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​Chapter 1: Last Day of Normal
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First, the shrill gasp of his own breath. Always, the body remembers before the mind. A spike of white cold in the chest, pain at the center, then the slow uncrumpling of limbs from the old, hunched posture. His dreams are never worth remembering, so Miles sets them aside with the quilt, entombed beneath cheap fabric and the ache of rising.

Even now, muscle memory marshals his movements. Three quick taps of the wristwatch to reset his sense of time. Stand, rotate left, cross to the window. On the way: slippers found and slid on in darkness, feet gliding to reduce noise out of habit, though there’s no one to disturb but himself and the thick, grey fug beyond his walls.

His flat is a cubist's reverie: a rectangle with the right-angled austerity of barracks, but too clean, too curated. Surfaces show only the vital organs of living. On the first wall, above the sagging sofa, three framed photographs: two black-and-white, one colored. The colored one—he never looks at it if he can help it, but here it is, anyway—a face too young to be so ruined, and his own hand at her shoulder, both of them forced to smile.

He does not look at it.

He draws the curtain two inches left of center. It never opens fully, for reasons he has never dignified by saying aloud. Let the morning seep in, not pour. Let the world remain, for as long as possible, observed but unengaged.

He sits at the edge of the sofa and binds his left bootlace first, looping three times in the special knot. Some comfortless voice from boot camp had said it would never come undone in a downpour. He’s never once seen a downpour in this city, only drizzle, and yet he repeats the knot on his right boot, too.

Routine. Survival by sequence.

He shuffles into the kitchen, the single galley strip of linoleum and empty promise. The clock above the fridge is frozen at 03:44, battery long ago usurped by the television remote. He places the kettle on, measures the grounds into the filter basket with trembling fingers. He registers the tremble. It isn’t new, but it’s never welcome. On the counter, a military commendation in a lacquered frame watches the performance with the impassivity of the dead.

The television is always on. He turns it down to a volume that hovers just at the lip of perception, a murmur of weather and local miseries. Some faceless anchor is already speaking when he enters:

"...police are urging residents not to approach or attempt to interact with the—"

A breathy, public-access silence.

"—authorities are investigating what appears to be an isolated incident at the Mill Lane Asda, though reports remain unconfirmed at this hour. In other news—"

He pours water through the coffee, watching the drip, willing his pulse to steady. Two sugars, never stirred. He sits at the folding kitchen table and scans the bookshelf. Everything in alphabetical order, genre grouped, a system strict as any barracks. Today he selects an old Le Carré, dog-eared to death and spine flensed. He reads the same page three times, absorbing nothing. Outside, the grey light flexes at the glass but cannot muscle its way in.

He shaves, after. The bathroom mirror is small and warped at the corners; his face is a funhouse mask, features bloated and slackened by sleep. He touches the blade to skin, hand steady now, slicing careful lines as though revealing a face beneath the one he wears to sleep. He is old, but not ancient. Some mornings he wakes young. This is not one of them.

He dresses in the same order as always: first the undershirt, then the pressed dress shirt, sleeves rolled to just below the elbow, then the sweater, then the grey wool overcoat with the inside pocket cut open to allow him to touch the lining, the only thing in the flat softer than the memory of her.

He cannot remember the last time he saw anyone face-to-face for more than three sentences. The city is in a state of premonition: the streets half-deserted, the air taut with the expectant hum of something building. He rationalizes it as an early winter, flu, the usual English malaise. He does not go outside for groceries until it is absolutely necessary. Today, he has waited too long.

From the sofa, the TV drones on:

“...unconfirmed reports from St. Margaret’s Hospital now place the number of casualties at—”

The broadcaster’s voice shudders at the edge of decorum.

Miles watches the screen for a moment, and in that moment his features do not move. The newscaster looks faintly amused, or faintly disgusted; impossible to tell which. Below her, the crawl reads: OUTBREAK CONTAINED, LOCAL AUTHORITIES INVESTIGATING. In the corner, a red banner scrolls: INCIDENT AT PRIMROSE LANE, PLEASE AVOID THE AREA.

He sets down his coffee cup with a clatter. He checks the front door, jiggling the handle twice. Checks the chain, the secondary lock. Checks, by reflex, the windows in the bedroom, which have not been opened in months. The world beyond is a blur of rooftops and particulate air.

He stands by the front door, holding the knob with white-knuckle intent, listening to the low hum of emergency sirens spiraling at a distance. There are always sirens in this city, but these sound new: urgent, unfettered by the old torpor.

He laces his boots tighter, tugs the wool coat over the bones of his shoulders. He places a palm on the inside lining, feels the secret softness there, a handhold for the moments ahead.

