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Mi Iglesia será muy pronto sacudida nuevamente y grandemente. Mi Iglesia perseguida sangrará, sangrará tanto que los ríos se teñirán de rojo…

Ntro. Señor Jesucristo a Luz de María el 5 de enero de 2011.

Profecías y Señales actuales.


October 14. Lyon. France.

Catherine Marquis noticed she was getting distracted, though she wasn’t sure if it was due to an external stimulus or the exhaustion of the past few days. Either way, her concentration was definitely broken. She stretched thoroughly and yawned. She had been sitting for too many hours in a vinyl chair in her office, focusing on a thick virology manual. That afternoon, Catherine was striving to retain data and concepts that, from lack of use, were rusting in her memory. She was supposed to belong to the elite of virus research, with all the responsibilities that entailed, including staying up to date. But no matter how hard she tried to concentrate, fatigue was getting the better of her.

The office had an austere and cold air that reflected the aseptic environment of the entire center. It was small and poorly ventilated. Most of the office was occupied by a television and a video player, the rest were shelves filled with books and filing cabinets. It was really a very unwelcoming place, and not at all personal, but when she was inside, she felt as if she were in a sanctuary.

Each filing cabinet corresponded to an outbreak. An outbreak file was never closed, as it could recur or even mutate into a different strain, and information was always needed for comparisons. Samples of all those strains were kept in the Laboratory, perfectly labeled.

There was a polished metal desk on which several neatly arranged stacks of papers were piled, as well as two small frames with photographs of her with her parents and with her six-year-old niece Tea. She was about to leave when the phone on her desk startled her.

“Dr. Marquis?” asked a familiar voice.

“Yes. It’s me, doctor.” Catherine looked at the clock. It was past eight

thirty in the evening. At this hour there shouldn’t be anyone left in the center,

so the call annoyed her since she was eager to go

home for her daily jogging session and a relaxing shower.

“Hello Catherine, I didn’t recognize your voice. I need you to come to

my office. We have a problem,” exclaimed the voice on the other end of the

phone. “I just received an alert about an epidemic outbreak.”

It was Dr. Eric Dupree, director of the P-4 Inserm-Jean Mérieux Laboratory in Lyon and a renowned scientist of international reputation. In this maximum security laboratory, scientists researched and worked with the most dangerous pathogens known. There, various microorganisms were preserved and handled, such as the Ebola virus, Marburg, Nipah, or the Lassa virus. All of them with very high mortality rates, and for which there are no prophylactic methods such as vaccines or even treatments.

At that time, there were six laboratories of this type in Europe. They normally specialized in specific fields such as animal research, advanced diagnostics, training, and specialized research. In Catherine’s opinion, the one in Lyon was the most advanced in Europe. It was also the ideal place for the training of new scientists who came out of universities only half-trained.

Catherine left her tiny office and walked firmly toward Eric Dupree’s. The long corridors she had been walking through since her arrival at the research center six months ago smelled of disinfectant. The floors gleamed, perfectly waxed. Since her arrival at the P-4 Inserm-Jean Mérieux Laboratory, she had been working on research on hemorrhagic fevers, especially Crimean-Congo, but also Ebola and Marburg. If Dupree was calling her about an epidemic alert, it was very possible that the outbreak had to do with one of those fearsome viruses.

Normally, the office area, whose staff was mostly made up of scientists specializing in different branches of virology, was a hive of activity. But it was very late, and at that hour, the atmosphere was quiet. The sound of her shoes was the only thing that could be heard. She knocked on her boss’s door, one of the few offices with lights on after a certain hour. Without waiting for a response, she opened the door.

Dr. Dupree’s office, like the rest of the offices in the laboratory, was a functional room, with no display of luxury or comfort, although with a strong personal touch. It was a very spacious room, nothing like Catherine’s. On the shelves crammed with books, souvenirs from his travels were piled up, along with photographs from seminars and conferences in which he had participated throughout the world. Every year he was invited to countless events related to virology, and he found himself obliged to decline the invitation to the vast majority of them since his work at the head of the laboratory required practically exclusive dedication.

The doctor was sitting at his desk talking on the phone with a very serious face. His tie knot was loose, and the worn blue suit he was wearing was wrinkled. Catherine sat down without waiting for an invitation, knowing that with Dupree this wasn’t necessary. He was an extremely polite man, but very affable in his manner. He didn’t like excessive formalities, as in his opinion all they did was waste time.

Catherine noticed the framed photograph that was next to the telephone. It wasn’t the classic photograph of a wife and children that is usually found in all offices. It was a full-color electron micrograph of the Ebola virus. According to Dr. Dupree, one had to know the enemy and always keep it in mind. It was rumored that Dupree was married, but no one knew for certain, and if one paid attention to his work schedule, one might think he wasn’t, as it would be difficult to reconcile family life with that way of working.

When he hung up the phone, he rummaged through the papers on his desk until he found what he was looking for. “Read this,” the doctor said, handing her an email. It came from a personal email address. Some initials, a date, and no other information about the sender. Catherine’s eyes quickly scanned the printed paragraphs.

“It’s concerning,” said the doctor.

— If we can give it any credibility— Catherine replied, looking

up from the paper for a moment. These types of emails were

received far too frequently at the Laboratory. Countless

people were always eager to report the existence of

epidemics and illegal laboratories working with the most lethal

viruses known to mankind, or in search of the ultimate biological

weapon. If scientists paid attention to all that information,

they would hardly have time to conduct their research.

Normally these emails were filtered before reaching their

intended recipients, to lighten the scientists’ workload, but this one had

been sent directly to Dr. Dupree’s personal address.

— Believe me. The source is completely trustworthy. It was sent by someone

I find entirely credible. It was written by a serious and very

well-connected scientist. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone more

afraid of viruses than my friend Dr. Wilson Fowler, and what makes

his fear so respectable to me is his vast experience with

hot agents. He knows what they can do to people. He has been in

contact with these types of agents, not within the safety and

asepsis of a laboratory, but in huts with thatched roofs or

corrugated metal sheets, surrounded by corpses, blood, death, and mosquitoes.

He’s an all-terrain vehicle of virology.

Catherine refocused on reading the document more carefully:

Dear Eric,

I don’t want you to think that what you’re about to read is the product of my overly imaginative mind, or that I’m seeking fame or public attention through sensationalist news. You know me and you’re well aware that has never been my style.

A rumor about the creation of a lethal virus during a military experiment in Iran is beginning to take on an air of truth and has reached me from several quite reliable sources. It’s an extremely dangerous laboratory virus, although technically speaking I can’t give you many more details. All my sources emphasize that this, while a serious problem, is just another government seeking the most lethal weapon. The real problem is that the laboratory where this virus was created is completely out of control and lacks even minimal safety measures. It has neither rooms with different pressure levels to prevent the virus from escaping, nor aspiration hoods. It’s a simple basic laboratory, not even close to being Level 3. They freeze samples of several “hot” viruses in a modified household freezer adapted to work with nitrogen. It’s madness!

In the experiment, a virus conceived almost by chance while they were making changes to modify RNA of existing viruses, acquired the ability to damage the central nervous system of laboratory mice and killed them all. I don’t have proof, but I’m assured that it’s also lethal to humans. It seems they’ve subsequently been able to increase its virulence and enhance its lethal capacity.

As you know, more and more scientists are carrying out hundreds of experiments every day in which they genetically modify viruses and bacteria. It’s possible to create new, very dangerous viruses, with or without intending to do so, whose consequences would be catastrophic for health.

The same leaks have informed me that this laboratory is already prepared to develop it without too much difficulty and have a definitive biological weapon at their disposal. Of course, they have the tacit support of the Iranian government. They feel powerful after their nuclear evolution; now they’ll also be at the forefront of biological warfare.

The scientist in the shadows who has directed all the research on this virus has been Dr. Pierce. (I don’t think I need to tell you what that means and who we’re talking about).

The first infected mice died within ten days, but some madman wanted to increase its lethal power, and now they’re dying in two. The modified virus shows unusual resistance, a one hundred percent mortality rate, and, what’s worse, it’s airborne.

What would happen if this lethal virus escaped from the laboratory and began to move freely in the air? Imagine a hot virus, like Ebola, but airborne. It could be the end of our existence on earth.

I know perfectly well that this type of research is conducted with increasing frequency every day, and that nothing, or very little, can be done, but I believe it’s my duty to inform you.

I hope to see you soon.

Catherine looked up from the paper and brushed a strand of hair away from her face. She said nothing, preferring to let Dr. Dupree speak first.

— It’s dated September tenth, a month ago. — said the doctor. —

Honestly, I didn’t pay much attention to it. He has my complete credibility, as

I’ve told you, but it’s just another of the hundreds of virus research projects

being developed in the world, and besides, the data provided barely

allowed for any follow-up. But now I’m going to read you this other

email he sent me yesterday. Before I do, I need you to know that what

you’re about to hear is absolutely confidential. — he told her while

putting on glasses that Catherine didn’t know he needed to wear. He

cleared his throat and began to read:

Hello Eric,

My information indicates that an accident has occurred in the Iranian laboratory with the lethal virus they were working on. They haven’t been able to specify exactly what the incident consisted of. They can only assure me that the virus has escaped, and they haven’t been able to control it. There are hundreds of infected people, and it has crossed beyond the laboratory boundaries.

The Iranian authorities are trying to cover up the whole matter to prevent it from reaching public opinion, but it’s very likely to get out of hand considering the resources they have and the theoretical contagion capacity of this virus.

If the information I have received is correct, and the virus they have managed to create is even minimally close to what has been hinted to me, I fear the prospects are catastrophic.

— This email is dated yesterday at 15:32. To be honest, I didn’t give it

much importance either. Although he’s a very respectable scientist, Dr.

Wilson has always had a certain tendency to dramatize. I wouldn’t have

given it much significance, had I not received a call less than two hours

ago. It was from the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta. They’re going

to declare an epidemic alert for a supposed hot virus.



In the world, there are fewer than fifteen maximum security laboratories similar to the Laboratory P—4 Inserm — Jean Mérieux. That number is gradually increasing to respond to the need for greater control over existing microorganisms and those that are emerging, increasingly virulent and especially resistant.

The increase in the number of laboratories was generating a series of coordination problems between them. To improve this coordination, in 2010 the EHSL4 project (European High Security Laboratories level — 4) was created. Among its objectives is to present a united front against emergencies caused by pathogenic infectious agents. This project promotes and coordinates research activities. Among many other things, when a possible epidemic is detected, a general alert is issued to all European laboratories. Logically, this coordination also extends to similar laboratories outside Europe, as was the case with the CDC in Atlanta.

— Do you think it’s something to be frightened about? — Catherine asked

with wide eyes. She knew perfectly well that these types of alerts are

activated when there is a risk of a pandemic, or at least an epidemic of

certain severity.

— Yes. I’m afraid we should be concerned. — Doctor Dupree removed his

glasses and ran his fingers through his graying hair. Most biological

agents are difficult to cultivate and maintain. Many decompose rapidly

when exposed to sunlight and other environmental factors, while others,

such as Bacillus anthracis spores, the famous anthrax, have a long life.

They can be dispersed by spraying them in the air or by infecting animals

that transmit the disease to humans through contamination of food and

water. The dispersal of these types of weapons is also complex, given the

fragility of the living entities that compose them, but if the right agent is

achieved...



— The main difficulty with this type of weapon is not the production of the

biological agent itself, but launching it in an effective form at the target.

For example, anthrax is considered an effective agent and has already

been used with lethal intentions on several occasions. Its greatest

advantage is that it is a non-transmissible agent. It forms spores that can

be dispersed in aerosols. The pneumonic infections it produces do not

cause secondary infections in other people. You could say it’s a safe

weapon. The effect of the agent usually remains confined to the target. A

pneumonic infection caused by anthrax begins with symptoms of a

common cold, but quickly becomes lethal, with a mortality rate of 90% or

higher.

— The CDC in Atlanta has received an epidemic alert from the United

States Embassy in Cairo. They have seven cases of an unknown but

obviously very serious febrile illness, characterized by prostration and

multisystem failure. Since they are American citizens, they preferred to

transfer them to a private American clinic in Cairo. The first patient who

arrived had just come from Tehran on a diplomatic trip. — He fixed his

gaze on her and nodded slightly when pronouncing the name of the

Iranian capital. — They have tried to consider all possibilities, as is always

done in these cases, but due to the precarious means available in Egypt,

everything will be considerably delayed.



— The patients have respiratory symptoms, but they are not the

predominant ones. Furthermore, the serological examinations they have

performed are negative for the influenza virus in all seven cases. They

don’t know what they have, but they’ve ruled out influenza. All the

studies they’ve done are negative: blood cultures, urine, sputum, fecal

matter, even cerebrospinal fluid. They thought it might be malaria and

even started the corresponding treatment despite not finding parasites in

the blood. They also tried tetracycline or chloramphenicol in case it was

typhus, despite the negative cultures. But, just as with the antimalarials,

there was not the slightest effect. The patients are getting worse despite all

efforts. Of course, they conducted several consultations related to

contagious diseases. My opinion is that we’re dealing with a viral

problem. They’ve tried to look for leptospirosis, yellow fever, dengue,

mononucleosis, or some other enteroviral, arboviral, or adenoviral

infection. Nothing. They’re as lost as when they started.

— All seven patients are isolated, although the CDC doesn’t trust



much about the isolation conditions,” stated the doctor. “All

cases showed a marked drop in blood pressure and

increase in temperature. Later came headaches,

vomiting, and seizures. The CDC has asked them not to continue

performing laboratory tests, and to wait for their arrival.”

“What do the Americans plan to do now?” asked Catherine,

knowing that the United States health services tended

to be quite alarmist about alerts of this nature.

“They were preparing a mobile laboratory to travel to Egypt.

The call I was taking when you arrived was to update the

information.” Dupree paused in his explanation and stood up.

With excessive theatricality for Catherine’s taste, he sighed before

continuing. “All seven patients have significantly worsened.

Conjunctival and mucosal hemorrhages. Based on the information they

have, and although no patient had died at the time of

the call, they believe none of the seven will survive. The internal damage

caused by the virus is brutal.”

“My God! Do you know what you’re describing?” Catherine interrupted

him. “Viral hemorrhagic fever. And if it comes from Africa, it could

be Lassa fever, unless it’s Marburg or Ebola.”

“But it doesn’t come from Africa. The first case comes from Tehran, and if

we pay attention to what Dr. Wilson told us in his

emails, we should be on high alert. The patient was only

there for two days. Not even that long. Thirty-five hours to be

exact, and when he left Egypt he was perfectly fine. The most

common incubation period for that class of fulminant diseases is about

two weeks, which is why Atlanta believes we’re dealing with something

different.”

“Have you informed the Atlanta Control Center about these

emails you’ve received?” Catherine said, pointing with a

head movement at the two papers she had just read.

“No. I’m trying to contact Dr. Fowler, but so far

I haven’t been able to. I can’t go public with two emails

that are so vague and lacking evidence. I need him to explain more

about this information.”

“There’s something else…” Dupree sat down again and sighed once more. “It’s

possible that it spreads through the air. They believe direct contact

with infected bodily fluids may not be necessary. It seems that among

several of the victims there was no direct or indirect contact whatsoever.

They only shared the waiting room at the clinic. You know what

that could mean…”

“What do they want us to do from here?” Catherine was aware

that the most important laboratories in the world for studying that

class of viruses were those in the United States, Russia, and Germany, and hers

in France. After the creation of the EHSL4 project, coordination

methods had improved, and within hours news of

that nature would travel around the world.

“For now they’re just informing us. They don’t have samples

to analyze, but since they’re going to inform the American government, they

don’t want us to be caught by surprise if the French government

is notified. By now all Disease Control Centers

will have been informed.”

“The Government!” Normally, notifications to the executive branch occurred once

more data was available.

“This is serious, Catherine. We could be facing a pandemic with

very serious consequences, and they fear it may be necessary to adopt

extraordinary measures. That’s why I want you to help me coordinate the

investigations that may be requested from the Laboratory. It’s possible that

we’ll be asked for help from another Control Center.”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked, suddenly feeling very

insecure about the challenge the doctor was offering her. Despite this, she gave a

nervous smile. She told herself that an enormous responsibility weighed on

her shoulders, and the way she handled events during the

coming days could have a significant impact on her career. She was

aware that, with the media coverage of this case, it wouldn’t just

be Dupree’s eyes that would be fixed on her, but those of

all her colleagues.

“Tonight at ten o’clock they’re going to call the Minister of Health to

inform him of the epidemic alert and the data they have so far

the moment. We'll wait until it's official to call a

meeting at the Center, but start calling all the staff so they can be

reachable from that hour on.


Although she felt quite tired, she was too nervous to go to sleep. She decided to go for a run, try to clear her head and energize herself for the complicated day ahead that would begin with an informative meeting in Dr. Dupree's office. She put on her sweatpants, a long-sleeved cotton t-shirt, and the new Nike shoes she had bought the previous week. She headed right, toward the riverside path. Soon she found herself weaving through a group of cyclists approaching her on the bridge over the river, and she began to run faster, ignoring the anxiety she felt in her stomach. She accelerated, moving off the crowded sidewalk to run for a while on the grass beside it. Just before the park, the path turned sharply to the left, moving away from the river. Catherine knew the terrain because she always went running in this area by the river. She was in good shape since she forced herself to run regularly, but she didn't know how long she could maintain the pace she had set for herself that night. In any case, she liked to push a little beyond her endurance, always forcing herself a bit more—that was the key to improving day by day.

One of Catherine's greatest pleasures was taking a long hot shower after going for a run. Afterward, while she was getting out of the shower and starting to dry herself, she heard her mobile phone ringing. She barely had time to reach it. The missed call that appeared on the screen was from the laboratory. She finished drying herself, put on her pajamas, and headed to the kitchen. What she saw in the refrigerator depressed her—she only had a dried-out piece of cheese and two eggs of questionable age. She closed the refrigerator. After all, she wasn't that hungry anyway. Regardless, she needed to organize her personal life a bit better. One thing was dedication to work, and quite another was neglecting basic household chores.

In the living room, Catherine sat on her new and comfortable sofa, the latest acquisition for her recently rented apartment, and picked up an old medical journal. Her nightly routine consisted of reading until nine-thirty or ten and then going to bed. But that night she had arrived home much later due to the effort it had taken to contact all the scientists at the Laboratory. She was still nervous, despite the physical exercise, and couldn't concentrate.

Catherine put the magazine aside and stared at the wall. She felt alone, and although she felt alone practically every night, at that moment it weighed on her more heavily. Her life in Lyon was pleasant, especially because her work at the Jean Mérieux made her feel completely fulfilled. It was everything she had been hoping for since she started her career. Many of her college classmates would envy her position at one of the most important laboratories in the world, but after certain hours, she missed the almost rural tranquility of her parents' home.

When the phone rang, Catherine was engrossed in reading the magazine.

“I didn't wake you, did I?” asked Dupree.

“No. I'm still up,” Catherine assured him.

“I'm calling to confirm that tomorrow we'll have the meeting at eight

o'clock sharp in the morning,” Dupree explained. “Sorry for calling

so late, but I'm notifying all the scientists who will be taking

charge of this outbreak.”

“It's not that late for me,” Catherine lied. “I appreciate the call.”

“Good night then. See you tomorrow,” the doctor said goodbye.

What surprised Catherine most was that her boss was still at the laboratory at this hour. Everyone knew he was a workaholic, but it was past eleven at night, and there he was, still making calls and preparing for the next day's meeting. She felt a small pang of guilt that her boss, and not she, was doing this work, but finally she returned to concentrating on her reading.

She read until sleep drew her to bed.

October 15. Cairo. Egypt.

Dr. Ellen Lock returned to her seat. On the folded-down tray table was the coffee she had ordered. She took two sips and the flight attendant returned to ask if she wanted anything else. She opened her mouth to say no, but thought better of it.

“Yes, I'd like something to eat, please,” she said, trying to respond

with a smile similar to that of the young flight attendant.

“A sandwich?” The flight attendant looked at her again with that eternal smile.

She was really hungry, despite the nerves tightening her stomach and creating a feeling of anxiety. “Anything will do, a couple of sandwiches will be more than enough. Tuna and lettuce if you have them.”

“Well... We're out of tuna, but we still have ham and

cheese,” replied the young woman, somewhat uncomfortable at not being able to fulfill

Ellen's request.

Ellen accepted the ham and cheese sandwiches and finished the last of her coffee. In about forty-five minutes, they would be landing at Cairo International Airport, where visibility was limited due to clouds covering the city, there was gusty wind, and the temperature was fifty-nine degrees, according to the pilot's information coming through the speakers.

The Boeing 747 banked to the side and began to descend. The flight attendants were in the economy class area storing the last glasses from drinks served after the meal in a cumbersome wheeled cart. Through the windows, between the clouds, details of the great plains surrounding the city could be seen, and Ellen thought she caught a glimpse of the Nile River. She couldn't be sure. When the landing gear came out, it produced a strong jolt. Ellen straightened up, waiting for the moment when the enormous plane would touch down. She had never liked that moment. In fact, she hated flying. The plane landed as smooth as silk.

The smooth landing on the runway at Cairo Airport had only contributed to increasing the nervousness among the occupants of the aircraft specially chartered to transport the mobile laboratory from the CDC in Atlanta. All passengers, scientists from the Center for Disease Control, were disturbed by the outbreak of what they believed could be hemorrhagic fever or Ebola. If either of these two fearsome viruses were confirmed, it would be necessary to act quickly to try to isolate all cases and prevent an epidemic.

Ellen Lock’s gaze swept across the faces of the team members. Their expressions revealed the tension in the face of an extremely serious situation. Traveling to Cairo with a mobile laboratory made them feel somewhat defenseless, as they were all genuine lab rats with no field experience. Ellen did have that experience, as she had been deployed to Uganda in 2007 to help control the Ebola epidemic declared on the border with the Democratic Republic of Congo. That outbreak had caused more than 40 deaths in the Bundibugyo region. That was precisely the name given to that strain of the virus.

Throughout her already extensive professional career, she had faced many types of “hot” viruses, and was part of the BBMRI network (Biobanking and Biomolecular Resources Infrastructure). This trip had caught her by surprise, and at fifty-two years old, it was becoming increasingly difficult for her to have to pack her suitcase and dash off without warning when an alert was issued.

She practically had to force the other three members of the medical team accompanying her to eat something, as it was advisable for them to have a meal even if they weren’t hungry, because once they got off the plane they might have to go for quite some time without being able to eat anything. None of them had an appetite, but she knew that the knot in their stomachs wouldn’t go away until they started working.

One of the flight attendants approached her from the cockpit. She was the typical archetype of a beautiful blonde flight attendant. The scarf with the airline’s colors was perfectly placed around her neck.

“Good afternoon, doctor,”

she smiled, revealing an immaculately white set of teeth. “The Captain has asked me to

inform you that he has orders to take the plane to a hangar that the

Egyptian Government has prepared at one of the far ends of the airport.

Once the plane has stopped, the Captain himself will come

personally to inform you of the latest instructions received.”

“Very well, thank you,” Ellen nodded while looking out the window,

observing how the plane was moving at low speed along the runway,

away from the passenger terminal.

Once the plane entered the immense hangar, towed by one of the airport trucks, the Captain left the cockpit and headed to where she was sitting. All the members of the medical team were getting up from their seats and retrieving their laptops and hand luggage from the overhead compartments.

“We’ve arrived, doctor,”

he greeted her with a smile worthy of a toothpaste commercial model. “Following

instructions from the control tower, we had to come to this hangar somewhat

removed from the airport,” he said. “There’s a taxi waiting for you at the entrance

to take you to the embassy and later to the clinic.”

“No. I can’t go by taxi. We need to transport an important part of the

equipment there. We need a spacious van to do it.

Besides, we’re going to enter the clinic wearing biosafety suits, and I don’t

think you expect me to cross the city wearing one inside a taxi.”

“In that case, I’ll have to contact the embassy again, since they’re the ones

acting as intermediaries with the airport authorities,” the Captain replied,

somewhat annoyed.



“Fine, I’ll wait here. In any case, I think it would be preferable to go

to the clinic first and then to the embassy. Time is of the essence right now,

and I think it’s better to start with the medical work rather than

the bureaucratic.”

There was no time to waste. The rest of the team would stay on the plane preparing the mobile laboratory they had brought with them, Ellen thought as she looked around for Thomas Matelson, her trusted man.

“Thomas,” she called out. “I need to go to the clinic, and then to the

embassy. I need you to stay here getting everything ready. I want

to start sending samples from the patients as soon as possible.”

“We’ll start preparing the first intervention equipment,”

replied Dr. Thomas Matelson, pointing toward the rear of the plane, where

all the equipment and instruments they would need to use

for controlling the epidemic were piled up.

“I don’t think the van has arrived yet, but it’s better if you unload

everything. I’m already starting to fear delays for every step we

need to take.”

Matelson shook his head. “As always. No one is ever prepared for something like this.”

Ellen nodded and headed toward the cockpit of the plane.

The Captain was coming out at that moment and almost knocked her down as he collided with her.

“I’m sorry, doctor!” he said, trying to grab her by the shoulder to prevent her from falling.

that she lost her balance.

“Don’t worry,” smiled the doctor, amused by the Commander’s

expression. “If it weren’t for the problem we have out there, and

for the twenty-year age difference between us, it could have even

been an amusing stumble. Don’t you think?”

“I’ve just been informed by the Embassy that you must go there first.

They’ll arrange the van shortly, but first you need to go

to the Embassy to be briefed by the Ambassador.”

Ellen shook her head in annoyance and called Thomas Matelson. “Thomas, I’ll see you at the clinic. When you get there, don’t leave the van until I arrive, and don’t park too close. We can’t be too careful until we know what we’re dealing with.”

It had been more than forty-five minutes since they’d left the hangar. The journey should have taken ten minutes to complete, but the city traffic was truly insane. As they approached downtown, the density of vehicles slowed their progress even more. Each traffic light meant a stop of two or three minutes. The doctor fidgeted nervously at the umpteenth red light. Finally, it turned green and they slowly resumed their journey. There was no way the taxi could catch two green lights in a row. The driver started the car and moved forward with the slow traffic.

When they arrived at the Embassy, she was pleased to see that they allowed the taxi to pass without even stopping to request identification. All the security measures that embassies typically adopted, especially in Arab countries, had been bypassed to let them enter without wasting time. It had started raining heavily, and although the distance she had to walk in the rain was very short, she had to turn up her trench coat collar to avoid getting soaked. She entered through the revolving door carrying her briefcase, packed to the brim with reports, books, and personal items that accompanied her everywhere.

The building, despite its ugliness, was imposing even on a stormy day like this one. Any tourist visiting the Egyptian capital would be frankly disappointed upon seeing the American Embassy. One would logically expect that in such an artistic and historical environment, the embassy headquarters would be a typical Arab building, with decorated arches and exquisite construction. Instead, they would find a monstrosity of modern style, where excessively small windows revealed too much sand-colored concrete.

At the actual entrance, two military police officers the size of basketball players flanked her way in without even asking who she was.

“Doctor Lock!” exclaimed a tall, heavy-set man. Ellen stepped

back when the man took her briefcase and energetically shook

her free hand. “I’m Edmun Farland, the United States Ambassador

to Egypt. And this is Doctor Robert Arch, Director of the Maadi

Clinic. We’ve been waiting for you.” Farland was the archetype of an

American. He was a tall, strong man, though slightly

overweight. He had a broad jaw, and the color of his abundant hair

leaned toward blonde. His gaze was firm and deep.

Ellen shook hands with Doctor Arch, a tall, thin man with a pinkish complexion that seemed more fitting for a doctor with a practice in Washington than someone stationed in a torrid African country. Doctor Arch couldn’t have been forty yet, and Ellen noticed the magnificent steel watch he wore on his right wrist.

“We’re very grateful that you were able to come so quickly.

We’ve been watching the evolution of the disease with growing concern,

and expert help is always welcome,” expressed

Farland. “Let’s go to my office. We’ll be more comfortable there. Would you

like something to eat or drink?”

“I had a light meal on the plane before landing, thank you. Besides,

I’d prefer to get to work right away. The first hours are crucial

when controlling an epidemic, and we’re already running

late here,” replied Ellen in a sharper tone than she intended.

“Of course, of course. In that case, I believe Doctor Arch can

explain the situation much better than I can. I’d like to tell you that

we’re in contact with the White House. They’re following with deep

concern what’s happening here.”

As they walked down hallways with extremely polished floors, Ellen looked at black and white photographs of the main Egyptian monuments.

The interior of the ambassador’s office was impressive. On an ivory-colored carpet, an imposing reddish wooden desk was flanked by the American flag and the Egyptian flag. Some clay statuettes, pieces of hieroglyphics, and items with golden inlays were wisely distributed throughout the room. Ellen wondered if they were authentic.

“They’re all authentic,” said the ambassador as if he had read her

mind. “A small gift from the Egyptian Government. Although they

aren’t pieces of great value. You could get similar pieces in the

bazaars for a few dollars.”

“Unfortunately, Mr. Ambassador, I haven’t been endowed with special

sensitivity for art, although I won’t deny that I admire these pieces

for their history and for having been made thousands of years ago.” From

again her tone sounded too dry, which was not her intention. She didn't

want to come across as unfriendly to the two men who had received her

with such kindness.

For a moment the ambassador seemed confused, and the doctor took advantage of the silence to take control of the situation.

“I’ll try to summarize the latest developments. Currently we have

forty-five people hospitalized with the same symptoms as the first seven

patients.”

“Forty-five? But there were only seven just... eight hours ago,” exclaimed

Dr. Lock, checking her watch to confirm the time that had passed.

“Well, at this moment there are forty-five. But the worst is yet to come,”

said Arch, not daring to look her in the eyes. “I received a call from

Dr. Hassan Ramad from the As-Salam International Hospital-Corniche

El Nile in Cairo, and he just confirmed the admission of twenty cases

with very similar initial symptoms. I’m very concerned about the

possible evolution of the epidemic. I fear it might get out of hand. As

you know, the first case we had to admit arrived at the clinic barely

twenty-nine hours ago, and at this moment we could be talking about

almost seventy infected people.”



Ellen Lock bit her lip. She had harbored hope that this supposed epidemic would turn out to be a false alarm, but with so many new cases presenting, there was no reason to justify her optimism. She sank into the chair the ambassador offered her and said:

“It would be helpful if you could tell me what you’ve found out so far.”

