it from there’

“We could go and get suppliestoday,” Michad said, surprisng Emmawho looked a him with an
expression of utter disbelief on her face.

“What the hell are you doing? shehissed a him. ‘ Chrit, are you thinking of going too?

Michael shook hishead.

‘Seemsto me that you' re going to go whatever wetry and say or do to stop you.’

Carl nodded.

‘I"d go now if | could.’

‘Then there doesn’t seem to be any point in Emmaor | wasting our time trying to persuade you that
you' re making amistake.’

‘I don’t think | am. Y ou are right though, you' d be wasting your time.”

‘And if wetry and stop you leaving we' Il probably end up begating the crap out of each other and the
net result will ill bethat you leave. Am [ right?

‘“You'reright.’

He turned to face Emma

‘Sowedon't have alot of choice, do we?

‘But, Mike, he'll end up dead. Hewon't last five minutes out there.’

Michadl sighed and watched Carl disappear into the store room.

‘That’ s not our problem,” he said. *Our priority isto keep ourselves safe, and if that meansthat Carl
leavesthen Carl leaves. Think of him asahoming pigeon. We send him on hisway today and, with alittle
luck, if things don’t work out he' Il bring the rest of the survivors from Northwich back herewith him if he
managesto find them.’

Emmanodded. She understood everything he said but till found it hard to accept.



‘He sastupid fucking idiot,” she hissed under her breath.

Onceit had been accepted that Carl’ sleaving for the city wasinevitable the survivors quickly forced
themselvesinto action. He was keen to get away as quickly as he could and Michad and Emmawere
keen to make the most of having him around. A trip away from the house was essentia to al of them
whether they were staying or going. Having three pairs of handsinstead of two meant that theoretically
Michael and Emmacould collect more supplies and so defer their next excursion for afew precious days
and hourslonger.

On acold and wet Sunday morning they returned to Pennmyre, the first place they had visited after
stumbling upon Penn Farm last week. The tension in the van rose quickly asthey approached the main
sreet of the village. It came as no surprise that as the sound of the engine shattered the fragile silence, the
unwanted interest of scores of deplorable creatures nearby was aroused. Too afraid to move at first for
fear of being swallowed up by the diseased crowds that had quickly gathered al around them, Emma,
Michadl and Carl wereforced to wait for over an hour in the back of their battered vehicle, crouching
dlently on the floor, hidden under blankets and coats until the bodies had drifted away.

Michadl had parked close to a small supermarket. Once the crowds around the van had dispersed
Emma carefully opened the van door nearest to the building and quietly disappeared insde. While
Michael and Carl began their search for aternative trangport she collected as many tins of food and other
non-perishable supplies as she could find and |oaded them into the back of the van. Each movement she
made was dow and considered. Every step was carefully co-ordinated so that she remained silent and
out of Sght of the rest of the world.

There were two large garages near to the supermarket. Michael quickly found a Landrover that suited
his needs and set abouit finding the keys from the office and ensuring that the tank wasfilled with petrol.
He siphoned extrafud from other vehicles scattered around the forecourt and loaded them into the back
of hisnew transport in metal cans. As he worked he watched the occasiona body stagger by. He was
surethat one or two of them saw him. He guessed that they were used to seeing bodies moving and that
their rotting brains were not been able to distinguish between him and the millions of other sickly bodies
gl dragging themselves aong the sllent streets. Sound il seemed to betheir main simulus.

By chance Carl stumbled across the perfect machine to get him to the city. In adark and narrow aley
between two shops he found amotorbike. It looked well maintained and powerful and, athough his
experience of riding motorbikeswas limited, he knew that it would beidedl. It would give him far more
speed and manoeuvrability than any four-wheded vehicle could. He found the keysto the bikein the
pocket of aleather-clad corpse nearby. With trepidation (but understanding the need for protection and
not having thetime or inclination to look esawhere) he then stripped the legthers from the decaying body
and gingerly removed its hdmet. The head of the cadaver was withered and light and the flesh
unexpectedly dry and discoloured. Not daring to start the engine, he released the brake and pushed the
bike back to the supermarket where Emmaand Michagl waited anxioudy for him.

Emma climbed into the driver’ s seet of the van as he gpproached, keen to get away.

‘Got this,” he whispered.  Should do me!’

She nodded but did not say anything. The reasons for her silence were twofold. Primarily shedidn’t
want to attract the attention of any body wandering nearby but, o, she didn’t have anything she wanted
to say to Carl. Asthe morning had progressed she had silently become more and more incensed by his
sfishintentions. Not only did shethink he was afool for even thinking about going back to the city, but
she aso decided that he was aweak and uncaring bastard for leaving her and Michadl. Three was asafe



number - if one of them was injured then the other two could help. Left donewith Michadl, she knew
that they would be in serioustrouble if anything happened to either of them. And the chances of Carl
surviving on hisown in an accident were next to nil. By leaving he was putting them al &t risk.

“What do you think of this? Carl whispered to Michadl as he returned to the van. Michael couldn’t
even pretend to be interested in elther the bike or Carl. He grunted in resentful acknowledgement.

‘Ready to get going? hethen asked, clearly directing his question towards Emma. She nodded.

‘I'm ready.’

‘I’'vefound aLandrover,” he continued. ‘Y ou start the van up and I’ ll try and get it going. If it works
I’ lead, if not get ready to let me back inside’

She nodded again. Her throat was dry and her heart had started to thump in her chest. She knew that
as soon asthey started thefirst engine they would be engulfed by bodies.

‘I'll follow on behind,” Carl said.

‘Whatever,” Michagl muttered as he jogged back over to the Landrover.

Once he wasinside the vehicle Carl climbed onto the bike and waited. Emmalooked acrossto the
garage and waited for Michael to settle himself. He shuffled in his seet, put the key in theignition and then
put his thumb up to Emma. She started the van and within a couple of secondsthefirst bodies had
arrived, lurching towards the survivorsfrom al directions. Michael started the Landrover and inched
forward over the high kerb and down onto the road. Carl started the bike, taking three attempts before
the spluttering engine burst into life after the best part of two weeks of idleness. The deafening roar from
the engine seemed to attract the attention of every corpse for miles around. A vast crowd surged towards
the scene asfast asther rotting legswould carry them.

Asbody after relentless body collided with the sides of the Landrover, Michael put his foot down and
carved abloody path through the pitiful creatures. Emmadid the same, following in hiswake, and then
Carl attempted to move forwards. The bike was powerful - far more so than he had expected - and the
unexpected force caught him off guard. For asecond he amost lost control. He paused and steadied
himself. The nearest corpse lurched towards him, catching hold of the back of his jacket more through
luck than judgement. Terrified, Carl lifted hisfeet from the ground and accelerated away from the remains
of the desolate, dead village, leaving the body behind reaching out after him.

A few miles had been driven before Carl had devel oped enough confidence to try and use the bike to
itsfull potential. He raced with the van and the Landrover, overtaking and then dropping back, cutting
between them and weaving hisway through the wrecks, bodies and ruinswhich lay in his path. By the
time they’ d reached the track which led from the main road back up to Penn Farm he felt confident
enough to surge ahead. He drove across the stone bridge, unlocked the gate and waited for Emmaand
Michadl. The second they were both through and safely within the confines of the barricade he dammed
the heavy gate shut and snap-locked the eight chunky padlocks which they used to keep it secure.
Already there were bodies close by - perhaps the remains of last night’s crowds. As he closed the gate
he saw twenty or thirty shadowy shapes appear from the forest and start to stumble towards the house,
hopelesdy following the bike, van and Landrover. Although till clumsy and lethargic, they moved with an
unnerving determination and reason. A week ago they had wandered aimlesdy and without direction.
Thismorning it was clear that the creatures had a purpose.

Carl whedled the bike closer to the house and knelt down and began to check it over for sgns of
obvious damage. He didn’'t want to go insde just yet. Now that his decision to leave the house was
certain hefdt disconnected from the others. He no longer belonged at the farm. It felt dmogt asif he
shouldn’t be there any longer and he felt done and strangely superfluous. Out of the corner of hiseye he
noticed that Emmawas walking over to spesk to him and, for a second, that made him fed dightly
better.

“You okay? she asked.

He stood up and brushed himself down.

‘I'madright,” hereplied. *You?

She nodded. Her voice wastired and emotionless. Carl sensed that she was talking to him more out



of duty than any real desireto.

‘Look,” she began, ‘| know you' ve said that you' re sure about this, but have you stopped to think...’

‘| don't want to hear this,” he snapped, interrupting and silencing her words.

“Y ou don’t know what | was going to say...’

‘| can guess!’

She sighed and turned away. After thinking for a second or two she turned back, determined to make
her point.

‘ Are you sure about what you' re doing?

‘ As sure as anyone can be about anything at the moment...’

‘But you' re taking such a chance. Y ou don't have to leave. We could stay here for awhile longer and
maybe go back to the city later. We could bring the others back here. There might even be more of them
by then...

‘I’ve got to leave. It snot just about surviving anymore, I’ ve dready done that.’

‘So why are you going?

‘Takealook around you,” he sighed, gesturing towards the house and the barrier which surrounded
it. ‘ Isthisenough for you? Does this give you dl the protection and security you need?

‘| think we'reassafeaswe can be...’

‘I don't. Chrigt, last night we were surrounded.’

‘Yes, but...

‘Just answer me this, Emma. What would you do if those things got through the barricade and got into
the house?

Emma struggled to answer.

‘“What would happen? Asfar as| can see you wouldn’t have many choices. Y ou could lock yoursdlf
into aroom and gt tight or you could try and get to one of your vans and try and get away that way. Or
you could just run for it

“You'd have no chance on foot.’

‘That' sexactly my point. This houseis surrounded by miles and miles of absolutdly fucking nothing.
There snowhereto run to.’

‘But we don’'t need to run...” Emma protested, raising her voice.

‘But you might. Back in the city there are ahundred places to hide on every strest. | don’t want to
spend therest of my time locked away in this bloody house.’

Emma sat down on the stepsin front of the house, dejected and frustrated. Michagl was busy
working to unload the supplies from the back of the van. He aready seemed to be doing hislevel best to
ignore Carl.

‘I'mworried about you, that’sal,” Emmasaid quietly. ‘I just hope you redlisethat if anything happens
to you on your own, that’ sit.’

‘I know that.’

‘And you're dill willing to take the chance?

‘Yes' hesaid, smply and definitely.

Carl leant against the bike and looked deep into Emmal sface. It wasthefirst timefor daysthat the
two of them had made anything resembling redl, purposeful contact with each other. Looking into hisdull,
tired eyes, Emmafdt her earlier anger mellowing and mutating into something that resembled pity. The
man standing in front of her was nothing more than ashell. He wasless than half the man he had been
when they’ d first met. He had logt everything including, it seemed, al direction and reason. She knew that
he was't bothered about surviving anymore. All histalk of finding shelter and of reaching the survivors
was bullshit. She knew in her heart that al he wanted to do was go home.



“Planning on leaving tonight then? Michadl asked.

An hour after returning from Pennmyre and Carl was till outside, getting ready to go and refudling the
bike and loading his few belongings. He looked up and nodded at Michadl.

‘Might aswell,” he quietly replied.

‘Sure you want to take the risk?

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘We'redl taking risks whatever we do,” he answered. ‘1 don’t think it matters anymore.’

‘Well | think you' re asking for trouble. Y ou should at least wait until the morning wheniit’s...’

‘I'll bedright, heinssted.

‘Fine’

Michadl sat down on the damp ground near to the bike. He looked around the yard, first quickly
checking that the barrier round the house seemed secure and then looking up high, staring into the trees
surrounding, listening to drops of water from the earlier heavy rainfal dripping down from legf to leaf to
leef beforefdling to the ground.

‘Look,” he said, sensing that he had a duty to again try and persuade the other man not to leave, ‘are
you sure you know what you' re doing?

Carl Sighed.

‘Chrigt, not you aswell. | had enough bullshit from Emmaearlier...’

‘It'snot bullshit. We re just worried that...’

‘Worried that what?

‘I don’t know,” helied, feding awkward and reluctant to reveal histruefedings. ‘| guesswe're just
worried that you' re doing the wrong thing. I’ ve heard everything you' ve said about wanting to go back to
the community centre and | understand why you think you need to go but...’

Carl stopped what he was doing and looked at Michael.

‘But...7

‘1 think you' re confused. | think you’ ve been through too much to cope with and you' re having
trouble dedling with it al. | don’t think you’ re capable of making the right decisons at the moment and...’

‘I'm not afucking lunatic if that’ swhat you think,” Carl snapped, hisvoice surprisngly cam, ‘I know
exactly what I’'m doing. Thefactis| just don't fed safe here. And before you say it, | know we' re not
safe anywhere anymore, but | obvioudy fed differently about this place than you two do. That excuse for
afencewe built doesn't make mefed any better...

‘That excuse for afence,” Michadl interrupted, annoyed, ‘ kept athousand of those bastards out last
night.

‘I know, but there are millions of them out there. Eventually they’ re going to get through.’

‘| don't agree.’

‘We Il put abet onit now and I'll come back next year and see how you're doing.’

Michael didn't find Carl’ s attempt at black humour amusing.

‘Okay, so we're not asisolated as we thought we were here, but we' ve done dright so far, haven't
we?

‘Better than | ever thought wewould,” he accepted.

‘So why leave now? Y ou’ re going to get ripped to pieces out there.’

Carl thought for amoment. He had done agood job of keeping histrue fedings and emotions hidden
from the other two for most of the last week. The pair of them had been so wrapped up in building and
protecting their preciousivory tower that they seemed to have forgotten everything else that was ever
important.

‘I just want to go back to somewhere | know,” he eventualy admitted. ‘1 know I’'m taking amassive
chance but | think it'sworth therisk. If I’'m going to spend the rest of my days hiding from those bloody



things out there, | might aswell hide somewhere close to the place | know best, somewhere | actudly
want to be’

‘But think about the other risks, Michael said, hisvoicetired and low. ‘ Think about the bodies that
arejust lying rotting on the ground. Every city will befilled with disease’

Carl just shrugged his shoulders.

‘1 don’t know anything about that and there’ snothing | can do about it anyway. | used to mend
fucking twenty-ton pressesfor aliving, doesn't matter if you tell me there’ s germs and disease about
because | can't do anything about it. I’ [l have to take my chances there just the same way you and Emma
will do here’

‘But we' re not taking chances...’

‘How do you know that? How do you know that thereisn’t cholera, typhoid or a thousand other
diseases that we ve never even heard of dready hereintheair or inthe streamor...’

Michael knew hewas right. There was no point in arguing.

“You don't haveto go,” he said, quickly deciding to change tack completely. ‘ Please stay here with
us. Just do me afavour and think about it for acouple of daysat least will you?

Carl shook his head.

‘All I’'ve done thislast week isthink about this. Look, it’s nothing persona. Y ou were the one who
kept telling us how important it wasto look after ourselves, weren't you?

‘Yes, but...

‘So can't you seethat’ sdl I’'m doing. Y ou keep doing what' s best for you and Emma, and I'll look
after mysdlf. We al might be gone tomorrow...’

‘Don't tak likethat,” Michadl interrupted, suddenly angry. ‘Y ou can't talk like that if...

Ignoring him, Carl continued.

‘“Wemight al be gone tomorrow but the three of us might still be around in ten yearstime. | just can't
lock myself away in here and sit and wait for something to happen. If all we re going to do is cower and
hide for the rest of our livesthen we might aswell just end it now.’

‘1 understand what you' re saying,” Michael sighed, accepting that nothing he could say or do would
persuade Carl to stop. ‘| understand completely, but | till think you' re a stupid fucking bastard.”

‘That’ syour opinion.’

Michadl stood up and took a step closer before stopping again.

‘Jusgt say alittlelonger, will you? Things might be different again in the morning.’

Carl looked up and managed haf asmile.