He opens the door, letting a sliver of the world in. The stairwell is empty and smells of static. He stands at the threshold, just for a moment, head turned fractionally, so the left eye can sweep the hallway, and then the right. Down the hall, nothing but the neighbor’s doormat and a silent, vigilant potted plant. Miles steps forward, locking the door behind him. The world moves, and he moves with it, neither willing nor unwelcome.

Down the stairs, down the narrow spine of the building, out into the wounded, waking city.

The Crown smells of old sweat and worse intentions. Overhead, the bell rings, announcing the hour with a hollow metallic violence. The windows, smoked by decades of off-license resignation, glow dimly from the inside, as if reluctant to surrender light to the street. There are six people at the bar: five inert regulars and Rita, who is a siege unto herself in the farthest corner.

She has barricaded her table with half-drunk lagers, reams of lined notebook paper, and a scatter of greasy newsprint. The barman gives Miles a nod, wary and brief, as if greeting a dormant threat.

He approaches, reading the scene before him as he would a crime in progress. Rita's posture is both collapsed and intent; she hunched over her notes like a conspirator drawing the line between murder and prophecy. Miles slides into the chair opposite her, feeling the wobble of the leg and the residual warmth of another body, gone only minutes before. He inspects the table between them, half-expecting to find the blueprints for a failed state.

"You're late," Rita says, not looking up.

"I'm exactly on time," Miles says. "You started early."

She pushes a pint toward him, then stares over her own glass. The left side of her hair is buzzed to the scalp; the right dangles, a curtain shielding her face from the world or the world from her face. In the right light, her eyes are green. In this light, they are the color of supermarket grapes, synthetic and bruised.

"I heard from Niall," she says.

Miles's stomach curdles. "About?"

"Everything." She flips her notebook, and the next page is a lattice of checkboxes and foodstuffs. "It's happening again."

"Rita—"

"This isn't like last time, Miles. They're saying it’s rabies up north but that's not how rabies spreads. Have you read the numbers?"

He glances at the paper. Each line is a grim syllogism: DRIED LENTILS, WATER TABLETS, FIRST AID KIT, HATCHET (NEW), AMMO (IF CAN GET). The column beside it is more ragged, filled with addresses and hours and cryptic abbreviations. At the bottom, scrawled in red: IF IN DOUBT, RUN.

Rita grins, baring small, white teeth. "I knew you'd come. Even though you act like you don't care."

"I came for the beer." He lifts the pint. The foam is gone and the surface is flat, as though afraid of exposure.

"Tell yourself that." She leans forward, voice dropping. "Three towns under quarantine in Yorkshire. No traffic in or out for two days. And you know what happens when they quarantine a place."

He does know. He knows the pattern, the slow leak of facts and the way the government patches them with soothing lies. He says nothing.

"Did you see it this morning?" Rita asks. "On telly?"

He nods, remembering the taut faces of the newscasters, the red crawl at the bottom of the screen. He remembers, also, his hand shaking on the kettle. He would like to believe it was from lack of sleep.

"They're hiding something," Rita says. "Always are."

He looks at her, sees the shadow of the girl he knew before—the girl who dragged him out of burning buildings for fun, who'd scavenged the entire A-road for a single working torch. She has aged sideways, accumulating quirks instead of wrinkles. He envies her that.

She sips from her glass, watches the bar with narrowed eyes. Miles sips, too, and tastes only stale regret.

"You still think it's a drill, don't you?" Rita asks.

He considers. "I think it's above my pay grade."

"You always say that."

"And you always say, 'They're coming.'"

She smiles. "One day I'll be right."

Behind the bar, the television mutters about unrest at a hospital in Manchester. The barman turns it up by three notches, then immediately regrets the noise.

"—reports of violence in the emergency room, all incoming patients are being diverted—"

The patrons at the bar make a show of ignoring it. The second-hand on the wall clock jerks forward.

"What's your plan?" Miles asks.

"Same as ever. Wait, watch, keep breathing."

"And when you run out of air?"

She shrugs. "Die interestingly."

He almost laughs. Instead, he watches her scribble something on the page: STAY MOBILE. TRUST NOBODY. FOOD FOR A WEEK.

"You can stay with me," he says, quietly.

She looks up. "And what, hunker down? Wait for the wolves to come knocking? That's your big strategy, soldier?"

"I'm not a soldier anymore."

"Tell that to your haircut."

He runs a hand through his hair, cropped close as ever. He had not intended to, but the gesture is compulsive.