“I’m afraid it’s not much,” Arch explained, “because there hasn’t been

much time. Despite that, I’ve tried to have as many tests done as

possible. I’m not a specialist in these types of diseases, but I still

remember things from my years in medical school,” Arch excused

himself in a boastful manner. “The first case was admitted around four

o’clock. Edmund deserves credit for becoming alarmed immediately

and deciding to send the patient to our clinic. I decided to isolate him

right away, so I hoped to have minimized contact there at the clinic.”



Ellen glanced at the Ambassador, who smiled nervously, accepting the compliment.

“That was very positive,” Ellen praised them, trying to soften the

impression they might have formed of her. “I understand that you

ordered some laboratory studies to be performed. What led you to do

that?”

“Of course,” replied Arch. “The blood tests were ordered as soon as the

patient was admitted, before we suspected what the diagnosis might be.

You might think I’m taking credit, but I suspected the severity of the

illness as soon as I saw the patient—as soon as I saw his face, to be

more precise. I requested tests for yellow fever, dengue, mononucleosis,

and several other viral infections, but as soon as the patients’ conditions

began to worsen, we notified the Center for Disease Control and the

embassy.”



“Do you have a laboratory equipped to work with these types of viruses in

a private clinic?” Dr. Lock was surprised, knowing how expensive it is

to maintain a maximum security laboratory.



“Of course not. We’ve used the resources of the Egyptian Health

Department. Dr. Hassan made the As-Salam International Hospital

laboratory available to us for conducting the tests,” the ambassador

interjected.

“Were minimum safety measures taken during the handling of the virus

samples?” Ellen assumed the hospital would have a Biosafety Level 2

facility; she didn’t believe it could be Level 3, since these are typically

specific laboratories and generally independent from hospitals. In Level

1, work is done with agents that present minimal danger to laboratory

personnel and to the environment, both in the work area and the area

surrounding the laboratory. Access is not restricted, and work is

regularly performed on standard laboratory tables. At this level, no

special equipment or specific facility design is required. The staff of

these laboratories is generally supervised by a scientist with training in

microbiology. Various types of bacteria and viruses are typically studied,

such as canine hepatitis, non-pathogenic Escherichia coli, as well as

some cell cultures and non-infectious bacteria. At this level, the

precautions are minimal, and work can be conducted on open bench

tops. In this level, the non-infectious bacteria.”

precautions taken with the biological risk materials in

question are plastic gloves and some type of facial protection.

The laboratory does not need to be completely isolated from the

other facilities in the building. Work is usually performed on

open workbenches. Generally, contaminated materials are

disposed of in open waste containers. Decontamination procedures

for this level are similar in many aspects to modern

precautions against everyday microorganisms

(for example, washing hands with antibacterial soap, washing all

exposed laboratory surfaces with disinfectants, etc.)

Biosafety Level 2 is similar to Level 1 and handles agents of moderate danger to personnel and the environment. It differs from Level 1 in several aspects. Laboratory personnel have specific training in handling pathogenic agents. Access to the laboratory is restricted when work is being conducted with such agents, and extreme precautions are taken with contaminated sharp instruments. For Ellen, working with a hot virus in a Level 2 laboratory due to lack of knowledge was practically the same as doing it in a Level 1 laboratory, which meant the possibilities of contagion were very high.

“I don’t know. I hope so,” replied Dr. Arch.

A feeling of uneasiness began to disturb Ellen. “Do you know if any of the twenty cases admitted to the Cairo Hospital are related to personnel who were involved in conducting those tests?”

“I don’t know, but I can call Dr. Hassan. He will

confirm it for me,” said Dr. Arch, standing up and heading toward the

telephone.

The safety measures adopted in a maximum security laboratory like the one in Atlanta, where Ellen worked, were very strict. Logically, a hospital laboratory did not have the technical means necessary to take such measures, and prophylaxis was limited to thorough cleaning and the use of disposable protective materials: goggles, gloves, caps, gowns, shoe covers, etc. To make matters worse, so far no one could identify the type of virus they were dealing with, so it was really like working blindly. Biosafety Level 4 is used for working with biological agents that represent a high individual risk of contagion and also pose a risk to life. New agents that bear some resemblance to the antigens of known agents operating at level 4 are confined to this level until sufficient information is available to confirm they belong at this level or to move them to the appropriate level. In other words, when facing an unknown pathogenic agent, it’s preferable to assume the worst case scenario and ensure its dangerousness, rather than exposing the scientists working with it to possible infections.

The personnel in these laboratories have specific and extensive training in handling infectious agents and also have the necessary training to work in the sterile and controlled environment of these facilities. Scientists working in these laboratories use special suits that cover their entire bodies and also have slight overpressure to prevent infectious particles from entering if the suit happens to tear.

The laboratories are maintained with negative air pressure, which helps prevent harmful agents from escaping into the environment. Additionally, the facilities are in a separate building or in a controlled area within a building that is completely isolated from other areas of the building.

Dr. Arch, with his back to them, was speaking in a low voice with a serious expression. When he hung up, his expression was enough for Ellen to know the answer to her question.

“Of the twenty cases admitted, one is the doctor who performed the tests

on the samples, and another is one of the laboratory technicians who assisted him.”

“That laboratory must be sealed immediately. Call Dr.

Hassan and tell him. It will also need to be disinfected. My advice is

that quarantine measures be adopted in the hospital right now.”

“Do you know what you’re asking, doctor?” Dr. Arch was scandalized.

“It’s the largest hospital in the country. It has thousands of beds and thousands of

people work there. It’s uncontrollable.”

“I know, Dr. Arch, but I assure you it’s the only thing that can be done

to prevent an epidemic. We don’t know how the

contagion occurred, but I’m sure that the pathologist who has

fallen ill and his laboratory assistant would have adopted a minimum of

safety measures. If both have been infected, it’s because we’re

dealing with a very dangerous virus. Every minute counts to prevent an

epidemic.”

Ellen shuddered. Suddenly she felt completely overwhelmed by the problem at hand. She had two sources of infection, one relatively controllable in Arch’s clinic, but the other unmanageable. To further complicate matters, they were in a foreign country and had to adapt to their resources, their pace, and their interests.

“Dr. Arch,” she said, trying to appear calm and in control of the

situation. “I think you should ask Dr. Hassan to receive me as

soon as possible. I’ll try to explain to him what we’re going to face with

this epidemic.”

Arch rushed to the telephone and began dialing. After a few seconds of waiting, he moved away from the receiver and called Dr. Lock, handing her the device. “Doctor. Here, I’m connecting you with Dr. Hassan Ramad.”

Ellen went to the phone trying to organize her thoughts. Dr. Hassan Ramad spoke perfect English, although with a rather pronounced characteristic Arabic accent. His voice sounded calm, despite Ellen detecting signs of alarm. It was understandable, she thought. The doctor informed her that the cases of infected people were multiplying and had reached two hundred and fifteen cases. In all of them, he had confirmed that there was no link whatsoever with the Maadi Clinic. They did have two admitted patients who had just arrived from abroad, one from Pakistan and another from Iran. Both were businessmen. Ellen updated him on the evolution of the patients admitted there and on the isolation measures she believed necessary to adopt. Then she began to explain the disinfection tasks that should be taken immediately, as well as the measures for isolating the sick to prevent contagion. Hassan remained silent while Ellen spoke, something that threw her off because she didn’t know if he was assessing the situation or ignoring her recommendations. To some extent this was logical, since she had no authority over Egyptian healthcare, but obviously, they were talking about a genuine emergency situation in which she believed any advice or help should be welcomed.

Finally she understood that Dr. Hassan was trying to evaluate the feasibility of implementing the isolation measures she was proposing. He conveyed the real impossibility of establishing a quarantine, and managing the large number of people who might have had some type of contact with the sick. They could be talking about tens of thousands of people. If just one of them had traveled halfway on a bus route, the possibility of infection would multiply a hundredfold. She understood this, and promised to keep him informed of any changes that occurred at the clinic. She also made herself available for any questions he might have.

“Mr. Ambassador”— Upon hanging up the phone, Ellen’s face showed her

concern about the course events were taking —

“I need to speak urgently with Dr. Robert Andrews, Director

of the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta. I must warn him about what

we’re facing. Dr. Hassan has just informed me that

at the As-Salam International Hospital cases are increasing

alarmingly. They have exceeded two hundred admitted patients,

all with the same symptoms.”

Edmund Farland slumped into his chair, overwhelmed. He hesitated for a moment but then picked up the phone. He called the switchboard to connect him with the phone number the doctor gave him. Ellen took the phone hoping that Andrews would be in his office at the CDC at this hour; fortunately he was and attended to her immediately.

“Hello Dr. Andrews. It’s Ellen.”

“Hello Dr. Lock. How are things going there?”

“I’m at the embassy right now. Things are getting

very bad here. Cases are increasing uncontrollably with each

passing hour. Moreover, the progression of the disease is

unusually rapid. The first patients admitted both to the

clinic and to As-Salam are already experiencing hemorrhages. From

a clinical standpoint, this increasingly resembles a viral

hemorrhagic fever and nobody knows how to treat the patients. But what

really concerns me is the isolation. The contagion is happening so

quickly that I can’t find a way to control it.” — Ellen continued

explaining all the details of what was happening in the

city.

“There’s not much that can be done. Try to organize a quarantine

at both centers. I know it’s complicated, doctor, but the first priority is

to stop the contagion.” — Dr. Andrews was trying to calm Ellen,

although he knew her perfectly well and knew she wasn’t a person

inclined to dramatize.

“Are you going to send anyone else to Egypt?” — Ellen asked, knowing

the answer in advance.

“It’s not possible, Dr. Lock. We’ve already sent a team that’s

larger than normal, and we can’t spare any more resources here.

Rely on Egyptian resources. If they’re aware of the situation,

they should dedicate all their resources to this epidemic.

Listen carefully, doctor, I need you to urgently send me

samples from the patients so we can begin analyzing them. Prepare a

secure package for the shipment and we’ll tell you how to get it

to us.”

“I’ll do that. I’ll keep you informed.”

“Take good care of yourself, doctor. Don’t expose yourself to any unnecessary risks.”

She handed the phone back to Edmund Farland and remained silent with a distant gaze. The Ambassador looked at her with concern.

“I’m afraid the time has come to inform the Secretary of

State,” he said, standing up again. “I get the impression that

we’re facing a bigger problem than some people think.”

“Well,” she said, also standing up, “Dr. Arch, let’s go

to the clinic to see the patients. I assume you don’t have the

complete protective clothing equipment for working with this type of pathogen. We’ll

provide it for you.”

“Thank you very much, doctor,” Arch nodded.

They crossed the lobby toward the exit and got into the doctor’s car. The city streets were crowded with people. Ellen didn’t even want to think about the consequences of an uncontrolled epidemic. They passed a city bus packed with people. The physical contact among those people was so evident that she shuddered. Hurrying in that city was not easy at all; not even the police lights and siren had much effect on the irritated Egyptian drivers. The traffic at that hour was mainly heading to the city center, so they were right in the middle of the mess.

When they arrived at the clinic, she saw that Thomas had followed her instructions to the letter. Part of the laboratory and the isolation and decontamination tent was already set up.

Arch and Ellen began to dress in cotton suits and over those, the plastic ones, which were much bulkier and uncomfortable. Following Ellen’s example, Dr. Arch attached the helmet and sealed all the connection points between pieces of the suit with duct tape. Ellen carefully checked her suit and the doctor’s.

“We have enough air for a couple of hours before needing to recharge the

batteries again. These suits are for field work, so they don’t

have connections to air tubes like in the laboratory.

Together they crossed the street. Near the clinic entrance there was a lamppost where someone was chaining an old bicycle with a steel frame using a long chain. They continued walking down the street, with a hedge on the right. Then they arrived at a small plaza with cobblestone sidewalks where the clinic stood.

Standing in the shadow cast by the clinic building, Ellen looked up to observe its facade. Arch explained that in the past it had been a public building belonging to the Egyptian Treasury, but thanks to financial investment from a group of American companies, it had been restored into the modern clinic it was now. They had replaced wooden windows with aluminum ones, almost all the wood with gleaming stainless steel, and all the floors and interior wall coverings were now made of the most modern materials available on the market.

Once inside the clinic, they passed in front of the admission desk where a receptionist stared at them in astonishment, wearing those suits that she thought only existed in movies. Ellen was aware of the whispers and slight commotion that formed as they passed.

They took the elevator and arrived at the nurses’ office, which was deserted. Ellen took the medical history of the first patient. Already at the time of admission, the patient showed a decrease in blood pressure and very high fever. She quickly looked at the rest of the data, although she knew she would have to read them carefully later. Nevertheless, with just a glance she confirmed that the work done was acceptably good, and the laboratory studies surprisingly thorough.

She looked more carefully at the test results and noticed that the white blood cell count was low, as were the sedimentation rate and thrombocytes. There were already failures in the kidneys and liver.

The condition was truly serious. Ellen left the charts on the table. “Doctor. Shall we go in to see the patients now?” asked Arch.

They entered the isolation area. The patients were like immobile victims, surrounded by a tangle of cables and plastic tubes. It smelled of disinfectant and the sound of respirators and cardiac monitors could be heard, interrupted occasionally by the slight moans emitted by some of the patients. There was activity from the nurses, who upon seeing them enter with the bright orange biosafety suits, looked at each other in fear, as they were only protecting themselves with insufficient masks, goggles, and gloves.

“We’ve isolated the patients in this room and the next two,” said

Arch, stopping in front of a closed door. “We’re running out of

space and worse, out of staff. Some personnel

are abandoning their duties: nurses, and even some

doctors, and I’m afraid that after seeing you and me with these

suits, we’re going to have a real mutiny.”

All the patients looked very similar. They had a yellowish color, sunken eyes, and flaccid skin. The more advanced cases showed traces of blood in the nasogastric tubes.

Ellen observed one of them when he opened his eyes and noticed hemorrhages in them.

“I’m dying, doctor.” His voice was a harsh whisper, and his

bloodshot eyes conveyed no emotion at all.

“Poor man,” said Ellen, realizing they couldn’t do anything

to cure his illness in time; at most they could reduce his

physical pain by sedating him. Ellen turned to Dr. Arch and after

exchanging a look of helplessness with him added: “I’ve seen

enough for now.”

Next to the exit door was a bucket lined with a plastic bag where staff left disposable garments before leaving. She contemplated the door and felt a knot in her stomach. That simple wooden sheet was the only thing preventing the virus from escaping outside, and if, as it seemed, it was transmitted through the air, it wouldn’t take long to spread rapidly throughout the city. She took a deep breath and looked at Arch, who was watching her with an expectant air.

“Well doctor, I have a lot of work to do with these charts,” she said,

not wanting to give many explanations.

“Doctor,” he intervened, “we suspect it might be Ebola or viral

hemorrhagic fever. That was precisely one of the reasons why we

decided to call the CDC so quickly. Do you think it could be

either of those viruses?”

Ellen breathed deeply before responding. “Look doctor, without a complete study of the samples it would be very risky to claim that it’s either of those two diseases. If you want my opinion, and I assure you I have no arguments to support it, I think we’re dealing with something new. I don’t know if it’s a mutated strain or a different virus, but I’ve never seen or read anything about a disease with such contagion capacity and such a short incubation period.”

She almost felt relieved when Dr. Arch was called over the PA system to go to the emergency room. She didn’t feel like answering Arch’s questions evasively, and at this hour she could tell him little more.

“I’ll be right back, doctor,” he excused himself.

“Fine, I’ll take the opportunity to extract the samples I need to send to the

Center for Disease Control and to continue with the medical records.”

“By the way, Dr. Arch, I think we should improve the isolation of the

clinic. It should be our priority. We need to establish a

quarantine, and the personnel currently inside should not be allowed to

leave. If there are clinic staff who have changed

shifts, or have gone home, it would be necessary to bring them back.

If they are carriers, they could be spreading the virus throughout the city.

At least until we have certainty about the degree of

contagion this virus has.

“Let me see what’s happening in the emergency room, and then we’ll deal with that.

It’s not going to be easy. Remember what I told you earlier about

having desertions among the clinical staff. They won’t want to

come back.” Arch looked nervously toward the door, as he needed to go to

the emergency room. “I’ll be right back.”

Ellen was about to respond to Dr. Arch, but he was already heading toward the emergency entrance, so she decided to continue reviewing the medical records. All the clinical presentations were very similar, as were the test results. After three hours of studying them thoroughly, and without Dr. Arch having returned, Ellen prepared what was necessary to collect and package the viral samples.

A brief conversation with one of the nurses confirmed her impressions. All the patients had worsened during the last hour, and a progressive decrease in blood pressure was beginning to be observed. The condition of the patients was obvious. The signs of hemorrhage, which were noticeable in the tubes, were becoming increasingly evident.

The nurse helped her obtain samples of nasal tissue, blood, and urine. Ellen proceeded according to protocol: placing the material in one bag and then another and disinfecting the outer part of both. After exiting to the decontamination area and removing her protective suit, she washed her hands with disinfectant and went to the mobile laboratory to call Andrews. The telephone conversation was short and precise. She conveyed her impression that they were facing an epidemic of a virus similar to Ebola, but in her opinion, it wasn’t exactly Ebola, but something worse.

“And the isolation measures?”

“Well, if it were Ebola they would be quite good, but if all that’s needed for contagion is air, I don’t think it will be enough.”

“I want all laboratory tests suspended and I want you to

supervise the disinfection of the clinic. Organize a strict quarantine.

And by the way, forget about the As-Salam International Hospital. We’ve

already contacted the Egyptian health authorities and they

are getting to work. Focus on the Clinic.”

Ellen felt relieved, as she didn’t feel capable of handling two outbreaks at once.

“Well,” Ellen said to Dr. Arch when she saw him appear accompanied

by Thomas, “let’s get to work. I just spoke with the Center, and they

want us to establish a strict quarantine.”

They quickly began to adopt the quarantine protocols and she made sure that the samples would be sent to the Atlanta Center that same night on a special flight.

“Dr. Lock,” Arch approached her as she was preparing a cup of

coffee in the mobile laboratory. “Here I leave you all the medical records,

completed with the questionnaires given to the patients.”

“Thank you very much, doctor. Now the next step is to find out how

these people were infected.”

“In that case, I hope these tests will be of some use to you. If you need me,

just let me know.” Arch was visibly tired. Under his

reddened eyes, two dark circles were growing hour by hour.

“Why don’t you go get some sleep?” Ellen asked him.

“I wish I could. I have to meet with the staff representatives.

I don’t know how long I’ll be able to maintain order.”

“I know, doctor. It’s very complicated, but I’m sure the Egyptian

police surrounding the building will be sufficient deterrent for possible

attempts to escape the quarantine.” Ellen Lock was looking at that

moment through the window at one of the policemen who was keeping

a prudent hundred meters from the clinic.

“Without a doubt, they are the only real means of deterrence. If it weren’t for the

mobilization of the Egyptian police, I’m sure we would have already

had some escape attempts. The staff is frightened. We have to

understand them, doctor.”

When Arch left for the meeting, Ellen curled up in a corner of the laboratory and focused again on reading the medical records. Fatigue was beginning to weigh on her, and apart from the headache due to tension, her joints were starting to protest. The last two admitted were a nurse and a doctor from the clinic. Both showed the typical symptoms of high fever, headaches, and very strong abdominal pain. They had been admitted a couple of hours earlier when Dr. Arch was called over the loudspeakers to go to the emergency room.

After gathering the necessary material for collecting samples from these new patients, Ellen put on the biosafety suit and went to visit the first of them, a trauma nurse. As soon as she saw her, she felt faint. It was evident that she was seriously ill, but she had only been admitted two hours ago. It was as if the disease process was accelerating with the passing hours.

Ellen asked her if she had come into contact with any of the sick patients, or with the medical staff treating them, and the answer was negative. She had been on duty and hadn’t moved from the second floor. She also didn’t remember crossing paths with anyone who wasn’t from there. Ellen confirmed that she was the only patient on the second floor, which housed traumatology, rehabilitation, and X-ray, so she begged the nurse to try to remember every moment of the day to try to find a contact that could have made the contagion possible.

Ellen extracted the samples and left the room completely discouraged. Next, she went to see Dr. Hemeini. He was the ophthalmologist on duty the previous day. She asked him the same questions and received the same answers regarding possible contacts with staff from other floors or with patients.

Ellen also collected samples and withdrew, more confused than ever. Ebola required minimal physical contact, even if indirect, to be transmitted. A shared towel could be enough, but in this case, not even that minimum contact had existed.

She returned to the laboratory and began to reread even the tiniest detail of each medical record. She added the data provided by the latest admissions.

It was past midnight when Arch arrived. Ellen was glad to see him, until he told her that the first seven patients who had been admitted had died. All had died within a time span of less than half an hour.

Arch was at the limit of his endurance, and he told Ellen that he was going to rest. They had placed mattresses in the offices on the sixth floor for staff who had to remain at the clinic.

Ellen sat down to consider the alternatives before her. She held her head in her hands and closed her eyes. The mere act of closing them caused a slight stinging sensation, the result of so many hours awake and the environmental dryness caused by the clinic’s air conditioning. She could stay and read the medical records for the third time, or she could go to sleep and gather strength for the next day. Reading those papers over and over again would not help solve the case, and she realized that the next day she would need all her presence of mind to start again. So she put the papers in her briefcase and also headed to the sixth floor to rest for a while.

October 16. Cairo. Egypt.

Dr. Arch wasn’t feeling well in the early morning when he woke up, but he attributed the symptoms to the physical and mental exhaustion accumulated during the previous day and to having slept on a mattress on the floor. He decided it was better to get up and start working. He took a shower and grabbed some energy bars for breakfast.

He dressed in the same clothes as the day before, feeling some repugnance at putting on clothes that might have been in contact with the virus, but he had no choice but to wear them until they received from outside everything they had requested. Shortly afterward, however, he felt sick enough to consider the terrible possibility of being infected. Cold sweat began to cover his forehead, and a sudden shudder gave him chills.

If he was infected, the best thing would be to notify Dr. Lock so they could isolate him and prevent him from spreading the disease throughout the clinic. Suddenly he thought of all the people he had been in contact with the previous day, and he was truly frightened by the possibility of having infected someone even at the embassy.

Without time to decide whether he should contact the doctor or go downstairs to start working, he felt really ill. He tried not to think about all the contacts he had had with the admitted patients, and he realized that if the virus was as contagious as the doctor suspected, it was almost certain that he was sick.

At six-thirty in the morning, he felt chills again and a headache with the intensity of a migraine that forced him to lie down on the mattress again. At this point, he was sure he had been infected.

The headache was so intense that he had to take painkillers. Later he began to suffer violent spasms in his stomach and diarrhea. He fell asleep again, but at eight-thirty, when the first light of day was coming through the window, he woke up with a terrible abdominal pain. He managed to drag himself to the bathroom and vomited blood.

When Ellen entered the office that Arch occupied, she noticed he looked so deteriorated and his eyes were so bloodshot that she stepped back two paces to the doorway. Terrified, she noticed the blood stains spattered on the doctor’s shirt. Ellen called Dr. Thomas Matelson, who immediately came up wearing the biosafety suit to help her take Arch down to the isolation area.

He didn’t protest. He didn’t have enough strength to protest. He knew he was sicker than he had ever been in his life. He knew he was going to die.

Ellen returned a few minutes later to Arch, completely protected in the plastic suit. She approached and took his hand. She wasn’t very eloquent when she told him she was very sorry he was feeling ill, because she knew that Arch was aware of the severity of his illness, but she still asked him about his symptoms.

“They started suddenly,” Arch explained. “I was feeling perfectly fine,

maybe a little tired, but I woke up with an intense headache and

tremors. My muscles also hurt, especially the lumbar region. Then the

abdominal pains, diarrhea, and vomiting began. I feel as if I’m

liquefying inside.”

“Contact with the sick patients may have been enough for you to become

infected. I’m increasingly convinced that it’s transmitted through the

air, like the flu. What scares me is that the contagion capacity is

terrible.” Ellen was dismayed as she looked at the doctor.

“Are there more cases?” Arch asked.

“Yes. This morning practically all the clinic staff came in with

symptoms.” Ellen told him, unable to look him in the eyes.

Arch closed his eyes.

“At As-Salam Hospital, the situation is chaotic,” she continued. “Dr.

Hassan just called me. Their emergency room is overwhelmed.”

Many of their doctors and nurses are sick. The epidemic is

the lead story on all news broadcasts.

“And what are you going to do?” asked Doctor Arch with his eyes

closed.

“I’m going to call Atlanta. I need instructions from the CDC. I have no

idea what I should do. I’ve never faced an epidemic

with these characteristics and of this magnitude,” Ellen replied.

It turned out that Doctor Andrews was already informed about the evolution of the epidemic when she managed to establish telephone contact. News broadcasts around the world were reporting on an epidemic with dramatic effects throughout the Middle East. With each passing hour, news emerged of new countries reporting cases. Several European countries were considering the possibility of completely closing their borders to try to stop the spread of the virus.

“It’s out of control, Ellen. I can’t tell you anything more. I’ve spoken with

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to request permission from the French

Government to divert the samples you sent us to the

P-4 Inserm - Jean Mérieux Laboratory in Lyon to save time.

I’ve asked its Director, Doctor Eric Dupree, to give them maximum

priority as soon as they receive the samples.”

“I don’t know what to do, Doctor Andrews. I’m desperate,” Ellen sobbed on

the verge of tears.

“Try to stay alive. Protect the team. I can’t tell you anything else,

Ellen. We’ll try to tell you more about the virus, but we need

time,” Andrews fell silent after finishing the sentence. He wasn’t in

a position to tell her anything more, and he knew he was condemning them.

“Now I know we’re dead,” Ellen acknowledged, slowly hanging

up the receiver.

October 16. Lyon. France.

The special transport van from the P-4 Inserm - Jean Mérieux Laboratory stopped in a reserved area in front of Lyon - Saint Exupéry Airport.

A call from the Minister of Health had been enough for the plane transporting the samples destined for Atlanta to land at the French airport. Due to the evolution of the disease, it was necessary to save time.

The two laboratory technicians in charge of transporting the virus samples sent from Cairo signed the register under the watchful eye of the gendarme guarding the hermetically sealed box, and showed their Center credentials as required by the protocol urgently established for the transport. Two patrol cars would escort them to their destination.

Back at the laboratory, after driving at low speed through the dense traffic. They went up two floors in the elevator. They traversed the entire building from one end to the other, passed through a door leading outside, and continued along a walkway flanked by wire mesh that connected the main building to the virology laboratories. They walked in complete silence with the lethal cargo they carried held by the handles.

To enter the maximum-risk laboratory, there are strict security measures since all pathological viruses known to mankind are stored there. Different outbreaks or strains of Ebola, Marburg, smallpox (which are now considered extinct), polio, yellow fever, dengue, AIDS, etc.

At the laboratory door, Doctor Catherine Marquis was waiting to collect the box. The two doctors in charge of transporting the samples handed it to her in silence. She was smoking a cigarette, inhaling the smoke almost compulsively. When she saw the technicians arriving, she threw down the cigarette and extinguished it by stepping on it. The doctor picked it up and prepared to enter the maximum-risk laboratory. To any layperson, that laboratory would be defined as a collection of horrors. Viruses capable of killing all of humanity a hundred times over were preserved frozen in liquid nitrogen. All their infectious load lying dormant, only waiting to be thawed to once again be able to deploy their deadly effects.

Inside the building where the laboratory was located, the temperature was stable, hovering around twenty degrees. In front of the door of one of the freezers where samples of serum extracted from patients from all over the world were stored, from all known viral diseases and some that are not, which were there to be subjected to immunological studies and all kinds of tests, Doctor Dupree was waiting for her.

Catherine was glad to see him. The eminent pathologist gave her confidence. He was a man with extensive knowledge in all fields of virology, and always able to maintain his composure. He directed that complex center without apparent effort, despite all the problems he had to face daily. From pure medical and technical problems to union issues or concerns about the quality of food in the cafeteria. Catherine envied his composure.

She greeted him with a slight nod, and he helped her by taking one of the handles. About fifteen meters ahead of the freezer, the corridor turned right, and they encountered an imposing polished steel door. Above the doorknob was a panel with buttons similar to an alarm system. Below was a slot very similar to those that ATMs have for inserting a card. Dupree reached into one of the pockets of his lab coat, took out his access card, and inserted it into the slot.

Once the personal and absolutely non-transferable card is inserted, the computer begins to record a series of data, such as the date and time of access. Then it is necessary to enter a secret seven-character code for the door to open. The doctor quickly typed it in.

After a few moments, the click of the lock opening was heard, and a small green light lit up on the number panel. Dupree pushed with his shoulder, and Catherine had the sensation of entering another world. Whenever she entered the laboratory, she had the same feeling of anxiety in the pit of her stomach. They found themselves surrounded by pipes, pressure gauges, and countless precision instruments. The lighting was dim. Dupree, still in silence, then opened a box where there were a series of switches and activated them. The first one turned on the lights in the room where they were, almost twice the normal height, filled with all kinds of equipment. A certain smell of disinfectant floated in the air that reminded Catherine of the autopsy room at the medical school.

The next switch turned on the lights of a row of round porthole-style windows installed on the sides of a three-meter-high cylinder that protruded inside the enclosure. At the end of the cylinder was an oval door similar to a submarine hatch.

The last switch produced a buzzing sound as the compressors that generated the purified air started functioning. The control area of the maximum-risk laboratory displayed a series of panels with green lights, and several screens showing graphs and listings. From the control panel, all the fans, air filters, and generally all the elements that gave life to the laboratory were operated. All the little lights on the panels were green, indicating that everything was in order. Catherine thought that she hoped never to see one of those lights turn red, and never to hear the consequent alarm alerting that something wasn’t working as it should.

Catherine had been working in that laboratory for some time, but finding herself surrounded by that equipment, knowing what kinds of viruses were housed there, she couldn’t feel completely safe. Dupree opened the hermetic hatch-type door and motioned for her to enter. Catherine had to duck her head when crossing the ten-centimeter-high threshold. Dupree entered afterward, closed and secured the door using the lever. Catherine was invaded by a slight sensation of claustrophobia, and swallowed hard to unblock her ears due to the pressure change between one room and the other.