‘That’ swhat scaresme,” he mumbled, sounding tired and resigned. ‘| can’t stay. | haveto go.’

Sensing that to prolong the conversation any longer would be pointless, Michad turned and walked
back to the house.

By six o' clock Carl wasready to leave. Hisbike, loaded up with his bags, stood next to the gate.
Dressed in the leathers and boots taken from corpse in Pennmyre earlier in the day, and carrying the
freshly disnfected crash helmet in hishand, he stood at the front door of the farmhouse with Emmaand
Michael. Thiswasit. He knew that there was no turning back, and no point in delaying the inevitable,

He glanced at the other two.

‘Ready? Emma asked.

He nodded and swallowed. His mouth was dry.

It was acold night with ardentless, biting wind. Emma zipped up her fleecy jacket and thrust her
hands deep into her pockets.

‘Last timel ask,” Michad said, fighting to make himsdlf heard over the wind, ‘ are you sure about
this?

Carl nodded again.

‘Better get onwithit,” he said and with that he pulled on his crash helmet. The helmet helped to make
him fed further detached from the other two, and that sudden perception of distance madeit easier to
takethefirst step and leave.



The three survivors walked together towards the bike.

‘I'll open the gate, Michad said. *Y ou whed the bike through and start it. Once | hear the engine and
seeyou move, I'm locking up. Okay?

Carl raised alegther clad hand and lifted his thumb to show that he understood. He took one last ook
over hisshoulder a the farmhouse he was leaving and climbed onto the bike. He flicked up the
kick-stand with hisfoot and rolled forward a couple of tentative meters.

‘Wait by the house,” Michad said, gesturing for Emmato get back and out of the way. They had no
ideawhat would be waiting for them on the other side of the gate on the bridge. Keen to put maximum
distance between her and the rest of the world beyond the barricade, Emma dowly walked backwards
towards the house. She watched intently as Michael carefully unlocked each of the eight padlocks and
lifted the wooden bar which secured the gate.

‘Ready? he asked.

Carl stood astride the bike, his hands tightly gripping the handlebars. He nodded.

Sowly and cautioudy, Michagl pushed open one side of the gate. Carl rolled the bike forward again
until he sat on the other side of the bridge. Again he glanced over his shoulder and saw that the other man
had also taken afew steps forward. He kept hold of the edge of the gate in his hand, ready to dam it shut
as soon as Carl had gone. They had only been out there for afew seconds but aready Michagl could see
movement in the bushes.

A few seconds later and it was done. Carl lifted hisfoot and dammed it down on the pedd, starting
the bike. The mighty engine spluttered and roared into life sending acloud of fumes and heat billowing
towards Michad. Asthefirst few inquisitive corpses emerged from the shadows of the forest Carl
accelerated away. As he pulled the gate closed Michadl saw the bike swerve as Carl avoided thefirst
body to have staggered into his path. With shaking hands he lowered the wooden bar back into place
and snap-locked each of the heavy padlocks.

Emmawas standing just afew feet behind Michael. He turned around and her sudden unexpected
appearance dartled him. He caught his breath and then, ingtinctively, reached out and held her tight. The
warmth of her body was reassuring. He rested his head on her shoulder and cried silent tearsfor the man
who had just left Penn Farm. Michael put histears down to the wind but he knew in his heart that there
was more to them. He found himself suddenly wracked with guilt a having let the other survivor leave.

Such wasthe silence of the evening that a most ten minutes had passed before the sound of Carl’s
engine had findly faded away into the night. Emma shivered as sheimagined the effect that the noise
would have on the lamentable remains of the population of the shattered world through which Carl was
now travelling. Theroar of the engine and the light from the headlamp would attract the attention of
hundreds, probably thousands of bodies, every last one of which would stagger after Carl until hewas
out of view or earshot. But he would have to stop the bike eventualy. What would happen then? It didn’t
bear thinking about.

It was abitterly cold night.

Once they were completely sure that they could no longer hear the distant sound of the motorbike,
Emmaand Michadl went inside and locked the door of the farmhouse behind them.

Carl raced dong countless twigting, turning narrow roads, hoping and praying that he was till travelling in
theright direction, hoping and praying that he would soon see aroad sign or some other sgnd to confirm
that he was heading the right way. He needed to find the motorway which would take him south-east,
amogt directly into the heart of Northwich. It was bitterly ironic that he now found himself desperate to



return to the city which he, Emmaand Michael had earlier been so keen to escape from.

Driving at speed in the dark was harder and required more concentration than he had expected. He
found it difficult to get used to the motorbike - it had been some ten years since he' d ridden one regularly
and, even then, the bikes he had been used to were nowhere near as powerful asthis one. The state of
the roads made the journey even more hazardous. Although devoid of any other moving traffic, they were
littered with haphazard piles of rubbish, twisted, rusting vehicle wreckage and rotting human remains. As
well asthe countless motionless obstructions, Carl was congtantly aware of shadowy bodies dl around
him. Although they could do nothing to harm him while he travelled a speed, their ominous presence
alone was enough to distract and unnerve him. He knew that one dip was dl that it would take. One
lapse of concentration and he could lose control of the bike. If that happened he knew that he would
have just secondsto get himsdlf back in command of the powerful machine before the bodies arrived.

The motorcycle s bright headlamp was powerful enough to illuminate a sizeable area of the devastated
world through which hetravelled. In spite of al that he had seen over the last few hours, days and weeks,
some of the sights he witnessed through the inky blackness chilled him to the bone. As he drove towards
acar facing towards him, the dead driver lifted its rapidly decomposing head and stared a him. Inthe
fraction of asecond he saw it, he knew that the body had not looked past him, it had looked directly at
him. In those lifeless, dull eyes he saw both acomplete lack of emotion and, at the sametime, a
paradoxica savage intent which chilled him to the bone. Such abhorrent visions, and the fact that he
knew he was utterly donefor the first time since his nightmare had begun, made the cold, dark night
seem colder and darker till.

Thousands upon thousands of pathetic, straggling bodies turned and stumbled towards the source of
the sound that shattered the otherwise al-consuming silence. Most of the time they were too dow and,
when they findly arrived a where the bike had just been, Carl waslong gone. Occasionaly, however,
fate and circumstance contrived to allow some of the bodies to get dangeroudy closeto him. He quickly
learnt that the best way to dedl with them was smply to plough straight through them with relentless
ferocity. The empty corpses offered no resstance. The shadowy slhouette of a dead young woman
stumbled out into the middle of the road and began to walk towards the rapidly approaching bike. Rather
than waste time and effort by swerving to avoid her, Carl instead forced the bike to move faster and
faster. He collided with the body full-on. It was rotten and decayed and completely disintegrated on
impact.

Other than the light from the bike the world was swathed with avirtualy impenetrable darkness. The
only other light came from the full moon which occasonally dared to peer out from behind a.cover of
thick, swirling cloud. The sharp light which then spilled down on the world was cold and crud. The
shadows it cast made the grotesque sights which surrounded Carl seem even more unbearable.

He knew that he could not afford to stop - not even for the briefest of moments.

Carl knew that he had no option but to keep moving forwards. Even if he decided to turn around and
head back to Penn Farm he would have little chance of derting Emmaand Michadl to hisreturn. Crowds
of bodieswould be upon him before he' d be able to get through the gate or cross the stream.

He had no choice but to keep going until he reached the safety and security of the survivors basein
Northwich.

Hewished they’ d never |eft the city.
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The farmhouse felt as cold and empty inside asthe rest of the world was outside. For hours Michagl and
Emmasat together in total darkness and dmost complete silence, both of them thinking constantly about
Carl. Whilgt they could understand why he had decided to leave, neither could fully agree with what he'd
done. Michad’ s home seemed amillion miles away to him but he knew in his heart that there was nothing
worth going back there for. All that he had left behind was familiarity, property and possessions and none
of that counted for anything anymore. Sure there were things which had a sentimenta vaue attached that
he wished he had with him now, but even those few precious belongings weren’t worth risking hislife for.
Neverthel ess he accepted that Carl had been forced to leave far more behind than he or Emma had.
Returning to Northwich would never bring hisfamily back but, if it meant that he could be at peace with
himself for the rest of hisdays, Michadl guessed it would be worth taking the chance.

Without the generator working the house was dark, cold and uninviting. By late evening the gloom
was such that Emmaand Michadl could hardly see each other despite the fact that they were Sitting at
opposite ends of the same room. Conversation was sparse. Although both thought of athousand and one
things they wanted to say to the other, neither dared say aword. Both survivors felt disconsolate and
empty. Regardless of the fact that Carl had spent most of the last few days locked away in privatein his
room, it was painfully obviousthat he was missng. Everything fet incomplete. Nothing felt the same
anymore. And more than that, all that Emmaand Michael could think about was what might be
happening to their companion out on the road. The more they both thought about it the easier it became
to accept what he had done and why he' d doneit. The painful part was not knowing whether or not he
was gtill aive. Was he dill driving towards Northwich? Had he arrived? Was he with the survivors or had
something happened to him aong the way? Had the numbers of bodies in the city proved too much for
him to dedl with? No matter how hard they tried, neither Michael or Emma could clear these constant
dark thoughts from their minds. The oppressive amosphere eventually proved too much for Emma. She
went up to the bedroom, preferring for awhile to be alone.

At midnight Michad had adso had enough. He' d spent the last fifty minutes dozing intermittently in his
chair and yawning. Each yawn had been long and persstent and they had followed one after the other
after the other, leaving his head spinning and his eyes watering. He desperately wanted to deep but did
nothing about it, despite Emma having gone upstairs over an hour earlier. For awhile he wondered
whether it would even be worth the effort of going up to bed. Once there would he be able to switch his
mind off for long enough to be able to deep? He could have dept in the chair hewas Sitting in but it was
uncomfortable and he would have woken up stiff and aching and till tired. A few minutes after twelve he
forced himsdlf to get up and go updtairs.

For some reason Michael decided to try and deep in another room. He and Emmahad dept in the
same room every night since they’ d arrived at Penn Farm. Although he desperately wanted both her
company and the reassurance of her presence, tonight he decided that it would be better if he dept
elsawhere. Whether he was silently following some subconscious and misguided mora code hedidn't
know and he didn’t care. Whatever the reason for using another bedroom it didn’t work. On hisownin
the dark he couldn’t even bring himsdlf to shut his eyes for more than acouple of seconds, never mind
deep. Lessthan an hour after first climbing the stairs helit acandle and quietly traipsed back down again.
Trying hard not to make any more noise than was absolutely necessary he made himsdlf adrink, lit afire
in the hearth and sat down to read a book.

Twenty minutes later Emma (who had a so been unable to degp and who had become understandably
concerned when she d heard noises downgtairs) tiptoed into the living room. Finding Michael curledupin



aball onarug infront of thefire she reached out and gently shook his shoulder.

‘Fucking hdl!” he screamed out, spinning round and Stting up in asingle frightened movement. “ Jesus,
you scared the shit out of me. | didn’t know you were down here.’

Taken aback by the unexpected strength of his reaction, Emma sat down on the nearest chair. She
brought her knees up under her backside and conscioudly tried to shrink her body down to the smallest
possible sze. In spite of the fire the house was il bitterly cold.

‘Sorry,” she mumbled. *Y ou looked like you were adeep.’

“You'rejoking aren’'t you? | haven't dept abloody wink al night.’

‘Meneither.

Michad finished hisdrink, stretched and |ooked around the living room. The house felt much bigger
tonight - perhaps even too big - and Carl’ s sudden leaving was the obvious reason why that seemed to
be the case. The room they sat in wasfilled with random flickering shadows from the fire, trapped
indoors asthe curtains at dl of the windows had been drawn tightly shut. The survivorswere afraid to let
even the thinnest diver of light escape out into the night for fear of attracting more of the wandering
bodies to the house. When they needed to speak to each other Emmaand Michad both ingtinctively
talked in hushed whispers which echoed around the empty house, and when they needed to go into
another room they crept through quietly, taking care not to make a single unnecessary sound. They didn’t
dare do anything that might dert the outsde world to their presence at the farm and the constant
oppression was making Michadl fed claustrophobic. He wanted to scream or shout or play somemusic
or laugh or do pretty much anything other than sit there and watch the hands on the clock on thewall
dowly march round another hour. But they both knew that they couldn’t afford to take any chances.

Michadl glanced over at Emmasitting curled up on the chair. Shelooked tired and sad. Her eyes
were heavy and she was deegp in thought.

‘Come here’ he said warmly, holding out hisarmsto her.

Not needing any further encouragement, she did down from the chair and sat next to him. He gently
put his arms round her shoulders and pulled her close. Helightly kissed the top of her head and held her
tight.

‘It sbloody cold tonight,” she whispered.

‘Youtired? he asked.

‘Knackered,” she admitted. ‘Y ou?

‘The same. Can’'t degp though.’

‘“Nor me. Too much going round my mind. | can’t switch off.’

‘Don’'t need to ask what you’ re thinking about, do |7

She shook her head.

‘Not redlly. Difficult to think about anything else, isn't it?

Michael held her alittle tighter ill.

‘Just wish he' d stopped,’ he said, his voice suddenly sounding unexpectedly strained and cracked
with emation. ‘I till think | should have stopped him. | should have locked the stupid bastard in hisroom
and not let him leave. | should have...’

‘Shh..."” Emmawhispered. She pulled back dightly from Michadl to alow hersdf to look deep into his
eyes. Thelow orange flames of the fire highlighted glistening tearswhich ran freely down hisface. * There
was nothing that either of us could have done and talking like thisisjust pointless, we ve dready had this
conversation. We both know we would have done more harm than good if we' d tried to stop him...’

‘| just wish hewas here now...” Michadl continued, having to force his words out between sobs and
deep breaths of air.

‘1 know,” she whispered, her voice soothing and low.

The two friends held each other tightly again. After abrief moment of awkwardness and reluctance
they finaly both began to cry fredly. For thefirst time since they had lost everything on that desperate
autumn morning two weeks ago, they both dropped their guard, relaxed and cried. They cried for al they
had lost and |left behind, they cried for their absent friend and they cried for each other.



The unexpected and much needed outpouring of emotion which Emmaand Michadl shared acted asa
relief vave - diffusng otherwise insurmountable pressure, soothing troubled minds and breaking down
unnecessary (and imaginary) barriers. Once their tears had dried (it could have been minutes or hours
later - neither was completely sure) they began to relax and then, gradualy, to talk fredly again. Michadl
made them both adrink of hot chocolate which they drank together asthey watched thefiredie.

“You know,” Michael yawned, lying on his back and watching the shadows flickering on the ceiling,
‘I"d have bought ahouse like thisif | could have afforded it.’

Emma, lying a right anglesto him with her head resting on his ssomach, smiled to hersdif.

‘Metoo.’

‘Redlly? he asked, lifting himsdf up onto his elbows and looking across at her.

‘Yes, redly,” shereplied. ‘It sadream house, isn'tit. A lick of paint and it could be beautiful.’

He sighed and yawned again.

‘Apart from half afucking million rotting bodies on the other side of thefenceit’ sokay, isn'tit,’ he
mumbled sarcadtically.

Emmaignored him. Shetried to stifle ayawn but couldn’t.

‘I'mtired,” shesad.

‘“Want to go to bed? he asked.

‘No point. | won't deep.’

‘Meneither.

His elbows aching, Michael lay back down again. He scratched the side of his face and then rubbed
his chin. He hadn’t shaved for three or four days. He couldn’t remember exactly how long it had been
but it didn’t seem to matter. He put his hands behind his head and basked in front of thefire.

‘If it wasn’t for the bodies,” he said, hisvoice quigt, ‘then | could put up with this’

‘“What do you mean?

‘Don’'t get mewrong, | wish everything was back asit was” he explained. *All I'm saying istheat |
could dedl withit al alot better if the dead bodies had stayed dead. | can handle there being only a
handful of usleft, I'm just having trouble coping with the fact that it’ s a constant fucking bettle.’