The bell over the door rings again, sharp and jarring. A man in a battered overcoat stands, wavering, on the threshold. Blood blossoms across his shirt, thick and ropy, like the world’s worst tie. His eyes are pale, watery, and utterly directionless.

Rita sees it first. She moves in a motion so rapid it is almost soundless, withdrawing into herself.

"Don't," Miles says, but she's already up, moving to the window.

Out on the street, shadows tumble. The barman hesitates, then comes out from behind the counter, towel in one hand. The wounded man keens, a soft, high whine, and stumbles into a chair.

"Did he say anything?" Rita whispers.

"Not yet." Miles stands beside her at the window, squinting through the stained glass.

They watch as another figure staggers into view, a woman with the grim misfortune to be in a suit and heels at this hour. She stares straight ahead, never glancing sideways, as if crossing a haunted threshold. Behind her, three others shuffle at a pace both erratic and, paradoxically, determined.

"Fuck," Rita says, low. "It's started, hasn't it?"

The street explodes into movement. A dog barks, then is silenced with a yelp. The woman in heels falters, pitches forward, lands on the kerb with a meat-slap. The others descend, quick as vermin.

Inside, the barman drops the towel.

"Call the police," someone says, but no one moves.

Miles watches. His skin prickles; his breath snags. The wounds on the newcomers' faces are horrifying, torn and purpling at the edges. Their movements are liquid, joints bending the wrong way, too eager.

One of them notices the pub window. Locks eyes with Miles. Smears a palm across the glass, painting it in sticky red.

Miles turns to Rita. "We need to go. Now."

She is already folding her notebooks, scooping them into her coat. She leaves the beer unfinished. He grabs her arm—not hard, but with all the urgency he has, which is considerable—and pulls her toward the back exit.

There is a noise at the front, a frantic scrabbling at the door. The wounded man, forgotten in his seat, lurches forward and collapses in the middle of the floor.

Rita looks at him. "Should we help—?"

Miles shakes his head, once, then again. "Not now."

The back hallway is black with the residue of a hundred thousand cigarettes. At the end: a fire exit with a bar across the door and a fat, clattering chain.

Rita rips the chain free and slams the door open. The cold from the alley hits them like a warning. Miles looks back just once: the figures are battering the front of the pub now, each hit more desperate than the last.

He pushes Rita into the alleyway, follows after, and does not look back again.

On the street, all pretense is gone. The infected surge from every direction, frenzied and blind, and the sound is not screams but a kind of collective moaning, as if the city itself were sobbing from its own wounds.

"Where?" Rita asks.

"Car park," he says, gesturing north.

They run. Miles leads, checking every shadow, every corner, every window. His body does what it has always done: scans, appraises, assesses threat. He hates this feeling but it is the only thing he has left.

Rita keeps pace, feet slapping the pavement, her breath hitching but never breaking. At the edge of the block, they see a car already up on the curb, doors hanging open, keys in the ignition. A child’s backpack is tangled around the gearshift.

Rita points. "There."

Miles hesitates. It is too easy.

But Rita does not. She dives in, shoves the bag aside, and fires the engine.

"Go!" she shouts.

He barely makes it inside before she floors the accelerator. The car fishtails, catching purchase, then barrels through the throng of shuffling, broken things in the intersection. Miles feels the impact in his teeth, sees red smear across the windshield, but does not think about it.

They are moving. That is what matters.

Rita drives like she’s done this before: windows up, head down, eyes fixed. They make it three streets before the first siren screams past them, lights slicing through the gathering dusk.

Miles looks at her. She is sweating, knuckles bone-white on the wheel. Her notebook, crumpled on the dashboard, blinks a single red word at him.

If in doubt, run.

He settles into the seat, breathes once, twice, then watches as the city collapses behind them, block by block, the disease spreading faster than fear.

Lucy likes the green ones best, the kind that bruise to a perfect, radioactive chartreuse when you press them with your thumb. She is at the end of the aisle, evaluating apples, back turned to Tom as he stands mid-aisle, reciting the list in his head.

"Green or red?" she calls, voice bright as the overhead lights.

"Red," Tom says, but he knows he’s already lost. Lucy only asks questions to which she has decided the answer.

He waits as she debates, tapping a single apple against her chin. The store is almost empty: a couple with matching fleeces drifting through the tinned soup, a pensioner hunched over the magazine stand, a teenage girl on checkout scrolling through her phone. It is the kind of supermarket where the aisles never quite line up and the lighting is always fractionally off, a faint blue flicker like a dental waiting room.