Catherine opened one of the cabinets and took out two complete cotton coveralls. She handed one to her boss. Logically, one couldn’t be in street clothes in that place.

Catherine began to unbutton her blouse. Despite having repeated this ritual dozens of times, neither of them felt too comfortable undressing in front of the other, so as if by reflex, they both turned their backs to each other. Catherine felt somewhat embarrassed, and it was evident that Dupree was even more uncomfortable while Catherine undressed.

Once they had dressed in the cotton suits, they headed to a second door. As one advances through the laboratory, each room one enters has a lower pressure than the previous one, which ensures that the only air movement occurs inward into the laboratory, not outward. It is one of the basic safety elements in this type of facility. All level 4 laboratories operate with this system.

The next room was approximately the same size as the previous one, but it had no windows, which increased the feeling of suffocation. The smell of disinfectant was more pronounced there. Several orange plastic suits hung on wall hooks. There were various sizes, and after a few seconds checking which were appropriate for them, they began to dress. They did everything in complete silence, with the box of samples on the floor beside them, a mute witness to the ritual of accessing the maximum security level.

The biosafety suit, like a space suit, covered the entire body, including hands and feet. It closed with a zipper. From the back, like a long tail, emerged an air hose. All zippers had to be sealed with ordinary insulating tape.

Dupree looked at the blue pipes that ran along the room at ceiling height. At frequent intervals, there were multiple-outlet tubes painted in a lighter blue, with adapters to connect the yellow air hoses from the suits. The hoses were coiled to allow some freedom of movement. The suits were filled with clean air, at positive pressure, so that one never breathed the laboratory air. Another safety measure of the laboratory. Human error always had to be accounted for, and the breaking of a test tube full of lethal virus would mean the infection of everyone in the laboratory, were it not for the continuous air supply system and the pressure differences in the suits. He connected and disconnected the air tube twice to ensure the connections were working properly.

Once the connections were checked, it was time to put on the biosafety suits. The process was complicated, especially inserting the head inside the closed hood. When Catherine looked through the transparent plastic mask, it immediately fogged up until she connected her air tube.

She immediately felt the fresh, dry air filling the suit and also clearing her visor. Dupree pulled up the zipper of her suit, and put on his own. Catherine in turn closed Dupree’s suit and they placed a long strip of insulating tape over the zippers. Catherine inflated her suit with air, disconnected the air tube, and headed to the furthest door while Dupree followed closely behind with the box of samples in his hand.

To the right of the door was a control console. They were the interior lights of the laboratory; she activated the switches. They passed through another hermetic door that Dupree closed after passing.

The next room was smaller than the first two. There, walls and pipes were covered with a white powder, and the floor with a plastic grid.

They connected their air tubes for a moment to renew the air and passed through a final door that led to the laboratory itself. Catherine went ahead and the doctor followed closely behind.

They entered a spacious rectangular room with a central section of laboratory tables above which rose the protective aspiration hoods. Against the walls was all kinds of equipment: centrifuges, incubators, several microscopes, computers, etc. To the left, there was also another hermetic door, locked.

Dupree placed the box on one of the tables and tore off the security seals. He took some specific keys and loosened the four bolts that completely sealed it. When he lifted the lid, a mist from the dry ice in which the samples had been stored rose toward their visors.

Catherine began to prepare the culture bases while Dupree removed the small vials sent from Egypt by the CDC pathologists from Atlanta, which were so extremely urgent to analyze. Both handled their work with economy of movement. All their gestures were slow, almost trained, anticipated. The work tools were handled with extreme care, and nothing was left provisionally on the tables. Dupree handled the samples while Catherine focused on preparing the cultures. When they finished the first batch of samples, Catherine took them directly to a centrifuge and turned it on. The machine worked for a few minutes while Catherine and Dupree put everything in its place.

Next, they took the centrifuged samples to the incubator, opened the small doors and placed the culture tubes in trays.

Catherine was starting to get a headache. It was another thing that working in the maximum security laboratory usually caused her. She spent hours working with total concentration, moving around the laboratory almost automatically, like a robot. She had become accustomed to moving that way, just as all the scientists she knew did, and when she finished work, she always had a severe headache.

The tubes with tissue culture were placed in trays that rotated slowly inside the incubator.

Catherine and Dupree waited in silence. The only sound was the slight hiss of air entering their safety suits.

After an endless wait, Dupree opened the incubator doors, took out one of the culture tubes and handed it to Catherine.

“Here we have our little friend,” he said. Besides the small

amount of liquid the tube contained, it was lined on one

side with a thin film, a layer of living cells infected with the

virus. Inside the cells, the virus was struggling to reproduce. Despite

its innocent milky appearance, Catherine knew that the contents

of that test tube could harbor a pathogen capable of exterminating

millions of people. Perhaps, if the infection data coming from

Egypt were true, it would be enough to wipe out the planet’s

population. She felt a shudder that made her grip the tube more

firmly.

Dupree asked her to return it to him and took it to an electron microscope. He placed a sample in it, adjusted several parameters and spent a good while looking through the viewfinder. He moved slightly away from the microscope and modified settings on the computer keyboard to get an adequate image.

“It’s not Ebola. It’s not even a filovirus type. It doesn’t have the

characteristic long, cylindrical shape.” Given the symptoms

the patients were presenting, Dupree had expected a virus from the

filoviridae family, like Ebola or the Marburg virus. Both cause hemorrhagic

fevers with mortality rates close to ninety percent.

“Look at this, Catherine. It’s the first time I’ve seen something like this. What do you think?”

Catherine approached the microscope and peered through the viewfinder. “But what is this?” The question almost sounded more like an exclamation.

“Do you see those dark little balls in the cytoplasm?”

Catherine nodded. She could distinguish the inclusion corpuscles that Dupree was describing, as well as the irregular nuclei of the cells.

“That’s the first sign of infestation. We just implanted these

colonies and look at the progress that has occurred. This virus is

incredibly powerful.”

“Look at the size. It’s tiny.” The virion of the Ebola virus, although

of very variable lengths, can reach up to one thousand

four hundred nanometers, that is, one billionth of a

meter. The virus that Catherine had in front of her didn’t reach two

nanometers.

When Catherine rose from the microscope, Dupree put the test tube back in the incubator. Then they began to discuss the next step in the investigation.

They decided that despite the urgency, it was preferable not to skip the mouse phase, but they would also use monkeys. They then headed down a corridor to a maze of animal cages that reached almost to the ceiling. There were monkeys, rabbits, rats, and mice. Catherine felt observed by hundreds of small hostile eyes, some indifferent, others filled with hatred and reproach.

“Catherine, call Doctors Poulsen and Armand to replace us. We

need to rest, and they handle the monkeys well.”



Catherine smiled behind the plastic visor, and turned her head slightly to prevent Dupree from seeing her smile. His aversion to working with monkeys was well known. In general, he didn’t like working with animals, something unusual for a pathologist.

“I’ll call them right away,” she replied, suppressing her laughter. “But if

you don’t mind, I’d like to stay with them while they inoculate the

virus.”

“No, you need to rest. They know exactly what to do, and

once the virus is inoculated, we have nothing to do here for several

hours. You have a long evening ahead of you in here, and I need you fresh.

Let’s eat out. I’ll take you to a restaurant nearby.”

They waited for the arrival of the two scientists to explain everything they needed to do and headed for the exit. They began the process of leaving the laboratory. When they reached the room covered with powder, they started being sprayed with disinfectant over their suits.

While they were finishing washing, she asked his opinion about the virus. Dupree remained silent. He was measuring his response.

“It looks very bad. It’s extremely fast at infecting cells. Much worse

than I expected. I would almost dare to say that I’ve never seen anything

like it.”

After washing, they headed to the changing room, where Catherine took a quick shower, dried herself and applied very light makeup to correct what she wasn’t entirely satisfied with in her features. Fortunately, that day she had gone to the laboratory quite well-dressed, as she usually didn’t pay much attention to what she wore to work. She wasn’t a fashion fanatic, but when she went out she liked to dress well. That day, she had put on a rather serious black suit, with a white silk blouse and black suede shoes with a bit of heel.

They got out of the Laboratory Director's old-fashioned Mercedes, near Rue Mercière in the Presqu'île. They had to walk for a while since they couldn't park right in front, due to many cars double-parked.

The restaurant's interior was conceived as the perfect blend between a nineteenth-century villa and an eighties bachelor apartment. One of the dining areas allowed you to eat near the fireplace at round tables with perfectly elegant and formal service. The furniture in that area was so classic it almost seemed taken from the film The Leopard. The nods to decadent luxury were constant and combined with treasures found in flea markets or antique shops, such as ceramic female figures with flowers, fine porcelain figurines, and an art deco dresser against one of the salon walls. It was a place where you felt transported to another era, comfortable, perfect for disconnecting and enjoying a good time savoring the cuisine, while surrounded by spectacular décor.

In the other dining area, tables were situated right in front of the open kitchen. Here the tables were rectangular and accommodated more guests. In that more modern zone, one could celebrate a birthday or even a wedding banquet. The decorative style was, by contrast, absolutely minimalist, almost Nordic. The use of neutral colors, simplicity of forms, and uncluttered spaces stood out.

Dupree gave their names to the maître d’, who immediately nodded and indicated they should follow him, heading toward the back of the restaurant, the more modern part.

They had to zigzag between crowded tables and busy waiters. They ordered wine and appetizers from the waiter who approached as soon as they arrived. They began an informal conversation. Neither felt particularly comfortable, as there was barely any familiarity between them. By the time the main course was served, Catherine was feeling somewhat more at ease.

It was the first time her boss had invited her to lunch, and she had to admit he’d chosen the place well. The staff’s service was pleasant but not excessive, something that would have made her very nervous. She couldn’t stand waiters who were constantly monitoring the level of her glass or the size of her bread piece.

Catherine usually ate in the laboratory cafeteria, where the food was basically lukewarm, reminding her with each bite that the dishes were reheated. Therefore, the restaurant’s carefully prepared food was far superior to that.

The conversation centered on laboratory work. Catherine noticed that Dupree avoided talking about the virus they were analyzing, which seemed quite strange to her.

She brought another spoonful of the best tarte tatin she had ever tasted to her mouth, the kind of dessert you can only enjoy in a good restaurant.

“If you never disconnect from work, you’ll burn out quickly. We can

talk about that wretched virus throughout the meal, but the only certain thing is

that so far we only have approximate data. Wait until

we have the first results, and then we’ll talk. Our work

fascinates me, but you need to know when to stop, Catherine,” Dupree told her after her

repeated attempts to return to discussing the virus.

“Sometimes I realize that I become too obsessed with my

work,” she excused herself. “But unfortunately, I can’t help it.

From a very young age, I was drawn to the world of viruses and

bacteria, and I’m passionate about this work.”

“I’d like you to tell me more about what led you to this field.

I remember that in the interview when we hired you,

you mentioned something about a book your grandfather had given you.”

Catherine felt a little sad remembering her grandfather’s recent death, but smiled at the memory of the book anecdote. “Actually, it wasn’t exactly about viruses, and it certainly wasn’t a technical book. It was more of an easy read for the bus or beach. It was about the Spanish flu epidemic of nineteen eighteen.”

“The Great Influenza,” Dupree nodded.

“Yes. The truth is that the book hooked me right away, and I’ll tell you

I still have it. Whenever someone tries to make a comparison

saying that such and such virus makes HIV or Marburg look like a

simple flu, I laugh.”

“That’s a typical phrase from laypeople, but I confess that sometimes

I use it too,” Dupree interrupted with laughter.

“When you tell them that the Spanish flu was an influenza pandemic of

unusual severity, that it was probably one of the deadliest pandemics in

human history, causing between 50 and 100 million deaths worldwide in just

a span of two years, they usually freeze. This death toll is

considered one of the examples of mortality crisis. Unlike

other flu epidemics that primarily affect children and the elderly,

many of its victims were young and healthy adults without health

problems.”



“It’s true that the pandemic’s mortality rate isn’t known with

precision, but it’s estimated that between ten and twenty percent of those

infected died. With around a third of the world’s population

at that time infected, this fatality rate means that up to

six percent of the global population may have died. It’s been calculated

that the flu could have killed twenty-five million people in

the first twenty-five weeks. By comparison, AIDS killed

eighty-five million in the first fifty years. Some

estimates place the final death toll at more than two hundred

million. That makes Marburg look like a common cold!" she laughed. Catherine's

passion was evident. Dupree looked at her partly

surprised, partly amused at the avalanche of data flowing from

her mouth.

“I’m sorry—I get carried away with this topic. I lose track of time when

I talk about influenza.” Catherine blushed when she saw her boss’s expression.

“No, please continue. I’m unfamiliar with many of the facts you’re sharing. Please

go on.”

“Well,” she continued. “In the United States, nearly forty percent

of the population suffered from the disease and it’s estimated that

close to a million people died. Here in France, more than

half a million lost their lives. Consider that in the Inuit village of Fairbanks, Alaska,

seventy-eight out of eighty inhabitants died in just one week. The

flu spread to Africa, Australia, and the Fiji Islands. It was a true

pandemic.”

“Yes. Improved communications facilitate the transmission of

diseases,” Dupree affirmed.

Catherine leaned back to allow the waiter to serve her coffee. It was delicious, and she needed it to alleviate the drowsiness brought on by the wine.

When the waiter had withdrawn with the dessert plates, Dupree excused himself to go to the restroom. Catherine observed him as he walked away. She guessed he was around fifty years old. He was of average height with the classic build of a family man beginning to develop a paunch. Despite this, he had a certain attractiveness, due more to his demeanor than his physical appearance. He was an incredibly elegant man in his manners, his tone of voice was polite, and he made an art of silences. He had practically managed to make her forget about the virus they had in the laboratory, which two of their colleagues were currently working on.

As they were leaving the restaurant, he let her go first. Before getting into the car, he opened the door for her, and Catherine thought that there weren’t many men capable of treating women this way, especially with the naturalness that Dr. Dupree displayed.

Behind the wheel of his E-Class Mercedes, it was evident that Dupree loved driving. He drove very smoothly. Catherine wasn’t an expert on cars, but she knew how to recognize quality, and the interior of this one was spectacularly luxurious, very different from her small, rickety KIA.

On the way back to the laboratory, they remained silent. For a while, Catherine felt a bit uncomfortable and mentally tried to find a conversation topic that had nothing to do with viruses, but she couldn’t.

She noticed with relief that they were arriving at the entrance gate to the Jean Mérieux. Dupree got out of the car and swiped his card through the access control. A security guard came out of the booth and, after greeting him with a nod, bent down to check who was accompanying him. Access to the laboratory was extremely restricted, with several security checkpoints at the entrances to the complex. In fact, a threatening sign warned that unauthorized visits would be fined and could result in imprisonment for a period exceeding six months. It wasn’t easy to enter or leave the Laboratory. There was even a joke circulating through its corridors: that the only things that could leave there alive were the scientists who worked in it.

Before returning to the laboratory, they headed to their respective offices to call the two technicians who were currently working inside. It took quite a while to exit the laboratory, and this way they would save time.

“Thank you very much for inviting me to lunch,” Catherine said as they entered

the office. “It was a wonderful meal.”

“You were the only member of the technical team that I had never

taken out to lunch. I like to get to know the staff working in the

laboratory,” Dupree replied. “I’ve always believed it’s very important

to maintain unity among team members. You see, in our

work, ego battles are very common. Nobody wants to limit themselves to

doing the grunt work; everyone wants to be the great scientist who isolates

HIV, the Dr. Robert Gallo or Dr. Montagnier who gets nominated

for the Nobel Prize. Unfortunately, that’s almost impossible, it’s reserved

for a chosen few. That yearning for glory usually leads to

internal problems in research teams, and it particularly affects

young and ambitious scientists like yourself.”

“I can’t help but admit that I am ambitious, but I don’t consider myself

in any way a climber or a bad colleague. I enjoy working as part of

a team,” Catherine stated, somewhat annoyed by the comment.

“Don’t misunderstand me, Catherine. I like ambitious people,

but in every scientific team I’ve led, the same thing has

always happened. When a newly graduated scientist arrives,

they usually come full of enthusiasm. Being young people, they don’t have

family ties preventing them from spending all day in the laboratory,

so they start working from dawn to dusk. This is seen by the

veterans as a threat, as they perceive the newcomer as a rival who

wants to take their position. Believe me. I’ve seen it countless times. It

feel threatened by the newcomer's vitality and enthusiasm.

As he spoke, he called the laboratory through the intercom. Dr. Poulsen answered.

“Do you have anything yet?” Dupree asked anxiously, glancing sideways at

Catherine.

“Yes, indeed. But you’d better come over here, doctor. This virus is

something incredible. Like nothing we’ve ever seen before. I assure you.” Poulsen’s

agitated voice sounded strangely metallic through the intercom. “Come

over so we can explain in person what we’ve discovered.”

Dupree turned to Catherine and, while hanging up the phone, gestured to her and said tersely:

“Let’s go to the laboratory. They have something.”

October 16. Cairo. Egypt.

So many things had happened in such a short span of time that she found it difficult to organize them all in her head. To make matters worse, that morning she had learned that the clinic’s Director, Dr. Arch, was supposedly infected. Ellen rested in a chair trying to take control of the situation.

She had ordered the only five clinic workers who weren’t showing symptoms at that moment to wear biosafety suits with battery-powered air filters not only while they were on the second floor, but at all times. She had also given them a brief explanation of the little she knew at that point about the virus transmission, suspending all daily activities except providing minimal care to the patients. She personally supervised the fitting of the suits, and even helped them during moments of heightened nervousness. The first time a person puts on a biosafety suit, they can experience panic. When the helmet completely closes over the head, many feel a sensation similar to what claustrophobics suffer. There are even people who try to tear it open to breathe outside air, which is precisely what they shouldn’t breathe. Ellen admired the calmness with which all the clinic staff dressed, although she thought she might have problems with one of the nurses when she observed her increasingly nervous eyes.

At twelve noon, the American Ambassador had called her, terribly frightened, to tell her that several Embassy staff members had fevers and severe headaches, and that he himself was starting to feel really ill. He wanted them admitted to the clinic, but Ellen had to refuse. The Ambassador had raised hell and threatened to call the State Department to file a complaint against her. Ellen couldn’t make him understand that the clinic was currently an infection hotspot without enough staff to care for the patients. Of all the clinical personnel, only four nurses and one of the doctors remained apparently healthy. The rest of the doctors and other healthcare staff were infected and showing more or less advanced symptoms of the disease. The Ambassador continued with his threats and protests until Ellen was forced to hang up the phone, fully understanding what Edmund Farland felt at that moment. She deeply regretted having to deny him medical assistance, but she had no resources, and besides, the Maadi clinic at that time was the worst infection hotspot a patient could enter.

She also knew she should call Dr. Hassan, but honestly didn’t feel up to it. She knew what he would tell her. The news reaching them through television was of a severity Ellen had never seen before. All the epidemics she had been involved with were very localized, and isolation measures had managed to contain them. On this occasion, the virus was so terrible that it was always one step ahead of them. Large-scale infection of the population was already a reality. It wasn’t comparable to any epidemic known to mankind until that moment. She had been in Cairo for less than two days, and the situation had changed dramatically. From seven cases that had been detected when she took off from Atlanta with her team, to an epidemic that was ravaging several Middle Eastern countries. No country would have the healthcare capacity to respond to an attack of such intensity. Logically, a developing country would have even less capacity.

At three o’clock she gathered her team to warn them about the situation. No one said anything while she explained the circumstances they were in. Everyone knew they wouldn’t receive help from outside, and that it was a matter of hours before all the patients died. From that moment on, they would have to request instructions from Atlanta and decide on the next steps to try to save their lives. At this point, they already considered the epidemic uncontrollable.

Ellen didn’t tell them that they would very likely not be allowed to return to the United States. No responsible government would keep its borders open at a time like this, especially not to people coming directly from the epicenter of the epidemic. By this time, they would probably have made the decision to close all borders by land, sea, and air. Her assistants didn’t need to be reminded how screwed they were in the middle of a foreign country where Americans weren’t particularly appreciated.

At lunchtime, none of them touched their food. They were all in the same room, but there was complete silence. Ellen had forbidden them to remove their biosafety suits and leave the precarious safety they offered. They were afraid to put any food in their mouths, they wouldn’t even drink.

With a vacant stare, Ellen turned over the possibility of having been infected. She had been in contact with Arch and the Ambassador without either of them having taken any safety measures, and given how easily it spread, she had her doubts about this possibility. Ellen observed the members of her team with concern. Deep down, she felt responsible for them, and despite all the safety measures they had adopted, she wasn’t sure that none of them could be infected.

Half an hour later, she was informed that the last four people who had been admitted with initial symptoms and slight discomfort had progressed to severe symptoms of the disease. The development of the disease was so rapid that it left doctors with no possibility to react. Additionally, two nurses and one of the floor doctors had suddenly presented with headaches, muscle pain, and abdominal pain. They were running out of staff to maintain even minimally dignified care for the patients.

The other person who also presented the same symptoms was an administration employee who had not had any contact with any of the sick patients. This fact surprised Thomas greatly, but not Ellen.

“It can’t be. She must have touched something, I don’t know, a towel, a

pen, something,” Thomas asserted.

“I’m not so sure,” said Ellen. “The administrative staff of the

clinic is in an area completely separated from the rest. They don’t

interact with the doctors or the nursing staff. They only

have contact with Dr. Arch, and he had confirmed to me that

he hasn’t been to administration for two days. They don’t even enter through

the emergency or consultation entrance, they use a back door.

Thomas, the virus is airborne. Don’t overthink it.”

“Have all the ventilation ducts been sealed?”

“Yes, but I’m afraid it was done too late. Several hours passed

before the decision was made to do it, so the virus could

easily reach all points of the clinic. Besides,

we don’t know how long the virus remains active in the air.”

“Damn it, Ellen. It’s not that simple. What viral load is necessary for

a person to become infected?” Thomas exclaimed, completely

frustrated.

“We don’t know, Thomas. We don’t know anything. I don’t know how long it will take

to get the results from the samples, but I’m sure that as soon as

they have any data, they’ll inform us.”

“The problem is that when they inform us, that information will no longer

be necessary, because we’ll all be dead. What other measures do you think

we should take in the clinic?” Thomas asked. “I assume

there’s something else we can do. I can’t stand sitting around with my arms

crossed.”

Ellen sighed and said:

“I don’t know, Thomas. Dr. Arch told me something that still echoes

in my head: ‘Doctor, I feel like I’m liquefying from the inside.’ I

don’t think we can do much more than what we’ve done so far.

I don’t mean to be defeatist, but look at the progression of the disease.

There’s no way to stop it. I suppose Andrews will tell us something

once he has the results in hand. It’s more than evident that the quarantine hasn’t

been effective given the infection rates, because the disease is

spreading very quickly. We’ve already called in all the employees,

sick and healthy, to isolate them, and you see the result. Besides, from

the time the first symptoms are felt until death occurs, it’s no

more than fifteen hours. It’s overwhelming.”

“Well, you should see the situation in the city. I turned on the television a while ago and

you can’t imagine what the streets are like. There are even dead people

lying on the sidewalks.” Ellen looked out one of the windows. The

Egyptian police who had surrounded the building during the first hours of the quarantine

had disappeared. Hardly any cars were circulating on

the avenue visible from the clinic, and the few that did

were moving at high speed. On the same sidewalk as the clinic, a couple of

pedestrians were walking unsteadily, as if they might fall to the ground at

any moment. “According to the latest news

update, the situation is chaotic throughout the country.”

“I don’t remember seeing anything so terrible in my entire life,” Ellen whispered.



“Shall we watch TV? We can put on CNN to see if we can

find out something about what’s happening out there. I hate the feeling

of not being informed, of being the last to know what’s going on,”

said Thomas.

“Yes, go ahead if you want,” Ellen replied. “I think I’ll go check on the

patients. The nurse on duty needs to rest and I’m

going to relieve her.”

When she entered the isolation area, she observed that the nurse on duty was going from one side to the other trying to attend to the complaints of all the patients. With eight fingers extended, and then with her thumb down, she silently informed Ellen that eight patients had died. They were dropping like flies. Ellen realized that they were dying almost in the same order in which they had been admitted. The only variations in the order of deaths occurred if one of the patients had a somewhat more delicate prior health condition.

Then she approached her and told her that everyone was deteriorating rapidly. She had a look of fear on her face, and Ellen understood her. She herself was frightened, and she had been working with viruses all her life. She wondered what must be going through the head of that girl who had probably been hired to set up IVs and administer painkillers.

He found Dr. Arch lying in bed with his eyes closed. The internal hemorrhaging must have been enormous, because a thin trickle of blood was running from the corner of his lips. He was breathing with difficulty; and Ellen could hear the characteristic gurgling produced by fluid-filled lungs. Blood was also coming from one of his ears, and just by lifting the sheet that covered him, she confirmed he was also bleeding from the rectum.

She took his pulse. It was weak and slow. The sound from his lungs made her nervous. It had always been that way. She felt anxious when listening to patients’ respiratory problems. She asked for a laryngoscope to open the larynx, and the nurse hurried to find one. When she handed it to her, Ellen looked at the condition the doctor was in and decided not to cause him any more discomfort. There wasn’t much point in doing anything, and even less in causing more suffering to the poor man than he was already enduring.

Arch opened his eyes. They were terribly bloodshot, and didn’t respond to the stimuli from the flashlight that the doctor brought close. Probable brain damage. Arch was a dead man who was still breathing. His nose and mouth were bloodied. Suddenly Arch suffered a coughing fit accompanied by a spasm and began to vomit, ejecting a black and red liquid into the air that splattered Ellen and the entire floor around her.

She felt a sudden panic, but calmed down immediately when she realized she was wearing the biosafety suit. She carefully placed the doctor’s head on the pillow and cleaned the blood that had splattered her with some gauze.

The nurse remained behind her and hesitated, not knowing what to do. Ellen turned around and tried to reassure her. Under normal circumstances, they would change the stained sheets and clean the patient, but Ellen didn’t want to prolong the girl’s suffering any further and sent her to rest, assuring her that she would take care of it.

Arch was suffering from shock caused by blood loss. He had lost so much that he was becoming dehydrated. Blood had come out from practically every orifice in his body. He didn’t have enough blood left to maintain circulation, so his heartbeat was very slow and his blood pressure was dropping inexorably. Ellen sat beside him in silence. She looked at all the beds, feeling helpless. Occasionally a slight movement accompanied by a moan reminded her that they were still alive

He never regained consciousness. He died in the isolation room half an hour later. Ellen remained by his side the entire time.

October 16. Lyon. France

After repeating the laboratory entry process with great anxiety, Catherine and Dr. Dupree found the two scientists looking at one of the screens of the electron microscope. Upon seeing them enter, Poulsen moved away toward one of the rooms where they had left the animals inoculated with the Cairo virus and returned with a tray of laboratory mice.

“Damn!” Catherine exclaimed. “It hasn’t been more than three hours

since these mice were inoculated with the virus and most of them are already dead.”

She looked at Dupree. “This virus is truly lethal. I’ve never seen such speed in killing mice.”

Catherine observed the dead mice with disgust. “And the monkeys?” she asked.

“Of course, follow me.” Poulsen moved the dead mice to another tray and

they headed to the primate room. There were five monkeys lying in

cribs similar to those used in hospitals for newborns. All of them were

still, although their frightened eyes showed they were still alive.

“They’ve entered the state of prostration that you see.” Poulsen pointed out.

“Less than one hundred and eighty minutes have passed since I inoculated

the virus into the first one. It’s this one,” he said, pointing to the one in

front of them. “During the first moments after inoculation they were

agitated, as is usual, but after thirty minutes they started to calm down

and gradually reached the state they’re in now. Their blood pressure has

dropped, and if you notice, they’re breathing rapidly. You don’t need to

be a genius to know the cause.”

They then returned to the main laboratory and he began to write a report and label the dead mice so that autopsies could be performed on them. Then he turned and began to explain to Catherine more data about the initial findings they were starting to extract from the samples. It was difficult for her to understand him when he wasn’t facing her because his voice sounded hollow through the plastic suit.

“Now that we’ve begun to determine the distinctive features of the

virus, it will be easier to compare it with all the stored samples.

We’ll still have to wait for the statistical evaluation.”

Dupree stopped in front of the hermetically sealed door with a lock. He was thoughtful.

“There is no known virus with this lethal capacity,” he said. Without

waiting for a response, he opened the door and entered the small room

where the autopsies were performed with the dead mice. As the door

opened, Catherine perceived a certain mist due to the low temperatures in

that room. “I want the autopsies on the mice to begin right now.”

“Do you have any idea what it might be or what it might resemble?”

Catherine asked. “It doesn’t remind me of anything, but I’m not

sure.”

“That shouldn’t surprise you,” Dupree told her. “There are millions of





different types of viruses and only around five thousand of them

have been described in detail. We are probably dealing with one

unknown until now. If that’s the case, we can start working

on it right away. Above all, I want to rule out that we’re not looking at an antigenic

change in the genome of an already known virus, or a mutation or a

new strain.

Dupree studied one of the samples carefully. Given the current situation, the first thing he wanted to know was the virus’s infectious capacity. HIV is a highly deadly virus but not a very infectious agent. It doesn’t transmit easily or too quickly from one person to another. It doesn’t travel through the air. Really, its infectious capacity is Level 2. In fact, scientists and healthcare personnel who work with this virus don’t need to use biosafety suits, they only need to maintain the prophylactic measures required for Biosafety Level 2.

If a virus travels through the air, everything changes. With current transportation systems, it could reach the most remote places in the world in just a few months. Any epidemiologist’s nightmare was a lethal virus with a high infectious capacity.

If a healthy person were a few meters away from someone with AIDS, the AIDS virus couldn’t travel through the air and infect the healthy person; contact with infected blood or fluids would be needed for transmission.

The data they were receiving from Cairo indicated that the virus had spread throughout the clinic, probably through the ventilation ducts and air conditioning. From that perspective, the virus could be classified as aerophilic. This made it much more dangerous.