‘It' snot abattle’

‘Yesitis’ heindsted. ‘Of courseit is. If we want food then we haveto fight for it. We have to snesk
out, grab as much as we can and then sneak back like bloody mice. If we want heat and light then we
have to be ready to be surrounded by those frigging things outside. It’safucking battle and it’ snot fair.’

For a second Michael sounded like aspoilt child. But Emma knew that he was right and she agreed
with everything he said. Had it not been punishment enough to have lost everything that ever mattered to
them?Why now did they have to continue to suffer like this?

‘And what really getsme,” he continued, ‘is the fact that the bloody things are already dead. Y ou
can't kill them. | bet if you put afucking bullet between their eyesthey’ d ill keep coming at you.’

Emmadidn’t respond. She knew it was important for him to talk but this was a conversation that she
didn't particularly want to prolong. She reminded hersdlf that it was obvioudy doing Michael good. For
too long they had each kept their fears and emotions bottled up for fear of upsetting the other two and
disturbing the fragile peace and shelter that they’ d found at Penn Farm. In the last twenty-four hours Carl
had proved that holding onto private pain and frustration was not necessarily the best thing to do. His
interna conflict and persond torture had driven him to take action which, from where she was standing,
appeared tantamount to suicide.

‘“Want another drink? Michadl asked, disturbing her train of thought.

‘What? she mumbled, only half-listening.

‘| asked if you wanted another drink.’

‘No thanks. Do you want one?

He shook his head.

‘So why did you ask then?

‘Don’t know. Just something to say | suppose.’

‘What’ swrong with saying nothing.’



Michaegl covered his eyes.

‘Too quiet,’ hereplied.

‘And what’ swrong with silence?

‘It lets you think too much.’

‘Don’t you want to think?

‘No, not any more. | want abreak from thinking.’

‘But that’ sa stupid thing to say. Y ou’ re dways thinking, aren’t you?

He yawned, stretched his arms and then pulled them back and covered hisface again.

‘There sthinking and there sthinking, isn't there?

‘Isthere?

‘Of coursethereis. Have you ever sat down with agroup of friends and talked about nothing in
particular?

‘Yes...

‘Have you ever had one of those pointless conversations where you spend hours discussing redly
bloody stupid things? Y ou know, when you find yourself arguing about the colour of your favourite
superhero's shorts or something like that?

Emmasmiled.

‘I can’'t ever remember talking about superhero’ s shorts, but | know what you mean.’

‘I remember when | was a kid, in the summer holidays, we' d get up early and disappear into the park
for hours. We d be there for most of the day and we wouldn’t actually do anything. We' d walk around
and play and fight and...’

“Y ou need to switch off,” Emmasaid as Michadl’ svoicetrailed away into silence. ‘We both do. We
weren't designed for thiskind of life. Y our mind and body can’t copeif you keep going at full speed all
thetime’

So when are you and me going to switch off then? he asked. ‘When are we going to be ableto do
something without worrying about the consequences?

‘Don’t know.’

‘Because | think you' re right, we' re both going to need to, Em. | think that somehow we' re going to
havetotry andfind away todo it.’

‘Meditation, Emma suggested. ‘We could meditate in shifts’

‘ Areyou taking the piss?

‘No, I'm serious. Like you say, we ve got to learn to switch off and disconnect from everything. If we
don’t then one or even both of uswill probably loseit big time’

‘So when was the last time you managed to switch off and disconnect? he asked, semiserioudy.

Emmathought carefully for a couple of seconds.

‘ About six months ago,” she laughed.

Oncetheir frustrations had been aired and discussed, Michael and Emmatalked for hours. Their long
and rambling conversation covered everything and nothing.

‘We' reyou born in Northwich, Mike?

‘Just outside. What about you?

‘No, | just studied there.’

‘Didyou likeit?

‘It was okay.’

‘Just okay?

‘Yes, it was okay.’

‘| likedit. Alright so it had it’ sfair share of penthouses and it’ sfair share of shit-holes but everywhere
does. It was home!’

‘I much prefer being out in aplace like this. Not at the moment, of course, but before dl this
happened | was aways happier out in the country away from the noise and the concrete and the

people’



‘And me. | used to try and get away asoften as| could. I’d just get in the car and drive for acouple
of hours and seewhere | ended up. I’d go and liedown in afield or walk adong ariver or something...’

‘Didn’'t go fishing did you?

‘No, why?

‘Because | hate fishing. It' sabloody barbaric sport.’

‘Bloody boring sport.’

‘I used to camp. I’ d pack arucksack and atent and catch alift to somewhere remote.’

‘ And then what would you do.’

‘Nothing.’

‘Emma, do you missthetelevison?

‘I missthe noise and normality of it, but not much ese’

‘I missthe wesather.’

‘The weather?

‘1 never redised how much | relied on wesether forecasts until now. | really miss knowing whet the
wegther’ s going to do next.’

‘Doesn’t matter anymore though, doesit?

‘Suppose not. It didn't really matter anyway but | till want to know.’

‘Just looking at the telly switched off reminds me of everything that’s gone now.’

‘Did you used to watch alot of films?

‘| used to watch more filmsthan anything dse’

‘And | bet you never redlly listened to theradio.’

‘No, not very often. Why?

‘I"ve got this theory that people who watched alot of filmsand who didn’t listen to the radio aways
had strong personalities’

‘How do you work that out?

‘Because you're the kind of person who knows what you want if you don't listen to theradio. If you
listen to the radio you have to sit through hours of crap music, crap adverts and pointless conversations
just to get to hear to acouple of minutes of something you like’

‘I suppose. I’'m not convinced though.’

‘I never listened to the radio, not even inthe car. | was awaysa CD or cassette man. Y ou dways
knew where you were with a cassette’

‘So how’ sthisdl going to end, Em?

‘What do you mean?

‘I don’t know. Are things ever going to sort themsalves out?

‘| doubt it. Bloody stupid question redlly.’

‘I know, sorry.’

‘I think it’ll get worse before it gets any better.’

‘Think so? Shit, how could it get any worse?

‘Disease. There are millions of bodieslying rotting in the Streets, aren't there?
‘“What about insectsthen?

‘“What about them?

‘Rotting bodies and more disease is going to mean more insects, isn't it?

‘It might do. Probably.’

‘And rats. There are going to be fucking hundreds of rats about in the cities’

‘Emma, isthere anybody you can think of that you're glad is dead?

‘Bloody hell, what kind of aquestion isthat?

‘Come on, be honest. Isthere anyone out of all the people you knew who you're actudly glad is
dead?



‘No. Chrigt, you'resick at times.’

‘No I’'mnoat, | just don’t bother with bullshit. There were afew peoplein my lifewho I’ m happy
aren’'t about anymore.”

‘Likewho?

‘1 worked with a bloke who was a complete bastard. He had awife who just doted on him. She'd
have done absolutely anything to make him happy. She had two part-time jobs aswell aslooking after
threekids’

‘And what did he do?

‘Nothing. Absolutely bloody nothing. He was qualified and everything, just couldn’t be bothered to
get off hisbacksde and do anything with hislife’

‘So why did you want him dead? What did he ever do to you?

‘I didn’t say | wanted him dead. He didn’t do anything to me.’

‘Sowhy did you hate him?

‘I didn’'t say | hated him. He used to be quite alaugh actudly.’

‘So why are you happy he’ s dead?

‘Don’'t know redlly. He just always pissed me off. Suppose it was because | couldn’t be that way. He
was just awaste of space. He didn’t add anything to hisfamily, he just took from them. It never seemed
right.

‘Do you think you would have got married?

‘Don’'t know. Probably. | would have liked to have settled down and had afamily eventualy.’

‘So did you ever get close?

‘No. | dwaysthought I d know instantly when | met the woman | was going to marry, but it never
happened.’

‘| got engaged when | was eighteen.’

“How old are you now? Christ, | can't believe I’ ve never asked your age before.’

‘I"'m twenty-three.’

‘Sowhy didn’t it work out?

‘Because | wasleft doing al the work while he sat on his backside, same as your mate and hiswife.
Jesus, he broke my heart. | would have done just about anything for him but he wasn't prepared to do
anything for me”’

So you must be glad that he s not around?

‘Not redly. Actudly | sill misshim.’

Another hour and the virtualy constant stream of questions, revelations and persona admissions had
all but dried up. By three o' clock the two of them were sprawled out together on the rug in front of what
remained of thefire, relaxing in the fading warmth of thelightly glowing embers. Michagl woke up when
Emma shuffled in her degp and snored. In turn his sudden startled movements woke her.

“You okay? he asked as he untangled himsalf from her legs. Their bodies had become innocently
twisted together in the night.

‘I'madright,” she mumbled, her words dulled with deep.

Michad dragged himself up onto al fours and shuffled round until hewasin asimilar positionto
Emma. Exhausted, he collgpsed back down next to her. He ingtinctively reached out and put hisarms
around her body, holding her tightly and subconscioudy shielding and protecting her from anything that
might happen in the remaining dark hours of the night.
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By three-thirty Carl wasfast gpproaching the outskirts of the city of Northwich. He had driven a an
increasingly cautious speed - as hisjourney had progressed, so hisfatigue had mounted. As histiredness
had climbed towards dangerous level s he had been forced to concentrate even harder, and that extra
concentration quickly drained his dready severely depleted reserves of energy and determination.

Asthe dark shadows of the once familiar city engulfed him, his heart began to pound in his chest with
more and more force and confusing, conflicting emotions congtantly raged through histired brain.
Although part of him felt comforted and reassured that the journey was almost at an end, at the sametime
he was filled with cold dread and trepidation at the thought of what might be waiting for himin the
desolate streets of Northwich.

Everything looked depressingly festurdess and smilar in the low light of early morning. It took awhile
before Carl was completely sure that the greenery of the countryside had findly given way to the harsh
plastic and concrete of the decaying city. Thelack of any illumination surprised and disorientated him.
For some stupid reason he had half-expected to find somekind of light in the town. Asit wasthe visbility
in the city proved to be exactly the same asit had been out in the country. It was only the shapes of the
grey shadows which surrounded him that had changed.

He dowed the bike to the lowest speed he dared travel at and looked desperately from side to side,
hoping he would see something he recognised that would point him in theright direction. He knew the
city like the back of hishand but tonight he couldn’t see anything resembling afamiliar landmark. Despite
having reduced his speed he gtill drove past the road signs far too quickly to be able to read any of them.
Most were covered with alayer of grime and what appeared to be lichen or moss.

Memory told him that the motorway he had been following bisected the city from east to west and he
knew that a some point he would come upon another junction that would lead to the motorway which
led to the north and south. He passed a dip road and then cursed under his breath when he realised that
had been the exit which would have taken him close to the Whitchurch Community Centre and then out
towards the suburb of Hadley where he and hisfamily had lived. Taking care to avoid the wreckage
strewn across the carriageway he turned the bike around and doubled-back on himself.

Once off the motorway the roads narrowed and the number of obstaclesin Carl’s path seemed to
increase. Tall city centre offices, gpartments and shops lined the sdes of the road he followed making him
fed claustrophobic and trapped and further exaggerating the nauseaand panic with which he dready
suffered. He turned right towards Hadley and the community centre before being forced to brake
suddenly. The road ahead of him was blocked acrossits full width by a petrol tanker which had
jack-knifed and which now lay on its Sde like the hopel ess corpse of abeached whale. Thelight was so
poor that he didn’t see the wreck until he was aimaost on top of it. He dammed on the brakes and pulled
and steered the bike as best he could, leaning over to one side with al hisweight to desperately try and
force the machine to turn in the tightest possible arc. Just a the moment he thought he had succeeded in
avoiding acollison the bike kicked out from underneath him, sending him tumbling across the uneven
tarmac. He collided with the remains of aburnt out car and lay il for the briefest of moments, stunned
and unable to move. Through blurred eyes he watched hel plesdy as the bike skidded across the ground
towards the tanker, sending a shower of sparks shooting up into the cold air asit scraped along the
surface of the road. Dazed and unsteady, he forced himself to get up and run over to the bike. Groaning
with pain and effort helifted it up and restarted the staled engine. With precious seconds to spare he
managed to ride away before the closest few bodies of a shuffling crowd were upon him. He had been
off the bike and on the ground for less than thirty seconds but already dozens of the creatures were



swarming nearby. He escaped by carving aruthless and bloody path right through the centre of the
desperate gathering.

Now that he had an idea of where he actually was the roads gradually became more familiar.
Although the relentless darkness and his cloying fear were both cruel and unforgiving, he felt sure that he
was infuriatingly close to the community centre that the survivors had used asa base. Therewas
movement in the shadows all around him and he sensed that thousands of bodies were nearby. But then,
findly, the light from the bike illuminated the turn into the road he had been looking for. Just thet last
turning, followed immediately by a sharp right into the car park, and he was there. Momentarily ecstatic,
he steered around familiar cars (Stuart Jeffries’ car which had been used as abeacon that first night and
the high-class car that he himsdlf had arrived in) and screeched to a hdt outside the community centre.
He banged hisfist on the door.

‘Open up!’ heyelled desperatdly, fighting to make himsalf heard over the roar of the bike. ‘ Open the
bloody door!’

He anxioudy glanced back over his shoulder and saw that the dark silhouettes of countless sscumbling
figures were pouring into the car park after him. Despite their forced, |aborious movement they were
approaching with afrightening speed and determination.

‘Open the fucking door!” he screamed.

Stretching his hand out in front of him, Carl grabbed hold of the handle and yanked it downwards. To
his surprise the door opened.

Carl rocked the bike back and then accelerated and drove into the hall. Once inside he jumped of f
the machine and dammed the door shut behind him. Asthe heavy door fdl into place hefelt thud after
thud after sickening thud as the |oathsome crestures outside crashed into the building. Shaking with fear
he secured the entrance and leant against the wall. He did down to the ground exhausted, threw off his
helmet and held hisheed in hishands.

The abandoned bike had fallen diagondly across the width of the entrance hall. The engine had died
but the whed s still span furioudly and the bright headlamp shone rdentlesdy, burning into the dense
darkness.

There was no movement in the hall. Despite the panic and noise of his arriva, no-one had moved.
With hislegs heavy and leaden through a combination of fear and fatigue, he clambered back to his
feet, usng thewall behind him for support. His mouth was dry and he found himsdlf unableto call out. He
stepped over the abandoned bike, stumbled past the dark and silent kitchens and toilets, and waked into

themain hal.

Then he stopped moving.

And he stared.

Pardysed with disbelief, devastation and absolute terror, he fell to hisknees.

Therdentlesdy bright headlamp on the front of the bikefilled parts of the hal with harsh, artificid light
and that cruel and brilliant light revealed asight so terrible that, at first, Carl was unable to comprehend
what he was seeing. Even after everything e se that he had seen during the last couple of weeks this new
aberration sickened him. He could fed hislegs weakening and tasted bilerising in histhroat.

The bare wooden floor of the community centre was carpeted with human remains.

Moving without thinking, he stood up and took afew stumbling steps forward. Blood and bone mixed
benegath hisfeet as he picked hisway through a macabre maze of cold, grey flesh and crimson red gore.
He began to think at speed - searching for explanations which he could neither prove or disprove.
Perhaps the corpses were the remains of creatures from outside? Maybe they had somehow found away
into the community centre and the survivors had been forced to leave? There was a body on the ground
infront of him. Half-dressed, its exposed skin had been ripped and torn to shreds. Fighting to keep
control of his stomach, he reached down and grabbed hold of one exposed shoulder, pulling the body
over onto its back. Although it was no-one he recognised, he could see immediately that this had not
been one of the sickly, emaciated bastards from outside. What flesh remained on the face was clear and
reatively unmarked and, apart from the countless horrific mutilations, the cadaver sesemed to have been
otherwise healthy and normal. There was no doubt that thiswas the body of one of the survivors.



Carl began to sob. He stood in the centre of the room and gradually became aware of sounds coming
from the darknessin front of him.