Lucy shuffles back to him, apples nested in her hands. "You’re daydreaming," she says, eyes smiling, not quite meeting his. She always does this, searches for him in the mirror of the everyday. Tom grins, leans down to kiss her, and she fakes a struggle, laughing low and sweet into his chest.

"List," she says, "or we’ll be here forever."

Tom scans the screen. "Tea, biscuits, cat food, pasta. That’s it."

They drift. The shelves are suspiciously empty in places; odd gaps in the pasta section, a lot of instant soup missing. Lucy notices, running a hand along the shelf-edge. "Didn’t they restock this morning?"

"Maybe everyone’s carbo-loading for winter."

She shrugs, tosses the apples into their cart with a little too much force.

As they circle the next aisle, a noise comes over the store’s speakers—a rising, shrill note, like a tuning fork dropped onto cold tile. The music dies, replaced by a jagged silence.

"Attention, shoppers," says a voice, thinner and more human than the usual canned announcements. "Due to unforeseen circumstances, we ask that all customers make their way to the nearest exit in an orderly fashion. Please do not panic. Repeat: all customers, please proceed to the exit immediately."

The teenage girl on checkout looks up, her face in sharp relief. "What was that?" she mutters, eyes wide, phone frozen halfway to her ear.

Lucy looks at Tom, mouth pinched. He shrugs, starts to wheel the cart toward the front, but the movement is slow, as if the gravity in the store has tripled. The pensioner leaves the magazine, steps toward the doors, but then hesitates, as if waiting for a punchline.

The next sound is glass shattering at the front entrance.

A scream follows—a real, full-bellied thing, ragged with surprise and fear. Then more: the couple in fleeces, one calling the other’s name, the teenager gasping and ducking behind her counter.

Tom grabs Lucy’s hand, feels the sweat, the way her knuckles try to dig through his skin. "Go," he says, not quite sure what he means.

At the far end of the shop, the doors have stuttered open and two men tumble in, one chasing the other. The first has blood leaking from the side of his neck, as if someone has tried to draw a line from his ear to his collarbone. The second is dressed in what used to be a security uniform, but the shirt is dark and sticking to him, face wild and fevered.

They collide with a stand of fizzy drinks, bottles clattering to the floor, pink foam seeping through the gaps. The one in uniform grabs the other’s head and bites, gnawing, shaking, like a dog fighting over a bone. The man on the ground tries to scream but it is gurgling, low, almost musical.

Lucy makes a noise, a tiny broken syllable, and Tom pulls her down behind a stack of canned beans. The teenager is sobbing behind her counter now. There are more thuds at the door, fists and arms and heads battering the automatic sensor, forcing it into stuttering, repetitive opening and closing.

The pensioner stands still, refusing to believe in disaster. He watches as the first man goes slack, blood spilling onto the linoleum, eyes rolling up. The security man lifts his head and looks directly at Tom, teeth stained black, hands already reaching for the next.

Tom tugs Lucy, hard, and they crawl the length of the aisle. "This way," he says, voice gone dry. The emergency exit at the back is chained but not locked. As they reach it, they hear the wet crunch of more bodies, shouts rising and falling, the store’s interior devolving into a kind of animal frenzy.

The alley beyond is full of bins and the thick, rotting smell of last week’s produce. Tom slams the door behind them. For a moment, everything is so quiet it’s as if the city is waiting.

Lucy looks at him, eyes too wide, apples clutched in her hands. "Did you see—"

He shakes his head. He can’t speak. He’s too busy listening: the sirens in the far distance, a stutter of gunfire—or was it a car backfiring?—and always, underneath, the low moan of people not quite dead yet.

They move down the alley. Every footstep is uncertain, both of them glancing behind after each turn, as if the walls themselves are planning to betray them. At the end, the alley opens onto a side street, normally so mundane it barely warrants notice. Now, it is a corridor of stalled cars and abandoned bags, as if the world’s shoppers have vanished mid-transaction.

They run.

Down three blocks, past a bakery where blood has been finger-painted onto the glass, the message "HELP US" reversed to face the world. Someone has left a trail of bright red dots, perfectly round, as if carefully measured out with an eyedropper.

They duck into a bus shelter, out of breath. Tom leans his head against the metal, Lucy clutching his arm as if it might float away. He listens to the pulse in his head and tries to think of something clever or brave to say, but the words jam together.

A roar overhead makes both of them crouch: a military helicopter, moving too low, too fast. As it passes, Tom sees the reflection in Lucy’s eyes: a thin black line trailing from the horizon, slicing the sky into before and after.

Behind them, the city sings its new song. Sirens, screams, the constant smashing of glass.

Lucy turns to him. "Now what?"