The next question they needed to answer concerned the virus’s ability to jump hosts. If a virus is highly lethal, that is, if it’s excessively “hot,” it usually kills the host so quickly that it greatly restricts its contagion capacity. In other words, it doesn’t have time to infect more people. That’s something positive from an epidemiological standpoint. After the incubation period, there’s a “period of communicability,” a time during which the infected individual is contagious and can infect another person. This period is also known in many infections, and knowledge of the length of both periods is important in controlling outbreaks. The Ebola virus is a very clear case of this. Infectious outbreaks tend to be limited in both temporal and spatial aspects. They don’t usually last long or spread over large areas, since carriers die quickly and don’t have time to go around infecting other people. Their own virulence controls them. In the case of the virus they were studying, all the data pointed to a period of no more than twenty-four hours between infection and patient death.

The opposite happens with HIV. Carriers live for many years, so the possibilities of contagion extend throughout all that time.

After hours of intense work, Dupree finally lifted his head from the endless lists he was reviewing and instructed Catherine and Poulsen to finish the tests they were conducting and meet him in his office.

October 16. Cairo. Egypt.

The doors of the Maadi Clinic remained tightly shut, but there were no longer any police preventing people from entering or leaving. The team of Dr. Ellen, who had arrived from Atlanta, was beginning to yield to fatigue, and the first symptoms of depression and nervousness were starting to appear among them. The scarce communication that had existed until that moment had completely ceased. They no longer even discussed the evolution of the patients. Everyone knew that the progression ended in a few hours, and nothing could be done for those waiting in the queue of death, awaiting the final respiratory arrest.

They had managed to alleviate the horrible pain in the internal organs by sedating everyone, but the blood vomiting had left the isolation room in a deplorable state, as if a grenade had exploded in there. No one approached the area anymore.

Everyone was sitting on the floor with their backs against the wall. They checked the batteries of their biosafety suits frequently to put them on charge when necessary.

Almost all members of the group of scientists were telling Dr. Lock that they hadn’t been exposed to anything. They denied that something could be wrong with their bodies and assured her they were healthy.

Ellen knew this wasn’t true. She was beginning to feel a headache, especially intense in her temples and the back of her neck. She didn’t fool herself thinking the pain was due to tension or accumulated fatigue. She was infected, and she realized she wasn’t the only one.

Trying to appear natural, she headed to the bathroom. She had seen Thomas pass by and needed to talk to him. Inside the bathroom, she observed the scientist leaning on one of the sinks looking at himself in the mirror.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, trying to find the best

way to tell him what she wanted.

“Tired, scared, and really screwed.” he answered. His voice sounded

distorted through the suit. “And you?”

“Thomas, when I ask how you are, I’m doing it from a

physiological standpoint. The psychological one doesn’t need to be stated, as it’s

obvious. Do you notice any symptoms of infection? You know what I’m

referring to: headache, abdominal pain, breathing problems or pain when

breathing.”

“No. I’m tired, but I don’t have headaches or nausea. I’m

doing well given the circumstances.” He turned around, surprised by the

question.

Ellen preferred to tell him without further preamble. “I’m infected. I’ve started to develop the disease. Don’t look at me like that, Thomas. I’ve been in contact with Dr. Arch and with a bunch of people who subsequently became ill, so given the infectious capacity of this damn virus, you shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Are you sure?” Thomas leaned on the sink and felt his

legs trembling.

“Yes, and I’m afraid I’m not the only one. Mary and Paul are also developing it. That’s why I’m asking you.”

“I assure you I don’t feel any symptoms. I’m simply tired,

nothing more.”

“In that case, you’re probably the only person in the entire clinic who

isn’t infected. Thomas, I don’t know what’s going to happen with this virus, but

something tells me the problem will go far beyond a pandemic like

HIV or Influenza. This virus is absolutely lethal. In fact, it’s

so lethal that not even the craziest terrorist group in the world would

think of using it because it can’t be controlled. There’s no possible

means of containment. The slightest contact causes infection. You’ve

seen it yourself.”

“Ellen, you can’t imagine how sorry I am…”

Ellen gestured with her palm, silencing Thomas. “There’s something I want to ask you.”

“Anything. Tell me.”

“I’ve spent almost thirty years studying and working with hot viruses.”

Ellen spoke softly and slowly. “I know what they do to

patients; you only need to go up to the second floor to

see it. I’ve seen the suffering and fear in all of them. In the

Ebola outbreak in the Republic of Congo, sixty percent

of those infected died. Forty percent had a chance of

survival, and they survived. There was hope. With this virus, there isn’t any. You

yourself have seen the images on the news and here in the

clinic. I don’t want to suffer, Thomas. I refuse to die drowning in my

own blood while my body rots from the inside.”

Thomas opened his eyes wide, but Ellen repeated the same gesture with her palm for him not to speak.

“Let me finish,” she continued. “I think that after all these

years of work and sacrifice, I’ve earned a slightly more

dignified death. Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you for anything. Just don’t stop me from doing

what I’m about to do and take minimal care of this until

it all ends. I still have a couple of hours when I’ll be able to

manage on my own. After that, I’ll barely be able to move. That’s why I want

to leave now. I need to take a short walk and go rest in

some quiet place. I’m asking you to let me go without trying to stop me,

and to take care of those who remain alive until the last one dies.”

“I’m very afraid, Ellen. What do I do here if Paul and Mary get sick?

What if Andrews calls?”

“He won’t call. Forget about Dr. Andrews and Atlanta. And when Paul,

Mary, and the two nurses start showing serious symptoms of the

disease, remember they’ll have no more than fifteen hours to live.

Try to make sure they don’t suffer; it’s the only thing you can do. After that, may God

be with you. I don’t know what you’ll be able to do. Try to find survivors.

Maybe you can find groups of them organizing to

save themselves. Don’t take off your biosafety suit for as long

as possible. I wish I could tell you something more, but I can’t.”

And for a moment, Thomas saw an unusual flash of resignation on the doctor’s face. A shadow of sadness. Of loneliness.

“All right,” said Thomas. “Try to forget all this garbage.”

He was now sustained by the adrenaline from the shock of what he had just heard,

something that sometimes happened to him in situations of maximum tension. Pain

affected people differently, but most people

who lost a loved one or had to face extreme situations

went through well-studied stages: shock, denial, anger, sadness,

guilt, loneliness, despair, gradual acceptance. And he was aware

that he was in the middle of one of those stages.

Ellen felt a sharp stab in her stomach at that moment. The abdominal pains were beginning. She grabbed the doorframe and doubled over. When she recovered, she looked at Thomas, who was approaching to help her.

“I’m leaving now, Thomas. I don’t want anyone to find out. I’ll go out through

the emergency door. I’d give you a kiss, but with these suits we

wouldn’t feel anything.” Ellen had earned the

affection of all the staff who worked with her many years ago. Beneath that image

of dryness and detachment that she tried so hard to cultivate, there was

a good colleague who always cared about the well-being of her

team.

The best field virologist from the CDC in Atlanta was now standing in front of Thomas Matelson showing all the weakness and fear of the disease.

She extended her hand and gave him a pat on the back while trying to hold back tears. With firm steps, she went to find enough doses of painkillers to ensure herself a peaceful rest.

October 16. Lyon. France

Peter Poulsen collected the micrographs he had taken of the virus. Never in his entire career had he worked so intensely trying to isolate a virion, and he was aware that the laboratory team was at the limit of their strength. He hurriedly walked through the corridors and accessed a large partially open area with slippery floors that housed all the offices of the Research Department heads, went down the stairs, passed through a security door by inserting his identification card into a sensor, and entered a maze of offices before seeing Dupree’s.

Inside the office, all the scientists from the laboratory with Level 4 access had been meeting for hours, studying the results that were gradually being obtained. Dupree was now sitting across from Catherine at the oval table in his office. Beside him were Dr. Armand and Robert Branson, a British specialist in epidemiology and statistics. Catherine was drinking water. The three men were drinking strong black coffee. They all knew they would be lucky if they managed to leave the Laboratory before many hours had passed.

The office was a small, simple room, and at that moment, the place had more the atmosphere of a crisis cabinet than the relaxed air that usually prevailed there.

Dupree, who was now wearing his regular clothes, showed a state of absolute desolation.

“What’s happening, Peter?” Dupree asked in a tired voice upon seeing the

scientist rush in.

“We have a problem,” he simply stated.

Peter arranged the photographs in a row on Dupree’s desk. It was already night, and the bluish light from the fluorescent lamps cast slight shadows on the office desk, cluttered with papers, laptops, and plastic cups with half-drunk coffees.

“This comes from the inoculated primates,” said Peter. “We already knew it was a filovirus, but it’s much hotter than these. I want you to look at the size of the virion.”

“You’ve already managed to isolate it?” Catherine was surprised.

“Yes. There it is,” he said, pointing with his finger at one of the black and

white photographs.

“Is this the usual size?” asked Dupree, picking up a ruler to

measure it.

“They seem too small,” said Dupree.

Viruses present a wide diversity of shapes and sizes. They are about a hundred times smaller than bacteria. Most studied viruses have a diameter of between 10 and 300 nanometers. The virus that appeared in the photograph was less than two nanometers in diameter.

“I used a negative stain so that the fine details wouldn’t darken. They’re still

working on it, but we think it has a DNA genome.”



“At this size?” said Dr. Armand. “That’s impossible.”

“I’ll show you. Look here,” he said while pointing to several data points on

a list.

For more than an hour, the scientists discussed the nature of the tiny cause of the pandemic ravaging the East and which, according to the latest reports, had already reached Europe.

Catherine went out in search of more coffee for everyone. When she returned, all the scientists were seated again in their chairs.

“And what about the effects on the host cell?” asked Dupree. Most viral

infections end up causing the death of the host cell. Often, cell death is caused

by the stoppage of its normal activities due to suppression by specific

proteins of the virus.



To replicate, the virus must have a cell in which to do so, otherwise it will die. It uses the cell’s material and energy to survive. It makes copies of itself inside the cell until the cell dies.

“We put serum from healthy primates with another extracted from the

inoculated ones. Within seconds, the cells began to undergo

changes, became sick, and began to die. The virus is like a

shredder.”

“I photographed the way the viruses reproduce in the cellular

tissue,” continued Peter Poulsen, who had more data in his head than

capacity to explain them at the speed he wished. “They’re

photographs six and seven. I put fluid from the infected cells under the

microscope, and this is what appeared.”

Everyone fell silent. Photograph six showed a set of healthy cells, all light gray in color, considering that the photograph was in black and white. In the following photograph, such a set of cells no longer existed; an amorphous mass full of viruses could be observed. They had never seen anything like it.

Everyone seemed devastated. It was as if they had been given the coup de grace.

“Between one photograph and the other, four minutes passed,” Poulsen concluded.

October 16. Cairo. Egypt.

Dr. Lock observed the surroundings of the clinic. Emergency vehicles were no longer passing by. In the distance, the air had thickened with smoke from the city’s fires. Even through the intermittent rain, she could see the fires and smoke plumes. The clinic’s lights had threatened to go out. If a blackout occurred, an emergency diesel generator should kick in, but those first incidents in the electrical network implied that there were also problems in the city’s transformation centers. A couple of times she thought she heard gunshots in the distance again. For a few seconds, she paid attention. She greatly feared that downtown Cairo had become an almost war zone.

Ellen Lock went into one of the empty offices in the administrative area of the Maadi Clinic. She took off her biosafety suit, and for a few seconds felt completely unprotected even though she knew she no longer had anything to protect herself from. She made sure to put the doses of painkillers and the syringe to inject them into her purse. She felt strangely calm. Without looking back, she pressed the red security release button, indifferent to everything else, pulled the heavy door open and went out into the street. It was no longer raining; in fact, the sun had come out and was now shining strongly. She slowly descended the steep metal steps. The door closed by itself, slamming shut behind her, and finally she realized what she was about to do. She became aware that the slamming door was a kind of allegory for her end.

Again she heard gunshots in the city. They sounded muffled by the distance. The sound came from the center of Cairo, where riots were probably occurring, generated by the terror and desperation of the citizens. Large columns of smoke rose into the sky. She decided to walk in the opposite direction, toward the poorer neighborhoods, to find a quiet and solitary place.

As Ellen advanced toward the south of the city, the environment deteriorated. After walking for a few minutes without a fixed destination, the buildings became increasingly dilapidated. Some were even fenced off and carelessly propped up, appearing abandoned. There was more garbage in the streets and stray dogs eating from overturned trash bins. No one could be seen on the street. Ellen assumed that most people would be locked in their homes or on their way to some other hospital where they would find an even more calamitous situation.

She turned left onto a deserted street that, judging by the direction it was heading, would take her to the outskirts of the city. The neighborhoods seemed increasingly depressing. Ellen thought about all the people who barely survived in those low buildings, whose owners didn’t care at all about their maintenance, so that the image they conveyed to the outside was one of absolute poverty. Many of the entrances appeared to have been broken open with crowbars, but Ellen didn’t know if this had happened during the riots or if they had been that way for a long time. She continued walking, trying to find a more suitable place to sit, but she began to doubt she would have time to find one. She almost turned around to head toward the city center to look for a small plaza or garden where she could sit. She rejected the idea, as she preferred to end it all in solitude. She went down some steps and walked through a damp, dark alleyway between two buildings. It reeked of urine, and she felt suffocated. Finally, she emerged into the backyard of one of the houses, which looked like a junkyard. In the twilight that was gradually filling every corner with shadows, she could make out the twisted remains of an iron bed, a half-rusted baby carriage, car tires, and other debris.

Turning left again, and when she was starting to feel really tired, she finally saw a small park dotted with green palm trees and trimmed hedges. A sob almost escaped from her chest. She walked with unsteady steps to one of the wooden benches surrounding an esplanade of sand and white gravel. She sat down to catch her breath. She rummaged through her purse and prepared the syringe with three doses of painkiller. It would be more than enough.

For a few seconds she felt like a drug addict on a Central Park bench preparing to inject heroin. She looked around. The breeze raised small clouds of dust and dragged papers and plastic wrappers. She tilted her head back and inhaled. She wanted to feel the last breaths of air entering her damaged lungs. It was as if they were filling with life for the last time. She tried to imagine what one should think at such moments, but the only thing that came to mind was that she might be witnessing the end of human existence. Centuries of history, art, science, and evolution could be reaching their final moments because of an insignificant little bug.

She looked around again. It wasn’t the best place to die. It didn’t even smell too good, though she wouldn’t have to worry about that in a while.

She didn’t want to wait any longer. She was beginning to have strong pains and spasms. With a somewhat irregular pulse, she found the vein in her right forearm and injected the sedatives. She felt a strange warmth rising up her shoulder, followed by a growing sensation of relaxation. She tilted her head back again and noticed a large, very white cloud moving across the increasingly reddish sky. She spent a while contemplating the capricious shapes it was taking until, without realizing it, she closed her eyes.


October 16. Maadi Clinic. Cairo. Egypt.

Thomas Matelson felt like a mute spectator of a drama unfolding on screen, unable to do anything to intervene in the outcome. Both his colleagues from the Atlanta medical team and the two nurses who had shown no symptoms in the afternoon were now lying on their mattresses with a significant deterioration in their condition. All four cases had started shortly after Ellen left. For a couple of hours, Thomas had been discreetly observing them. They were all silent, with their gaze lost in infinity, until Paul suddenly got up and yanked off the hood of his biosafety suit.

He had a headache that wouldn’t subside, and he had realized he was infected. The suit no longer served any purpose; it was suffocating him and made him feel caged. Mary and the nurses looked at him in horror as if he were crazy, but half an hour later it was Mary herself who removed her suit and, with tears in her eyes, went to the room she used as a bedroom to lie down on the mattress. Both were doctors, they knew the symptoms, and they were well aware they were sick.

Thomas approached them but couldn’t find the words. He didn’t dare console them or say anything. He simply took Mary’s hand, despite wearing the safety suit that prevented any real physical contact. She was crying inconsolably. Mary was terrified at the idea of getting sick and ending up dying in that terrible way. She couldn’t come to terms with the fact that she was going to die there in Egypt. She had left her husband and three-year-old son in Atlanta, and she would never see them again.

Paul, on the other hand, was very angry. He was angry with the world, even with Thomas Matelson, whom the virus apparently hadn’t infected. Why hadn’t Matelson gotten sick? Well, maybe he was incubating the agent. It sounded terribly selfish, but deep down he couldn’t bear the thought that he was going to die while his colleague remained alive. He took his temperature and found it was 101.3 degrees. He began to breathe spasmodically, seized by uncontrollable terror. He felt he was losing control due to panic. He didn’t want to die; it wasn’t fair. Perhaps he should make the same decision as Ellen Lock. After all, she had abandoned them because she hadn’t wanted to suffer a slow and painful death. Like him, Ellen knew what it meant to start developing the disease, and she hadn’t wanted to endure its ravages. He didn’t want to suffer either, but even less did he want to die. He lay down looking at the ceiling and tried to control his breathing and heart rate. Gradually he calmed down and finally allowed Thomas Matelson to sedate him.

Matelson witnessed the death of all the patients with resignation. One by one they passed away, and he could do nothing but keep them sedated to spare them pain and suffering. Mary lost consciousness after midnight; a few minutes later Paul followed, whose gaze Thomas would remember for the rest of his life. It was a look of rage, almost accusatory, as if he were to blame for his misfortune. He didn’t hold it against him, given the circumstances, though it hurt.

After two in the morning, the two nurses who were still alive also expired. Thomas went down to the second floor. Despite the distortion of sounds caused by the biosafety suit, his footsteps and the rustling of the plastic material of the suit were the only sounds in the entire clinic. He stopped at the door of the isolation room. He gripped the doorknob and pushed it slightly with his shoulder. The door opened without resistance. Thomas stumbled out of the room and nearly fell to the floor, seized by a retching fit. What he saw inside almost stopped his heart. All the bodies had stains of blood so dark it looked black. The splatters reached the walls and even the ceiling. Thick blood was even dripping from some beds. There was no need to examine any of them to confirm their deaths.

Thomas went back up to the sixth floor and sat on one of the sofas. He rested his head on his forearm and closed his eyes for a moment. He was desperate; he felt unwell and was afraid. He felt like a condemned man waiting in vain for a pardon.

After a while, probably due to nodding off, he startled awake. He had fallen asleep. He also noticed a new symptom: now his eyes hurt when he looked from side to side. Although he was alert for any symptoms of infection, he reassured himself thinking it wasn’t a headache, but rather exhaustion from so many hours of being awake. Thomas allowed himself the luxury of considering for a few minutes the possibility of being rescued. The bad thing was that his hopes were minimal. The only people who knew where the team was were in Atlanta, and most likely by now they wouldn’t even remember them.

He went up to the floor where the last patients had died. He needed to remove the batteries from the safety suits to have replacements and not depend on an outlet to survive. As he approached Paul, he realized that he showed no signs of hemorrhaging. All the other bodies had signs of major blood loss from body orifices and splatter surrounding them, but not his.

He decided to examine the body more carefully. His conjunctivas were white, with no signs of redness or capillary hemorrhages. The nose and mouth were clean. There were no blood splatters on his sheets. For a moment he thought he might still be alive, but he soon realized this wasn’t the case. The internal damage must simply have been less severe than what the virus had caused in the other patients.

He tried to contact Dr. Andrews in Atlanta, but no one answered the phone. He tried three times without success. He was hungry and thirsty, but he didn’t dare open the biosafety suit or consume water or any type of food for fear they might be contaminated with the virus. Soon he would have to do something about it, as he was beginning to feel the need to urinate.

Despite the dramatic situation he was in, he decided he needed to sleep. He would need all his energy the next day to make a decision about what to do. He was on the verge of exhaustion from the tension he had been living with for so many hours. Once everything was over, an extreme fatigue and, above all, dejection came over him. He went to an empty office, away from where the bodies were, and put Paul’s and Mary’s suit batteries to charge. This way he would always have reserves to power the motors that introduced air into the suit. He dragged a mattress there and lay down on his back. The sound of his breathing hammered in his ears. He felt the cold dampness of the suit’s condensation on his back, but within seconds he was asleep.

Thomas couldn't stop sweating, despite trembling from fear and cold. He was breathing in short bursts, with brief gasps. He tried to calm himself. He stretched his arms along his body and began to set a breathing rhythm. He couldn't sleep for more than two hours at a time. He was obsessed with running out of batteries for the air supply in his suit, while simultaneously feeling he couldn't bear wearing it for another second. He felt imprisoned inside that enormous orange prophylactic.

Nightmares tormented him. He saw himself bleeding black blood from his eyes and nose. He could barely rest, changing positions again and again.

October 17. Maadi Clinic. Cairo. Egypt.

When he woke up it was just after six in the morning. He had slept less than five hours, and never continuously. A strong pressure in his bladder reminded him that he hadn't gone to the bathroom for many hours. He couldn't delay it much longer. He looked around. The sight of that stillness and the silence surrounding him was depressing. He was unsure whether to remove the plastic suit or go to the bathroom with it on, but he soon realized that at some point he would need to eat, and especially drink, as his mouth was beginning to feel pasty. This would force him to take off the suit and expose himself to the risk of infection. In any case, the inside of the clinic was the least recommended place he could think of to do it, since the number of corpses and the amount of blood everywhere made it an obvious source of infection. He turned on the television and all he could tune in to was continuous static. No channel was broadcasting anymore.

Thomas separated one of the blinds that kept the office where he had slept in semi-darkness. There was no one visible on the street. Suddenly he thought he heard a faint whisper behind him, like a moan. His heart skipped a beat. He looked out into the hallway and saw nothing. He entered the room where Mary had died and looked at her corpse. He didn't notice anything different there, so he went down the stairs to the second floor. He walked down the long corridor to the isolation room where all the bodies of the rest of the epidemic victims were. The room remained dirty and repulsive. All the corpses were exactly the same as the day before, as was the arrangement of all objects, including the IV drips and medical equipment used during the illness. He refused to admit that the moan had been a product of his imagination, but it was more than evident that there was no one alive in the clinic. Besides, the perception of sounds inside the biosafety suit was very different from what one has with one's head in the open air.

He approached the glass doors at the emergency entrance. Outside everything remained quiet. Then he went to the cafeteria. He was thirsty, and he would have to take off the suit sooner or later, so he decided to grab a bottle of water.

He went back up to the office, and as he passed in front of one of the rooms, he heard the same sound again. He hadn't been mistaken; it was a moan, almost a grunt, followed by another a few seconds later.

The strange whispers were coming through the office door, although with the plastic suit it wasn't easy to locate their source due to the distortion of sounds it generated. Thomas tensed up and looked around. For reasons beyond what he could explain, he was scared, so much so that he suddenly felt weak. Weak and vulnerable. Thomas didn't understand how he could feel even more vulnerable than he already was.

He had his back to the office desk and wasn't aware that he was no longer alone in that room until hands closed around his neck. The water bottle he had just picked up fell from his hands and broke as it hit the floor, spilling part of its contents. The pressure of those fingers had nearly suffocated him before he could turn around.

Convulsing, he grabbed the hands that were choking him and tried to remove them. A grunt next to his right ear caused another shiver to run down his spine. He managed to inhale some air shortly before those hands squeezed his neck forcefully again. He felt his strength waning as the man holding him began to shake him. With what little strength he had left, he tried to turn around to defend himself, but without success.

Thomas felt the world fading away. The pressure on his throat, despite the plastic suit, was becoming unbearable. He tried to kick desperately backward, but his rubber boots barely allowed him to move, so although his foot impacted his attacker's shin, the man didn't loosen his grip. Almost staggering, and about to lose consciousness from lack of oxygen, he leaned his full weight against the man. At last he noticed that the attacker was forced to take a step back. He took advantage of this brief momentum to push with all his might. The pressure on his neck eased, and he repeated the push with large strides until they crashed against the wall. A howl made him aware that he had finally hurt him. At that exact moment he turned, taking advantage of the instant of confusion. The hands finally loosened from his neck.

Thomas rolled to one side, breathing heavily. Everything seemed distant except for the pain in his neck, which manifested in intermittent stabs. He tasted blood at the back of his throat.

He had time to see the man who had attacked him. Suddenly a feeling of terror invaded him. A flash, a hundredth of a second was enough to verify that his attacker was Paul, his colleague.

“Paul!” he shouted. “What the hell are you doing? For God’s sake! What…”



Paul’s figure lunged at him with a howl of hatred.

Thomas’s breath was cut short as those hands gripped the top of the safety suit and tore it off with one pull. The fingers clawed at his face, with the thumbs seeking his eyes. Thomas saw a reflection of hatred in Paul’s eyes, but he quickly realized that there was nothing of his former colleague behind that gaze.

One of Paul’s fingers dug into his right eye. A sharp pain exploded in his head, reaching all the way to the back of his neck. Thomas screamed, emitting a shriek that was little more than a howl of pain and terror. Fear paralyzed him, preventing him from defending himself.

Sobbing with panic, he flailed at the air, trying to push away those hands that were fighting to blind him. After what felt like an eternity, he succeeded, and managed to knee Paul in the groin. Paul’s body slid to one side, tearing one of the sleeves of the biosafety suit. Thomas staggered away, gasping for air and searching for something to defend himself with.

His throat burned, and he felt a deep pain in his head, at his temples. On the desk he glimpsed a letter opener and lunged for it like a drowning man reaching for a plank. Between deep, hoarse groans, Paul lurched toward Thomas again, who gripped the improvised stiletto tightly and pivoted to the right, trying to dodge his unexpected enemy’s charge. He barely felt the edge of the desk tearing his plastic suit at the hip, deeply scratching his flesh. The moment Paul turned in that direction, Thomas plunged the weapon into his chest. He pushed with all his might, feeling strong resistance at first, which then turned buttery soft, allowing the blade to sink in to the hilt. Paul stiffened for a moment and, letting out a scream that echoed throughout the clinic, collapsed heavily on top of him.

Small death rattles caused a kind of convulsion in Paul. Thomas pulled out the letter opener and with all his strength stabbed it into his enemy’s chest again, who now barely emitted a final whisper.

Thomas, terrified and on the verge of an anxiety attack, realized his body was soaked with the infected man’s blood. He saw something dripping between his fingers and abruptly pulled his hand away, trying to clean it on the slippery plastic suit.

Without thinking too clearly about what he was doing, he ran to the bathroom. In the mirror, he saw he was completely spattered with blood. “I’m screwed,” he muttered through clenched teeth as he looked at all that infected blood on his face and neck.

Since there was no point in keeping the suit on anymore, he took it off and washed his face and chest. He returned to the office and kicked Paul’s limp body twice, but it didn’t move.

“You disgusting bastard! You couldn’t stand that I might survive! If you

were going to die, everyone had to go with you, right?” He kicked

the lifeless body again, and the feeling of venting his rage on a

dead man turned his stomach. After a while, he sat on the

sofa with his head in his hands. Now everything was silent again in

the clinic. He was on the verge of a hysterical breakdown.

After calming himself for a while and getting his racing heart rate under control, Thomas knelt down to examine the body. He noticed nothing unusual, apart from the two stab wounds at the sternum. More carefully, he examined the eyes, gums, and inside of the mouth. The body didn’t smell bad yet. The air conditioning helped with that, efficiently keeping any potential rise in temperature at bay.

The blowflies hadn’t arrived yet either, but they wouldn’t be long. Also called bluebottles, they could smell death from five miles away. Thomas confirmed his first impression. There were no signs of hemorrhaging. Then he decided to go a step further. He wasn’t a forensic pathologist, but he wanted to try to discover what had happened to his colleague. With a scalpel in his gloved hand, he lifted Paul’s hair and made an incision around the back of the scalp, then pulled it forward. He then went to Ellen’s medical bag for a rotary saw. Thomas prepared himself to endure the moment. This was one of the parts he disliked the most—this and when they opened the stomach, which always released an odor that could make you gag. He pressed the power button, the machine emitted an unpleasant sound, and its sharp teeth began spinning at high speed. Then came that screech that hit him in the pit of his stomach and rattled every nerve in his body, as the teeth penetrated the upper edge of the skull.

It was so horrible that Thomas nearly gave up. He had to endure while the saw cut through the bone and bone fragments flew like sawdust, until it finally finished. Then he slightly lifted the skullcap, and the brain, with its shiny appearance, was exposed.

The color was the usual creamy brown. The brain would turn gray later. When he penetrated the abdomen just below the rib cage, he found that everything was normal. The internal organs also showed no strange appearance or presence of blood beyond what was usual. He sat down on the sofa again, trying to organize his thoughts. It was evident that Paul had died, but not half an hour ago. He had died the night before, and Thomas had confirmed it. Damn it, he was a doctor and knew how to tell a dead person from a living one! Paul had died and had gotten up again.

He then went to Mary’s body. Despite the revulsion he felt, Thomas continued with his improvised autopsy. He wrinkled his nose. It smelled as if someone had rotted from the inside out. He looked through Ellen’s things and discovered a small bottle of menthol essence. He put a few drops on his mask to try to keep the smell at bay and proceeded to make the incision in the thoracic area. The ribs, muscles, and organs were exposed. The heart, lungs, kidneys, and liver had a texture similar to mousse, nothing like the shiny appearance of Paul’s. No matter how many autopsies one had attended, nothing prepared you for this horrifying reality. That person had been a human being who had lived, who had loved, and now he saw how she had been reduced to the category of a piece of meat hanging in a butcher shop.

And it was too much for him. With all the confusion he felt about Paul’s attack swirling in his mind, he backed away, getting as far as possible from that fetid chamber of horrors.

For a few moments he tried to go back to the moment when he saw his face. Those eyes weren’t Paul’s. That sensation had been etched into his memory, despite having seen them for only an instant. He tried to understand that perhaps the virus had affected him differently than the rest of the patients, slowing his vital signs until they were imperceptible even to a doctor, but he couldn’t comprehend how a few hours later he had gotten up as if nothing had happened, with tremendous strength, and attacked him. A sick person doesn’t get up twice as strong as before contracting the disease; that was impossible.

As the hours passed, his thoughts drifted toward his situation. Paul was dead, truly this time, and he was beginning to fear he had been infected. The headache hammering him since the fight not only wasn’t subsiding but was getting worse. He was starting to wonder if the symptoms were beginning to manifest. Thomas already imagined himself bleeding and vomiting blood like all the other patients had done. He didn’t want to suffer either, so as soon as he felt the first symptoms of infection, he would inject himself with something that would allow him to die in a more dignified manner than all those unfortunate souls, just as Ellen had done. His blood wouldn’t stain the floor and walls anywhere. Soon he would die and wouldn’t have to worry about anything anymore. The idea of dying didn’t please him, but the thought of no longer suffering pain or the intense terror he had felt when attacked was also a relief. He was beginning to truly understand what a terrified person feels. Fear completely paralyzes you, even your movements. As the wounds cooled, the sensation from the blows became more intense. His hip throbbed and stung. His eye caused severe headaches, and his throat still burned.