‘Isanyonethere? he called out hopefully.

No response.

‘Hello...” hetried again. ‘|1s someone there?

A figure gppeared from the shadows, partidly illuminated by the light from the motorbike. Suddenly
elated, Carl took afew steps forward.

‘Thank Christ, he mumbled. ‘What happened? How the hell did they manage to get insde?

Thefigureinched closer. Every clumsy step it took forward brought it further into the light from the
bike. Two more steps and Carl could see that the body was dumped forward with its head hanging
heavily on its shoulders. It dowly looked up and gazed at Carl with familiarly cold, emotionless eyes. A
diseased and rotting corpse, without warning it lunged towards him.

‘Shit!” heyelled as he moved to one side. The creature lost its aready unsteady footing in a puddle of
thick, dark blood and dipped down to the ground.

Carl steadied himsdlf and stared at the wretched corpse asit struggled to drag itself back up.

‘Shit!” he shouted again in desperation. ‘Bastard thing! Y ou fucking bastard thing!’

Hetook a step closer and kicked the creature in the face, the full force of his boot catching it square
onthejaw. It fell back down to the ground and immediately began to right itsdlf again. Carl unleashed his
full fury and frugtration on the pathetic carcass, kicking and punching at it until it findly lay till and did not
move. It was rapidly decomposing. By the time he' d finished with it very little remained.

Crying with pain, exhaustion and anguish, and unable to come to terms with what he had found, Carl
walked back towards the bike. He knew that his options were limited - he could stay in the centre or
take his chances outside. After travelling for hours he couldn’t face going back out there again.

Using the dull light from atorch to guide him, he dragged himsalf back through the community centre
and made hisway to the small rooms at the far end of the building. Using the last dregs of energy thet he
could summon from histired and aching body, he climbed out of the skylight and out onto the flat roof.

Carl sat on the edge of the roof for hours, being buffeted constantly by afamiliar strong, cold wind
and watching the dead city decaying around him.

The sunwasbeginningtorise.

Thethought of another day dawning filled him with dread.
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When Michagl woke up Emmawasn't there.

Drugged with deep, he grabbed a nearby jumper from where he’ d thrown it last night and pulled it
over his head before shuffling through the living room to look for her. It was a cold, grey morning outsde
and the house was silent but for the noise of Emmaworking in the kitchen. She didn’t notice Michael had
comeinto theroom until he dragged achair acrossthe floor and away from the table and sat down.

‘Hello,” shesaid quietly. * Seep well?

He nodded but didn’t say anything. All things considered, he had dept well, but he wastoo tired to
engage in conversation unless he absolutdly had to. He knew he' d fed more sociable when he d had a
few minutesto properly wake up.

‘I’ve been up for ages,” Emma continued. ‘ There was a storm a couple of hours ago that woke me.
I’ve just been in here sorting through the stuff we got while we were out yesterday.’

Y esterday afternoon’ s priority had been to get Carl safely on hisway back to the city. Although that
initself hadn’t taken too long to organise and arrange, there had subsequently been much associated
thinking, questioning and soul searching which seemed to have prevented Emmaand Michael from doing



pretty much anything else. The supplies which they had collected from the village had been eft in a pile of
boxes and bags on the kitchen floor. Emma had worked hard since she' d got up and had sorted most of
it away.

Michadl cleared histhroat and rubbed his eyes.

*So how you feding today? he asked, his voice quiet, flat and subdued.

She stopped what she was doing and looked up and briefly smiled.

‘I'm okay,” shereplied, giving little away. ‘What about you?

‘I'madright.’

Silently and independently they were both still preoccupied with thoughts of Carl, dthough neither
wanted to talk about their missing colleague to the other. Emma found herself wondering what he had
found in the city whilst, more pessmigticaly, Michael waswondering whether he' d got there at all.

*So what are we going to do today? Emmaasked unexpectedly.

Strange question, Michadl thought. What isthere to do?

‘Don’t know,” he answered. ‘Why, what do you want to do?

She shrugged her shoulders and returned to her work, wondering what had made her ask such a
stupid question in thefirst place. Perhapsit had just been ingtinctive? Whatever the reason, the lack of
any worthwhile answers was depressing. The complete and utter lack of any positive distraction and
interest in thelr lives, coupled with the constant fear of everything beyond the farmhouse walls, was
beginning to grind her down. The relentless boredom, fear and frustration hung over her head like a black
storm cloud. And the fact that Carl had |eft only served to increase her negativity further ill.

‘Maybe we should make something,” Michadl suggested, picking up on Emma s sadness. Not much
of asuggestion, granted, but it was dl that he could come up with. Y ou know, build something...’

‘Likewhat?

He struggled to answer.

‘| don’t know. Bloody hell, there must be something we could do. Christ, we could spring clean or
decorate aroom or bake afucking cake...| don’'t know.’

‘Maybe we could just Sit here and watch the clock until wefall adeep. Then we could get up
tomorrow and do the same again...’

Emma s attitude hurt. Michadl knew just how she wasfeding, but the fact that they had been ableto
relax alittle last night made her apparent anger and disinterest even more frustrating and harder to
swallow. Perhapsit wasfor that very reason that she was like this? Was she now punishing hersaf for
finaly alowing hersdf to drop afew barriersand reved her true fedings, thoughts and emotions?

Michael wondered if thiswas how it was aways going to be.
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Carl Henshawe

| dept for about an hour, curled up inabal on the roof. It was fucking freezing, but it was better to
freeze out there than to go back into the hdl. | couldn’t bring myself to go back inside. | knew I'd have
to go through it eventually to get to the bike and get out again, but not yet.

Thething | remember most about the morning wasthat it was grey. Everything was grey. The sky was
grey, the buildings looked grey and the streets and bodies were grey. All the colour had gone, drained
and rotted away.

| first looked at my watch just after five, and it took me until just before eight to decide that | was
going to doit. The longest three hours of my entire bloody life were spent sitting on the roof of the
community centrein thewind and rain thinking about everything I’ d left behind in the city and whether |



should go back toit. I knew that | had to do something. | couldn’t get this close and then just turn around
and go back, could I? From the second I’ d left my house on the first morning, al I’ d thought about was
Gemmaand Sarah. That was the reason | couldn’t see the point of whatever it was that Emmaand
Michael weretrying to achieve. For metherewasno point in going onif | didn’t have Gemmaand Sarah
with me,

For awhile | even thought about suicide, but I'm such afucking coward that | couldn’t decide how to
doit. I didn’'t have any pills or drink or drugswith meand | couldn’t get any without crowds of those
fucking things surrounding me. And the prospect of athousand rotting corpses fighting over me was not
worth thinking about. Once or twice | actualy stood at the edge of the roof and got ready to jump, but it
was nowhere near high enough. I’ d probably just break an arm or aleg and end up lying there in agony
and waiting for them to get me. Chrigt, the bloody irony of it al. Millions and millions of peoplelying dead
around me and dl | wanted to do wasjoin them but | couldn’t. If I’ d brought the rifle with me from the
farmhouse | reckoned | could have done it that way. Quick and easy. Bloody hell, it had been weeks
snce anything had been quick and easy.

And in thelong lonely minutes that followed even more irony tormented me. | kept thinking about
Sarah and Gemmaand each time| pictured their preciousfaces | just wanted to stop and give up. But |
knew that Sarah wouldn’t have wanted that. If she’ d been able to see me up on that roof she would have
crucified me. If she'd known that I’ d been thinking about giving up and ending it all then she’ d probably
have doneit for me. And if | was honest with mysdlf I’ d have felt the sameif our positions had been
reversed. If she'd survived and I’ d been the one that had died, | would have wanted her to be safe and
to try and make something from what remained of her life.

So | decided to go home.

| climbed back down into the hall and walked through and started the bike. Without even bothering to
think about what might be outside, | just started the engine, pushed the door open and rode out into the
cold morning.

| had reached Hadley in afew minutes. As| got to the top of Gresham Hill | cut the engine and let the
bike freewhedl down towards our estate. | felt scared and | was so fucking nervous that it was hard to
think straight. 1 didn’t even stop to think about the bodies. | was too busy looking at everything and
thinking how much it had dl changed. There probably hadn’t been another living soul there since I’ d | eft
on theday it had al begun, but everything looked completely different. | went past the pub wherewe' d
been on the last normal Sunday night. The car park was overgrown with weeds and there were rats
looking for food around the bins. The doors were hanging open and it was black and cold inside. Thelast
time I’ d been there it had been full of sounds and light and people.

Because | wasn't making any noise the bodies didn’t seem to take any notice of me. If | moved
dowly and took my timethey didn’t even look up when | passed. | got off the bike and pushed it round
into our road. Then | saw our house and | stopped. Part of me wanted to turn round and run but | knew
that | had to carry on. But what if | got in and Sarah and Gemmaweren’t there? Worse still, what if they
were there and they’ d become like the things which were still dragging themselves around the Streets?
Whatever | might have found, the thought of leaving and not knowing seemed much worse. | knew that |
had to carry on.

| pushed the bike onto the drive and walked up to the front door. There was post in the porch, and
likeafuckingidiot | picked it up and Started to look at it. A gashill and acredit card hill. | even opened
the bloody things to see how much | owed. And | dared to hate the bodies for following their instincts...

| had carried my house keys with me every day since we d left Northwich. | hadn’t ever thought
about going back there before, but for somereason | just hadn’t been able to let them go. With my hands
shaking | unlocked the door and went inside.

| wasjust likeit waswhen | left it. Everything was where | expected to find it. Gemma' s shoes were
by the door, my mug was on the kitchen worktop, Sarah’s coat was hung over the post at the bottom of
the bannister. | took off my crash helmet and just stood there and looked around. It was like the weirdest
fucking dream I’ ve ever had. If | half-closed my eyes and ignored the smdll | could dmost imagine that
nothing had ever happened. Therewas ahaf-inch layer of dust on everything but other than that it till



looked like home.

| stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked up.

Thiswastheredl reason I’ d come back.

| knew | couldn’t do anything for them and that going up to the bedroom wasn't going to bring my
girlsback, but | had to go up. It took me about ten minutes to climb the airs. | went up one a atime,
forcing mysdf to climb higher and higher and, at the sametime, having to keep control of my emotions
and stop myself from running out of the house and getting back on the bike. Eventually | was at the top,
standing on the landing, holding onto the bedroom door handle with my hands shaking.

| listened carefully. There was no noise coming from inside the room. | coughed, and il there was no
reection.

My mind wasfilled with memories of my family.

| pushed the door open and waited.

Nothing happened.

| looked at the bed and saw that they were both till there, still covered up by the duvet I’ d draped
over them before I’ d I€ft. | could just see afew curls of Sarah’s hair peeking out from under the covers.
Much as | wanted to see them, | didn’t want to look at either of them. | wanted to remember them as
they were and it was enough just to know that they were till together. | leant across and kissed them
both through the bedding before | said goodbye. | shut my eyes and told them that | loved them and that
| would aways be thinking about them.

Andthat wasdl | did. | didn’t want to disturb them or move them. | just wanted to know that they
were both il there. | just wanted to be sure that they were still together. 1t was more for Gemmathan
any other reason. | hadn’t been able to get the nightmare thought out of my mind that either one of them
might have walked and that my beautiful little girl could have been on her own somewhere.

Asit was she was okay. Shewaslying safe in bed, curled up tightly next to her mum.

And then came the question of what to do next.

The survivors had gone - | hoped they’d moved on, but | knew in my heart that something fucking
terrible had happened to them.

My family were safe and were resting peacefully and | knew that | was't going to go back home
agan.

| hadn’t expected to be on my own. Getting into the council depot that I’ d talked about before
suddenly didn’t seem like much of an option. Okay, so | could get mysdlf in there, but then what?1'd
aready discovered that | didn’'t have the balsto kill mysalf. Sowas| going to just Sit there and starve or
walit to die from dehydration, loneliness, boredom or old age?

Thefarmhouse I’ d just come from was the safest place | ft.
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Michagl camein from outsde.

‘We ve got aproblem,” he said, hisface flustered. Immediately concerned, Emma stopped what she
had been doing and rushed out to himin the hdll.

‘What isit?

‘Thevan,” hereplied. ‘It'scompletely fucked. There soil and dl kinds of stuff lesking out. Looks like
something’ s cracked underneath.’

‘So canyoufix it? sheasked. A sensible question. Michael shook his head despondently.

‘| haven't got abloody clue,’” he admitted. ‘| can drive acar, fill it with petrol and change atyre but
that’ sabout al. | wouldn’t know where to start with something like this.’



*So what do we do? Can we get by without it?

‘“We can, but we' d be taking ahell of achance. What if the same thing happensto the Landrover?
‘So what do we do? she asked again.

“We go out and get ourselves another van,” hereplied.

And s0, lessthan an hour later, Michad and Emmaagain found themsalves leaving the rel ative safety
of Penn Farm and heading back towards one of the dead villages dotted around the decaying
countryside.

For once Michad’ susualy keen sense of direction let him down. Distracted by abody lurching out at
them from out of nowhere a a cross-roads, he took awrong turn which soon led them out dong along,
graight stretch of narrow road. The road climbed for more than a mile before becoming flatter and more
leved. At thetop of the climb the trees and bushes which had surrounded them before and obscured their
view disappeared. Everywhere suddenly felt empty, spacious and open. Intrigued, Michad drove through
an open gate and into awide field dotted with ahandful of cars. They had arrived in adusty, cliff-top car
park where, from the far side of the field, they could see out over the ocean. Neither of them had thought
that they were this close to the coast. In the confusion and disorientation of the last few weekstheir
wholeworld felt like it had been pulled and twisted out of shape beyond al recognition. Maps and
atlases had been forgotten and put to one sSide as they had struggled to survive from day to day. Strange
asit seemed, the ocean had been the last thing that Michael had expected to see.

A little more relaxed than they had been before (perhaps because for once they couldn’t seeasingle
body nearby) they droveto the area of the car park which afforded them the best view of the seemingly
endless expanse of water below them and stopped. Michael switched off the engine and dumped back in
hischair.

‘Screwed that up, didn’t 17 he smiled.

‘Doesn’t matter, Emmamumbled as she wound down her window dightly. The noise of the wind and
the seawas loud and welcome. Aswell as shattering the otherwise dl-consuming silence of the world for
awhile, it also camouflaged any sound which the two of them might make.

The sight of the ocean filled Michagl with an unexpected combination of emotions. He had aways
loved the seaas a child, and seeing it now made him remember a handful of memories of childhood
holidays, when the sky had aways been deep blue, the sun huge and hot and the days seemingly endless.
The memory of those long-gone innocent days filled him with anow familiar sadness and grief. But those
heavy, desperate fedings were also matched by a dight elation because, for once, the two of them were
free from the confines of the farmhouse and the barrier and, for ashort time at least, away from the
millions of bodieswhich plagued their lives.

‘ Safest thing to do would be to take one of these cars,” he said, gesturing out across the car park.
‘We'll find the onethat’ sin best condition, empty it, and then driveit back.’

Emma nodded and continued to look out over the sea.

‘Think it's safe to get out? she asked.

‘Don’'t know,” he replied. ‘ There' s nothing about. Aslong aswe stay close we should be okay.’

Needing no further encouragement, Emma opened the door and stepped outside. The blustery wind
was strong and refreshing and it carried with it the unmistakable smdll of the salty water below. She
looked out towards the horizon and just dared to imagine for afew seconds that nothing had happened.
She had tried to do it many times before but there had dways been something in her line of visonto
remind her of the limitations of the shattered shell of aworld in which she existed. Looking out over the
uninterrupted water, however, for ashort time at least it was relatively easy to pretend everything was
okay. Shetook afew steps further forward and looked down onto a stretch of sandy beach. Her heart
sank as she watched asingle staggering body tripping and stumbling through the frothing, splashing surf.
Each advancing wave knocked the pathetic creature off-balance. She watched asit struggled to stand,
only to be knocked over again when the next wave came. There was a second body in the water wearing
only apair of swimming trunks. Obvioudy the unfortunate remains of an early morning bather from a
couple of weeks ago, the bloated, swollen and discol oured body was gradually being washed ashore.