He wants to tell her it’s fine, that they’re safe, but the truth curdles in his throat.

"We go home," he says. But he doesn’t know where that is anymore.

She nods. The decision is made in the small, gentle squeeze of her hand.

They walk together, avoiding the shadows, ducking each time a shape moves where it shouldn’t. The city is a grid of endings: here, a pile of shoes, scattered as if flung by a great hand; there, a parked car with the radio still playing, door wide open. Once, they pass a girl in pajamas, standing on her lawn and screaming until her face splits with effort.

They never stop. They don’t look back.

At the edge of their estate, the world is quiet again. A hush before the tidal wave. They slip into the shadows of a doorway, sheltering as the lights overhead flicker, unsure if they should turn on or give up for good.

Lucy rests her head on Tom’s shoulder. He closes his eyes, and in the darkness, he hears only her breathing, steady and close. He thinks of the apple, green and shining, safe for now in her pocket.

A single chime from his phone: EMERGENCY ALERT.

He doesn’t read it.

They stay, pressed together, as the night slides across the city and buries them in the sound of everything falling apart.
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​Chapter 2: The World Falls Apart
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They move at dawn, because night is for teeth and things that do not fear the cold. Miles counts heads, not people, and glances down the column. Six survivors, seven if you still count Rita, who is already half consumed by her new gospel. She marches a pace behind him, notebook clutched to chest, jaw set for all the world as if she’d written the plague into being.

They step over glass, through wrappers and posted flyers soaked to pulp, everything softened by two days’ rain and a thousand boots that came before. Miles signals a halt—two fingers closed, palm flat—then pivots to scan the intersection. No traffic anymore, not even the ornamental kind, just parked skeletons on the high street, half-pillaged and frozen in strange postures. A sedan embedded in a lamp post, doors torn open. A bicycle whose rubber has been gnawed down to bare rim.

He leads them down the right-hand alley, the one with the ironmonger’s on the corner. His sense of direction is perfect even here, in streets that used to belong to memory. Every time he stops, he catches Rita’s eyes on him, green as a fever under the yellow sky. She waits for him to falter. She won’t get her wish.

At the mouth of the alley, the world expands—there are six undead hunched against a charred van, two more inside if you count the shuddering shapes behind the smeared windows. Miles brings up his fist, holds them. The group crouches low, bodies blending with the wall, eyes wide and dry as old bread.

Rita flips her notebook to the red tab, reads a single line. “If in doubt, circle wide.” She whispers it like a benediction, or a threat.

But there’s no room to circle. He points at the broken scaffold, a makeshift path up and over the van, and motions for quiet. The first in line is an old man with a foot that drags. He knows he will be the weak point. Miles hefts him by the collar and half-carries, half-shoves him up the first rung. The old man is lighter than air, all bones and apology.

Atop the van, the undead react. They sense the new presence, heads jerking up as if yanked by a wire. Miles flattens himself, lips tight, feeling the heartbeat in his ear. One of the creatures below makes a wet, eager noise, a parody of hunger. The smell—fermented meat, bad coins, fear—rises to meet him.

Behind, Rita is already moving. She grips her hunting knife with the expertise of a butcher, slides it from the sheath with a hiss softer than breath. When the first dead thing claws for her ankle, she slides the blade into its temple, almost tender. The body relaxes at once, collapsing in a way that makes the others bristle.

She is, he decides, the most alive person left on the island.

They scramble the length of the van and leap down. In the alley’s shadow, the survivors regroup. Nobody speaks; there is only the chuff of breath and the slap of wet gravel underfoot. Miles lets them rest for four full minutes, which is generous. He pulls a page from Rita’s notebook (by silent consent, she lets him) and sketches a map of the neighborhood: where the infected are thickest, where the grocery shop still has stock, where he thinks there’s a defensible position.

He puts an X by the train station, writes DEAD END beside it. This is for Rita. She hates ambiguity more than infection.

When they march again, the world is smaller, everything compressed to one block at a time. Shops have been stripped, but not methodically. Miles leads them into the chemist’s, finds the door held open with a battered school satchel. He signals Rita: clear left, I’ll take right. Together, they sweep the aisles, picking up only what is vital.

Rita keeps count. “Bandages, check. Antiseptic, check. Codeine, two packets. Tampons. Imodium. Vitamins?”

“Skip them,” Miles says.

She shrugs and pockets a bottle anyway. “You never know.”

Outside, the day is warming. A dog streaks across the high street, eyes wild, muzzle crusted. The sound of something larger and slower follows—the ragged parade of a dozen undead, shuffling from the direction of the old town center. Miles double-times the group to the next shelter, an abandoned estate agent. The glass is already broken. Good; less noise when entering.