Ten hours later, lying on the sofa with his body slightly damp from perspiration, he awaited the verdict with his gaze fixed on the ceiling and a syringe full of sedatives in his right hand. The last thing he had thought a few hours earlier was that by afternoon he would probably be dead, but despite the pains that still tormented him, he felt fine, and enough hours had passed for the infection to manifest itself.

The eye that Paul had crushed during the fight still hurt and was generating headaches. But what was clearly worsening was the deep abrasion he had gotten on his hip. He hadn’t disinfected it, and now it showed a reddish tone around the edges, and the muscles in the area were painful.

Limping, he made his way to Dr. Arch’s office and found a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and another of iodine in a small cabinet that served as a first aid kit. He poured the entire contents over the wound and left it exposed to the air to dry better. He rummaged through Arch’s drawers until he found a small box of antibiotics. He swallowed two pills and put the rest in his pocket.

There was plenty of food in the clinic’s cafeteria, but he didn’t feel like eating anything; all he wanted was to drink glass after glass of water from the refrigerator in Arch’s office.

He resisted sleep, but gradually a slight drowsiness overtook him. It was a light sleep. He constantly heard things. Gunshots and explosions, screams. He didn’t know to what extent they were real, and to what extent hallucinations. When he woke up, dawn was breaking. His entire body ached. At first he thought it had been real; he even believed he was in the middle of a skirmish surrounded by thousands of resurrected dead like Paul. But when he opened his eyes and saw where he was, those fears disappeared, though they were quickly replaced by others.

He got up with faltering steps. He told himself not to be frightened if it was a bit difficult to move; that didn’t mean he was developing the disease. For the first time in a long while, he felt truly relieved. The hours that had passed were enough for the flame of hope to begin rising within him. He wouldn’t die from the virus; perhaps he would die at the hands of a resurrected being like Paul, but he wouldn’t die from the virus.

The time had come to make a decision. After repeatedly trying to contact Atlanta without success, he considered that he should leave the city and the country. If the evolution of the disease was what had manifested during the first hours, his only hope was to get out of Egypt and head first northeast and then through Turkey toward Europe. He had to try to get away from the epidemic. It would be a long journey.

The first thing he needed was a car. In the ambulance parking lot across from the emergency entrance, there was one whose driver had left the keys in the ignition. Thomas tried to start it and was relieved to find that it started on the first try. It was an old Citroën modified as an ambulance, but the back part would be perfect for transporting what he needed for a journey like that. He headed to the clinic’s cafeteria and took all the non-perishable food and all the juices, water, and soft drinks that were in the refrigerators. It took several trips to load everything into the ambulance. He searched inside for a road map, but to his surprise, there wasn’t one. Nor did he find any trace of a GPS with which to orient himself. He returned to the clinic’s reception. On one of the walls was a huge map of Egypt. It wasn’t a road map, but it could serve to go from city to city, since the main routes did appear. He took it down and folded it carefully.

Since he had to go to a gas station to fill the fuel tank, he would take the opportunity to look for a road map and study how to leave the country as quickly as possible. He had to approach the journey as a long race in stages. He should try to anticipate all the contingencies he might encounter on the long route. He would need to load enough water and fuel in case he couldn’t find service stations and places to replenish what he consumed in the vast desert plains that awaited him.

On the map of Egypt, where the distances between cities weren’t marked, he established that the first stage would be to the city of Ismailia. He understood that it should be a fairly simple journey. Apparently, the distance must be more or less three hundred kilometers, all of them along what seemed to be a good road.

Outside, the light was brighter, the sky blue without a cloud. Thomas checked the map once more and headed toward the city center. He needed to go north, always north. He believed the best way to travel would be in stages, looking for cities and towns where he could stop, and searching for survivors, if there were any.

On the avenue, some of the traffic lights were still working, changing over and over from green to amber and finally to red.

He drove down the wide avenue, avoiding cars abandoned on the road. He even had to climb onto the high sidewalks several times to drive on them. Not a soul could be seen in the city. It was the most incredible thing he had ever seen in his life. Zero survival rate. There were no survivors. He drove slowly, looking around, but except for birds and the occasional abandoned dog, all he could see were the bodies of those unfortunate people who had found no better place to die than inside a car or on the cold cement of a sidewalk. Many of the bodies were the living expression of the terror and suffering they had endured. A little further on, several plumes of smoke showed the places where the first incidents of panicked and terrified citizens had occurred. Thomas tried to avoid those streets, assuming it would be impossible to drive through them.

When passing a service station, he decided to stop and refuel. Inside, he observed the silent abandoned counters where just hours before books and newspapers had been sold; there was also a section for car accessories and an area dedicated to food. Somewhere, a fan moved the air back and forth as it had done when there were still people visiting the store. Now the only customer was him, though perhaps not for much longer. The air had a metallic smell.

He gathered food and drink for a long journey, as well as two jerry cans and ten bags of fuel that he filled with gasoline. He turned around and went back to the ambulance. On the way, he stopped in front of the newspaper display. The latest edition already featured photographs on the front page of the drama that would befall the city. He stood for a few seconds observing the photographs, which in no way could have predicted the dramatic end the city had suffered. An entire city! Perhaps a country, he even wondered if the virus had spread throughout the world. He continued standing, as if in a trance, in front of the newspaper and magazine stand. Inside, fallen in the farthest corner, was a body. It wore a blue uniform with red and white trim, the colors of the gas station’s oil brand. Next to the unfortunate man was a newspaper open to the section about the epidemic. Around him, the blood splatters were now thick stains covered with flies. The man’s face was a grimace of pain and fear. Thomas could barely suppress the urge to cry.

He found more bodies. All were in positions suggesting they had died suffering terrible pain. For a moment, Thomas imagined what must have been the final moments of those poor people, without any medical attention, without sedation to spare them the suffering of the last stage of the disease. A thought came to him, simple and sudden, almost a vision, and he understood that at As-Salam International Hospital, the situation must have been nightmarish, with thousands of sick people coughing, bleeding, and dying. He knew, with sudden coldness, that what they had experienced at the clinic had been nothing more than a small-scale replica of what must have happened in the large hospitals and in the streets. Thousands of people wandering the streets with no option but death or something worse—suffering without the slightest hope of survival. It must have been terrible to die among other dying people, to remain alive in a place full of the dead, and blood, and filth. The degeneration of all faculties, the death of loved ones, witnessing their suffering and one’s own. He felt his heart pounding at the vision of the end of so many people who, oblivious to everything, had been unable to do anything to save their lives or the lives of those they loved. He also thought about his family in the United States. Had the virus reached there? Were the streets of their cities improvised cemeteries like Cairo was at this moment?

In one of the displays, he found a complete road map, much more detailed than the one he had taken from the clinic wall.

Thomas returned to the ambulance and left the gas station. The exit from the city was nearby, but it was almost impossible to move smoothly through that tangle of stopped cars, many of them still running, with drivers slumped back in their seats. He felt the urge to accelerate, to leave all that filth behind, but it was better to drive slowly, trying to avoid hitting curbs or other cars. If he wanted to reach Europe by car, he would need to take good care of it.

The smell of the river became noticeable and penetrated through the lowered windows. The entire route out of the city ran alongside that legendary river. Thomas drove slowly, weaving around cars and bodies, observing in the distance the plumes of smoke that he was gradually leaving behind. He was surprised at how modern the city was in that area, but he reflected on the stereotypes that people often create about what they don’t know, as if the Egyptian capital had to be all stone and sand merely because it was the cradle of one of humanity’s oldest and most mysterious civilizations.

Many of the residences were modern apartment buildings in the city’s more prosperous neighborhoods. There, glass and aluminum were the predominant materials. Who would the owners of those apartments be, most of them sealed tight? Surely the country’s thriving upper-middle class, made up of doctors, lawyers, and ambitious young people, were the ones who inhabited them. Those flats and apartments were not for Egypt’s most important people, who lived in residential neighborhoods specially built for them.

Although he had no choice but to look in all directions, he tried not to dwell too long on the sight of the bodies. Nevertheless, he was aware that he was gradually becoming hardened. One gets used to everything, he thought sadly.


October 19. Milan. Italy.

A scream sounded sharp and distant, heart-rending. It was a woman’s scream, which surprised him, since at that hour he was the only one in the newsroom. He wondered if the scream had come from within the newsroom, or if he had confused it with some sound from the radio he was listening to at low volume, or from the television that was on in the meeting room right next to his desk.

Ricardo Viola looked up from his copy of El Corriere della Sera, turned off the radio and tilted his head, trying to listen more carefully. He was in the newspaper office more out of habit than because he expected the phone to ring with some noteworthy news that he could use for the next day’s front page. The chances of that happening were zero. Besides, he doubted there would be anyone to lay it out or print it. Worse still, he doubted there would be anyone to read it the following day. The news he was receiving was of apocalyptic gravity.

All reports spoke of an extremely rapid spread of the virus detected in the Middle East. The disease was spreading throughout the world in an uncontrolled manner, and wherever it arrived, it was completely incurable. The masses of frightened people had turned the streets into veritable battlefields, and desertions by security forces had left the country headed toward anarchy. The same was happening all over the world.

Things were very bad, and the population was going crazy. Hours earlier, there had been a constant coming and going of police cars, ambulances, and other emergency vehicles, but for quite some time now the alarming sirens had fallen silent. On the streets, one could only see people running, and others, already infected, probably looking for a place to be treated for the disease, or in the worst case, a place to lie down and die.

CNN was broadcasting from several European cities with fixed cameras in strategic locations. No reporters or presenters appeared on screen. The quality of the images was very poor, but in terms of the information they conveyed, they were Pulitzer Prize worthy. They showed hordes of people running, overturned cars, fights, police charges, and people dying right beside them. Ricardo had witnessed several police officers shooting at the terrified crowd to prevent them from approaching. Images of London, Paris, Athens, and other European capitals alternated every five minutes in a constant loop.

Since three in the afternoon, there had been no institutional statements. At ten past three, the President of the Republic had appeared on RAI to deliver a message of calm to the population. He was flanked by several of his Ministers. The message was brief and clear: “Stay in your homes. Limit contact with any person, with or without symptoms, whether known to you or not.”

Subsequently, they communicated the measures that had been adopted. The Armed Forces had been deployed in the main cities of the country. Ricardo had been surprised to see the soldiers with no more protection than paper masks. My God, it was like trying to stop a moving train with a barrier of beach buckets filled with water.

The Pope appeared minutes later on the balcony of his residence in the Vatican. He asked all Catholics to pray for the future of a world that was rushing toward destruction, and gave a sorrowful blessing.

The last appearance of a presenter on screen had taken place around five in the afternoon. With a face of total consternation, he had commented on some images they had received from London. The scene showed a group of reporters crossing the center of the city in a CNN van. The driver was doing the impossible to dodge the bodies scattered on the ground, without success. For some reason the van stopped abruptly, and the driver and a female reporter got out. Several infected people, still alive, beat them with sticks and threw stones at them until they killed them. Ricardo couldn’t understand the reason for that massacre. The final image came from a camera that had fallen to the ground, focusing on the lifeless body of the female reporter, completely beaten and bloodied. Ricardo’s blood had run cold. It was the most absolute chaos that humanity had suffered in its entire existence. Although the images were not accompanied by sound, from the expressions of those people, it was evident that pain and extreme fear had driven people insane.

The only noise that could be heard was the constant hum of the fans placed on the ceilings of the offices, though greatly muffled by the acoustic insulation of the newsroom.

Through the window, Ricardo Viola contemplated the street again. Hardly anyone was walking along it. Only in the distance were some lights moving. From the movement of the leaves on the trees that adorned the sidewalks, a soft, cool breeze must have been blowing. He thought that perhaps that breeze was carrying the disease. A slight shiver ran down his spine.

After listening carefully for a few seconds, Ricardo wasn’t sure he had actually heard anything and returned his attention to the newspaper. The photograph of several corpses on a central street in Athens served as a dramatic support for the headline that, in very large typographic characters, indicated that the lethal virus ravaging the countries of the Middle East and spreading like a deadly stain throughout the world had reached Europe. All the interior articles pointed to its virulence and the inability of scientists to halt its advance. That news was already old. In fact, a great number of headlines occurred to him for a hypothetical and impossible edition of the next day’s newspaper: Something short and brutal like “IT’S OVER” might work well, but also something more elaborate, like “HUMAN RACE IN DANGER OF EXTINCTION.” Ricardo had to admit that headlines weren’t his strong suit, and probably never would be.

Ricardo Viola had forced himself to go to the newsroom that night. Deep down, he knew he hadn’t done it for work, but rather to stay informed until the end. Countless people hadn’t shown up for work that day. They stayed at home trying to hide from death, which was silently approaching Italy. Many of his colleagues had refused to leave their homes. They were trying to seal windows, doors, and generally any crack through which the tiny virus could slip in with duct tape, cardboard, packing plastic, and any element they believed might serve for that purpose. Ricardo didn’t consider himself either smarter or braver, but he was certain that nothing they did could prevent the inevitable. Many of the opinions that had been expressed on the radio during the day were along those same lines.

Even on television and radio stations, since early morning there had been desertions of journalists trying to avoid contact with other people. The RAI news broadcasts had only worsened the nightmarish situation described on radio stations. The images spoke for themselves. They showed cases of infection in Milan and Turin in the north of the country, but also in Sicily, Naples, and Sardinia. Abroad, the situation was even worse. Greece, Turkey, Romania, all of Eastern Europe was already suffering from the scourge of the disease that was approaching from east to west.

Ricardo rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand as if he felt tired or had a headache.

He had been able to contact Fabio Agnielli, the newspaper’s correspondent in Japan. Fabio and Ricardo had joined the newspaper’s staff on the same day, and since then they had maintained a good relationship, despite the fact that his friend, thanks to his polyglot skills, had immediately been assigned abroad. Fabio had told him that he had seen a large number of infected people wandering the streets in the southern area of Tokyo, and that the images on Japanese television were the same as what he could see from Italy. They were the same charges of terrified crowds, traffic accidents, and explosions.

Fabio couldn’t believe what he had seen, especially in a country where the population is characterized by its coolness in catastrophic situations, that stoicism so characteristic of the Japanese. His brain couldn’t believe what he had seen with his own eyes. The communication had been cut off before they could say goodbye, which Ricardo deeply regretted.

Ricardo sadly contemplated the world map in the newsroom. He approached it slowly. His gaze lingered on the Italian peninsula, then he looked at the rest of Europe. He focused on all those places, and on the millions of people who at that moment were facing the worst of endings. Not even in his worst nightmares could he have imagined such an end, the end of days. That would be a good headline, he told himself.

Then he became aware of the headache again. His turn had come. He was invaded by tremors and agonizing muscle cramps, the first symptoms. The sweat dried on his forehead. The stinging in his throat seemed to grow stronger and more frequent. Ricardo tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and relaxed. He used the time that followed to recall a series of images, moments, conversations, and experiences. The images passed in bursts like in a music video.

Ricardo liked to have a beer when it was hot, well, and also when it was cold. It was one of the many things he loved about life. Food, wine, beer. And sex. At this hour, it would be very difficult to find any of those things. Perhaps he could find a beer in the Editor-in-Chief’s refrigerator, and he surely wouldn’t miss it. He was sweating profusely from the sticky heat generated by the computer equipment and because the air conditioning wasn’t on. He stopped at the Editor’s office and took a cold can of Heineken, which he opened abruptly and drained in three gulps. Now the headache was becoming unbearable.

October 19. Ismailia. Egypt.

A few kilometers after taking the exit toward Ismailia from the highway that connected Cairo with the city of Port Said, Thomas contemplated one of the most striking and exotic coastlines he had ever seen in his life. Lush beaches of soft golden sand, and intensely blue waters dotted with abundant chalets that he assumed would be very luxurious. Under other circumstances, he was sure he could have enjoyed an unforgettable vacation in that Egyptian city. As he approached the sea, he beheld one of the most impressive views of a beautiful sunset.

But unfortunately, that small moment of relaxation lasted very little. As he accelerated to climb a hill, the ambulance began to jerk. A strange smell entered through the air vents on the dashboard. A few minutes later, the increasingly noisy and slow engine gave up. Threads of smoke started coming out from the hood seams, which, when the vehicle stopped, turned into a real cloud of smoke that enveloped the car. The temperature gauge didn’t show anything abnormal, but it was evident that the engine was overheated. He got out and lifted the hood. A strong, hot, dense cloud of smoke hit him in the face, forcing him to step back a few meters. After waiting for it to dissipate, he found that the engine must have reached extremely high temperatures, as most of the connections, hoses, and rubber elements were melted and scorched by the heat it had reached. Besides lacking any basic knowledge of mechanics, Thomas had nothing to replace all those destroyed elements, so he had to abandon the car in the ditch, like so many others along the road. He took some water containers and began looking for a vehicle that hadn’t run out of fuel, but it seemed that none of those drivers had even had time to turn off the engine, so all those dilapidated cars had empty tanks. A slight but penetrating stench of putrid flesh was beginning to come out of the car windows. The sun wasn’t helping to preserve the bodies, and Thomas understood that despite the coldness of the night, the next day it would be impossible to put his head inside them. He had to walk. His pilgrimage northward was beginning to slow down. It was the first setback he had suffered since leaving Cairo. He started walking at a slow pace; he didn’t want to get tired after the first few kilometers. He had taken two five-liter water containers and had tied them to his shoulders. He preferred not to carry more food than some cereal and chocolate bars. He didn’t want to carry too much weight, and what worried him most when crossing those desert places was running out of water.

He decided to follow the road. He had no compass or GPS, so he thought it safer to continue traveling on it without risking getting lost in those dry and arid plains. As he moved away from the city, the cars began to be less frequent. He didn’t find any that could be driven, so he resigned himself to continue walking. He had to find a vehicle as soon as possible, since after the border with Israel, he would have to cover several hundred kilometers across the Negev desert, and he couldn’t make that journey on foot.

The trees and palm trees had disappeared long before, replaced by the monotonous plain, endless desolate fields invaded by dry weeds and shrubs that tumbled along driven by the wind. The industrial buildings similar to those that exist in the outskirts of all cities were beginning to give way to adobe huts and deserted farms. Miserable shacks with sheet metal roofs, whose inhabitants had either left or lay dead inside. Some fields were cultivated, but Thomas didn’t know what those plants swaying in the breeze were. Occasionally, he did see some corn fields, and others with beans.

Fortunately, the temperature was bearable, nothing like the image one has of the scorching desert heat, although the dryness of the environment was significant. In fact, what bothered him most as he advanced was the dust, as fine as volcanic ash, which got into his eyes and nose when lifted by the wind. He regretted not having taken a mask and goggles from the clinic, but there was no remedy for it now and there was no use lamenting.

The landscape seemed horrible to him. Since leaving the city of Ismaliya, he had barely been able to see anything that caught his attention, despite knowing he was walking through one of the most beautiful places on earth. Moreover, his mind continuously drifted to the image of his companion Paul attacking him from behind and trying to tear out his eyes and throat. Time and again, he was assaulted by thoughts about the terrible situation that was unfolding. He had no data, but the outlook was extremely concerning. He still hadn’t seen anyone alive. All he saw were dirty and bloody bodies, but after the terrible experience with Paul, he didn’t trust even the dead.

Once outside Ismaliya, the road deteriorated notably. The asphalt was broken in many places, which had created deep potholes, something that didn’t worry him excessively at the moment since, unfortunately, he had no car and was forced to walk until finding one that would start. In the distance, he saw a gas station in the middle of nowhere, but there wasn’t a single car there. He looked around, trying to locate one on the long road that stretched before his eyes almost until it disappeared at the horizon line, but he didn’t see any.

He continued walking along the road for hours, trying to maintain a pace that would allow him to advance without burning too much energy. It seemed strange to him that there wasn’t a single car in the ditches. His feet were beginning to hurt, and the effort from the kilometers walked was starting to take its toll. After an endless straight stretch, the road ascended a hill and curved to the right. After reaching the top and rounding the curve, Thomas discovered a small village from the height of the small hill. He unfolded the worn road map he had taken from the gas station in Cairo and tried to find the place without success. The village extended to both sides of the road. From the distance, he saw that there were a few lights on in some houses. He needed to rest, and he didn’t want to walk at night, so he hurried down the small hill. The entire village had been created around the road, which inside the small urban area became the main street. About one hundred and fifty meters before entering the area where the buildings began, he found a deteriorated sign that must have contained the name of the village. Thomas didn’t know Arabic, so he couldn’t read it. He took out the map again and tried to find among the names written in Arabic in parentheses one that matched what was written on the sign, but he wasn’t able to do so. Most likely, it was such a small place that it would only appear on the most detailed maps. Four streets cut perpendicularly across the road forming a kind of block pattern. Once inside the village, he found that he was entering another ghost town, dead. The houses that lined the road were uninhabited. He passed by a small gravel park, where some benches of wood discolored by the sun served as improvised coffins for some bodies. A sad place to go to die. The paint was so worn and faded by the sun that the color they once had was almost unrecognizable. A little further on there was another sign, but it was so worn by the sun and the constant erosion of the sand moved by the wind that Thomas was unable to read anything on it at all.

The wind produced a strange sound as it passed through the village. It was an unsettling sound, like the one produced when a window is left slightly open. Papers and plastics carried from one side to another by the air were the only things that broke the absolute stillness of the place.

In the streets, he stumbled upon some corpses lying on the sidewalks; not as many as one might expect, but enough to once again be assailed by his worst demons. Two women dressed in long cotton tunics showed the evident traces of blood vomit and appeared to be holding hands. The blood that stained their tunics was now the color of rust.

Finally, Thomas found what looked like a bar. Inside, two ravens black as coal were flapping their wings over dozens of bodies. The buzzing of a swarm of flies could be heard. Another ghastly vision of death and blood. There, the smell of putrid flesh became more evident. No one had survived. Everyone was dead. The bar owner, sitting on a stool behind the counter, maintaining his balance miraculously, stared at him through expressionless eyes. Thomas noticed that he had no traces of blood on his bright yellow Brazilian soccer team shirt or on his skin. Suddenly, he remembered that Paul had presented that same absence of hemorrhages, and a shiver ran down his spine thinking that it could be a similar case. As a precaution, he preferred to leave there immediately.

His footsteps raised small clouds of fine dust. Some of the streetlights were working, but others were broken, probably from stones. At the end of the last block of the village, he found a ramshackle vehicle repair shop, whose survival would have depended, surely, not only on the cars that broke down in the village but also on those passing through that needed some urgent repair. There was a dilapidated white Peugeot 504 on the lift. It was missing its front wheels, but Thomas saw them in a corner. After searching for the control that operated the hydraulic lift, he lowered the old car to check if it had the keys in it. It did. He turned the key, and after two failed attempts, the old car started with little conviction, as if it might stall at any moment. The sound of that engine was the best music his ears had heard in his entire life, even though the engine of that old Peugeot didn’t exactly sound new. He was beginning to put the front wheels on when he heard a growl coming from the street. Thomas was paralyzed with fear. It wasn’t a good omen.

The shadows cast by the streetlights inside the workshop were elongated. Suddenly, a moving shadow on the sidewalk made him turn to the left. It was the shadow of something moving, which made him shudder. Thomas realized it wasn’t the shadow of a living person. Its movements were heavy and unnatural. At that moment, he became aware that he was in serious danger, and he had to suppress a scream. It was slowly approaching him. It was then that he first noticed a faint, unpleasant, sickly-sweet smell. Thomas hid behind a pile of used tires and began looking through the gaps between them.

The sound of dragging feet announced that the body casting that wavering shadow was about to enter the workshop. Finally, dimly illuminated by the streetlight, he could see a face that could hardly be called human.

As he feared, it wasn’t the face of a normal human being. From his small barricade of tires, he observed the eyes, which expressionlessly searched the interior of the workshop. They were looking for him. Thomas felt a deep fear and tried to hold his breath.

His throat felt dry, and trying not to make the slightest noise, he looked around, attempting to find something in the darkness with which to defend himself. That thing emitted a slight, almost animal-like grunt. He watched as it sniffed the air, searching for his scent. It moved slowly, but quickly adopted a strange alert posture. It was as if it had caught Thomas’s trail. The figure advanced unsteadily toward him, emitting grunts and with labored breathing. It had expressionless eyes and a slightly open mouth. A thread of saliva escaped from one side. Thomas noticed a wrench on the floor. He didn’t want to move to avoid making noise, but mentally calculated the distance separating him from that improvised weapon. One leap would be enough to reach it.

One of the creature’s arms extended forward and grabbed the lift control. It sniffed it fiercely and then turned its head in his direction. Thomas’s heart was racing, about to burst. He knew he shouldn’t wait any longer. He had to take advantage of the small edge offered by the element of surprise. With a leap, he grabbed the heavy wrench from the floor and raised it. The being moved beside him, trying to close the distance between them. At that precise moment, it let out a howl that made Thomas’s skin crawl and sent a spasm of pure terror through him. Its lifeless eyes fixed on him.

At that moment, he realized it was the bar owner. The yellow shirt gave him away. Thomas raised the wrench above his head, gripping it firmly with both hands. That damned corpse emitted another animal sound and lunged at him. Thomas struck it hard, but a slight movement caused the blow aimed at the head to hit a shoulder instead. To his despair, it withstood the powerful blow without showing the slightest sign of pain. Despite the force of the blow, that thing grabbed him by an arm and almost managed to pull him down.

It was astonishingly strong. They became locked in an embrace in which Thomas had everything to lose. He released one hand from the wrench to be able to move faster and break free from those hands that held him. He managed to take two steps sideways and struck again with all his might. This time he had hit the head. There was a noise, a crack like breaking bone, and a spray of blood splattered both of them. That thing let out a choked howl and a sobbing noise and began to fall as if in slow motion. Its hands tried to grab onto Thomas, but he delivered a second blow, even stronger if possible. Thomas let out a scream and continued striking savagely until he was exhausted and covered in blood.

The horror of the situation soon drowned out the initial stupor. With his heart about to burst, he forced himself to look at the victim again and, with terror and a feeling of total helplessness, witnessed its final convulsions.

He tried to recover his normal breathing rhythm and waited for his heart rate to decrease. Little by little, his vital signs returned to normal. While recovering from the terrible struggle, Thomas realized that the entire town was strewn with human bodies, and that any of them could be a potential resurrected one.

He turned his eyes away from that unbearable horror. He fell to his knees and broke into tears.

— This is the end. —he thought between sobs. — This is the end.
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The car descended along the road that started just below the small village of Cervantes in the interior of a small valley surrounded by mountains. The road was nothing more than a winding strip of asphalt battered by the elements, wide enough for only one vehicle. Arturo Cañas drove very carefully, because if you encountered another car, there was no choice but to pull over to let vehicles pass one at a time. Moreover, the road was like a serpentine, with its twists and turns. He looked to his right, where Ruth, his girlfriend, was contemplating the thousand autumn colors with which the trees had dressed themselves. She searched for the button on the door and lowered the window. The cool, humid air blew on her face. The sensation made her feel good.

After ascending several kilometers, Arturo slowly drove the car onto an unpaved track, and they continued at a slow speed surrounded by gorse, leafless trees, and broom shrubs. Occasionally they had to completely stop the car to cross over transparent streams and small puddles surrounded by mud. A monotonous, fine rain accompanied them, and the back-and-forth of the windshield wipers on the glass practically hypnotized them.

— With this weather, it would be better to look for a rural house or a hotel. If

we sleep in the tent again, all we’ll

accomplish is catching pneumonia— Said Ruth touching her hair,

still damp after having spent more than half an hour packing up the

tent, sleeping bags, and mats.— Besides, I feel like

sleep warm between cotton sheets.

“I don’t think we’ll have trouble finding a room. This time of

year and with this weather, I doubt there’s much hotel occupancy,”

Arturo replied, annoyed by the bad weather that had accompanied them

since they had started their weekend camping trip. He also

felt chilled to the bone, and the dampness of his clothes made that

feeling worse.

On a steep hillside, a tractor was carving wide and deep trenches, tearing up the earth and forming piles at either end of the furrows. A dump truck with two men dressed in rain gear and armed with shovels was throwing manure into the excavated area. Arturo slowed down to avoid the piles of dirt and organic fertilizer that invaded the asphalt. They were just a few kilometers away from reaching the village and being able to rent a room to sleep dry that night.

When they arrived at the small hotel in the village, they were greeted by the owner drying her hands on her apron. She was a middle-aged woman, dressed casually, and looked more like a housewife than the owner of a country inn.

The hotel was built in one of the old dark stone houses with the slate roof characteristic of that area. They had reconstructed the walls, giving them a well-maintained appearance, and had also polished the chestnut wood beams. The interior of the hotel was simple but comfortable. It smelled of smoke and countryside. At one end of the building were the bedrooms, and at the other was the kitchen, a kitchen large enough to feed a good number of diners and modern enough to thrill the most demanding chef. Coming out of the kitchen, there was a spacious room, both dining room and lounge, with a stone hearth whose chimney was crowned with an enormous wooden beam. On the floor were somewhat worn but obviously clean rugs. The chairs and benches were of light wood, in a rustic but modern style. There were shelves with books, a rack for antique rifles and shotguns. At one end, next to the fireplace, they had placed a three-piece suite with a low table.

At the back, there was a wooden bar. That room served as a bar, café, and dining room. There were six small tables, and one quite large one where twelve diners could easily sit comfortably. On the exposed stone walls hung large heads of roe deer and wild boars.

Proud of it all, the hotel owner said in a tone that sounded like a museum guide:

“Everything has been recently restored trying to maintain the primitive style of the house. Although you may not notice it, there are numerous home automation elements, piped music, and many of the advances you can find in the most modern hotels. We’ve tried to make them invisible so as not to take away that rustic air that we like so much, but the truth is that it’s very comfortable here.”

People who seek the tranquility of the mountains usually come here. For us, it’s important to maintain that atmosphere, as we believe it’s the key to this place. Don’t you think?

The plumbing and water system works very well, and although you can’t see it, there’s radiant heating that warms the floor. We have twelve rooms. Six on the ground floor and six upstairs, but this weekend they’re all free. I’ve given you one upstairs, which are less humid at this time of year. I hope you like it.