Michael hadn’t seen the bodies. He was till daydreaming as he sat down on the grass next to their
vehicle

“You know,” he began, * Stting here you could almost convince yourself that nothing had happened.”

Emma said nothing. Having had the same thought just afew seconds earlier, the appearance of the
bodiesin the surf below had depressed her. She didn't think it wasfair to spail her friend’ s enjoyment of
the moment.

Michael stretched out on the grass, lying back and resting on his elbows. He looked over at Emma
and smiled.

‘Know what | want? he asked.

‘What? shewondered, feigning interest.

‘A sandwich,” hereplied. ‘1 want abig, thick sandwich on freshly baked, crusty bread. | want salad,
diced ham, grated cheese and mayonnaise. Oh, and I ll have aglass of freshly squeezed orangejuiceto
wash it down with.’

“WEe ve got tinned ham and alittle bit of mayo back at thefarm,” Emmasaid, sitting down next to him.
‘And we ve got orange cordid.’

‘Not the sameredlly, isit?

She shook her head.

‘No. Think we' |l ever et likethat again?

Michadl thought for afew moments.

‘“We might do. | bet we could make bread and cheese eventually, and we could have ham if we can
catch and kill apig. And | suppose we could grow fruit and vegetables if we set up agreenhouse...’

“Y ou should get yourself an alotment,” shejoked.

‘| could do,” Michadl said, semiserioudly. He sighed sadly and looked up into the sky. ‘1 don’'t know,
it sfucking supid, isn't it?

‘What is?

‘Everything we ve just said. In afew seconds we' ve managed to come up with about Six month's
work. Six monthsto get afucking salad sandwich and aglass of orangejuice...

‘I know,” she sympathised.

Michael yawned and stretched. He looked across at Emmawho suddenly seemed to be deepin
thought. He had learnt recently that thiswas not dways agood sign. It was okay to think for awhile, but
concentrating too deeply on everything that had happened often caused red problems.

‘Areyou okay? he asked.

She smiled and nodded and |ooked down at him.

‘I'm okay,” shereplied, giving little away.

‘But...7 he pressed, sensing that she needed to talk. He stared at her and, once eye-contact had
been made, she redlised that she couldn’t avoid answering him.

‘Arewe redly doing the right thing here? she asked.

‘What, sitting in acar park looking at the sea? he replied flippantly. Unamused, Emma shook her
head.

‘No, I’'m talking about the house and being out in the countryside.’

Michael sat up attentively, sensing the seriousnessin her voice.

‘Of coursewe are,’ he answered defensively. ‘Why, are you starting to have doubts?

‘What is there to have doubts about?

‘“Whether we should ever have |eft the city? Whether Carl was the one who wasright to go back
there?

‘I"'m not having doubts...’

‘So what isit then? Don't you think we can make anything of what' sleft?

‘I’m not sure. Do you?

“We might be able to. The bodies are rotting, aren't they? They should disappear over time and if we
could...

‘What about disease?



‘There are athousand hospital's up and down the country full of drugs.’

‘But we don’t know which drugsto use’

‘Wecan find out.’

‘But if we're sick and we need to get drugs, we'll need to know what disease we' ve got, won’t we?
How do we diagnose that? Do you know the difference between maaria, typhoid and gout for God's
sake?

‘No, but there are books...’

‘So what chance have we got?

Michael stood up and walked over to Emma. Although she till tried to avoid eye contact, he
positioned himsdf directly in front of her so that she had no choice but to look up into hisface.

‘We' ve got achance,’ he said, hisvoice sounding quiet and strangely hurt. * Okay, | accept that it
might not be much of achance, but to meit’ safucking chance dl the sameand I’m going to teke it.’

‘l know,” shesighed. ‘I’'m sorry...

The couple were slent for afew seconds. Both stared into the eyes of the other, their minds full of
confused thoughts.

‘Look, let’s get back,” Michael said eventually. ‘It' s not safe to be out here’

With that he turned away and looked around the car park. About a hundred yards away from them
was acar. Nothing specid - just an ordinary family-sized saloon - but it wasthe biggest car in thefield.
With Emmacfollowing close by, hewalked over to it and opened the door. The remains of the driver and
his female passenger sat motionlessin their seats. They were both dressed in business clothes and
Michadl wondered what they had been doing Sitting in this exposed and isolated place so early ona
Tuesday morning when the catastrophe had first struck. Anillicit office affair perhaps, or amarried
couple passing the time and spending afew precious minutes together before heading off to work?
Regardless of the reason, he carefully leant insde the car and undid both seat belts. Cautioudy (and with
alook of disgust and concentration on hisface) he took hold of the driver and dragged his corpse across
the grass, leaving it on the ground a ongside another car. He then returned and did the same with the
passenger. Theleast he could do for them, he thought, was leave them together.

The keyswere till in theignition. He started the engine and gestured for Emmato get inside.

‘Follow me back,” he said, suddenly anxious and feding uncomfortably vulnerable now that they were
making anoise which might aert any nearby bodiesto their presence. ‘ Okay?

She nodded and sat behind the whedl. Michael ran over to the Landrover, started it up and pulled
away.

In convoy the two cars drove out of the car park and back towards the farm.
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Michad’ s earlier disorientation worsened as they drove back home. The roads which they’ d followed
earlier looked even more unfamiliar when hetried to navigate hisway back again. The journey was made
more difficult by the fact that he kept glancing back in the rear view mirror to check that Emmawas il
following. Hefet surprisingly uncomfortable without her in the seat next to him. He had cometo rely on
having her around much more than hel d redlised. He dtill et like he hardly knew her, but the truth of the
matter was that he had shared more pain, despair and raw emotion with her than with any other personin
the twenty-nine years of hislife sofar.

Hethrew the Landrover around a sharp bend in the road and then dammed on the brakes to avoid
the back end of amilk float which wasjutting out into the road, the front of the float having smashed into
alow stonewall. He missed it by inches, and the closeness of a collision shocked him back into



concentrating on safely returning to the farm house. Another quick glance in the mirror reveded that
Emmawas 4till close behind.

Thewinding road gradually opened out and became straighter. In the near distance he could seea
row of threeisolated grey cottages. From one of the buildings (it seemed to be the middle one) asingle
figure emerged and staggered into the middle of the road. It stopped and turned to face him.

‘Fucking hdll,” Michael said under his bresth to himsalf as he stared at the pathetic body in front of
him. * Just look at that stupid fucking thing.’

He pushed hisfoot down harder on the accelerator, the Landrover quickly gaining more and more
speed. At that precise moment Michael focussed all his pent up anger, fears and frustrations on that one
pitiful creature. For afew seconds he fdt that destroying it would somehow make amends for the |oss of
just about everything and anything that had ever mattered to him.

As Michael raced ahead the distance between the two carsincreased. Concerned and confused and
certain that something was wrong, Emma accelerated to try and keep up with him.

The body in the middie of the road lifted itstired armsinto the air above its head and began to wave
Michagl down.

‘Jesus Chrigt,” he muttered. It took afull few seconds for the true importance of what he was seeing
to sink in, and by that time he was amost upon the body. It was moving with more direction, purpose
and intent than he’ d seen from any of the corpses before. Ingtinctively he dammed hisfoot down on the
brake and brought the Landrover to a sudden juddering halt. He knew before he' d stopped that it wasa
survivor that stood in the road ahead of him. Even from afew meters away he could tell from the
expression on the man’ sface and by the way he carried himsdlf and reacted that he was till dive.

‘Thank God,” the diminutive man gasped as he approached Michael. He looked up as Emma stopped
the car a short distance behind the Landrover. ‘ Thank God,” he said again, ‘you're the first people I’ ve
seen inweeks...’

‘Areyou aright? Emma asked. She was dready out of her car and walking towards the man.

‘I'm okay,” hereplied quickly, chattering like anervous child. ‘I' m better now I’ ve seen you two. |
thought | was the only oneleft around here. | wasgoing to...”

‘What' syour name? Michael asked abruptly, cutting across him.

"Philip, Philip Evans,’ he answered.

‘And where do you live?

The little man gestured towards his house.

‘Here,’ hesaid, smply.

‘Then let’sget insde,” Michael suggested. * It'snot agood ideafor usto be standing out herelike
this’

Philip obediently turned and led the others back towards his cottage. Emmalooked him up and down
as shefollowed him indoors. He was short and shabbily dressed. A noticeable stoop made him appear
much shorter than he actually was and his grubby clothes were worn and had obvioudy not been cleaned
or even changed for severa days, maybe aweek. Histired face was ruddy, pockmarked and unshaven
and his hair greasy, ruffled and unkempt. Philip itched and scratched at himself continually.

They stepped through the low front door and found that inside the house was as vile, odious and
squdid asitsowner. Dark, dank and musty, it was the perfect breeding ground for countless deadly
germs and diseases. Michadl immediately wanted to turn around and leave but he knew that he couldn't.
No matter what hisfirst impressions of Philip Evanswere he was asurvivor and, as such, hefelt duty
bound to try and do something for him. He was the first survivor they had seen sincethey’ d left the city.
Moreto the point, he wasthe first survivor they’ d found since that first night in the community centre
back in Northwich.

‘Sit down,” Philip said as he closed the door behind them and ushered them both into the living room.
‘Please St down and make yoursalves comfortable.’

Emma glanced down at the sofa next to her and decided to remain standing. It was covered with
crumpled food wrappers, crumbs and other, less easily identifiable rubbish.

‘Can | get you adrink? he asked politely. ‘I’'m sorry, I’'m just so surprised to see you both. When |



heard the noise of your engines| thought that...’

Hiswords faded in volume as he disgppeared into the kitchen to fetch drinks (despite neither of the
survivors having taken him up on his offer). Glad to be lone for amoment, Michadl seized the
opportunity to speak privately to Emma.

‘So what do you think? he whispered.

‘About what? shereplied.

‘About him,” he hissed. ‘What do you think we should do?

She thought for amoment. She knew what she had to say but didn't particularly want to say it.

‘He' sasurvivor and we should offer to take himwith us’ she said with obvious reluctance.

‘But...7 he pressed, sensing that she waan't telling him everything.

‘But look at the state of thisplace,” she continued, gesturing at their cold and stale surroundings.
‘Chrigt, thishouseis disgugting. It'smaking me fed sick just standing here, and by the look of himhe's
bound to be contagious, isn't he?

“We don't know that for certain, do we? Michael argued despite the fact that he agreed with her
completely. ‘We ve got to try and do something for him, haven’t we?

She nodded dejectedly and then changed the sour expression on her face as Philip returned to the
room, il talking.

‘...and after that when we couldn’t find him we decided that something was definitely wrong,” he
babbled, hisvoicetired. The little man paused and stood till to cough. It was aviolent, hacking noise,
like asmoker’ s rasping early morning cough, and he struggled to catch his breath.

“You dright? Michael asked.

Philip looked up and nodded, hisface flushed and red.

‘Fine,” he wheezed. ‘ Just picked up abit of an infection | think.’

He carried acircular metal tray which he put down on the table after brushing alayer of rubbish down
onto the dirty carpet with asingle sweep of hisarm. He handed Emma a chipped mug and then passed
oneto Michagl. Emma peered into her cup and sniffed it. It was undiluted lemon cordid. She glanced
across a Michadl who discreetly shook his head and gestured for her to put the mug down.

‘Do you know what' s happened? Philip asked.

‘Haven't got aclue, Michad replied.

‘| searched thevillage but | couldn’t find anyone else dive. | can't drive so | haven’t been ableto get
into town. I’ ve just been stuck here waiting for someone to come,” he stopped talking for a second and
looked a Michael again. * Are you two from town? Are there many of you there?

Emma answered.

‘We came here from Northwich just over aweek ago,” shereplied. ‘ And there are just the two of us
now. We left afew people there but other than that we hadn’t seen anyone until we found you.’

Philip sank down into an armchair with an expression of bitter disgppointment on hisface.

‘That’ s not good news,” he muttered. ‘I’ ve been stuck herewaiting and | haven't been ableto do
anything. My telephone s not working and the eectricity’ s been cut off and...

‘Philip,” Michadl interrupted, ‘just listen to me for a minute. Whatever happened here has happened
right across the country asfar aswe know. Just about everyoneisdead...’

‘I’ ve seen some people, the little man whittered, not listening, ‘ but they’ re not right. They come when
they hear me, but they’ re Sick. They bang on the door for hourstrying to get insgde but | just lock it and
gt in the back room until they go.’

‘Wethink you should come with us, Michad continued. ‘We reliving in afarm house afew miles
from here and we both think it would be better for you if you wereto...’

Philip till wasn't listening.

‘Do you know what makesthem act like that? | redly don’t like it. Mother’ s not well and it upsets her
when| tell her that...’

“Y our mother’s here aswell? Emma asked.

‘Of course sheis,” hereplied.

‘ She can come with us; Michadl offered. ‘We should get your things together and get out of here as



quickly aswe can.’

‘Shewon't likeleaving,” Philip mumbled, ‘ she' s lived here since she and Dad got married.’

‘Maybeyou'll be able to come back,” Emma said, sensing that Michael was keen to get moving and
doing her best to sensitively persuade Philip to leave.

Philip thought for amoment and then nodded.

“You'reright, hefinaly said. ‘It s probably for the best if we dl stick together. I'll go and tell Mum.’

With that he turned and walked towards a door in the corner of the room. Beyond the door was a
narrow, twisting staircase which he began to climb. Emmaingtinctively followed but Michad stopped
her.

‘What' s the matter? she asked.

‘Let megofirst.’

Philip was dready at the top of the Sairswaiting breathlesdy. As Michadl gpproached helifted a
snglefinger to his chapped lips.

‘Bequiet please,” hewhispered. ‘Mum’sfound all of thisalittle hard to ded with and | don’t want to
frighten her. She' svery old and she' s not been well theselast few months!’

Michael nodded and managed a haf-smile despite the fact that the air at the top of the stairswas
rancid and he could clearly hear the ominous humming of germ-carrying flies close nearby.

Philip pushed the door open dightly and stuck his head into his mother’ s room. He stopped and
turned back to face the other two.

‘Give me aminute with her, will you? he asked.

He disappeared into the room and pushed the door shut behind him but Michadl followed
immediately. Philip didn’t notice.

‘Mum,” he said softly as he crouched down at the side of the bed. ‘Mum, there are some people here
who can help us. We're going to go back with them for afew days until things settle down again.’

Michael stood ashort distance behind Philip. Emma cautioudy entered the room and walked over to
stand next to him. Heleant down and grabbed hold of her arm. With tension and fear obviousin hisvoice
he hissed at her to quickly go back downgtairs.

‘Why? she quietly asked. Shetook asingle step forward to get a better view of Philip’s mother and
then covered her mouth with horror and disgust. Mrs Evans' skin was discoloured and decayed, her hair
lank and greasy. Hies buzzed around her decomposing flesh and were feeding on her constantly writhing
body. Michadl walked up to the bed and pulled back the soiled sheets which covered the old ladly.
Ignoring Philip’s protestations he stared down at her emaciated body. She wastied to the bed with
strong ropes which were stretched tight across her stained night-dress. She' d been dead since the first
morning.

‘I had to tie her down,” Philip ssammered anxioudy. ‘ She wouldn’t stay in bed. When the doctor saw
her last he said she had to stay in bed until she was better...’

‘Philip,” he sghed, ‘your mum’sdead.’

‘Don't be stupid,’ thelittle man scoffed, laughing with disbdlief.  How can she be dead? She’ snot
well, that’sal. Bloody hell, how can she be dead you daft bugger?

‘“This has happened to millions of people, Philip, Emmasaid, fighting to keep control of her nerves
and her ssomach. ‘1 know it sounds crazy, but most of the people who...’