They use the time inside to rest. Rita digs into her pack, pulls out four mini pork pies and divides them with mathematical precision. Nobody protests the lack of tea.

Miles looks them over. Three adults, two teens, a child whose name is no longer relevant because he will not last. Rita is the only one who seems to understand this.

“What’s next?” she asks, voice low.

“We wait. The herd will pass.”

She nods, then, softer: “Do you miss it? The before?”

He shakes his head. “The before was just a slower disaster.”

A laugh, bitter as quinine. “You’d make a good writer.”

He wants to say: I was a good something. But it is not the time.

After an hour, they move again. Miles walks point, Rita covers rear, the rest in single file. They bypass the mob of undead by skirting the construction site, picking their way through mud and rebar. A pipe bursts as they cross, spraying rust water onto their legs. It makes the old man cry out, and for a moment all of them freeze, hearts in their mouths. But the sound draws nothing. Sometimes luck is real.

The police station is next. Rita and Miles confer with hand signals—enter, sweep, secure. The front doors have been propped with an office chair; a black streak trails from the lobby into the back hall. Miles enters first, boots silent on the tile. He finds three infected, all in uniform. None look up; they gnaw at something on the ground, backs to him. He gestures to Rita: you take one, I take two.

She nods, knife ready.

The kills are clean and silent. The group is learning. Miles gives a silent commendation, then strips one corpse of its radio and passes it to the old man. “You listen. Any chatter, any signal, you tell me.”

The old man nods, hands shaking so hard the radio might snap in two.

From the back office, Miles locates a map of the county. He traces possible escape routes, discarding each one. To the north: too many open fields. To the south: motorways already blocked, either by army or by dead. West, maybe—there’s a factory with old brick walls and its own water tower.

He marks the factory. It’s a chance, nothing more.

When he rejoins the group, they’re looking at him like the world’s last mapmaker.

“Can we make it?” Rita asks, her voice stripped of all irony.

He says, “If we keep moving. If we stay quiet. If you all listen to every word I say.”

They nod as if they believe it. Miles almost does, too.

They break out of the station just as dusk hits, pink and sickly across the rooftops. The survivors hug the shadows, guided by Miles’s hand. Rita never stops scribbling in her notebook; she is now on the third color-coded tab. She still mutters her checklists under her breath.

As they approach the factory, they cross a ring of abandoned military vehicles. A checkpoint, hastily deserted, flares up on their left. Miles signals a halt, approaches alone. The scene is surgical: two soldiers dead in the grass, weapons gone but one boot left behind, its heel dug in as if trying to stop the world.

Rita catches up, stares at the boot. “Is this a good sign or a bad one?”

He grins, just for her. “Depends if you ever liked the army.”

At the checkpoint, he finds a crate of signal flares and a single, battered sidearm. He leaves the gun—no use in a fight that never runs out of mouths—but he takes the flares. At the very least, they are bright, and can be used to signal for help or set the sky on fire.

Inside the factory perimeter, the group beds down in a cinderblock alcove. Miles sits first watch. Rita sketches the night’s movements on a cigarette card, then finally, finally puts her notebook away.

Overhead, the sky churns in a way he remembers from old wartime documentaries—clouds lit not by lightning but by the glow of distant cities dying, one by one.

Rita sits beside him. “You think tomorrow we make it further?”

He doesn’t answer. He has always been an optimist in disguise.

“Do you know why I keep the lists?” she says, not waiting for him.

“Because you’re thorough.”

She shakes her head. “Because it means there’s still a future tense. If you have things to do, you have to stay alive.”

He thinks about this a long time, then pulls the battered page from her notebook, and draws a single, careful line under the list.

GET TO FACTORY. HOLD OUT. SURVIVE.

She grins, teeth sharp in the dark. “Now you’re thinking.”

Together, they watch the night shudder, listen to the world hunting for them. He measures the pulse at his wrist, not from fear, but to mark the rhythm of waiting. There is nothing left but the click of the pen, the smell of old steel and sweat, and the knowledge that somewhere, for now, they are alive, and the world is not yet done with them.

Above, the moon rises, and the infected sing for it—low, wild, endless. Miles marks the sound on his own inner map, a border drawn not in roads or walls, but in the length of a single, undefeated night.

Lucy counts the cans again, not because she expects the number to change, but because the ritual soothes her. Twelve tins: six of beans, three of corned beef, two of peaches in syrup, one that claims to be “All-Day Breakfast” but was bought in a moment of optimism. She lines them on the counter in order of expiry date, her fingers tapping out a code only she understands.