“It’s a charming place,” said Ruth. “Can you tell us which is our

room? I’m dying to take a shower and get this

cold out of my body that’s chilled me to the bone.”

“It’s the humidity that gets into your body. Come this way,” she

said as she turned and guided them to the room. “If you need

anything, don’t hesitate to call me. By the way, dinner is served

from nine to ten-thirty, but I’d appreciate if you could let me know if you’re going to dine

here, since I wasn’t expecting to have guests tonight and I haven’t

prepared anything. If you like trout, I have half a dozen that my

husband caught this morning right here in the river. They’re still jumping,

they’re so fresh.”

“Perfect,” said Arturo with a half-empty stomach, eager to eat

something better than canned food reheated on the small stove he had for

camping. “We’ll dine here. Around ten, if that works for you.”

“Agreed. I’ll have everything ready for that time,” she accompanied

them upstairs so they could rest.

She opened the door with a magnetic card that was inserted into a barely perceptible slot and placed it inside another to activate the electrical installation. The interior of the room was decorated in keeping with the rest of the hotel. It was large with a fairly high ceiling that was slightly sloped. There was a bed with a wooden headboard, and two antique nightstands. The bedding was off-white, matching the cream color of the walls. It was warm, and the floor of shiny dark wooden boards was impeccably clean.

In the bathroom, the water immediately came out hot, and the shower was long and very pleasant. Arturo and Ruth dried each other with towels and lay down on the bed with their skin still damp. The hot water for several minutes and the heated temperature of the hotel quickly drove out the cold they had brought in their bodies.

The temperature, the touch of their naked bodies lying on those perfectly ironed sheets did the rest. Arturo began to kiss her slowly, carefully lingering on her neck. They made love slowly, enjoying every moment and the comforting warmth of the room.

When it was almost time for dinner and Ruth was half asleep, with her head resting on Arturo’s arm, he asked her:

“Do you think you could be pregnant?”

“No. Why are you asking that?” Ruth answered, surprised, suddenly sitting

up.

“No reason in particular. I just thought it would be good news. Then

we’d have to get married.”

“Why such a hurry?”

“Because I’m greedy. I want you all to myself.”

Ruth sat on the bed, naked; with one finger she traced Arturo’s chest. Silent, thoughtful.

“I don’t want to get married yet. Don’t ask me for more changes in my

life in such a short time. We’re happy now and we’re good. We’re about to

start a new life together. It will be a new experience for us.

Understand? First, let’s see how it goes, and then we’ll see.

Besides, you know you already have all of me.”

“I have the soul of a five-year-old child, jealous, possessive, and insecure

about myself to no end.” Arturo embraced her, pulling her back

toward the bed. “But maybe you’re right. There are already enough

new things in our lives. Anyway, don’t forget what I

just told you.”

Ruth lay down beside him again and hugged him tightly.

“I can’t wait for you to see our house,” Arturo said.

“Me too. I’m eager to get there and start arranging everything.

I suppose we’ll have a lot of work the first few days.”

“Little by little. Besides, it’s almost unfurnished. I want us to do it

together. For now, we only have the essentials to live with a

minimum of comfort. To be honest, I don’t know if we made the right choice

coming camping this weekend. Maybe it would have been

better to go straight there without stopping here first, but I assure you

I needed to breathe some fresh air and forget about all the problems.”

“Don’t worry. It’s been good. The worst part was the weather, but look at

the bright side. If it hadn’t started raining, we wouldn’t be now

in this wonderful hotel, and you wouldn’t have me here by your side.” She smiled at him

mischievously, throwing herself on top of him again.

Arturo laughed and responded with a slow, juicy kiss. “Come on, we said we’d have dinner at ten. Let’s not be late.”

When they went down to the lounge, they found the owner in the kitchen preparing the trout. She also told them she was going to prepare some homemade bread toasts with Cebreiro cheese and honey from the beehives they had in the mountains. The smell coming from that kitchen was magnificent. Ruth and Arturo sat on a long wooden bench in front of the fireplace. The sideboard across from the dining tables was full of clearly antique dishes, glassware, and cutlery. The fire crackled, and the woman, María José was her name, came out of the kitchen to feed it with a couple more logs.

“My God! Have you heard about that epidemic in Egypt?” She said while

arranging the logs with the poker.

“No. We’ve been in the mountains all weekend,” Arturo answered.

“What’s happening in Egypt?”

“Well, the truth is, they’ve just reported an epidemic of a

very serious virus. It seems to be highly contagious, and many people are

dying. They don’t have all the information yet, but it appears to be

a terrible epidemic.”

The woman continued talking with a torrent of words to which they barely paid attention, until she told them they could sit down for dinner.

When dinner was set on the table, they sat down. The presentation was a masterpiece: A small vase contained twigs of shrubs and heather. Two white candles gave the table the special charm of a romantic dinner. Ruth noticed that the lighting in the lounge was dim, giving them more intimacy. The dinner matched the atmosphere. The trout stuffed with strips of ham, accompanied by baked potatoes and caramelized onions. Everything was very good. Arturo ordered an excellent Ribeiro wine to accompany the trout. For dessert, toasts with tangy cheese that contrasted with the strong sweetness of the mountain honey. According to María José, it was very dark honey because that’s how mountain honey was, due to the type of flowers the bees in that area collected from. To finish, they ordered coffee which, in both their opinions, was too watery, but didn’t seem like it would prevent them from sleeping.

They continued the evening sitting by the fire. Amid spontaneous conversation, pleasant silences alternated as they stared absently at the flames. Arturo was observing his girlfriend, whose face was illuminated by the glow of the fire, when he noticed two men entering the lounge. They headed to the small bar at the back, and as they passed, they greeted them timidly. They were wearing typical hunter’s clothes, dark green in color.

Another man came out from inside the kitchen, whom Arturo identified as the hotel owner. They greeted each other cordially, and the two hunters began to empty the game bags they had hanging from their shoulders. Each took out two wild rabbits, and they chatted for a while in low voices while having some glasses of red wine. The one who was supposedly the hotel owner took two of the rabbits in his hand and, walking heavily and clumsily across the carpet, headed to the kitchen. He returned with a wallet and handed two bills to each of the hunters.

They continued chatting, and turned on the modern flat-screen television. It was almost midnight, and a presenter with a serious face appeared on the screen. At the bottom of the image, a headline appeared in white letters on a dark blue background, but from that distance Arturo could only read the word epidemic. He approached the television and read the complete headline: THE DEADLY EPIDEMIC SPREADS. THE VIRUS THREATENS EUROPE. The three men turned toward him as they saw him approach.

“Are they talking about the epidemic in Egypt?” Arturo asked.

“Yes, they haven’t talked about anything else since this afternoon,” one of the

hunters answered him. “Now they’re saying that it’s spreading to other

countries, and that they aren’t able to contain it.”

“Are there many victims?” Arturo asked again.

The two hunters and the hotel owner looked at him as if he had just descended from a spaceship. “Thousands of dead. They just said there are thousands.” At that moment Ruth approached them.

“Arturo, I’m going to bed, I’m very tired.” Ruth winked at him and

gave him the most lascivious smile he had ever seen on a woman’s face

in his entire life. It almost made him uncomfortable in the presence of the three

strangers.

“Okay. I’ll be right there. Let me watch this news report. It seems

that the epidemic is a serious matter.” He looked at the three men trying to

observe if they had seen Ruth’s gesture. He didn’t get that impression.

At half past twelve, Arturo was still watching the news, with a glass of wine in his hands. The other three men were already somewhat drunk, but they listened to the information without saying more than an occasional curse word now and then. Arturo was tired, but the news was quite disturbing and he wanted to stay to watch the entire newscast. At one o’clock, the two hunters went home, and he also said goodbye and headed to the room. He climbed the hotel stairs to reach his bedroom on the second floor, and got into bed, a little drunk. Ruth was sleeping heavily on her side of the bed. Surely the next day she would give him some mild reproach for not having come to the room earlier. He embraced her. Her body radiated warmth, and he felt very comfortable. That night he slept deeply.


October 22. Los Ancares. Spain.

After lunch and following a walk along the riverbank behind the hotel, they prepared to leave. The weather was changing again. A soft, steady rain began to fall, with wind coming from the West. Clouds drifted over the hills, and the rain formed a sticky mud in which their rubber boots splashed. White, aromatic smoke rose from the two chimneys of the hotel and from the houses in the village, and the only sounds were the slow whisper of the breeze moving through the trees, and the rain falling on the wet ground.

During the journey home, in that rainy afternoon, the mountains were tinged with only two colors: green and brown. The trees—pines, eucalyptus, and some deciduous ones—and the undergrowth conveyed a sensation of dampness and cold. The day’s dim light accentuated that feeling. Here and there, the cold shadows grew in size and minute by minute acquired darker tones.

At the wheel of his newly purchased Seat León, now mud-splattered up to the roof, Arturo smiled, enchanted by the beauty of the mountains and the excitement of returning home. Although they had spent the entire week in these same mountains enjoying the calm and tranquility they so needed, this was his home, and whenever he returned from any trip, he felt at home again.

He drove the car along the winding local road that climbed about ten kilometers, navigating the gentle mountains until reaching Navia de Suarna, a small village surrounded by mountains in Los Ancares.

In the seat beside him, Ruth stared out the window with an absent expression.

“I love all this,” Arturo commented, contemplating the rugged

landscape.

“I do too, but it gives me a certain feeling of isolation,” Ruth

affirmed. “You know, so many mountains, the winding road... I know

we’re less than seventy kilometers from Lugo, but it gives me the

impression that we’re in the middle of nowhere. By the way, do you think

it will snow? It’s really cold and the sky looks leaden.”

“No. It snows less and less these days. Maybe in a couple of months, or

perhaps during Easter, but not now, I don’t think so. They can say what

they want, but climate change is noticeable. When I was a child, it snowed

much more than it does now.”

Countless thin streams of water flowed into the ditches alongside the road. The car advanced slowly through the natural tunnel formed by the tree branches meeting overhead, and Arturo switched on the high beams despite the fact that at this hour, with night not yet fully fallen, they were almost ineffective.

“I don’t like snow.”

“Don’t worry. It rarely snows. My grandmother used to tell me that fifty

years ago, it would start snowing in December, and the peaks would stay

covered in snow until April. Nowadays, it’s most likely to snow for just one

week a year. For more than ten years now, I don’t think we’ve been cut

off for more than two days. And I’ll tell you,” he said with a wink, “being

cut off can be very romantic.”

Arturo glanced at Ruth. He greatly appreciated the effort he knew she was making to be with him. She was basically a city woman, and leaving everything behind to live in a small village almost lost in the middle of the Ancares mountains in Lugo was a great sacrifice for her.

“When do you start work?” Ruth asked.

“Well, theoretically on Monday, but I think I can arrange not to go until

Tuesday. That’s why I was saying it would have been better if we had

come on Friday, to have a bit more time to show you the village and

introduce you to people.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to get used to this. Until four days ago, I was

living in a city with more than four million inhabitants, with an airport,

high-speed train station, subway, city buses, crowds... you know. I like

camping and hiking, and generally everything related to nature, as you

know, but living in a village like Navia might be too much for me.”

“Let’s give it a try. It’s a good posting for a family doctor, and despite

how isolated the village might seem to you, life here is very good.

Besides, from Easter onward it comes alive thanks to tourists. I’m sure

you’ll get used to it quickly.”

Arturo assured her.

“What about the job at the pharmacy?”

“Susana, the pharmacist, told me that now that she’s having the baby,

she needs someone to give her a hand. Two small children don’t allow

you to run a pharmacy without help. The salary isn’t amazing, but you

can’t say it’s not lucky to have found a job related to what you

studied.”

“Truly, it’s almost a miracle,” Ruth smiled. “A pharmacy in the middle

of nowhere, and it turns out they offer me a job just when you

assigned to you. It seems like a conspiracy.

Arturo smiled, remembering Ruth’s face the day he told her there was also a job for her in Navia.

They passed a large green sign that read: NAVIA DE SUARNA — 5 KM, and began descending the winding road toward the green valley. A fine rain had accompanied them throughout the weekend, preventing them from making the most of their weekend in the Ancares.

“Really Ruth, I think you’re going to like it here. You’ll get used to it

quickly. The people are very friendly and besides, I’ll have a good schedule.

We can explore the surroundings by car, bicycle, or on foot.

There are countless marked trails. We can also go fishing…

“Come on!” she said, giving him a playful slap on the leg. “What I want

is to go to a shopping mall and go crazy buying things.

I only like hiking and camping occasionally,

not every week.”

“I’m sure you will,” he said as he slowed down while

entering a very sharp curve, “although for that it would be best to go to

Lugo or La Coruña.”

Ruth sighed and shook her head in a theatrical display of displeasure. Arturo was trying to tune in to a radio station, but a strange hissing was the only sound coming from the speakers.

“How strange. I can’t tune into any station,” he said after

pressing several buttons on the radio for a while.

“Don’t tell me there’s no radio either,” Ruth joked.

“Yes, there is radio, and television, and internet. Don’t exaggerate,” Arturo

said with a smile.

They came out of the curve. Ahead stretched a new straight section and Arturo began to accelerate. He liked the feeling of power the car transmitted when he pressed the accelerator. He felt happy about the new life they were about to begin together.

“Thank you for coming,” said Arturo after a moment of silence.

“You know I love you. It was about time we took

our relationship a bit more seriously, and long-distance relationships are

complicated.”

“I know, but I also know it’s a very big change for you. You’ve

given up many things, and I appreciate it,” nodded Arturo, who

glanced at his girlfriend. She was looking out the car window.

Her face was barely visible. In fact, her lips seemed to

sketch a vague smile.

Arturo was surprised and pleased by how easily she had decided to accompany him. After all, even though their relationship was going well, they hadn’t been together that long, and she had hardly hesitated when making her decision.

They had met in Madrid, although Ruth was from Barcelona. Arturo was studying his sixth year of medicine at the Autonomous University, and was unsure whether to take the MIR exam or become a family doctor. After deciding to become a family doctor, he had submitted his application to join SERGAS, and they had accepted him. The position in Navia wasn’t in high demand, so he had no major problems returning to his hometown. For the past two years, he had worked intensely to secure his position at a Health Center that served the residents of Navia de Suarna and some small mountain villages. He had managed to convince Ruth to accompany him, thus definitively consolidating their relationship. Ruth had been looking for work for two years without success, and finally doors of hope had opened with the offer from Navia.

The road descended gently and the car headed toward the valley where the village was located.

“I feel like my ears are stuffed with cotton,” said Ruth,

yawning to equalize the pressure.

They left behind a sharp curve and Arturo slowed down. Before them stretched a long sloping straight road and the highway became the main street of the village. Several extremely high speed bumps forced drivers to drastically reduce their speed unless they wanted to replace all four shock absorbers.

Ruth looked attentively through the windshield and studied the village with obvious curiosity.

“It doesn’t look anything like what I remember from the summer! It seems

smaller.”

“What did you expect? It’s almost November, it’s cold and people are at

home. There aren’t usually many people on the streets at this time of day.”

The signs for the different businesses were lit, but no one could be seen on the street. To the right, the perfectly preserved old Roman bridge was illuminated by bluish lights. Practically all the houses were built with slate roofs. Several columns of smoke revealed that people were in their homes, protecting themselves from the cold and humidity.

“It’s beautiful,” Ruth murmured as they climbed a steep

hill, “but is it always this quiet?”

“No, not this much. There’s always someone coming in and out of the bars,”

Arturo replied. “In winter, it’s as if the village goes into

hibernation…”

He left the sentence unfinished as he realized that the place wasn’t simply quiet. It seemed dead.

At this time of year, and at that hour on Sunday afternoon, there should have been at least a few neighbors walking on the sidewalks. Winter was approaching, and these last autumn days were typically used for walks or going out for beers. However, today, sidewalks, balconies, and establishments appeared deserted. There was no sign of life even in the shops and houses where lights were on. The León was the only car driving down the long street.

He braked at a stop sign at the first intersection. He looked in both directions but saw no one.

The next cross street was also deserted. And the next one, and the one after that.

“How strange,” said Arturo.

“There must be an amazing soccer match on TV,” Ruth commented.

“I suppose that must be it, but I didn’t seem to see anyone at Manu’s

bar. That’s where the cream of the crop in town gathers when they broadcast the

most interesting matches.”

They passed the rural hotel. It was the largest hotel in town, and they had reservations throughout the year. Hunters, fishermen, nature lovers, and those seeking a quiet life usually came on weekends and holidays. The interior was lit, but no one could be seen at the dining tables or in the tiny café. The hotel was a regular meeting place for some locals both in winter and when good weather arrived, and it was very unusual for it to be completely deserted at this hour. Not even the owners were visible.

Ruth seemed to have lost interest in the prevailing tranquility, although she had been the first to notice it, and was once again contemplating the town’s unique architecture. Stone, wood, and slate predominated. The roofs were more pointed than usual, and all were topped with river stones set with cement on the slate tiles.

Arturo, on the other hand, found it strange that everyone would be huddled in front of their televisions at home, as Ruth had suggested. Perplexed, he furrowed his brow and tried to look through the windows of the houses one by one as he drove up the street, but he still couldn’t find the slightest trace of life.

He was particularly bothered by the sensation of loneliness and of being in a dead town that the sight of such a desolate place was causing in Ruth.

The town had the classic layout of Galician villages. It was built along a road, with several cross streets connecting to the main one.

On the other side of the river, there were no houses, as the mountainside was very steep on that part, so the center of town was where they were currently driving. Once the urban center proper ended, there was a gas station and various warehouses and businesses.

A little further ahead, Arturo braked in front of a recently restored stone house. It was a two-story house, solidly built, with a dark brown wooden balcony facing the street. The roof was made of slate in different shades of gray, black, and navy blue. The house stood about ten meters from the sidewalk.

Arturo drove the car into a short private dead-end path that separated his house from the neighbors’. The path ended in very dense trees surrounded by ivy and brambles that needed a good pruning.

“What a beautiful house!” exclaimed Ruth enthusiastically. “Is this it?”

It was the first house Arturo owned, and he had saved a lot to be able to buy it. He was sure she would love it, especially considering the cubicle she had lived in in Barcelona until now. He was proud of his house and felt very comfortable inside it. Although he hadn’t wanted to furnish practically anything until Ruth arrived, so that she could imprint her style on their new home. The mere sight of the house cheered and calmed her; for a few moments she forgot about the strange stillness that covered the town like a shroud.

“Well, I told you you’d like it. It belongs more to the bank than to us, but yes,

it is beautiful. It’s a very old house, but it was restored by a company

from town that specializes in this type of work. It turned out

fantastic, don’t you think?”

“Yes, it’s gorgeous.”

They got out of the car and Arturo noticed that the sunset had given way to an icy wind. Although he was wearing a long-sleeved fleece, he started to shiver. In that region, in a valley between mountains, autumn was a succession of days with low temperatures, but the nights were much colder due to frost and humidity rising from the river.

Ruth stretched, loosening her muscles that felt sore after the trip and the nights spent sleeping on a thin camping mat, and closed the car door. The noise resonated strongly against the stone wall of the house. Almost like a faint echo. It was the only sound heard in the stillness of the night.

Arturo paused for a moment by the open trunk of the car and looked at the road and the center of Navia. Nothing was moving. Not even dogs were barking.

“I hope you have heating,” said Ruth, rubbing her hands

vigorously, while observing with an air of happiness the town that

stretched down the street.

The echo of the door slam faded away and was not replaced by any sound other than the slight whisper of the wind and their footsteps on the gravel path. There was the characteristic silence of a winter night, deep, cold.

She spoke in a low voice, as if her normal tone might startle the neighbors.

“Doesn’t it make you feel... uneasy?” she asked.

“What?”

“The silence.”

“No, I like it. It’s all so peaceful...”

It truly was. There wasn’t the slightest sign of trouble. So why was he nervous? Arturo wondered. That stillness was excessive, even for a place as quiet as this one.

He took out one of Ruth’s suitcases and then another. She grabbed the second suitcase and leaned over the trunk to take out a bag of books and personal items.

“Don’t try to carry everything at once,” he said, looking at the crowded

trunk and the back seat of the car. “Anyway, we’ll need to make a couple

more trips. We also need to take out the tent and the sleeping bags. We

have to put them out to dry so they don’t get ruined from the humidity. If

we don’t do it, the next time we want to go camping, they’ll be

rotted.”

They crossed the path to a slate flagstone walkway and followed it to the front door. Arturo opened it and entered the dark hallway. The house was warm, which contrasted with the cold outside.

There was a light on at the other end of the hallway, in the kitchen.

Arturo put the suitcase on the floor, turned on the hallway light, and looked at his girlfriend to see her reaction.

“Did you leave the light on all weekend?” she asked.

“No. Mercedes probably came by to turn on the heating. She must have

forgotten to turn it off.”

“Who’s Mercedes?” Ruth asked, also dropping her suitcase

and bag.

“The housekeeper. She knew what time we’d arrive and surely came

ahead to turn on the heating so we’d find the house

warm.”

“Wow, we have a housekeeper! She doesn’t live here, does she? You know I

don’t like having strangers in the house.”

“No, she lives in her own home. She only comes two hours a day from Monday

to Friday to do the heavy cleaning. Sometimes I ask her to come a bit

longer to do thorough cleanings. She’s very attentive, and occasionally

she comes on her own to do things that I didn’t even know needed

doing.”

Ruth was impressed.

“Hey, are we rich?” She laughed.

“No, silly,” Arturo replied with a laugh. “Actually, it’s not

too expensive, and here the salary goes a long way. We can

afford it. If it weren’t for her, between my regular work at the clinic and

the emergency house calls here and in the other three villages lost

in these mountains, I’d be buried in garbage. You know

I’m not very tidy, and when I get home from work, the last thing I

feel like doing is cleaning and organizing the house.”

“Now that I’m going to be here, maybe we could save that money. You

know I like doing housework,” Ruth commented.

“No way,” said Arturo, putting his arms around his girlfriend’s waist. “I

want us to live as well as possible, and with both salaries, we’ll have

more than enough.”

The kitchen was large, with high ceilings and exposed wooden beams. Copper pots and other utensils hung from one of them, more for decoration than practical use. The cabinets were dark wood and the rustic floor was clay-colored. To the right of the sink and the ceramic cooktop were an oven, a microwave, and a refrigerator.

The center of the spacious kitchen was occupied by a tiled island with a solid wooden countertop. Inside and outside the island, Ruth counted six café-style high chairs, all matching and coordinating with the rest of the furniture.

Arturo turned as soon as he crossed the doorway and headed toward the stairs to take the suitcases up to the bedroom when he heard Ruth’s muffled cry.

She had moved to the other side of the central island that served as a kitchen table. He saw her, completely absorbed in staring at something on the floor. Her face was pale, her eyes wide open, and she was trembling.

Seized by sudden fear, Arturo quickly moved toward his girlfriend.

Mercedes was lying on the floor, on her back, obviously dead. She was staring at the ceiling with blind eyes, and her almost transparent skin revealed a slight bluish tone.

He looked away from the corpse, looked at Ruth, and tried to speak, but couldn’t say anything.

“I’m going to call the Civil Guard.”

“Wait, don’t leave me alone here with the body.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll call from my cell phone.”

“Is that Mercedes?”

“Yes,” Arturo confirmed.

“Damn. She’s dead.”

Arturo consulted a laminated paper with emergency phone numbers that he had pinned with two thumbtacks to a cork board next to the kitchen door, and began dialing a number on his cell phone.

“No answer. I’ll wait a bit and try again.”

“Damn!” Arturo murmured, frightened. “Her appearance... White as milk, and that expression on her face...” He ran a trembling hand across his forehead.





“What could have happened to her?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“I’m scared, Arturo.”

“Don’t be frightened. There’s no reason to be afraid. It could be a heart attack. It doesn’t look like a violent death.”



“Look at the expression on her face,” Ruth murmured. “It’s horrible. It looks like she was aware that she was dying. It’s pure fear.”





“I don’t know what the cause might have been. I don’t think she was sick or she would have mentioned it to me. Don’t forget that I’m the only doctor living in the village. The rest live in Lugo.”





“And yet... it looks like she died in the middle of a scream.”
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Arturo had seen many corpses during his years as a medical student, but the sight of Mercedes lying there affected him deeply. He squatted next to the body and examined it with sadness and disgust, but also with curiosity and growing perplexity. It pained him to see the lifeless body of that kind woman, mother of two teenagers, who had always cared for him.

The woman’s face was thin and showed a strange grimace of fear; upon closer inspection, he noticed that her skin was so white that her veins were visible, with a bluish tone that was becoming increasingly apparent. He couldn’t find any obvious signs of decomposition, which meant the death must have been quite recent. There were also no signs of blows or violence. The whites of her eyes were clear, not yellowish or discolored from burst blood vessels. The irises were also clear; there weren’t even milky post-mortem cataracts.

The housekeeper was a woman who must have been around fifty, with a sweet face and the air of a traditional homemaker. She spoke with a marked Galician accent and had a sing-song voice. After her husband’s death, she had started working by the hour for several families in the area. This way she supplemented the meager widow’s pension she received. Often, Arturo thought she must have been a beauty in her youth. In fact, her two daughters were probably the prettiest girls in the village. Now, lying there, no trace of that beauty remained.

He looked at Mercedes’s face again. Every inch of skin was becoming increasingly white and transparent.

“A disease?” Ruth asked him from across the kitchen.

“I don’t know. The bluish color could come from lack of oxygen, but

I don’t know.” “Please Ruth, call the Civil Guard again. Hit redial.”



“We don’t have coverage here,” Ruth told him, showing him the phone

screen.

“That’s impossible. They installed a cell tower very

nearby. My phone always shows full bars. Since they installed it,

coverage problems have ended.”

“Well, it’s not showing any now. Look for yourself if you want.” Her tone sounded like: “as if

I were stupid and couldn’t count the bars on the screen.”

“No, that’s not necessary. There must have been a failure in the tower and that’s why we

don’t have coverage.”

There were no obvious signs of violence. No bleeding wounds from firearms, nor traces of stabbings or blows. There was also no evidence that she had been hit or strangled. The neck showed no marks or bruises. He opened her mouth with the help of a spoon. The tongue also showed no abnormal coloration.

But what had killed her?

Arturo was no closer to the answer now than before examining the body. He realized there was no point in continuing to dwell on the matter. A complete autopsy would be necessary to determine the cause of death, and he was neither a forensic pathologist nor could he perform an autopsy, so he decided to take care of Ruth and accompany her to the living room so she could sit down for a while.

A terrifying silence filled the house. The stillness was such that the sound of their footsteps on the hallway carpet seemed loud in comparison. No sound came from the street either.

In the living room, the shelves were overflowing with books. The main piece of furniture was a very dark wooden cabinet. Opposite it were two leather sofas that looked very comfortable, with a low table perfect for resting feet. The rest of the room was unfurnished, leaving a large open space that could fit a large dining table and some other furniture.

“Sit down, please.” Arturo told her, almost feeling guilty that his

girlfriend had encountered this situation on the very day she arrived in the village.

Arturo picked up the landline receiver to call the barracks for the third time. He didn’t hear a dial tone, just a slight hissing sound. He pressed the buttons on the phone base, but it still didn’t give a line.

There was something sinister about the phone not working just when there was a dead woman in the kitchen. Suddenly he began to feel uneasy. Perhaps she had been murdered after all. If someone had cut the phone line and then sneaked into the house, and if they had assaulted Mercedes... There was a possibility that the killer —if there was one— could still be in the house, waiting for the right moment to escape or to attack them.

“I’m becoming paranoid,” Arturo told himself.

However, something told him it would be better to leave the house immediately.

“We’ll have to go to the house next door and ask the neighbors for help. The

phone isn’t working.”

“Could that have something to do with... with what happened?” Ruth asked,

blinking.

“I don’t know,” Arturo replied. “I don’t think so, but right now the priority is

to get the Civil Guard here as soon as possible.”

His heart was beating hard as he crossed the hallway toward the half-open door. Could someone be waiting on the other side? Behind him, Ruth insisted again:

“The phone breaking down precisely now... it’s a

a bit strange, don't you think?

“Yes, a bit.”

Arturo almost expected to find a stranger with a psychopath’s face armed with a knife. He walked more alert to any strange sound than to what Ruth was saying. In fact, rather than listening to her, he heard her distantly, like a murmur or a constant sound accompanying him.

He peered into the hallway before venturing into it, ready to jump back and close the door if he saw anyone. It was deserted.

They hurried across the hallway toward the front door and, as they approached the staircase leading to the upper floor, next to the entrance to the vestibule, he felt his nerves more tense than ever. The killer, if there was a killer, he reminded himself once more, could be on the steps, listening to them approach the front door. He could jump on them as they passed by him.

But no one was lurking on the staircase.

Nor in the vestibule. Nor outside either, and Arturo told himself he needed to calm down.

Outside, night had fallen completely. The streetlights cast threatening shadows on the sidewalks. There was still no one to be seen on the streets. No cars were driving along the village road either.
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The house next to his had a more modern design. Instead of a wooden balcony, it had an enclosed gallery with small beveled glass panes. From outside, faint lights could be seen on the lower floor.

The front door was ajar and classical music could be heard playing at low volume.

Arturo rang the doorbell and stepped back to where Ruth was waiting. His girlfriend had her neck and shoulders hunched against the cold and was constantly rubbing her hands together.

“They’re wonderful people,” Arturo told her.

No one answered the call.

“They’ve been retired for a couple of years. Sometimes they invite me over for lunch. Their children had to leave the village, since jobs aren’t plentiful here, and they feel a bit lonely. They treat me like one of their sons. You’ll see how much you’ll like them. I’m sure you’ll grow fond of them right away.”

“Maybe there’s no one home,” Ruth pointed out.

“There has to be someone. You can hear music and the lights are on...”

At that moment, a blast of icy wind cut through the air like the edge of an axe. Both of them shuddered.

Arturo slowly opened the door of the house. To the left of the vestibule, in the sitting room, a lamp was lit. A milky glow emerged from the room, whose doors were open, and dispersed across the wooden-floored vestibule to the threshold of the darkened living room.

“Carlos? Noelia?” Arturo called out.

He received no response.

Only the music and the sound of the icy wind outside.