‘Dead people can’'t move,” he shouted, resting his hand on his mother’ s shoulder. *How can she be
dead if she smoving? Answer methat?

‘Living people don't rot, Michadl replied. ‘Now your choiceis smple, either come with us now and
leave her here, or you both stay.’

‘| can’t go without Mum,” hewailed. ‘| can’t leave her here on her own, can 1?7

Michael took hold of Emma sarm and gently pushed her back towards the gairs.

‘Wait for me by the front door,” he said quickly. ‘I'll be down in a couple of seconds.’

He turned back to try and reason with Philip.

‘Comeon, just accept it will you? he began. “Y our mother is dead. She might sill be moving, but
she'sas good as dead. She' s the same as those other people you' ve seen outside!’



Emmalistened anxioudy as she crept back down the stairs. She waited on the bottom step for
Miched.

‘What are you going to do if you stay here? he continued. *Y ou probably haven't got much food or
drink and your hedlth is suffering. We re your best chance, Philip. Get your stuff together and come with
=

‘Not without Mum. | can’t leave without her.’

Michael shook hishead dejectedly.

‘No,” hesaid smply.

Without any warning something inside Philip snapped. In afraction of a second the meek little man
became an uncontrolled animal. Hisfears and frustrations bottled up since the nightmare had begun, he
suddenly exploded with fury and savage emotion, lunging a Michael and sending him flying acrossthe
bedroom. Surprised by the force and the violence of the unexpected attack, Michadl lost his balance and
tripped backwards through the doorway. With Philip desperately holding onto him, the two men tumbled
down the stairs and cameto rest in aheap at Emma sfest.

‘Get back to the car!” Michael yelled as he struggled to hold the other man down. * Get the fucking
engine sarted’

Despite having the speed and intentions of aman possessed, Philip was weak and dight of stature and
it didn’t take much effort on Michadl’ s part to overpower him. He wrenched him around and grasped his
scrawny neck in adangeroudly tight headlock. He dragged Philip towards the front door of the cottage,
ignoring hispitiful, wheezing cries.

There were three bodies in the road between the car and the van. Emmaran past them and climbed
into the car and started the engine. The corpses - joined by more from the shadows nearby - began to
crowd around her. She struggled to see between them and waited anxioudy for Michael to appear.

More bodies were reacting to the sounds of the struggle insde the building and were heading towards
the cottage. Emma accelerated, hoping that the sound of the car’ s engine would distract them and give
Michad and Philip achanceto get out. A couple of ssumbling figures turned around awkwardly and
staggered towards the car. An equal number continued to move closer to the house.

Michael looked up and saw that there were corpses in the doorway. Philip, sensing that he had been
distracted momentarily, managed to squirm free. He took afew steps away from Michael and wiped
tearsfrom his eyes, oblivious to the danger of the gpproaching cadavers.

‘“Why can't | bring her with me? he pleaded, <till refusing to accept the bitter truth.

Michadl grabbed hold of hisarm to pull him out of the house but he recoiled and managed to twist
himsdf free again. A body reached out and grabbed hold of Philip’s shoulders. Another caught hold of
one of hislegs. Terrified, he began to kick and scream.

‘Get them off me!” heyelled. ‘ Please, get them off!’

Michad tore the creatures away from him and pushed them back out into the street. He looked up
and saw that there were about twenty figures around Emma’s car and he could see her panicked face
staring back a him through the glass. He knew that he had to make a choice and he had to make it
immediately. Keep trying to persuade Philip to leave without his mother or just leave without either of
them. He glanced back at the pathetic shell of aman who stood in the middle of hisliving room,
whimpering and snivdling.

The decision was made.

Michael ran out through the doorway, pushing bodiesto the side, and pausing only to pull the door
shut behind him hoping to give Philip something of achance. He fought hisway through the ragged crowd
and climbed into the Landrover and started the engine. From where he sat al that he could seewasa
mass of grotesque, decaying faces staring back at him. He gave a couple of short blasts on the horn and,
when Emmadid the samein reply, he pushed down on the accelerator and moved away. The
decomposing bodies offered hardly any resistance.

Hewatched in the mirror until he was sure that Emmawas following and then put hisfoot down.



42

Seven milesto Penn Farm.

The maze of twisting country lanes which surrounded the farm and connected it to the numerous
villages and small towns nearby was confusing and disorientating. Michadl found it hard to keep
concentrating because he was preoccupied with other thoughts. Had he done the right thing in leaving
Philip behind or should he have made more of an effort to drag him away from his home? He knew that
the poor confused soul wouldn’t have abandoned his dead mother without alot more persuasion, and he
aso knew that they hadn't had the luxury of having timeto argue. When it cameto it the decison had
been apretty clear cut choice between Emmaand Philip. He couldn’t stand the thought of risking
Emma s safety for even asecond, but at the same time he felt wracked with guilt when he remembered
the pathetic, frightened little man he' d left quivering alone in the stagnant surroundings of his dead
mother’ s house.

A short while earlier in the car park, in those few precious seconds when he had stood out in the open
next to Emma, he had dlowed himsdlf to fed afant flicker of optimism. Momentarily they seemed to
have been miles away from the close confines of the farmhouse and the wandering bodies. He had felt
strong and safe as he had breathed in deep gulps of cold, seaair. But redity had returned with a
vengeance. Now an all too common fedling of claustrophobic despair had returned.

A T-junction in the road appeared. It looked familiar and Michagl sensed that they were finally
heading in theright direction. Then asignpost he had seen before, soon followed by the rusting wreck of
ablue estate car which he remembered having seen crashed into the base of an old oak tree. Without a
doubt they were at last on the road that would lead them back to the farmhouse.

Driving back aong the same road towards the farm but approaching it from the opposite direction
was Carl. Fedling numb and wesk with nerves and with every musclein hisbody aching with heavy
tiredness and adeadly fatigue, he glanced down at the motorbike' s controls. Hewas il travelling at a
reckless speed, but he didn’t dare dow down as the needle on the fudl gauge had dropped to the lowest
possblelevel. He hadn't planned on making two long trips on the same tank of petrol. Now little more
than fumes remained in the tank.

Forcing himsdlf to keep going, he swerved around another one of the wandering bodies and increased
his speed 4till further. The body span around and grabbed &t the carbon monoxide-filled air where the
bike had just been.

With less than three milesto go Michadl’ s nervousnessincreased. He felt aconstant and very redl fear
in the back of hismind whenever they were away that something might have happened to the farmhouse.
If the gate or any other part of the barrier had collapsed then their home could well be surrounded by
scores of relentless, decomposing corpses. Although therewas still away to go, he began ingtinctively to
search for the turning which led to the track running from the road to the house. It was on their |eft
somewhere, but he knew it would be difficult to see from the angle they would be gpproaching at.

They rushed past the trees, bushes and buildings lining the sides of the roads at a dangerous speed but
neither Michagl or Emma cared. Both wereindividudly content to risk adegree of safety to get back
homein the shortest possbletime.

Carl was dmost there.

Just acouple of hundred yards remained between him and the turning onto the track to the farm. He
too searched congtantly for the elusve junction. There were bodies al around him, sstumbling onto the
road in whichever direction he looked. Y et again the silence of the rest of the world seemed to have



amplified out of al proportion every sound the motorbike made. Like a perverse Pied Piper agrowing
crowd of restless corpses followed him, attracted by the throaty roar of the powerful engine.

Carl’ s heart sank asthat same roar suddenly spluttered and died.

Hewas out of fuel. Damn close to the farmhouse, but not close enough.

Asthe bike freewheded to astanddtill he frantically tried to decide what to do. He quickly took off
his helmet and threw it at the closest few bodies before dumping the bike and beginning to run.
Exhausted, hot and tired he sprinted down the road and towards the track with what seemed like
hundreds of corpsesin close (but dow) pursuit and with more sivarming around him from the treesand
shadows surrounding. He wasfaintly aware of alow mechanica sound in the distance but he wastoo
scared to stop. He had to keep moving. He reached the turning onto the track and began to sprint up the
hill inthe direction of the farmhouse.

At that moment the Landrover and car appeared, both till in close convoy and both out of sight of
Carl. Disorientated and surprised by the unexpected appearance of so many bodies, Michagl missed the
turning. The sound of their vehicles had attracted plenty of cadavers along the way, but why were so
many of them here now? Had their collective interest been aroused by the noise from the Landrover
when they’ d first left Penn Farm earlier that morning?

Emmaflashed her headlamps at Michael and gave ablast on the horn, not sureif he knew he'd
passed the turning onto the track. Furious for alowing himsdlf to be distracted by the crowds, he braked
hard and tried to turn around. The road was infuriatingly narrow and hisfrantic three point turn took
many more turnsthan it should have done. Each time he reversed or drove forward more and more of
the shambling creatures were dragged under the whedls of the Landrover.

Emma smashed through the rotting crowd and accelerated up the hill back towards the house. The
rough track seemed worse than ever - the whedls of the car were smaler and less forgiving than the
larger whedls of the van and Landrover. Each dip and trough of the uneven ground caused her to lurch
forward in her seat and rattled her to the core. Wesk and defencel ess bodies were thrown to the side but
there seemed to be still more and more of them further ahead. She accelerated again and managed a
momentary glance into the rear view mirror. Michagl was on hisway up the track close behind her.

Carl was managing to outrun the bodies. Now that he had ditched the motorbike the sound he made
was gresatly reduced, and in turn that reduced his attraction to the ragged corpses al around him. But he
wastiring fast. Theair wasdry and he had apainful stitch which he tried unsuccessfully to bresthe
through. He knew that he could not afford to stop but at the same time he was beginning to have red
difficulty in keeping going. For a second he could hear the noise he’' d heard at the bottom of the track
again, and thistime he redlised that its volume was steadily increasing. The corpses dragging themselves
up the hill towards him gradualy broke off their pursuit and began to sscumble back down again,
distracted by this new sound. Carl looked over his shoulder and then turned back to look ahead again. In
the near distance he could see the gate and the barrier and, just beyond that, Penn Farm.

Without warning Emma s car appeared with Michadl in the Landrover close behind. Carl span around
and could hardly believe what he was seeing. He stood in the middle of the track waving hisarmsand
ydling out loud, desperately hoping to attract the attention of one of the survivors. Emmanoticed him, but
at the same time three close shadowy figures aso heard his anxious cries and threw themsalves at him.
They dragged him down to the ground where he kicked and punched and struggled to pick himsdlf up.
With an ingtinctive venom and anger, the creatures ripped at hisflesh with vicious, twisted fingers.

Emma dammed on the brakes and jumped out of the car. Michael pulled up close behind (the track
was too narrow to pull up alongside Emma) and ran to Carl’ sside.

‘Fucking hdll, it sCarl,” he shouted as he grabbed hold of thefirst of the three bodies and threw it to
onesde. ‘Where did he appear from?

Emmatook hold of another cadaver’s shoulders and wrenched it away from the man on the ground.
Micheel kicked the last one away and then helped Emmarto get Carl into the car. Already they were
being surrounded by hundreds of diseased figures.

‘Get back to the house,” he screamed as he bundled Carl into the back of the car and pushed Emma
into the front. Before he had even closed the door she had accel erated away again and was careering



down thefind incline towards the gate spanning the stone bridge.

Michadl shoulder charged hisway back through the sickly throng to the Landrover and managed to
force hisway back into the driver’s seet. He dammed and |ocked the door and then looked up and
down the track. More and more bodies were converging on the road ahead. The frequent noise from the
house over the last day or two must have attracted them. Perhaps their brains were beginning to function
with more clarity and reason than before? Maybe these hundreds of corpses had actualy stayed closeto
the farm and laid in wait because they knew that the survivors had been hiding in there? And now the
combined noise from the bike, the Landrover and the car that Emma was driving seemed to have brought
every lagt one of them out into the open.

He put the Landrover into gear and drove forwards, obliterating any of the corpses that foolishly
remained in hisway. But there wereliterdly hundreds of them now, maybe even more than a thousand.
He noticed that Emma had stopped alittle way short of the gate and aready her car was being swvamped
by ragged figures. Why didn’t she open the gate and go through? Crud realisation suddenly dawned. He
had the keys.

Like a man possessed he sped down the track. There were just too many of the damn creatures
around. There was no way he could get out of the car and unlock the single padlock which they used to
secure the gate when they | eft the farm. There were too many bodies around for him to risk being out in
the open. There was only one option. He drove on and smashed through the wooden gate, sending
splinters of wood flying in dl directions. He drove across the dusty yard and skidded to a sudden halt
right outside the steps leading up to the front door of the house. He anxioudly looked back to make sure
that Emmawas following. She careered into the yard with abody clinging onto the bonnet of the car,
trying desperately to smash the windscreen with attired and wizened hand.

Knowing that he literally had just secondsto spare, Michael grabbed the keys to the Landrover from
the ignition and took the house keys out of hisjacket pocket. He jumped out of the car and ran up the
steps and tried to unlock the door. His hands were shaking with nerves.

‘Open the bloody door,” Emma screamed.

The lock clicked and they wereinsde. Michael gestured for Emmarto get in while he went back for
Carl. The other survivor could hardly move. He was physicaly and emotionally destroyed.

A few seconds longer and the three of them were back insde the farmhouse with the front door
locked and secure.

‘Get him into the kitchen, Emmaordered. Michagl dragged Carl through and lay him on the cold and
hard tiled floor.

‘Think he'sgoing to be dright? he asked breathlesdly.

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘Don’'t know,” she mumbled as she checked hisinjuries. Nothing too degp. Nothing obvioudy
serious. Just flesh wounds.

They were digtracted by a dull thumping sound from the other sde of the room. Michael 1ooked up to
seethat acrowd of bodies had gathered at the kitchen window. With heavy, uncoordinated hands they
began to bang relentlesdy on the glass.

‘Updtairs,’ he shouted. ‘Move!’

Emmadidn’t argue. Between the two of them they grabbed hold of Carl and hauled him up to the
bedrooms.

Oncethey had laid him down on Emma s bed Michadl |&ft the room and dowly waked around the
top floor of the house. He looked out through virtually every window and stared out at in horror at the
nightmarish sght which greeted him. Hisworst fears had been redlised.

The house was completely surrounded.



‘Jesus,” Michael hissed as he stared down from the window in Emma’ sroom. ‘ There are more and
more of those fucking things coming in by the second. There are bloody thousands of them down there’

Emma had been sitting with Carl who lay motionless on the bed. She got up and walked over to
where Michadl stood and glanced down over his shoulder into the farmyard below. Hewasright - there
was dready adense crowd of hundreds of detestable figures surrounding the house and their numbers
were increasing congtantly. They continually poured in through the gap where the gate on the bridge had
been.

“Why do they keep coming? she asked under her bresth. ‘We came here because we thought there
would be fewer of them, so why do they keep coming here? She knew that Michael couldn’t give her
any definite answersto her questions, but she felt aneed to ask anyway.

‘1 don’'t know,” hereplied. ‘I still think it's got to be the noise.’

‘But we' ve not been making any noise’

“We have compared to the rest of the world. Christ, how many times have we been through this? The
whole planet is bloody silent. Every time one of us moves you must be able to hear it for milesaround.’

*So the sound of the car engines...’

‘Kegps attracting them. And even when the sound dies down, | think they’ re staying close because
they know we' re nearby.’

‘Do you redly think so?

He nodded sadly.

‘It would explain why there are so many of them around here now, wouldn't it?

‘Soif we stay indoors and keep quiet and out of sight for awhile then they should...’

He shook his head with aresigned sadness.

‘I don’t think that’ s going to work anymore,” he sighed.

“Why not?

Rather than answer her, Michadl instead just opened the bedroom window dightly. The sudden
forcing noise as he pushed the sticking window open caused aripple of excitement to quickly spread
through the rotting crowd below.

‘Just listen to that,” he whispered.