Tom stands sentry at the window, eye pressed to the curtain’s threadbare gap. Their block is built for hiding, a solid slab of pre-fab concrete, but paranoia will outlast any architecture. The blankets are taped to every glass pane with brown packing tape. Sunlight seeps in only at the edges, turning their kitchen into a submarine. Sometimes Lucy pretends the outside is just ocean.

“Movement,” Tom says. Voice barely above a breath.

Lucy’s head snaps up. She lets the label of the beans slip between her fingers, the sound oddly loud. She pads across the floor, which is sticky from yesterday’s lemonade spill. She does not look at the spill. It represents a time when spilling lemonade could be fixed with a mop and a laugh.

Tom gestures her close. She leans, slow, feeling the muscle memory of every argument, every kiss, every time they stood in this kitchen before. He points down to the street: three black military vehicles, not the glossy recruitment kind but older, scratched, scraped clean of all hope. The convoy edges through the street with the deliberate caution of someone avoiding a nest of hornets.

Lucy watches as soldiers pile out, rifles up. For a moment, she imagines this means help, rescue, something other than collapse. The soldiers don’t look up. They do not signal. They move from house to house, knocking at every door, then, if no answer, smashing the door in. Systematic, like pest control.

Two houses down, an old woman tries to open her door. Tom inhales sharply; he knows her, used to say hello on Thursdays. The soldiers gesture for her to stay back, but she argues, shaking her fist. A scuffle. The soldiers force her to the ground, bind her wrists with duct tape. They leave her on the step, a pink dressing gown fluttering in the wind, then move on.

“They’re leaving,” Lucy says, voice small.

“Looks that way.”

“What do we do?”

Tom says nothing. They watch as the soldiers reach the end of the block, form up, and retreat to their vehicles. The convoy slides away. The old woman struggles to sit up, lips working around a curse or a prayer.

A sudden surge of noise: the infected, drawn by motion or scent or the cosmic injustice of not being included. They spill from alleys and the gaps between cars. It’s fast, how the old woman becomes not a neighbor, but an offering. Lucy closes her eyes. Tom lets the curtain drop.

They back away from the window, both pretending they do not hear the sounds from outside. Lucy retreats to the kitchen and resumes her count, but her hands shake so badly the cans roll away.

Tom finds her, presses his hand to the small of her back. “We’ll be alright,” he says. She knows he’s lying. She almost loves him for it.

They eat cold beans straight from the can, taking turns with the plastic spoon. Their world is four rooms and a staircase. The electricity is off, but the fridge maintains a stubborn chill. Every so often, Tom tests the tap; so far, the water runs.

At night, they alternate watches. Lucy listens to the wall clock, its battery half-dead, the second hand stuttering. Tom builds a barricade at the door, using a coffee table, a box of books, the useless television. He drags the mattress from the guest room, builds a nest in the hallway. They sleep back to back, pressed together by a need that is almost, but not quite, affection.

On the third day, the world changes again.

Lucy wakes to the sound of helicopters. Not the regular whup-whup of traffic choppers, but a hungry roar that fills the sky. She tiptoes to the window, peels the blanket back just a finger’s width.

Tom joins her. They watch as a military chopper banks low, barely clearing the rooftops. Its tail rotor is on fire. The engine howls. Behind it, a swarm of the infected chase the sound, filling the street like a fever dream. The helicopter spins, lists, and crashes three blocks away. The explosion paints their faces orange for a single, silent second.

In the afterglow, Tom reaches for Lucy’s hand, but she does not notice. Her eyes are glued to the place where the helicopter went down. “Is anyone going to help them?” she says, more to herself than to him.

Tom wants to say, No one is coming. Instead, he says, “Maybe we should go.”

Lucy snaps around, fierce. “Where? There’s nowhere.”

He shrugs, awkward. “Maybe the motorway? Maybe there’s a camp.”

“We don’t know that. You saw what happened to the others.”

A memory passes between them: the couple in fleeces, the screaming pensioner. Tom tries to shake it off.

“We’ll wait,” he says, softer. “We still have food. We have each other.”

Lucy lets herself lean into him, just a little. She wants to believe in this logic. “We could try the roof,” she offers. “If we had to.”

Tom nods. “If we had to.”

They stay by the window, staring at the ruined street, both pretending to plan for a tomorrow that is not guaranteed.

That night, the power grid finally gives up. It does not go quietly; the city dies in stages, lights flickering and shuddering from one district to the next. From their window, they can watch the world vanish in slow motion, block by block.