“Good evening. Is anyone home?”

The symphony reached its moving finale and, when the last note died away, no other piece began to play. Apparently, it was the last track on the CD.

“Hello?”

“You’re not thinking of going in, are you?” Ruth asked nervously.

“What’s wrong?” replied Arturo. “They won’t mind at all. Quite the

contrary.”

“There’s something strange here,” she added, biting her lip. “Don’t you

feel it?”

“Yes, I also feel something strange in the atmosphere,” Arturo finally

admitted.

“It’s as if... as if we weren’t alone here, you and me... I don’t know, but

I don’t like this feeling at all.”

“Let’s go, please,” Ruth begged. “Let’s go right now,

please!”

“We’re overexcited and our imagination is playing

tricks on us.”

“No!”

Ruth stopped in the vestibule and looked toward the open doors on her left.

Two lamps bathed every corner of the living room in a warm golden light.

No sound disturbed that supernatural silence, though the darkness itself somehow seemed alert, watchful, as if it were an immense animal lying in wait.

“Let’s take a look at the dining room.”

They crossed the living room, furnished with comfortable beige sofas and elegant wingback chairs.

There was no one in the dining room either, but the chandelier illuminated a surprising scene. The table was set for an early Sunday dinner. Two sets of stainless steel cutlery and two glasses filled with white wine. In the center of the table were dishes with food: a small bowl of salad, and a platter with four slices of grilled salmon. All the food was untouched except for the salad, from which a portion had already been served. The salmon was cold. Arturo found it strange that they would have dinner so early, so he assumed that meal had been served at midday for lunch.

“It looks like they had to leave in a hurry,” commented

Ruth.

There were several details that supported this impression, such as one of the chairs lying on its side a few inches from the table. Also on the floor, there was a spoon and drops of liquid on the wooden floor. On the table, one of the salt shakers had been knocked over.

He looked away from the table and murmured: “Let’s go.”

“Where to?”

“Let’s see if the phone works.”

They crossed through the door connecting the dining room to the kitchen, and he turned on the light.

The telephone was a wall model placed next to the refrigerator. Jenny picked it up, listened, pressed the cradle switch several times and tried to dial a number, but there was no line.

At the end of the hallway, near the stairs leading up to the second floor where the bedrooms were, Arturo thought he saw a stain on the floor. He slowly approached and turned on all the hallway lights. A stain of thick, dark liquid was at the foot of the stairs, and several footprints of the same liquid went up the stairs toward the upper floor. The color of the liquid in the footprints was dark red. Arturo was completely paralyzed.

“Is the Civil Guard station very far? There’s no line and I think we

should go there,” asked Ruth from the kitchen, completely

unaware of what her boyfriend was staring at in shock.

“About a couple of kilometers,” Arturo answered automatically,

while he stood petrified, observing that enormous bloodstain and the

footprints going up the stairs. There was no doubt now, something

terribly serious had happened here, and it probably had some connection to

Mercedes’ death. He had no intention of going up those stairs,

as fear was beginning to grip him, and he wanted to get Ruth out of there

as soon as possible. His survival instinct urged him to leave the house.

“Then let’s go right now,” she shouted.

“Let’s go,” Arturo decided, running toward his girlfriend as if there were

many yards between them. “Right away.”

They both rushed through the dining room and the sitting room to the front door.

Outside, the temperature was colder than five minutes before. They stopped on the sidewalk, in front of their house. Arturo looked at the village with concern. He looked at Ruth and paused to think for a moment. He had to go up those stairs. It was very possible that they could still be alive, and perhaps with his intervention he could save them. He was a doctor and couldn’t deny them his help. Besides, they were two people he cared about, and he couldn’t just turn around and leave. He looked at Ruth again. He didn’t want to leave her alone, but he couldn’t ask her to accompany him either.

The village looked even more beautiful now under the twilight light. Some chimneys released columns of wood smoke. Some windows were also illuminated from within, but most of them reflected the light from the street lamps, like dark mirrors. It was beautiful, but now it seemed sinister and devoid of any charm.

“Let’s go back for a second. I’m worried about Noelia and Carlos.

One of them might be unwell and need medical attention,”

he told her, trying to appear calm, as he didn’t want her to

know what he had just seen. He would leave her for a moment in the

dining room of the house and he would go upstairs to check if he could do anything for

them.

“Are you kidding me?” “We’re going straight to the Civil Guard Station.

Something bad is happening here. I’m not going to let you go back

into either that house or ours. Is that clear?” Ruth was

starting to lose her nerve and her voice had hysterical tones. Arturo put

his arm around her shoulders and looked hesitantly at his

neighbors’ house.
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“All right. You’re right. We’d better take the car,” said

Arturo. “It’s freezing cold and the station is outside the village.”

“Hurry up. The sooner we get there, the sooner they can send help.” Ruth

stayed pressed against him, and trembled slightly, almost

certainly due to the mixture of cold and fear. Arturo looked again

toward the door of Carlos and Noelia’s house, feeling sorry he couldn’t

help them, but also with a sense of relief at not having to

climb those stairs. That stain was blood, he had no

doubt about it. And it was an enormous amount. But there were footprints going up

the stairs, which could mean that one of them might

still be alive.

The dead-end street where they had parked was threateningly dark; the only light visible came from a window of their house, like a dim grayish patch that faintly illuminated the bushes at the back, giving them an even more sinister appearance. The light from the street lamps that illuminated the sidewalk didn’t reach that corner of the house, so the darkness was almost total.

“I’m scared,” said Ruth.

“It’s nothing. Come on.” His hands were trembling slightly. He noticed

when he tried to find the car keys in his fleece pocket.

Although Arturo didn’t want to increase his girlfriend’s fear by revealing his own fears, the gloomy path also sent a chill down his spine. The twenty meters separating them from the car now seemed like an eternity. With each step, the path seemed to narrow more and more, surrounding and suffocating them.

They had gone four or five meters down the path when Ruth was struck by the strange sensation that they weren’t alone. A moment later, she perceived something moving in the depths of that darkness. She couldn’t explain how she had sensed that presence. She only heard the sound of her footsteps and Arturo’s, repeating with the echo; in any case, she couldn’t have seen much in the middle of the darkness.

Suddenly, she felt a presence nearby and, while trying to peer into the end of the path, the faint light coming from inside the house went out. It must have been a general power outage, since the streetlights illuminating the street had also gone out, leaving them enveloped in total and absolute darkness. Everything black as pitch. Ruth screamed in terror.

Arturo told himself it was just his imagination but, when he reached the middle of the path, his most primal instincts screamed at him that they needed to run away from there. Every muscle in his body was tense, ready to start running.

They didn’t have time. At that moment, emerging from the brambles, two shadows grabbed them with unusual force, throwing them against the stone wall. Just before losing consciousness, Arturo could glimpse in the darkness Mercedes’ face with a terrible grimace of horror, almost demonic. Eyes devoid of expression bore into his as she opened her mouth in a blood-curdling howl. He looked toward his girlfriend, and a desperation and fear more terrible than he had ever felt in his life invaded him. He realized that this was the end. He felt a strange tingling, barely painful, in his neck, and how something wet soaked his clothes. Then everything turned dark.

November 2. Terkirdag. Turkey.

The battered Peugeot, despite all the miles it had behind it, responded perfectly. Thomas drove it smoothly, trying not to push the gears too hard.

Skirting the Sea of Marmara, the road presented impressive views and lush landscapes dominated by forests and occasional ancient ruins. The panoramic views of the sea, the incredible nature, and its virgin beaches were a feast for the senses.

He reached the outskirts of Terkirdag, a Turkish city near the border with Greece on the Sea of Marmara.

The smoke from the fires ravaging the city was almost unbearable. Visibility was restricted to a few hundred meters. At times, when the wind blew in the opposite direction to his approach, the tallest buildings could be seen. One of them looked like an immense torch as the upper floors burned, generating black smoke. It was undoubtedly the city that had suffered the most damage of all those he had passed through. The fields surrounding it were burned, blackened, with ruins of buildings everywhere. It looked like the image of a bombed city from World War II. It was an almost apocalyptic spectacle.

He tried to guide the car, avoiding the smoldering debris and piles of bricks. The street was like a dump of rubble and twisted beams. The ground was covered with garbage and dirt, as well as the putrid bodies of dozens of corpses, all in strange positions and with expressions of pain on their faces.

Unfortunately, during the eight years he had been practicing his profession, he had become accustomed to seeing almost everything, and now he was beginning to get used to living surrounded by death and pain.

The last leg of the journey had been longer and more difficult than expected. He needed to replenish diesel, water, and food. He also needed to rest, but he had learned that a city was the worst place to do it. For some strange reason that his scientific mind was unable to believe, there were some corpses that with the arrival of darkness would rise to seek food, and they had a special predilection for human beings, and since the only human being in that entire region was probably him, well, every time he entered an urban center, he became the perfect prey for those disgusting things. As soon as they detected his presence, they would launch themselves at him with the worst intentions. It was like being inside a horror movie.

He decided to stop to replenish everything he needed and continue his journey. He would sleep in the countryside, away from those nightmare beings.

He always tried to stop at gas stations, as they usually had stores where he could get water and high-calorie foods, meaning lots of energy and little weight. This allowed him to continue on his way without stopping more than necessary.

Crossing large cities had become a real odyssey. Everything was barriers and obstacles. In Istanbul, it had taken him an entire day to cross from one side of the city to the other over the Bosphorus Bridge, and he had literally been forced to make his way by pushing cars that blocked his path. All this always surrounded by a penetrating smell of decay, smoke, rats, and hungry stray dogs.

After many difficulties driving through those streets, he managed to leave Terkirdag which, fortunately, was not a very large city, but it must have had a strong industrial fabric, as he found an industrial park with many warehouses and businesses where he could supply himself without problems with all the things he needed. When turning at one of the roundabouts accessing the industrial park, he saw a gas station. When he arrived to refuel, he found that there was no electricity, so he would have to extract the fuel with a hose, the old-fashioned way. He headed to the store. Surely there he could find one that would serve him.

He approached the door, grabbed the knob, and pulled. Nothing. It was locked. He would have to do it the hard way. He took the lug wrench from the car and placed it between the door and the frame and began to pry. After several attempts and wrestling with the door, he managed to get it to open suddenly. Prudence suggested that he should not cheerfully enter dark and closed places; he didn’t want any of those disgusting resurrected ones to catch him by surprise. He thought again about Paul, it seemed like years had passed, when in reality it had been no more than ten or twelve days since he had attacked him at the Maadi clinic. He looked inside, nervous, trying to catch the slightest movement. From time to time, he looked back with quick head movements. His heart always accelerated in moments like that. He was beginning to think about all those who had written about the fear of darkness. They didn’t really know what that fear was. Now Thomas could give them a Master class about what it was, about the sensation that behind each shadow, behind each dark place, a crouching being could be waiting to finish you off.

He took an uncertain step, firmly gripping the wrench in his right hand. The store was shrouded in darkness, and it was very hot inside. It smelled of rotten fruit. He turned on a flashlight he had found in the car’s glove compartment and swept the light across the entire area, trying to listen for anything out of the ordinary. Finding no trace of a hose, he headed back outside. There, in front of the store, was a faucet with a yellow hose about ten feet long attached to it. He hoped it would be enough.

He knew that to open the tanks containing the fuel, special keys with long handles were used to turn the security lock. He went back into the gas station office and found the tool.

After opening the cover of the underground gas station tanks, which took him more than an hour, he tried to fill the car’s tank and several canisters with fuel, but the hose was useless. He had to extract it with a bucket and rope and make sure to pour the right fuel, since the tanks had no labels identifying them. After this, he approached the food section. He went directly to the non-perishable foods. The bread was moldy, the fruit rotten, but all the cookies and foods packed with preservatives were in good condition. Obviously, all the canned goods were still fine. He decided to take everything he could. Stocking up on large quantities of whatever was available gave him a strange sense of security.

A sound like polyester clothing rubbing together, something very faint, came from behind him. He looked back and from the corner of his eye saw a staggering figure emerge from a back door he hadn’t checked. He immediately knew it was another one of those resurrected things.

It lunged at him in a horrible and threatening attempt to bite him. Thomas turned and struck with all his might. He hit it in the eye, causing a splash of blood. That thing didn’t stop, and it knocked him down. As he fell, he took down a shelf full of potato chip bags and cookies onto the store floor. It was impossible to stop it; the speed of its movements and its strength made any attempt at defense by Thomas impossible.

Several soda cans went flying. The glass of the refrigerator that had contained cold drinks shattered loudly as he hit it in his fall. Thomas felt more than saw how the bony hand scratched his chest, as if trying to tear off his shirt.

The creature tried to bite his neck with powerful snaps, attacking with animal-like movements and emitting a prolonged howl of rage.

He couldn’t get up. It was scratching his face, and he felt his strength leaving him. He tried to bend his knee and push it away, but he wasn’t able to do it.

A hand as cold as ice hit him between the eyes and tried to grab his hair. Thomas felt it pulling his head forward toward that foul-smelling mouth. At that moment, he stopped fighting.

“Get away! Get away!” shouted a voice.

A moment later, he heard a dull thud. That demonic creature emitted a grunt of pain, inhuman, almost a howl. Its body bent backward, allowing Thomas to break free from the deadly embrace it was subjecting him to. The creature’s hand released his hair. Gradually, Thomas felt with relief that the creature’s fingers stopped pressing against his face.

Another dull thud, and another howl now mixed with a human scream. A female shriek. Another blow. Suddenly he saw a dark silhouette hitting that resurrected being, and a sudden wave of hope swept through him. Thomas got to his feet with an agonizing effort and screamed too as he watched the creature convulsing, apparently lifeless. Standing in front of him was a woman, panting from the effort and nerves. She was dirty, with splashes of brown blood staining her green cotton T-shirt. Her dark hair was stuck to her face from the sweat that soaked her. Thomas could barely breathe.

It had been very close; in fact, it had managed to graze his neck with its teeth, but at the last second that girl had managed to finish it off.

In silence, Thomas went outside the gas station store, dragging his feet. He lay on his back and looked at the intensely blue sky. This time, it had been very close to finishing him off. The stranger came out and sat next to him with her back against the store’s glass window. She was also panting, and for a few minutes, only Thomas’s agitated breathing could be heard. The two remained silent.

Thomas slowly sat up. The girl remained seated beside him, her gaze lost. She took out a crumpled pack of cigarettes from the back pocket of her tight jeans and lit one. She offered one to Thomas, who declined with a gesture. Thomas’s face and chest hurt. Deep scratches ran up and down his chest and were beginning to bleed. His left cheek wasn’t much better, and he could feel his cheekbone starting to swell. His shirt was soaked in blood, but it wasn’t his.

“Thank you,” said Thomas, standing up. “I thought it was all over for me.” The girl exhaled a thin stream of smoke and made a gesture with her hand as if dismissing the importance of what she had just done.







“You’re the first human being I’ve seen in many days. You know, I mean a living human being, not those things that look like zombies.”



“You’re also the first human being I’ve seen since this whole nightmare began,” she answered, fixing her eyes on his. “Where are you from?”





“American. I’ve come from Egypt. We responded to a health alert for an epidemic, and everything went terribly wrong. Well, you can see how it all ended up. None of us could have even imagined that we would end up surrounded by dead people who resurrect and with no survivors.”









The girl flashed a brief smile, despite her mood not being the most conducive to smiling. “That’s where it all started. Or at least that’s what was being reported in the media,” she noted. She wore a tight-fitting T-shirt with torn-off sleeves, and her breasts were clearly outlined beneath the thin fabric.

“My name is Thomas,” he introduced himself. “As I told you, I’m a

doctor, and they sent me to Cairo to try to contain the epidemic along

with a whole team of virologists. The best in the world, I suppose.”

“Well, what a success,” she replied sarcastically. “I’m Amina.”

He opened his mouth intending to say something that, with a bit of luck, would sound clever, but seeing the girl’s face, Thomas preferred to keep his mouth shut.

“What happened?” Amina asked. “Has everyone in the world

died?”

“I don’t know exactly. We discovered a terrible virus in Cairo. Its

contagion capacity was brutal. The disease developed

rapidly, and all those infected died within ten to twelve

hours. Afterward, some of the dead got up, and as you can see,

with very bad intentions. The little I’ve learned since then, I’ve

picked up during my journey.”

“Where are you heading?”

“Europe. France, and if possible England. I don’t know how things

are over there.”

“Probably the same as here. Everything wiped out. Nobody left. One day I went to bed,

and the next morning there was no one left, except these disgusting creatures.”

“Have you seen many?” Thomas asked.

“No. I think I’ve seen four or five. They come out at night. I think

light hurts or bothers them. I’ve been hiding up there,”

she said, pointing to the second floor of the gas station store.

“I was sleeping when the noise of your struggle against that thing woke me up.”

“Good thing you woke up.”

“Yes, you’d probably be dead if it weren’t for me.” Amina

spoke very correct English, though with a marked accent that

sounded strange to Thomas.

“Thanks again.”

“Don’t mention it,” she said, squinting as the wind blew

sand against her face. “Do you want to come up and lie down for a while? It’ll do

you good to rest.”

“That would be nice. It’s been days since I slept in a bed. Besides, I’m not

able to sleep more than two hours straight because I’m afraid of being attacked.”

Thomas checked his watch and saw it was quarter to six. The

shadows were beginning to lengthen with the setting sun across the desert

landscape, but the day was still bright and mild. Tonight he could sleep there,

and the next day resume his journey. Perhaps Amina would want

to join him.

The second floor of the store was a distressing place. It occupied the entire surface area and had no partitions, but the ceilings were so low that Thomas couldn’t stand upright except in the highest part of the roof. It didn’t even have a false ceiling, and Thomas found that the metal sheet of the roof was hot.

“And how is it that the same thing hasn’t happened to us? Why

are we still alive?” Amina asked.

“I don’t know. We sent samples of the virus to the most advanced

laboratories in the world so they could try to discover everything possible about

the virus, but I’m afraid they didn’t have time to do it.” Thomas was

standing by the circular window through which the only light entered

that suffocating place. It was ajar and moved slightly with

the gusting wind. He observed, half-buried by the sand

that the wind dragged across the plain, what appeared to be the remains

of a small plane. It was now just a mass of charred metal.

“It’s so hot!” Thomas exclaimed. “This is an oven.” “Have you been

living here long?” He scanned the place with his eyes, ducking his head

to avoid hitting himself.

Amina sat down on the cot at the back, lifted the mattress, and took out another pack of cigarettes. The only furniture in the room, besides the cot, was a metal table, a kind of desk. The room was dirty and messy. But it seemed like a safe place.

“No. Since the epidemic arrived. I looked for a place away from Terkirdag.

In cities, there are more chances of encountering the resurrected.

That’s why I’ve hidden here. The one that attacked you downstairs must have arrived

tonight, because I assure you it wasn’t here yesterday.”

Amina stood up and searched through a pile of wrinkled clothes until she found a less dirty shirt than the one she was wearing. She stood up and took it off. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her bare skin looked tanned and radiant in the midst of that dimness. She took out a basin from under the cot and washed her armpits and breasts with a sponge. Thomas watched her, disturbed by that lack of modesty.

“I don’t think we need to worry about social conventions right now,

do we?” said Amina naturally when she saw his expression.

“No, it’s fine. I was just a bit surprised. That’s all.”

“Are you going to continue your journey to Europe?”

“Yes. I don’t know if it makes sense, but I want to try to get there. I have a

theory about the possibility of population survival in certain

places, and in case I’m wrong, I’ve been thinking about some

ideas for how to continue with my life.”

“What idea is that?”

“It might be completely wrong. They’re just ideas that have been

occurring to me. I’ve spent every night since I left Cairo

thinking about possible safe places to live, although it’s obvious

that no place is completely safe. Perhaps we could

survive on a smaller island, without so much population. Think about it—the

percentage of beings that resurrect is very small. In my opinion, a

small island, preferably inhabited by very few people,

could be the perfect place. In this situation, an island is ideal because

there’s no other place more isolated from these things that attack us.”

“I was referring to your theory about the possibility of finding survivors,”

she insisted as she put on another shirt, this one orange.

“That’s more complicated,” he answered, shrugging his shoulders. “It

occurred to me that perhaps on some poorly connected island that doesn’t

receive visitors regularly, it might be possible that the virus hasn’t

managed to arrive. Perhaps in such a place, there might be people alive who

haven’t been infected. Somewhere there has to be a group of people

who have survived. That leads me to the other big question.”

“Which is?”

“Well. I’ll put it simply. It’s possible that we are

infected.”

“You and me?” she asked, surprised.

“Yes. Sometimes a virus infects you, but you don’t develop the disease.”

“Like in the case of AIDS patients who don’t develop the

disease?”

“Exactly. They’re HIV-positive, but they’re not sick. If that’s

our case, and we go to a place where the virus hasn’t reached...”

“We would serve it to them on a silver platter, and everyone would be

screwed.”

“That’s right. And I don’t think we have the right to do that. I’m aware

that if any of those survivors were to fall victim to the virus

that we brought them, I couldn’t forgive myself. It’s the same

case as those people who knew they had HIV but continued

having sexual relations without warning the other person, or without taking

prophylactic measures.”

The girl lit another cigarette and reclined on the cot, staring silently at the ceiling as if looking for some message she thought she should find written on the metal sheet. Then she sat up and grabbed a can of Coca Cola. She took a sip, immediately followed by a large gulp, then put the glass down and stared at it with a sad expression.

“Can I come with you? There’s nothing left for me to hold onto here. And

I know that sooner or later one of those monsters will finish me off.”

“Of course you can come with me. But the journey won’t be a walk in the park. We’re

facing a completely unknown situation, and God knows how many

dangers might arise. If it’s okay with you, we can leave

tomorrow at first light.” Thomas was thrilled at the idea of traveling with

another person. Someone to talk to, someone

to watch your back when you entered an unknown place. And

for a moment, he saw a glimmer of hope in the girl’s face.

“Try to get some sleep. Get into bed and try to rest,” he

told her.

He desperately needed to catch up on sleep before he became so tired that he might have an accident with the car. He felt dangerously close to that point. Thomas took off his shoes and lay down on the bed fully clothed. Without saying a word, Amina climbed onto the narrow mattress and lay down beside him. Her body gave off a faint smell that Thomas didn’t find unpleasant. In fact, lying in bed with this girl by his side, he felt extraordinarily good. Minutes passed and he couldn’t fall asleep. Although he felt tired, he was too nervous to drift off. Amina stirred beside him, as if she were dreaming. Thomas studied her carefully. Dark hair, still shiny despite not being clean. A delicate arrangement of facial bones formed beautiful features. She had very deep eyes with eyelashes so dark they made her look as if she were wearing makeup. Who was this girl? She had probably lost her entire family and all her friends.

The t-shirt revealed her tanned bare shoulders. Thomas tried to push away any inappropriate thoughts despite what she had said about social conventions. Nevertheless, seeing her there, lying next to him, with her eyes closed and her body motionless, without the slightest hint of disturbance or nervousness on her face, or the beautiful cadence of her breathing, gave him an enormous desire to embrace her. How old was she? Twenty? Twenty-five?

Her hips and chest weren’t excessively generous, but her long legs encased in those jeans were enough to act as a lure for anyone with a pair of eyes.

The night passed without incident, and Thomas took almost an hour to fall asleep after tossing and turning on the narrow mattress. Eventually fatigue overcame him and he finally managed to sleep deeply and without interruption.

November 8. Turin. Italy.

They stopped at a gas station on the road leading them toward Turin. Amina got out of the car and approached the soda machine next to the door. She didn’t want to go inside. She grabbed two Coca-Colas and returned to the car. She leaned thoughtfully against the back door. Thomas took one of the cans and took a good swig. It was cold. And it was going to get worse. They decided to continue their journey without stopping at that gas station. Amina had a bad feeling about that place, and believed that if they went looking for shelter for the night in the small motel located next to the cafeteria, they would have a bad experience. In the distance, they could see the white peaks of the mountains they would have to cross to reach Lyon.

Amina was great company. Granted, she was a bit strange. And quite quiet, but given their current circumstances, it wasn’t surprising. Since she had decided to accompany him, and sat next to him in the car, she had been very reserved and Thomas found it difficult to get her to talk about herself, so he decided to give her time and adapt to her pace. From the little he had been able to get out of her, she was studying Ancient History at the University of Athens. That explained her correct use of English and a fairly notable cultural level. Her mother had been born in Greece, and had married a Turkish merchant. A strange mixture of cultures.

Now, suddenly, her world was completely disrupted. He tried to understand what might be going through her head, and the mark it would have left on her mind. Because everything that had happened in Cairo had completely changed his scale of values. What importance did obtaining a degree or doctorate have now? Was money or cars or luxury even important at this point? The worst car he had ever driven in his life had become the most important to him. Five days ago, on November 2, he was in sunny Turkey, alone and without any hope of finding anyone. That afternoon, Amina had saved his life, and now they were traveling together, in pursuit of a salvation they might never find, but he was no longer alone. He liked flirting with her. He enjoyed her company. Damn! It was flattering that a twenty-five-year-old girl was sitting beside him, determined to accompany him to the end of the world. It’s true that at that moment he didn’t have much competition that would jeopardize that companionship.

But that wasn’t all. Although he realized that perhaps he had created false hopes. He didn’t know exactly why she was receptive to him, and after five days of sitting next to him in the car, Thomas found it increasingly difficult to keep his hands and especially his eyes still. On more than one occasion his alarm lights had gone on, so he tried to make his desires less noticeable. He had to admit that he had thought about her a couple of times, in a way that Amina might not like, while she slept beside him in the car or in some room where they had made a stop on the journey. Thomas had a very strong moral code, but he couldn’t help being flattered that she might be interested in him.

Thomas had felt the need to approach Lyon. He wouldn’t have to deviate more than a few hundred kilometers from the route he had planned, and he could try to visit the facilities of the P-4 Inserm - Jean Mérieux Laboratory. He had had another hunch, probably as stupid as most of the ones he usually had, but it could be that someone had managed to survive inside the isolated level 4 rooms. These rooms were designed so that none of the viruses handled inside could escape, but nothing prevented them from being used for the opposite purpose, that nothing could enter. Besides, if someone had managed to survive in there, they would probably be scientists who would continue to conduct research and try to find a possible solution.

Amina remained silent, watching the changing landscape through the window, but not as a demonstration of disinterest or disapproval but because she was trying to understand if Thomas’s intention to reach Lyon made any sense to her. One of the things that attracted her to him was the confidence he showed in everything he wanted to do. That gave her the dose of security she needed in that world that had become so hostile.

So far, apart from a couple of unexpected setbacks, the journey was going smoothly. Which was fortunate because, in their situation, any incident could become a risk to their lives.

They left Turin behind, and faced the lonely road again. The countryside became more rugged as they moved northward. The deciduous trees and cultivated lands gradually gave way to coniferous forest and a wilder terrain more typical of mountains than the plains they were leaving behind.

“It’s five already,” said Thomas as they passed an abandoned

farmhouse. “I think we’d better stop before nightfall.

Do you agree? We can stop here to rest.”

Thomas didn’t want to drive at night, so he pulled off the road in search of a quiet and clear place where they could rest. Sleet was falling from a sky that had a threatening color.

“I’d prefer to sleep in the car,” she said.

“Whatever you prefer,” Thomas answered, looking around eagerly for anything suspicious.



With the habitual smoothness of movement he had grown accustomed to in order not to make noise or attract anyone’s attention, Thomas got out of the car to prepare a simple but effective security system. He drove a few metal rods into the ground around the car, leaving approximately five meters of separation from the vehicle, and connected them with fishing line. At various points along this perimeter, he hung soda cans with pebbles inside. If any unwanted prowler approached the vehicle, they would trip over the nylon and make the cans rattle. Something so basically simple, which would hardly have been useful with normal people, did keep them safe from those clumsy and almost irrational beings. The sound of the cans would give them enough time to start the car and speed away. Until now, they had only been awakened once by this system, since Thomas usually looked for secluded places to rest, but it had undoubtedly saved their lives.

Amina wanted to sleep in a comfortable, dry, and warm bed, not in the hard seat of an old Peugeot, but she had been the one who didn’t want to enter the gas station motel or the house.

Thomas got into the car. Every movement required effort. His back was sore, and he shivered from the cold for a moment. He was dying for something hot to drink.

“I’m pretty convinced there was nothing in that motel. Why

didn’t you want to go in? We could also check if it’s safe to sleep in the

house,” Thomas insisted.

It irritated him to have to spend another night inside the car. He needed to rest and sleep several hours straight.

“Besides, we’re in an unsuitable area for sleeping,” he insisted.

“It’s very wooded; they could come from anywhere.”

“I had a bad feeling. Don’t ask me what, but something bad would

have happened to us if we had entered the hotel. And that house doesn’t

give me better feelings,” Amina replied, pointing with a

gesture of her head toward the abandoned house. She took one of the blankets from

the back seat and passed it to him. “Besides, we can probably find

a good place to rest tomorrow.” She took the other blanket

and covered herself up to her mouth. “Does your back hurt?”

“Yes. It’s many hours behind the wheel, and I need to lie

in a horizontal position.”

“I’m sorry. But I always follow these hunches. So far

they’ve helped keep us alive. I know you’re tired.

I’m just asking you not to go in there.”

“Don’t worry,” Thomas responded while slightly

reclining his seat. “Tomorrow we’ll look for a bed in Lyon.”

“Do you think we’ll get there tomorrow?” Amina asked him.

“It’s possible, it will depend on the road conditions, and the weather, but if

we see that we can’t make it at a reasonable hour, we’ll stop

somewhere else.”

“Hey,” she said. “Are you still set on trying to reach an island?”

“Yes. I think it will be best.”

“Have you thought about any specific one?”

“I’ve ruled out many. Why, do you have any preference?”

“Since we can choose, I’d like it to be in the Mediterranean.

In fact, in Greece there are hundreds. We could have stayed there,

without having to cross half of Europe.”

Moments like these were what made Thomas feel comfortable with Amina. He felt fortunate to have someone to talk to.

“Going to Lyon is important. Believe me. If we don’t find anything, we’ll

head south. In the Balearic Islands, there’s good weather and it will be fairly

easy to get there.”

“But those are heavily populated islands. I’m sure there are resurrected ones. I thought

you were looking for small islands.”