Emmadid as she wastold, and was soon aware of a cold, aien sound coming from the diseased
hordes below. The shuffling of weary, leaden feet, the occasiond guttura groan, the sound of clumsy
bodiestripping and faling - each individudly insignificant noise combined to create a congtant, chilling
soundtrack.

‘It'stoo late for usto just Sit till and play dead now,” Michael explained. ‘It’ s got to the stage where
they’ re making enough noise by themsaves to keep attracting more and more of them here. And with a
crowd of thissize, it doesn’t matter how quiet we are, the bastard things are going to keep coming
regardiess’

Asredisation dawned, Emma stepped back from the window, sat down on achair and rested her
head in her hands.

‘So what do we do how? she asked anxioudly.

Michadl didn’'t answer.

A heavy and ominous quiet descended on the room, disturbed only by the noise from outside and by
Carl who groaned in pain.

“How you doing? Michael asked, hisvoice still a hushed whisper.



Carl didn’t respond. Emmastood up and leant over the injured man. She looked him up and down,
thought for a second or two and then walked back over to Michadl.

‘It sdifficult to say how heis,’ she sighed, whispering so that Carl couldn’t hear her. *He' s exhausted
and he' sdill in shock. He doesn't look too badly injured physicaly, but he’ sredly suffering.’

‘Has he said anything to you?

‘What about?

Michadl closed the window and moved away from the glass.

‘ About what he found in the city if he ever got there? And why he came back if he did?

She shook her head.

‘He hasn't said anything. | think we should...’

Michael wasn't listening. He walked over to the side of the bed and knelt down next to Carl. Carl
didn’'t respond. He lay there motionless, staring up at the celling.

‘Mate, Michadl began cautioudy. ‘ Carl, can you hear me?

He swallowed painfully and nodded.

“You okay?

‘No,” he answered, hisvoicetired and little more than awhisper.

Carl’ s eyesflickered shut and then opened again. Without moving his head he looked over towards
Michadl, then back to Emma, and then back to Michael again.

‘Did you get to Northwich? Michael asked. ‘Did you get...’

‘I got there.’

Michael glanced over a Emma.

So what happened? Why did you come back?

Helooked up at the ceiling again, licked hisdry lips and swallowed hard.

‘Therewas no-one there, he mumbled.

‘“Where, a the community centre? Did you manage to get back to the community centre...’

‘They’ ve gone. There was no-onethere.’

‘So where did they go?

Carl dowly lifted himsdlf up onto his elbows, paused for asecond, took a deep breath and then
swalowed again.

‘I don’t think they went anywhere. When | got there the door was open. Insde the place wasfull of
bodies.’

‘What bodies? The onesfrom outside or...?

He shook his head.

‘Survivors. | don’t think they’ d been dead that long.’

‘“What happened? asked Emma.

‘The bodies must have got inside. There's o many of them that the survivors didn’t have a chance.
There' sonly one way into that building so there was no way oui...’

He dumped back onto the bed, tired by the effort of talking.

‘Fucking hdll,” Michad spat, standing up quickly and walking across the room. He kicked the
bedroom door and it dammed shut, sending a sudden noise like agunshot echoing through the house and
causing the creatures outside to stir again. For thefirst time since he’ d watched the world die around him
weeks ago he couldn’t think straight. He didn’t know what to do. They had reached a dead end and
there didn’t seem to be any options. The farmhouse was under siege, and the only other place of refuge
that they knew of was gone.

Emma sensed hisfear and walked over to stand closeto him.

‘What are you thinking? she asked cautioudy, athough she didn’t redlly want to know. Her mind
was a o filled with hopel ess thoughts.

Michael didn’'t answer. He turned to face the wall, not wanting her to see the frightened tears welling
upinhiseyes.

“We ve got to do something,” sheingsted. ‘Do we just Sit here and wait or do we...?

“We don’t have much of afucking choice, dowe? he snapped. ‘We can take our chances outside or



we can Stinthisroom and wait until it's safe again. And that’ s going to take bloody ages...’

‘The houseis il secure...’

‘I know itis, but what useisthat to us anymore? Go into any room downgtairs and there will bea
hundred of those fucking things staring in at you through the window. Once they see you they’ll go
fucking wild and before you know it we' re back to square one...’

‘What do you mean?

‘I mean that it’ sonly going to take alittle bit of careless noise or for afew of thosethingsto catch
sght of one of usand we' ll beright back to where we started. We could sit in thisfucking housein
slencefor six monthsuntil al but ahandful of them have disappeared and we d still have aproblem. All it
needsisfor one of them to see us and start hammering on the door and then more would hear that, then
more, then more...

‘So what are you saying?

He shrugged his shoulders and wiped his eyes.

‘1 don’'t know..."” he muttered, taking care to avoid letting Emmaknow what he was redlly thinking.
But shewasinteligent and persistent and she d already worked it out for hersdlf.

‘I think you' re saying that we haveto leave. | don’t think we can stay here any longer.’

He nodded.

‘Don’t know where we' re going to go or how we're going to get out of here...’

‘But we don't have any option, do we?

Michael didn’t respond. He wiped his eyes again and looked around the room. For amost aminute
he said nothing.

‘We ve got to keep out of sight and out of earshot of those bloody things,” he eventualy announced,
‘and we ve got to get as much stuff together aswe can. We'll just haveto fight our way through.’

‘But how? How are we going to get to the cars...?

‘We Il wait for acouple of hoursuntil it' sdark,” heinterrupted, ‘and we'll seeif afew of them
disappear. I'll try and get the generator started and...’

‘Why?

‘Becauseit will distract them, won't it? If there’ salouder sound round the back of the house they’re
more likely to go looking for usthere, aren’t they? Anyway, we'll wait and give Carl a chanceto come
round and pull himsdlf together, then we'll just haveto gofor it

With that he walked out of the bedroom to start collecting their things from the upstairs rooms of the
house. Emma stayed where she was, leaning against the bedroom wall. Now that the conversation had
ended an uneasy silence had descended upon the building. The deceptive peace, however, was
short-lived. She quickly became aware of the bodies outside again. She stood there in absol ute hopeless
terror and listened as the dragging footsteps of hundreds upon hundreds of rotting corpses advanced
closer and closer towards them.

Although the nights were beginning to quickly draw in, it seemed to take an eternity for darknessto findly
arrive. Each nervous, painful minute dragged unbearably, amost to the point that every last second
seemed to take a protracted eternity to pass. In thetimethat it took the low grey light to fade completely
to black, Carl did not move. He lay motionless on the bed, sill staring up at the ceiling. Emmawondered
if hewas even aware of what was happening around him, or whether he had become completely
withdrawn and catatonic. Whatever, she decided that she didn’t want to disturb him. Shedidn’t dare
taketherisk, at least like this he was quiet. She was frightened that if shetried to help him or even get



him to try and move he might suddenly turn and crack, and that any reaction from him might provoke
another unwanted and terrifying response from the vast crowds outside the house.

Both Emmaand Michael had managed to pack their few belongings. Between them they had donethe
same with Carl’ s gear which had been bagged up in black plagtic refuse sacks. They stockpiled their
luggage in the shadows &t the top of the staircase, not daring to get any closer to the front of the house
for fear of being seen. They had no way of easly reaching the more important supplies downgtairs. As
much as they needed their clothes, they both knew that taking the food and other items | eft in the kitchen
could well be crucid to their continued surviva.

Michad and Emma passed each other on the landing close to the bedroom door. They stopped there
for afew seconds and spoke to each other in hushed, anxious whispers.

“You okay? he asked. Emma s eyeslooked tired and frightened in the half-light.

‘I'mdright.’

‘Carl okay?

‘No change.’

‘Ishegoing to be dright?

‘Don’t know.’

‘Chrigt, you were the one studying to be adoctor.’

‘Fuck off, thisisway beyond anything | studied. | don’'t even know if I'm going to be dright anymore,
never mind anyone else’

‘Sorry.’

‘Forget it.’

‘ Got much stuff together?

‘Got my clothes and afew odds and ends. What about you?

‘The same. WEe' re going to have to get downstairs though and try and get some of the stuff in the
kitchen packed.’

‘So how are we going to do that? There are bloody huge windowsin every room. We can't go
anywhere without being seen from outside’

‘I know.’

‘We're going to have to leave with what we' ve got, aren’t we?

‘1 think we' Il be lucky to get that much out.’

‘So what are we going to do?

Michadl shrugged his shoulders.

‘Get out with nothing and start again somewhere else, | suppose,” he sighed. ‘ Do what we did when
we arrived here. Find somewhere that 1ooks half-decent, get ourselves settled and then get out and get
supplies’

‘But won't the same thing happen again?

‘Probably.’

That wasn't the answer Emma had wanted to hear. It was what she' d expected him to say, but she
had gtill been hoping for alittle more encouragement.

*So how do we get out? Have you thought about that?

Michael shrugged his shoulders again.

‘We'll just haveto make arunfor it. Get Carl up and about, get loaded up with stuff and then go for
it. Well haveto fight our way through.’

‘Think we can do it?

A third nonchaant shrug. A few moments of awkward silence followed.

‘Arethere sill as many outsde? Emmawondered.

‘Can’'ttdl,” hereplied. ‘ Probably. I’ ve seen afew of them walking away, but there are just as many
gill comingin over the bridge”

‘They can't get inside, canthey?

‘We d have to be unlucky. It'slocked tight down there but...’

‘But what? They can't get in, can they? sheinterrupted, again looking for reassurance from



Miched..

‘But there are thousands of them,” he continued. ‘ Their sheer mass could do some damage.’

‘1 don't think they’Il be ableto force their way in.’

‘Neither do |. But then again thistime yesterday | never thought they’ d get through the barrier...’

‘But they didn't get through, we let themin.’

‘Doesn’t matter, doesit? Fact isthey’ re through. And it wouldn't matter how they got insideif they
managed to get in here. Wouldn't matter if they put awindow through or if we let them in through the
front door. Fact iswe' d be completely fucked whatever.’

‘“When are we going to do this, Mike?

‘ As soon aswe can. We re kidding oursalvesif we think it's going to get any better for ustonight.
WE re not going to gain anything by waiting.’

45
Carl Henshawe

It shaf past nineand I’'m feding much better.

| know there’ sno way out of here, but | ill fed better because | know that something’ s going to
happen. We' re not going to Sit herelike fucking prisonersfor the rest of our days. Something’ sgoing to
happen tonight.

When | was running back to the house | was faster than the lot of them. | could outrun them. They’re
nothing, just bags of skin and bone. They don't have any strength and thereisn’t asingle one of them that
can hurt me,

| keep seeing Sarah and Gemma sfacesand | can hear Sarah telling me what to do. She' stelling me
that she wants me to make ago of this. She' stelling me that she wants meto get off my backside and
make a stand.

| can hear Emmaand Michadl talking about getting away again.

The only way we candoitisif wefight.

When I'm ready I’m going to show every last one of those bastards outside who'sin charge. They're
wesk and they’re sick and I’ m strong.

I’ m going to take them oui.

Oneat atime.

Quarter to ten.

Michael was Sitting in achair in the corner of the bedroom with his eyes closed. He wastired and he
needed to rest but there was no way he could deep, not even for a second.

Emma sat on the edge of the bed where Carl till lay. She had taken care to position hersaf so that
even though it was dark, she could il clearly see both men. She watched them anxioudy in the dull light,
waiting either for Michadl to open his eyes and decide that they should move or for Carl to return to full
consciousness. Shewas alittle lessworried about Carl now. He seemed much calmer. He was generdly



il and quiet, but hisface now seemed relatively untroubled, dmost to the point of gppearing relaxed.

Taking care not to make any more noise than was absolutely necessary, she stood up and walked
over to the window. Peering down cautioudly into the yard below she saw that the seething mass of dark,
heaving bodies remained. An gpparently endless sea of bobhbing, rotting heads. Hundreds and hundreds
of them clamoured to get closer to the house and their sheer number was till the overriding concern
because, individualy, the corpses were dow and dumb. While she watched she saw five or six of them
lose their footing on the muddy bank and tumble hel plesdy into the stream, unable to get up and get out
again. She saw another one of them become caught on the jagged remains of one of the gateposts on the
bridge, trapped and unable to move. The remnants of its ragged clothing had become snagged on alarge
wooden splinter but it couldn’t see how to pull itsdf free,

There was another reason why the bodies terrified her.

It was more than just their horrific appearance and the fact that their rotting flesh was host to many
unknown and deadly diseases. Emmawas morbidly fascinated and repul sed by the creatures because,
less than amonth ago, each one of them had been like herself. Anindividua. A person. A human being
with aclear and identifiable persondlity and individua tastes, skillsand beliefs. What scared Emma- what
chilled her to the corein fact - was what these once ordinary, norma people had become. Chances were
many of her friends and family had gone the same way. And who wasto say that when she died, shetoo
wouldn’t spend the rest of eternity dragging her decomposing body aimlesdy around their dead world?

One or two of the bodiesweren’t athreat. A group of between, say, ten and fifteen was a concern,
but nothing they couldn’t deal with. But in the cold darkness outs de the farmhouse tonight there she
could see hundreds upon fucking hundreds of them.

‘No better? an unexpected voice asked from the shadows behind her, startling her momentarily. She
gpan around quickly. It was Michadl. He was up and out of his sedt.

‘They'redtill here” shereplied with her heart thumping anxioudy in her chest. ‘ They're still coming.’

‘I'm sorry,” he said, hisvoice low, sensing that he' d startled her. ‘I didn’t mean to make you jump.’

She nodded and turned back to look out of the window again.

‘Do you think they know we' rein here? she asked.

‘I don’t know,” he answered. ‘| think they sense that there' s something different about us. It might just
be because of the noise we make, it might be because of the way we move...’

‘But what do they want from us?

‘I don’t think they want anything.’

‘So why arethey here?

‘Ingtinct.’

‘Ingtinct?

‘Yes. Likel sad, we'redifferent, that’sal. Whatever’ sleft of their brainsistelling them we're not the
same asthey are and they’re drawn to us. | don't think they mean us any harm, they just want to know
what we are. If they react towards one of us, it's because they’ relooking out for their own safety.’

‘They think we' re athreat?

‘| think so, yes.’

Michael took another few steps closer to Emmaand gently put his arms around her. For a second she
involuntarily recoiled at histouch. She meant nothing by her response. She wanted to be close to him but,
a the same time, she wanted to be alone. Truth was she didn’t know what she wanted anymore.

‘Areyou dright? he asked, concerned.

‘I'm okay,” she replied, turning round to face him but not quite managing to make eye contact. ‘I’'m
just tired,” shemumbled, ‘that’sal.’

‘Sure? he pressed, not convinced.

She shook her head and her eyesfilled with stinging tears.

‘No,” shefinaly admitted, reaching out and grabbing tight hold of him. She pulled him closer and
buried her facein hischest. ‘1 don't think we' re ever going to get away from this house’

‘It'sgoing to be okay,” he said ingtinctively and without any degree of conviction in hiswords.

Y ou keep saying that,” she sobbed. ‘Y ou keep saying that but you don’t know if it’ strue, do you?



Shewasright. Michael knew as much and decided that it was better to say nothing. Still holding onto
Emmatightly, he shuffled closer to the window and peered outside. As she' d dready suggested, nothing
out there seemed to have changed.

‘Come on, we' ve got to go,” he announced suddenly.

‘What? Emma protested, pushing hersdf away from him. *What the hell are you talking about. We're
not ready to go yet...’

‘I’ snot going to get any better,” he said, hisvoice surprisingly cam and unemotiond. ‘We could wait
here for months but we' d be fooling ourselvesif wethink it'sever going to get eesier.’

‘But what about Carl? she nervoudy snapped. ‘We can't leave here until he's...

“You re making excuses,” Michad sghed. ‘We ve both been making fucking excuses dl night. We ve
justgottodoit.