The silence is profound. Even the infected seem to sense it, their moaning dull and sporadic. Tom lights a candle, shielding the flame with his palm. Lucy arranges the cans in a circle around the candle, a makeshift altar.

They sit on the floor and listen to their own breathing.

“Do you remember when you proposed?” Lucy says, sudden.

Tom blinks. “Of course.”

“In Whitby. On the rocks, by the ruined abbey. You said it was the only place you could picture yourself in a thousand years. You said the end of the world would look like that.”

He smiles, a half-memory. “I’m always right,” he says.

She leans her head on his shoulder. “I hate beans.”

He laughs, quietly, so as not to wake the dead.

They share the candle’s warmth, both knowing it will not last. When the flame gutters, Lucy pinches it out with two fingers, as if testing her own invincibility. The room is black and cold.

They do not sleep, but they hold each other until morning comes, thin and gray and barely there.

Outside, the world is so quiet it seems empty, as if all the noise and color and tragedy have been sucked into the vacuum of the night.

Tom checks the door one more time, then returns to Lucy.

“We’ll wait,” she repeats. “Just a little longer.”

And so they do: suspended in the hush, afraid to move, afraid not to, orbiting each other in a darkness that feels both infinite and, in a way, safe.

Fraser stalks the corridor as if he’s lost something vital, shoes clapping their own hollow pulse against the tiles. The ceiling lights are gone—one by one, they’ve died, leaving only the greenish dusk of backup lamps, a colour that makes skin look corpselike. In another era, this would be a joke. Now, nothing lands.

He passes a security checkpoint, glass walls spidered with stress cracks. Two weeks ago, that checkpoint was manned by three uniformed guards, all ex-military. Now: a single shotgun resting on the desk, barrels up like twin accusations. The monitors show only static, punctuated by an occasional shudder of black shapes at the outer perimeter.

At the end of the hall, Sarah waits, arms folded, a human barricade. She’s wearing her lab coat over jeans and a faded Duran Duran T-shirt, a futile assertion of normality. Her hair is matted, clumped with stress, and she smells of smoke. She’s been crying—Fraser notes it without pity, as if adding it to the ledger of symptoms.

“We have to barricade the service entrance,” Sarah says, skipping greeting. “They’re massing at the gate again.”

Fraser suppresses a sneer. “With what, exactly? Office furniture?”

Sarah flings her hand toward the lab, the gesture catching on a half-loosened button. “We could use the benches, the freezers. Whatever’s left in Materials.”

Jenkins arrives from the stairwell, his arms laced with bruises and bandaged with electrical tape. He sizes up Sarah, then Fraser. “They’re going to break through by nightfall.”

Fraser flicks his eyes at the clock. 15:22. “Nightfall is relative.”

Jenkins ignores the attempt at gallows wit. “If we don’t evacuate soon, it’s a tomb.”

Sarah jumps on that. “Or a fortress.”

“Or a buffet,” Jenkins counters, flat. “Once the fuel’s gone, so’s the fence.”

Fraser feels the weight of both arguments. He wants to congratulate them: top of the class, learned so fast. Instead, he pivots to the laboratory, shoes squealing at the turn, and they follow. He leads as always, by a margin of exactly three steps.

Inside the main lab, the walls are lined with biohazard stickers, containment safes, benches piled with glassware no one will ever clean. The overhead lamps flicker. The air is cold, too cold, like they’re living in the world’s largest meat locker.

There are five other researchers inside, arranged around the central table like a jury waiting for a verdict. Sarah moves to stand at their head. Jenkins stays by the door, hand on his baton. They watch Fraser, knowing the burden always lands on the man in the nicest shirt.

He clears his throat. The effort feels pointless but habitual. “Status, please.”

One by one, they rattle off numbers. Samples lost to the blackout: seven. Hours remaining for the generator: eight. Incursion attempts at the main gate: twelve since dawn. Rate of spread: exponential, as always.

Sarah slides a notebook across the table to him. “If we can keep the perimeter, we have a chance to synthesize. The data’s here. Just need more time.”

Fraser opens it, scans the pages. Handwritten, frantic, littered with cross-outs. He respects the devotion but knows it’s a fantasy. “We’re not a vaccine lab,” he says, but not unkindly.

Sarah pushes her hair behind her ear, a gesture that trembles. “We have the protocols. We have each other.”

Jenkins cuts in, voice clipped. “Outside, they’ve started eating their own dead.”

A silence, as if the power had failed even on language.

Fraser looks at them: the believers, the survivors, the failures. He wonders if this is how God felt, after the flood. He closes the notebook.

“Sarah’s right. We barricade. No more exits. No more radio. No more negotiations.”
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