She knew hewas right and didn’t bother to argue. Truth was they had both been avoiding the
inevitable. But suddenly Michadl seemed determined to make amove, and she watched him with quickly
mounting trepidation. There was anew found concentration and direction in hisvoice which she
understood but which a so frightened and disturbed her. She knew that thisreally wasit. She knew
Michael wasright and that leaving wastheir only chance, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept or
to dedl with. She watched as he pulled athick jumper over his head and tightened the laces on his boots.

Michael looked up and noticed the concern on her face.

“You okay? he asked.

She nodded quickly but it was impossible to hide her fear. Her legs were heavy with nerves. She
could hardly breathe.

‘Look, I’'m going to try and Start the generator,’” he continued. ‘ There are fewer of them out the back
and...

“What, only five hundred instead of athousand?

‘There arefewer of them,” he continued. ‘I’ ll seeif the noise will distract them.’

With admirable strength Michagl seemed to have switched off his emotions and was concentrating all
his attention and effort on the task immediately to hand. He walked towards the door and then stopped
and turned back to face Emma. He looked ready to say something to her but didn’t.

‘Areyou sure about this? she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘No,” hereplied with bruta honesty, ‘but | can't think of any other option. Now do me afavour will
you and try and get Carl to wake up. Get him ready to leave. Assoon as|’m back insdewe' Il haveto
goforit.

With that he turned and disappeared into the darkness leaving Emmaaone, staring into the space
where he had just been, trying desperately to make sense of the sudden confusion al around her.

Michadl crept down the staircase, frightened that even the dightest noise might have adevastating
effect on the vast crowd outside the house. Perhaps even something as ingignificant as stepping on a
loose, cresking floorboard would be thefinal straw that might whip the rotting masses into the frenzy that
could see them forcing their way into the house.

With his heart pounding in his chest with cold, dark fear and with his entire body drenched with a
gticky, clammy sweat, Michael lowered himsalf down onto his hands and knees and crawled aong the
hallway, keeping out of sght of every window and every door. He had reached the back of the housein
just afew seconds, and he carefully lifted himself back up onto hisfeet, hiding in the shadows and
keeping hisbody tight and flat againgt the nearest wall.

Once upright he had a clear view of the back lawn through asmal square pane of dirty glass. There
were still many, many bodies outside, but on this Side of the house their numbers seemed fewer and much
more diffuse. He watched as the shadowy silhouette of one of the pathetic creatures sumbled past. As
soon asit had gone by he silently turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open. Holding his
breath he dipped through the narrowest gap he could and then pushed the door shut behind him. He was
outsde.

He had seen thousands of the lamentable corpses over the last few days and yet, at this most



dangeroustime, he il found himself unableto tear his eyes away from them. Standing perfectly ill he
watched them move. They lurched and staggered, their legs heavy and uncoordinated. For the most part
their heads were bowed and it seemed to take more effort than any of them could muster for them to
look up.

The shed which housed the generator was some twenty meters away from where he stood. He knew
that to run towards it would attract more attention. It made senseto try and walk dowly to match the
laboured pace of the cadavers around him. But moving dowly seemed to infinitely increase the menta
effort and strain involved with every single step. He was now inches away from thefirst few bodies and
he knew that one false move would be al it would take to set off adeadly chain reaction throughout the
enormous crowd.

Step by painful, dragging step he moved across the back lawn. Bodies ssumbled past him, some even
collided with him, and yet he forced himsdlf to remain focussed and not to panic. He wanted to run. He
wanted to kick and punch at the bloody corpses dl around him and smash hisway through to the
generator. Thiswaslike playing with fire. The menta pain waslike being forced to lie down in scalding
hot water and not move. Each second was agony, but every aternative was worse.

Another cadaver lurched into his path. For afraction of a second he alowed himsdlf to look into its
cold and clouded eyes before quickly looking down at the ground. He winced with repulsion as the body
crashed into him, and he ingtinctively lifted his handsto protect himself. The body’ s torso was weak and
rotten. His hands pushed effortlesdy through the cresture’ s decayed flesh and into the chest cavity. Biting
down on hislip to stop himsalf from shouting out in disgust, he carefully pulled himself free and carried on
towards the generator.

Four metersto go. The wind was cold and the air damp with spitting rain but Michael didn’t care.
Three meters, then two meters. Almost there. With numb, trembling hands he reached out for the door
handle. Resisting the temptation to increase his speed by even afraction, he pulled open the door and
disappeared insde. The gusting wind caught the door and dammed it shut behind him and he cursed the
noise which rang out through the silence like agunshot.

Therewas atorch in the shed which they had purposdly left there for emergencies. Using the dull light
from its dying bulb he scanned the machine' s control panel. It had been days since they had used the
generator, and he prayed that it would work tonight. He remembered Carl’ singtructions (he' d taught
both Michael and Emmato operate the system) and began to prime the machine. He looked up and saw
through the flapping door (which congtantly opened and shut in the wind) that there were bodies dl
around. Heflicked the switch to start the generator and, as it coughed and spluttered and failed, every
last one of the bodies he could see immediately turned and began to walk towards the shed. He tried the
generator again and, again, it died. Once more and the same response. Terrified and unable to think
draight, he tried the machine for aforth time. It findly burst into life and began to chug and thump
reassuringly. Clouds of dirty fumes billowed up into the swirling night air.

All around the house and throughout the surrounding countryside, approximeately one and a half
thousand bodies began to move towards the mechanica noise. Over fifteen hundred bodies staggered
towards Michad.

Therewas no timeto think. He kicked open the door and ran back towards the house, fighting his
way through athick seaof clumsy bodies. He kicked and punched and powered through to the back
door which helunged towards. As he tugged and pulled at the handle more than adozen pairs of twisted,
rotting hands grabbed at him, catching hold of hishair, his clothes, his shoulders and hislegsand arms.
He screamed and writhed to free himsdlf but it was usdess. He could struggle free from the grip of one
corpse, only to be caught by countless others. He began to fed himself being pulled back into the
disease-ridden crowd.

‘Michagl!” he heard Emma scream. He looked up and saw that she was on the other side of the back
door. She was pushing at the door, struggling to open it againgt the sheer volume of sickly cadavers
outside. Michael managed to shuffle a couple of stepsto hisright and get one arm back insdethe
building. With a strength and determination that she had never before possessed, Emmagrabbed hold of
him and dragged him back into the house. A body was pulled inside with him and, while Michadl kicked



and punched at the wretched thing, Emma dammed the door shut, severing an emaciated arm in the
process.

The body on the floor stopped moving momentarily and Michadl crouched down, struggling to catch
his breath.

‘Okay? Emmaasked, shouting to make hersalf heard over the noise coming from the frenzied crowd
outside.

He nodded.

‘Think so,” he gasped.

Sheturned to look out of the window in the door. The small pane of glasswasfilled with a mass of
dark, dangerous shadows, every last one of them clamouring to get insde.

‘Weneed to... Michael began before being interrupted by another noise, this time from the front of
the house. He looked at Emmafor a split-second before standing up and running down the halway.

It was Carl.

‘Shit!” Michad ydled to Emma. ‘What's he doing?

The two survivors watched helplesdy astheir friend unlocked the front door. He lifted his hand to the
latch and then stopped and turned to look over his shoulder when he heard the others approaching.

‘Ready? Carl asked, grinning with excitement and misguided anticipation. His face was grotesque
and amost unrecognisable. Already scratched, bloodied and bruised, hisfeatures were distorted further
by the dark shadows of the besieged house. He seemed blissfully unaware of what waswaiting for him
on the other side of the door.

‘Fucking hell,” Michad gasped, ‘he’ sgoing to openiit! He slost it. HE' s completely fucking lost it!”’

Emmawas rooted to the spot with fear. She couldn’t move or even think. Her lipsformed silent
words of desperation and terror.

Carl lifted up the rusty rifle they had found and smiled again a Michad!.

‘Comeon, Mike,’ heydled. ‘“We Il have them. Y ou and me |l have the fucking lot of them!”’

Michadl could hear the bodies fighting to get into the house with anew found purpose and ferocity.
He was about to try and talk to Carl and make him understand when he opened the door.

‘Get upstairs now!” he screamed at Emma. He grabbed hold of her arm and half-dragged, half-threw
her up the staircase. He followed close behind but stopped and turned back when he was only a couple
of stepsup.

Blissfully unaware, Carl opened the door fully and, for a single second which seemed to last longer
than ten, nothing happened. A moment of stillness and unexpected calm which was suddenly shattered by
atida wave of rotting flesh and bone which powered into the house. The force of the surge was such that
Carl waslifted clean off hisfeet and smashed againgt the nearest wall. In seconds the hdlway wasfilled
and Carl had completely disappeared from view, swallowed up and destroyed by the vast and
unstoppable crowd.

Turning quickly, Michadl ran up the stairs after Emma. She was hiding in Carl’ s attic bedroom. He
dammed the door shut behind him.

‘Get the fucking bed!” he screamed. ‘Help me push it in front of the door.’

Taking one end each, the two of them shunted the heavy wooden bed down the length of the room
and turned it Sideways o that it completely blocked the door.

‘Where' s Carl? Emmaasked, dthough she dready knew the answer. Michael didn’t bother to reply.
He ran over to the window and looked out. The bedroom was at the front of the house. It was dark but
he could make out their Landrover and car in the yard below.

‘We ve got to get out,” he said, hisvoice trembling with emation. ‘I’ ve till got the keysto the
Landrover...

‘But what about our stuff? Chrigt, al our stuff’s...’

‘Forget it,” he snapped.

‘But how are we going to get out? We can't just...’

Michadl ignored Emma s questions. He opened the window and leant outside. A few of the bodies
below caught sight of him and their ferocity seemed to increase when he stepped out onto the roof.



‘Follow me’ he said, turning back momentarily to face Emma.

She walked over to the window and looked down.

‘| can't...” shewhined.

“You'vegot to. You haven't got any choice.’

Fighting to stay cdm and in control of her body and emotions, she watched as Michadl carefully
shuffled around and lowered himself down aong the danted roof until hisfeet wererestingin the
guttering. Lying flat with his somach pressed againg the tiles, he shuffled sdeways until he was directly
above the porch. Once there he stopped and looked up at the bedroom window again.

‘Comeon,” he hissed. Emmalooked at him and then looked down at the mass of bodiesin the yard.
More and more of them were reacting to Michael’ svoice. Unsure, she climbed up onto the windowsi|
and tentatively put one foot outside. Moving painfully dowly, she then lowered hersdf down until shewas
hanging out of the window. She stopped again, paralysed with fear.

“You candoit!’ Michad yelled, sensing her unease. He prayed that she couldn’t sense his.

He lowered himself down the last few feet onto the roof of the porch and then stood still for amoment
to regain his balance. He glanced down at the shifting sea of figures below and saw that he was now
close enough to be able to see the faces of the hundreds of corpses gathered around the house. Just
meters away from hisfeet an endless column of creatures struggled to force themsdvesinto the building.

Emmadtill clung tightly onto the windowslll for deer life, too afraid to move. A sound from insdethe
house distracted her and she looked back through the open bedroom window to see that the bed
blocking the door was being shoved out of the way. The volume of bodies that had entered the house
was astonishing. It was the sheer mass of cadavers that was forcing the door open. As she watched a
thick and constant stream of featurel ess figures began to pour into the room.

‘Movel’ Michael screamed, distracting her. She looked down and watched as he dropped from the
roof of the porch onto the yard below. It was adrop of some ten feet and he landed awkwardly amongst
the bodies, twisting his ankle. Ignoring the pain and the clumsy, grabbing hands which reached out for
him, he forced hisway over to the Landrover and unlocked the door. Kicking and punching at the
corpses holding onto him, he fought hisway inside and started the engine.

Another new sound meant another surge of bodies, thistime al heading towards Michadl.

Emmalooked up. The bodiesin the bedroom were close. She had to move. She stretched her legs
out behind and lay on the doping roof, moving her toes congtantly, hoping to fed the guttering and useiit
for support. She followed Michagl’ s route across the roof and then stopped when she was above the
porch. Digtracted by the light in the yard coming from the Landrover’ s headlamps which Michad had just
switched on, shewatched in horror and disbelief as he began to drive away.

‘Michadl!” she screamed.

She watched the Landrover asit moved away from the house. Michagl dowly steered it back round
inawide arc, finaly stopping when he was as close as he could get to the front of the house and the
porch. For afraction of asecond Emmathought that he was going to leave her behind.

She dropped down onto the roof of the porch and caught her foot on aloose date which crashed to
the ground beneath her. Unsteadied, she struggled to regain her balance and lurched forward. Asshe
desperately fought to grab hold of something solid to hang onto, more dates worked free under her
weight and shefdl down to the yard, the mass of bodies breaking her fall. Within seconds she was
completely engulfed.

Michadl jumped out of the Landrover and dived into the crowd surrounding Emma. He grabbed her
by the scruff of her neck and yanked her free, pushing her towards the Landrover which she dived into.
She did acrossto the passenger seat and then reached out for him. Shetook hold of hisright hand which
he held out and pulled him towards her. But the collective strength of the creatures was too much and
they took him from her, dragging him down onto the ground.

Michael sensed that he was about to die.

But fucking hell, he thought, he’ d survived so much, why the hell should he give up now? And even
more importantly perhaps, he knew that he couldn’t leave Emmato suffer alone. With the very last dregs
of energy that he could summon from hisfrightened and exhausted body, he scrambled to hisfeet and



kicked and punched at the figures around him. He reached insde the van, grabbed hold of the steering
whed and pulled himsdf in. He yanked the door shut behind him, leaving countless carcasses to smash
their decaying fists againgt the metal and glass.

‘Ready? he asked breathlessly.

Emma nodded and swallowed hard.

Michadl forced the van into gear and lifted hisfoot off the clutch. For one desperate moment it
seemed that the volume of bodies surrounding the Landrover might prove too much for it to overcome.
Theengineroared but it did not move. He accelerated again, thistime increasing the power steadily until
the engine screamed to be released. With one sudden, juddering movement they began to edge forward,
carving abloody passage away from their home and out through the rotting masses.

Emma glanced back over her shoulder at what remained of Penn Farm. Through her tears she could
aready seethat the farmhouse was now little more than an empty shell. There were dark, shadowy
figuresmoving a every window.

Epilogue
Michael Collins

Wedrovefor hours, only stopping oncein dl that time to siphon more fuel from a crashed car ona
deserted stretch of road.

We gave up for the night when | couldn’t keep awake to drive any longer. We d been following a
twisting road which led dong one exposed edge of ahigh mountain valey when | spotted an empty car
park. Emmadidn’t want to drive. We decided to rest.

| parked the car, stopped the engine and got out. A stupid thing to do, perhaps, but it didn’'t seemto
matter anymore. If any bodieswere near by (and | couldn’t see any) then what could they do to us?
What could they take from us? We had nothing and we could lock ourselvesinto the Landrover if we
needed to.

Wewerein abeautiful place, and for ashort time nothing seemed to matter. The moon was high and
proud in the sky and the night was till. Acrossthe valley a steep, jagged mountain-face climbed away
from us. It was as remote and inhospitable a place as we could have hoped to find.

“You aright? Emmaasked as she walked round to stand next to me. | nodded and instinctively
pulled her close. Thewarmth of her body was comforting.

“Want to keep going? she asked me suddenly.

‘Don’'t know,” | answered truthfully. ‘ Do you?

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘Isthere any point?

‘There’ s got to be somewhere we can go,’ | said. * Somewhere they can’t get to. Another Penn
Farm...

| looked down into her face and stopped talking. She was haf-smiling, and her expression seemed to
betelling methat athough sheredlly did want to believe me, shedidn’t. Tears of pain and frustration
began to roll down her ddlicate cheeks from her tired eyes.

In silence we clambered into the back of the Landrover together and lay there on the floor, holding
each other tightly.

‘We'll be okay,” | heard mysdlf say.

She smiled briefly and then buried her head in my chest.

We had nothing left to lose but our lives. We lay there in the darkness and waited for morning.
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