“Not all of them are large. Formentera and Cabrera are small with very

little population. I know because my parents spent a summer in Menorca

and visited them. Anyway, if you prefer the Aegean, we can go

there. It’s all the same to me.”

“Any will be fine. What I want is to reach some place where

we can settle permanently. I don’t like going from one place to

another, risking our lives every time we want to sleep, or every time we

need food.” At that moment Amina caressed his shoulder in

an almost imperceptible movement. Although for Thomas it

was anything but imperceptible.

Thomas stretched out as much as he could in the seat, grateful for the warmth of the blanket. Amina’s scent was sweet, and he wished to feel the touch of her skin, wishing, in some hidden place in his mind, to be able to freeze that moment, that incredible moment of pure and absolute joy. Unfortunately, the caress lasted less than he would have liked, and she turned slightly to the other side to sleep.

“Tell me something about yourself,” said Thomas. His voice startled her.

slightly.

“What do you want to know?” she replied.

“Anything. I’m always the one telling you everything about my life. I’d

like to know a bit more about yours.” His voice was monotonous due to

fatigue. “But if you don’t want to talk…”

There was a long, uncomfortable silence. Finally, Amina broke it.

“I saw my father cry for the first time.”

“What?”

“I had never seen him cry before. I had seen him drunk and angry, which is

how he was most of the time, drunk and angry, beating my

mother or beating me. We suffered alongside my mother. At

home, my mother was the one who cried. But the day he saw his entire

family die, he was the one who cried. My older brother, his favorite, was the

first to fall. Then my sister, only twelve years old. When I arrived

home, my father was crying like he had never cried before in his life.

I think it was too late for that.”

Amina shook her head, then moved her hands away. She was crying.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. My God.” She shrugged, looking up at the

sky dejectedly, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand. “He was a

bad father, he had something inside that controlled him. Like a demon that

made him always dissatisfied with everything. I thought I could

give him what he wanted by studying and becoming a good professional,

but it wasn’t like that. That destiny was what he had prepared for my brother,

but he never wanted to study.” She started crying again. “My father didn’t

want me to study, I was a woman, and women…”

“That’s why you studied in Athens,” Thomas affirmed, “to be at peace

away from your father.”

“Not just for that. Turkish society is very old-fashioned and sexist. In

Greece, things are more relaxed. Besides, my mother’s family lived in

Athens, so I felt at home. You know? I was planning to go to

England. My mother knew and supported me.”

Thomas waited for her to calm down, but Amina continued crying. He leaned slightly toward her, took her hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed it.

“I’m sorry. I should have respected your silence,” he said softly.

“I had to get all this out someday. Don’t apologize.”

“I suppose we all cope with these things differently.”

“It’s not the same... My sister...” She bit her lip and a tear

rolled down her cheek. “I mean... Shit, shit.” She closed

her eyes for a moment, then opened them again and looked directly at

Thomas. “She was only twelve years old. She didn’t have time to do anything. And my

mother, who got married only to suffer with a bad husband for almost thirty

years... It’s not the same. Believe me, it’s not the same.”

Thomas remained silent. At this moment, his head was a mess. He had never intended to hurt Amina and he even felt a bit ashamed.

She took his hand and squeezed it, and Thomas relaxed. The tears were good for her, so he didn’t try to make her hold them back.

November 10. Lyon. France.

In the distance, viewed from the height of a gentle hill, Lyon appeared. Several columns of smoke rose into the air. It looked like more of the same. Toxic smoke from fires that had been out of control.

Driving at low speed to avoid any incident, they gradually approached the city center. One more, another beautiful dead city. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of partially charred and decomposed corpses lay everywhere, and walking among this horror, oblivious to everything around them, were they.

It took them several hours to find the laboratory’s location, as the streets were crammed with vehicles that made progress difficult. Several times they had to drive in reverse to find clear streets.

Thomas and Amina stopped the car in front of the P-4 Inserm - Jean Mérieux Laboratory building in Lyon. The center had been built in the shape of a spider, so the different modules that served as the arachnid’s legs converged in a central body.

The center was closed, naturally. It had been designed with almost as many security measures that for someone outside the entity, it would be almost impossible to enter. Thomas knew that inside, there would be electronic locks, security doors, and cameras throughout the complex. It wouldn’t be easy to get in or out of there.

The surroundings were chaotic. Damp newspaper pages were scattered on the ground, there were overturned garbage containers, open cars in which decomposing bodies could be glimpsed. There were also corpses on the ground and multitudes of rats taking advantage of the last edible remains.

“Well, this is certainly welcoming,” Amina said sarcastically. “I’m afraid

we’ve made this journey for nothing. We won’t find anyone

alive here either.”

“Wait a bit. You didn’t think they’d be waiting for us at the door with

welcome banners, did you?” Thomas replied, gesturing at their

surroundings as he headed toward the entrance and exit control building.

“Besides...”

He stopped mid-sentence without completing his step, surveying the rain-covered landscape before them. A strong smell of putrefaction hit his nostrils. It was coming from the security booth at the access control. Thomas stopped abruptly and observed the place from outside. The penetrating smell of rot grew more intense with each step. A cool breeze entered through the windows, creating a current of air that flowed out through the door, carrying the stench clearly to him.

Taking a deep breath to fill his lungs, Thomas peered inside the booth. He quickly scanned the interior and what he saw was enough. In fact, he was becoming aware that, with the time that had passed since the epidemic, the decomposition process of bodies was now a reality. He didn’t feel up to rummaging through putrid corpses in search of an access card.

“You’re not going in there, are you?” Amina said with a disgusted look,

indicating with a nod of her head.

“No, we’ll try to enter through a window or through the glass door.

I don’t think anyone will try to stop us.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she replied.

Thomas went back to the car and took an axe from the trunk. It was his only weapon, and he might need it. Before them was a path paved with tiles, flanked by grass so green it looked painted. The path extended about a hundred yards until it reached the building itself. They advanced together to the end of the path. There were two lampposts on either side of the main door. The path ended at an automatic glass door. Curiously, that door was open, which saved them from having to cause a great commotion by breaking the glass. The interior of the building was illuminated. Once again, the sickly sweet smell of decomposing flesh became intense and evident.

The enormous laboratory hall was deserted. Amina followed close behind as Thomas headed toward one of the corridors, not knowing what to do or say. There were no corpses here, no blood. They had probably evacuated it long before the end came.

A long corridor led them to one of the security control rooms. The door was open. There was nobody inside. The monitors showed images of corridors and the laboratory. Thomas spent a while looking at them. The room was in semi-darkness, illuminated only by the flickering light of the screens. Everything seemed deserted. They left the control room and headed into the corridor. Under the brighter light of the hallway, they felt safer. Instead of using the elevators, they climbed the stairs to the second floor. They tried not to make noise, while at the same time staying alert for any strange sounds. Amina’s heart was racing. Without a building directory, he couldn’t be sure, but Thomas assumed that at the top of the stairs, they might find the scientists’ office area.

“Let’s get out of here, Thomas. You’ve seen the cameras. There’s nobody here,”

she whispered. She was beginning to be terrified of being attacked at any

moment.

He turned and saw the expression on the girl’s face as she walked behind him. He put his index finger to his lips in an unequivocal and forced gesture for her to keep quiet. The stairs led to another corridor. There were offices on both sides, and many had closed doors.

All those with open doors were empty, though they remained lit, probably powered by the center’s emergency generators. They then headed toward those that were closed.

Thomas turned one of the doorknobs and slowly pushed the door, which opened with a slight creak. He entered the office slowly. The fluorescent lights on the ceiling flickered, giving the room an unreal appearance. At the back was another door. He pushed it and saw that it was part of the same office. It was a meeting room. A very spacious room with a large oval table. On the table were glasses with dried coffee remains. Amina nibbled her lip as she looked around the office. There were piles of filing cabinets and papers everywhere. Fortunately, there was nobody there either.

Thomas quickly examined the papers, rapidly discarding what didn’t interest him. A spiral notebook showed what he believed were notes taken by one of the scientists during the meeting. The handwriting was clear and perfectly legible. It looked like a woman’s handwriting, he thought. Despite being written in French, Thomas understood what it said.

“Have you found anything useful?” Amina asked, looking at him from

the other end of the table.

“Maybe. Look at this,” he replied, and showed Amina the notebook. Underlined

several times it read: “Estimated mortality rate of one hundred percent.”

“We already knew that,” Amina replied. “Please, let’s get out of here.”

“I know we knew that, but this proves they investigated it. Look

at the photographs on the table. That’s what caused it all. There

you have the face of the killer that has possibly ended human

life on earth.”

“Fine, Thomas. Pleased to meet it. Let’s go now.”

However, Thomas ignored her and sat down in one of the chairs, reviewing the papers over and over. He paused on some of them with careful attention, while others he threw to the floor without a second glance. Every now and then he would let out an exclamation. Amina remained alert with the axe in her hand.

“Look at this! In the autopsies performed on primates and mice,

they discovered that ninety percent showed hemorrhaging and

massive destruction of internal organs. But ten percent, despite

dying, didn’t show that type of damage. Does that sound familiar? Surely the

corpses without internal damage are the ones that rose. The same thing

we’ve seen during these days.”

On a crumpled sheet of paper with a coffee stain left by a cup, there was a series of phrases written. Thomas noticed one of them. This was the last note: Only a minimal dose of the virus causes infection. To date nothing is immune. Control measures ineffective. Expected time for global infection: 12 hours.

“They knew it, they managed to isolate it and create cultures, but they didn’t have

time to react to do anything else. It was too fast for

them. I might as well have stayed at the clinic in Cairo waiting

for all these results. What a disaster!”

Thomas pushed aside a few more papers, and again stopped at a printed document. He began running his hands through his hair, and then felt a wave of excitement.

“Ah... Here. Damn! Look at this, Amina! It’s an email; it says that it

might be a laboratory virus. Those bastards! It’s addressed to

Dr. Eric Dupree. He’s one of the greatest authorities in virology in the

world. He was the Director of this laboratory. I met him at a virology

conference in London about two years ago.”

“Are you saying the virus was created by humans?” she

interrupted, dismayed. “Are you telling me that this was deliberately done

in a laboratory?” She was no longer whispering. Her voice echoed throughout

the meeting room.

“That’s what it says here. In a laboratory in Iraq. Probably trying to

find a biological weapon. You see, not all scientists have

noble intentions like saving the world, or finding a cure for

cancer. Some are just looking for money, and biological research doesn’t bring

much money, unless you cross the line.”

Thomas breathed deeply. Eric Dupree was a respected man. His name had even been mentioned for the Nobel Prize on two occasions. That email on the table didn’t provide evidence to prove anything it claimed, but he didn’t believe the doctor would have it among the papers he was working with unless he considered it important enough to discuss with the other scientists on his team. The email had been sent by a scientist Thomas didn’t know.

“Let’s go back to the control room for a moment. Let me take a look at

the screens for a few minutes, and then we’ll leave this place.”

“Assuming that none of our dear cannibal friends

show up before and finish us off,” said Amina as she turned

toward the door. “Besides, there might be resurrected monkeys. Didn’t

you just read that ten percent of the animals didn’t

show hemorrhagic damage, or whatever it’s called?”

They returned to the lobby. Thomas understood that Amina wouldn’t agree to continue investigating in the laboratory. This place, whatever it was, was undoubtedly an unpleasant one. The girl might be cautious, but he couldn’t deny that she was brave and determined. He himself knew that staying there longer wasn’t a wise decision, but he wanted to make sure they weren’t leaving anyone alive in there.

“Have you gone crazy? Haven’t you ever seen a horror movie?

You’re the classic idiot who goes into the sea when there’s a shark.

Everyone warns him but he doesn’t listen.”

Thomas let out a laugh, though he realized that Amina was about to tell him off in a very serious way.

“Just a little while in the control room, then we’ll get out of here and

go wherever you want.”

“Yes, sure, but I want us to get out alive,” she replied. “Everything shows

that this place is the worst we could be in. What I don’t

understand is why you can’t see it. I don’t want to die, get it? I haven’t gone

through all this crap to die at the end of the journey. You have five

minutes. After that I’m leaving, with or without you.”

“Alright. Let’s go.” Thomas headed toward the door

taking her by the hand. They retraced their steps, going down the

stairs without as much care as when they had gone up.

They arrived at the control room. It was actually a room full of monitors for observing all the critical areas of the Laboratory. The lights flickered a couple of times, which startled Amina. Thomas was already sitting behind one of the screens, handling a panel of buttons to change the camera that was broadcasting the image

Without taking his eyes off the screens, he called Amina.

“Come see this.”

His voice was tense and conveyed urgency. Amina hurried to join him and leaned over the screen to see what interested him so much.

He was staring at a scene from the center of the laboratory. A reanimated corpse was wandering around the room. On the right side of the image, a bare foot was visible. Thomas pressed several buttons on the control console to switch to another camera that would give him a different perspective, until he got a complete panoramic view. He finally succeeded. On the floor, a body could be seen. Its biosafety suit was in tatters, and despite the poor quality of the image, dark liquid stains were visible on the floor and on the plastic of the suit.

“I don’t see...” she began, but Thomas interrupted her.

“Wait. Look at the neck.”

Amina observed how the body had tears in the thoracic area and neck.

“It’s a woman. Look at her hair.”

Thomas blinked and moved closer to the screen to make sure of what he was seeing. He looked at each object, every inch of the monitor, trying to discover anything that might show someone was still alive, but it was more than evident that nothing remained there.

“Is that the maximum security laboratory?” asked Amina.

“Yes, there you have it.”

“It’s obvious that the virus also reached inside the laboratory. Perhaps

from the animal room,” she said.

“No. That woman is wearing the biosafety suit. She was attacked by

one of the reanimated. Look at the wounds she has. Those aren’t blood vomit,

they’re wounds. I could almost tell you they’re bite marks. The biosafety

suit doesn’t allow any virus to enter, especially those ones,”

he said, pointing at the screen with his finger, “which have air connections.

What I think happened is that something inside the laboratory attacked her. I

think even the door is locked. What do you think?”

“You’re the scientist, you tell me,” she replied. “To me, that room is

like a house of horrors.”

“Look at that aluminum door. On the right there’s a magnetic code

lock. It has two lights. I think the one that’s on is

the bottom one. If I’m not mistaken, it’s the red light. That means it’s

locked. A reanimated doesn’t have the capacity to open and close it. You need

to insert a card and type in a series of numbers. In

Atlanta they use six digits, I suppose the system here is similar.

These beings practically don’t even know how to turn a doorknob. Whatever

attacked her was inside the laboratory, and couldn’t get out of there.”

Thomas was practically sprawled over the screen. Using the buttons, he constantly changed the images. All levels of the Laboratory were visible, the upper floors, corridors, and meeting rooms. He watched the silent black and white screens without looking away even for an instant. When the image changed, he was startled; in the decontamination room prior to the laboratory, there were two inert bodies with expressionless faces staring at the cameras. The bodies weren’t bloodied. Were they leaving or entering the laboratory? He didn’t understand. The deaths of the infected occurred after the patient was already in a state of extreme weakness. Nobody would last wearing the orange suit until the end. Besides, if there were no symptoms of hemorrhaging, that meant they were among those who reanimated, and they certainly didn’t give that impression.

“They committed suicide!” Thomas shouted.

“What are you saying? How do you know?”

“Look on the floor. It’s an inoculation gun. It’s used to inoculate,

well, actually it’s for quickly and safely injecting

animals. In many laboratories, they’ve already replaced syringes.

Do you see those things next to the right leg of the body that’s

sitting?”

“Yes. They look like bullets,” she said.

“They’re not bullets. They’re doses of some medication. I count five, plus

the one that’s still in the gun. Three for each of them.”

“Why would they have done it?” she asked.

“I suppose they didn’t want to suffer. No one knew better than them what

was coming.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t make sense to do it in that place, wearing the suits.

It would be more logical to kill yourself in an office, I don’t know, somewhere more comfortable.

That looks like a torture chamber.”

“Let’s go,” said Thomas, casting a final sad glance at the

screen. “You were right. There’s nothing alive in here.”


November 11. Valencia. Spain.

Thomas was driving almost like an automaton, without speaking, and without being aware of where he was going. Amina wasn’t talking either. After leaving Lyon, they had both sunk into a deep silence. Thomas was beginning to feel all the fatigue of that journey to nowhere, and the senselessness of the risks they had had to face.

When they reached Valencia, their mood had improved considerably, perhaps the proximity of the Mediterranean Sea, and the bluest sky they had seen in many days helped them feel better.

The streets of the city told the story of what must have been hell. During the last hours of life in the city, there must have been an explosion of people trying to escape. But it had been in vain. Just like in the rest of the cities they had passed through, everything was death and devastation. It wasn’t possible to advance a hundred meters without passing over a lifeless body, or having to dodge some vehicle. No matter how hard they tried whenever they entered a city, they hadn’t been able to find a single living person. They did see animals, which roamed freely through the streets.

Amina was especially frightened of the dogs. Those animals were hungry, and considering the size and breeds they kept finding, a clear natural selection was taking place. They only saw breeds considered dangerous, and not a single small one. It seemed that to survive they were feeding on each other.

In the port, everything was equally destroyed. Around the docks, you could see a multitude of masts and antennas of ships protruding half-submerged. Here and there you could see parts of the structure of boats that would never sail again. Many bodies appeared on the piers, both on those for recreational boats and those for merchant ships, with obvious signs of gunshots to the body. It was evident that in the final moments panic had broken out, and a terrible tumult had swept through everything on the docks. The spectacle was atrocious.

The traces of gunfire and fires were present everywhere. The industrial buildings had bullet holes. Cars piled up forming blockages that prevented transit. Once again they were forced to backtrack and look for alternative routes.

“What do you think happened here?” Amina asked. Beside her, Thomas

slightly moved his head, shaking it in denial at that barbarity.

“I don’t know.” Thomas shook his head. “Maybe there was a fight between

those who wanted to board the ships and those who wouldn’t let them. Maybe

it was the police. I don’t know.”

“Should we look for a boat here to go to the islands? I don’t see any that

we can use.”

“It’s better to look for a recreational boat at the marina in Denia.

It’s not far from here, and if I’m not mistaken it’s the closest point

to the island of Ibiza. Look at the map. I have no idea how to navigate, and I think

the best thing is to minimize as much as possible the distance to travel by

sea. I think that will be the safest option.”

“Whatever you want. But I want to finish this damn trip once and for all. I

can’t stand seeing all this death, the corpses, the smell any longer.

I can’t take it anymore.”

“I know, Amina. It will be over soon. Believe me.” Thomas needed as much as

she did to reach a place where they could settle, away from all the

filth that plagued the world. Since leaving Cairo, he hadn’t

seen anything but death and pain. He needed to reach his paradise, his

Xanadu.

They left behind the City of Arts and Sciences. Thomas looked beyond the mass of the Assut de l’Or Bridge, next to the magnificent sequence of white-colored facades, marked by perfectly trimmed grass gardens and deeply blue ponds designed by Santiago Calatrava. Thomas watched all those examples of modern architecture pass by with the feeling that they would never become great monuments.

“What will become of all this in a thousand years?” he asked, breaking the

silence that had accompanied them for many hours and many miles

back.

“It’s true.” Amina admitted. “It’s true. Perhaps in five thousand

years, some archaeologist will find the remains of buried cities. What

those archaeologists uncover may be a city

buried under the sands of a desert and of which nothing remains but

ruins. But I have the conviction that these ruins will keep the

secret of what happened here. This will only be possible for those who

know how to observe and reflect on the findings. Conducting

investigations among stones that crumble with each pick strike and

sand that sinks under the archaeologists’ steps will be a complicated

job. But among the vestiges of the past, perhaps they will find the

solution to the great enigmas that will arise for them, and they may learn

from what we have actually done to ourselves.”

“I suppose it will be something similar to reproducing the history of the ancient

Egyptians, of the Incas, or of so many cultures that became extinct.”

Thomas said. “It’s possible that thousands of years from now, someone will

be amazed to find ruins of houses, traces of factories,”

traces that prove their ancestors had automobiles, airplanes

and ships, an entire complex and evolved culture.

“Yes,” Amina laughed. “I’m sure there will also be those who, despite

the obvious evidence, will insist it was all the work of superior

technology, clearly extraterrestrial.”

“Don’t you find it terrible that an entire species, with thousands of years of

evolution, has gone to hell in less than a week?”

“Well, we know there have been more or less advanced civilizations

on Earth for more than five thousand years, civilizations that

disappeared more or less suddenly because of an invasion,

or that devoured themselves, or that slowly languished

until they disappeared. But despite that, none of them disappeared

in a single day, you know? It didn’t happen in just one day, to be

more precise we could be talking about a week, maybe a little more. That’s

what’s truly surprising.”

“That, and the fact that now it’s not just one civilization disappearing,”

Thomas pointed out. “What we’re talking about here is the

disappearance of the entire human species.”

“Then, the only comparable event would be the extinction of the

dinosaurs, and there’s barely any verified data about that. They’re just

conjectures. In any case, I’m certain that extinction didn’t

happen in a single day, not even in a week. The supposed

explosion of the meteorite that’s believed to have caused their extinction

produced a great cataclysm, but what likely generated the

extinction was the accumulation of ash in the atmosphere, which completely

altered the climate and prevented the sun’s rays from reaching the

earth. It wasn’t in a week. It took longer.”

“I don’t know what you think, but with what we’ve seen so far, for

statistical purposes, the human species has disappeared,” Thomas reflected.

“It’s humanity’s worst nightmare, and unfortunately we’re

the only ones aware of it.”

“If humanity had recognized its own limitations before it

was too late, the entire world would still be here today. But the

scientists thought they were God, when in reality much of the science

they practiced wasn’t worthy of that name.”

“That’s what I was telling you about crossing the line. Almost all the scientists I’ve

known had what you might call an altruistic vision. They sought

good, the cure for diseases...”

“Yes, and what about cloning and genetic manipulation?”

Amina interjected.

“Believe me, all of that was also initially intended for

progress. The possibilities for improvement were endless. Both in

genetic manipulation and in so many other branches of science.”

“Until money came along and corrupted everything. And I’m not

just talking about laboratory viruses, I’m talking about

scientific research in general.”

“Yes. That’s how it is. Private companies saw the goldmine, and the race

to go one step further was unleashed.”

“Well, here’s the result.”

“Are you religious?” Thomas asked. “You know there are many

people who talk about the flood that God sent to destroy the world and

erase the evil in it,” he said as he accelerated down the

long straight stretch of road that was taking them to Denia.

“Yes, I’m religious, but in my own way. ”Amina said without much

conviction “God has different names for different

peoples. Call Him what you want, but the stories are the same for

most of them.” She paused to gesture around her.

“Divine intervention in this epidemic? That would mean God is

vengeful enough to have flooded the world not just

once, but twice.” Amina shook her head. “I think we did this

all by ourselves. The easy thing is to blame everything on

God. Many wars have been fought in God’s name. Are those

His fault too?”

Thomas drove in silence, listening to Amina. He had never been particularly religious, but he partly agreed with everything she was saying.

“I don’t believe God gets involved in our lives. I’m sure He has more important things to do than attend to each and every one of our actions,” she continued.





“Do you think humanity has angered God?” Thomas asked somewhat incredulously.



“That’s for sure,” Amina affirmed, making a gesture with her hands as if it were obvious. “But He didn’t send this second flood. I repeat, we did this all by ourselves. Or rather, someone did it, and not to erase evil and cruelty from the world as the Bible says was the cause of the first one.”









“I don’t think those people were trying to find what they eventually discovered,” said Thomas. “I can’t believe they were looking for this.”



“Yeah, I don’t think so either, but if you play with fire… The result is clear to see. I’m not saying this to accuse you of having been a scientist who participated in that kind of madness. But you can’t deny that, on many occasions, scientists, the scientific community, call it what you will, crossed the line. And rest assured it would happen again if you had the opportunity to do it. I don’t even think the few of us who survive this will find the right path through the remains of our civilization to return to the correct course.”















Both fell silent. Thomas reflected on what Amina had just said, and suddenly an intense feeling of guilt came over him. Was it really possible to cross the fine line between what was ethical and what wasn’t without realizing it? Would he himself have been capable of crossing it if the right circumstances had presented themselves? The answer lay in the very feeling that now invaded him.

The road leading them to Denia climbed up a mountain range and descended toward the coast. Gradually, buildings of large coastal tourist complexes and summer apartments began to multiply before them. The blue, shimmering strip they could now distinguish from the road was the Mediterranean Sea. Amina relaxed in her seat. She loved the sea. Especially that one. She looked out the window enjoying the pure aromas, as if that air loaded with salt could cleanse her nostrils of all the stenches they had endured over the past few days.

Little by little, both sides of the road became populated with those massive structures designed for spending little time inside them, and much more time at the beach and in the establishments of the coastal villages. For the first time, she understood what urban speculation was. In some areas, it was almost impossible to see the sea.

Before reaching Denia, they stopped to sleep. It was late, and it wasn’t advisable to enter the town at that hour. Despite staying awake all night and taking turns keeping watch, alert to any sign of danger, the dawn light surprised them asleep, enclosed in the slight security of the car. As day broke, they were once again struck by the same impression that they were about to reach their destination.

November 12. Denia. Spain.

The boat sailed serenely over the half-meter waves that beat against it. The appearance of the vessel was acceptable considering the state of preservation of all those they had tried to use. Thomas had chosen it for the apparently good condition of the outboard motor, which had actually started on the first try. Thomas guided the boat, his gaze fixed ahead, as if expecting the islands to appear at any moment, despite knowing they would need at least two more hours to reach Ibiza. He observed that the engine temperature remained stable.

A thin mist floated over the calmed waves in the distance, but visibility was good. In the sky, without being able to guess its origin, a seagull appeared and flew over the small boat.

After an hour, the clouds and haze disappeared, offering a magnificent view before their eyes. Thomas and Amina could contemplate the deserted horizon.

“Shouldn’t we be seeing some of the islands by now?” asked Amina, clinging to Thomas.



While listening to the soft noise of the old seventy-five horsepower engine, Thomas reflected on the possible deviation the boat might be taking. He was navigating only with the help of a compass, and his knowledge of navigation was nonexistent.

“I think we’re going in the right direction, but I can’t be sure. Anyway, it’s still too early to see anything,” Thomas murmured.



“What will happen if we get off course and don’t find them?” Amina asked relentlessly.



“I hope that doesn’t happen. But I think the deviation would have to be enormous for us not to come across any of the islands. The island of Formentera is located south of Ibiza Island. Further back, in a straight line, is Mallorca, whose size makes it impossible to pass by. In any case, I think the distance between Denia and Ibiza is around seventy kilometers, and if I’m not mistaken, visibility from a boat at sea must be around fifteen. We need to wait a bit longer.”













He took a quick glance over the bow, but saw only blue waves. On the horizon, a solitary cloud remained motionless. He looked again and decided to navigate in that direction, so he had to slightly correct his course to the southeast.

Looking ahead, Thomas kept his eye on the increasingly closer cloud. At first, he thought it was a fog front, but when they got close enough, he discovered it was land.

“There’s your island. Ibiza,” Thomas said exultantly.

The landmass rose above the horizon and drew their gazes like a magnet. Amina’s face relaxed, and Thomas checked the fuel level and calculated how much they would need to reach their destination. He said nothing, but he realized they were cutting it very close. The consumption rate of these types of engines was extremely high.

They had never seen an island as wonderful as that one. It was more than an island; it was their future, their life. Thomas pointed the bow southward, trying to shorten the distance that separated them from Formentera. It was preferable to explore that island first, and if it was habitable, settle there. Based on its size, he assumed it must have few inhabitants, and in a sparsely populated place, the chances of encountering the resurrected would be much lower.

Amina gazed at the land in ecstasy. Her black hair was pulled back in an improvised ponytail that accentuated her features. Thomas observed her in silence.

The engine groaned complainingly and began to sputter. Thomas and Amina turned in unison and saw that the motor was backfiring more and more.

“If the engine stops now, we won’t be able to make it. The coast is still

too far away,” said Thomas, uncertain whether to reduce or increase the

engine’s revolutions. He opted to accelerate it, because from the sounds it

was making, he had the impression it might stall.

For a few minutes the sound improved, and the island grew larger and larger, until without warning, the engine stopped abruptly and silence surrounded them. Thomas repeatedly activated the automatic starter, without achieving any result.

“Have we run out of fuel?” Amina asked with rapid breathing and a

frightened expression.

“No. I refilled the tank not long ago and it’s almost full,” said

Thomas, activating the starter again.

From the ripples the wind made on the water’s surface and the way it propelled the foam into the air, Thomas understood that the gentle breeze was slowly pushing them toward the island, driving the boat toward land.

The soft wind pushed the boat toward land, but because of the minimal resistance it presented against the wind, its progress was almost imperceptible.

Thomas and Amina fell victim to overwhelming fatigue and paralyzing fear, finding themselves in a state where they no longer knew if they could continue fighting. Thomas stood up on the bow of the boat and calculated the distance separating them from the island. The important thing was to cover the distance between the boat and the shore, whether dragged by the wind or by swimming.

“I think we’re drifting off course,” Amina said fearfully.

“Yes, the wind is taking us too far south,” Thomas helplessly gazed at

the island and tried again to start the engine.

“Please...” Amina pleaded. “It’s so close... Can’t we swim

to it? It’s fairly close.”

“I don’t know if we can, but it’s the only solution. In any case, it’s

farther than it looks, and we don’t have life jackets. I don’t want to

abandon the boat, but if the wind takes us farther away, then we won’t make it.”

After undressing, they plunged into the water and began swimming toward the island, seemingly indifferent to the coldness of the water. After a few minutes, they saw a young woman peering over the rocky platform. Next to her was a man, a living man. They were human beings! They were alive! Both remained completely still, looking in their direction. Gradually, many more people began appearing among the rocks. Thomas discovered them little by little, while struggling to conserve what little strength he had left. They emerged furtively from among the rocks and from behind the dunes and, very slowly, formed a closed circle along the small cove of white sand toward which Thomas and Amina were heading.

Amina observed that these people’s attitude wasn’t threatening; they merely seemed equally interested in their arrival.

Indeed, that was it. After a quarter of an hour of swimming and fighting against a current that was pulling them away from the island, Amina began to feel tired. The water temperature contributed to her increasing sense of exhaustion, but being so close to those living people made her summon strength from weakness, and she continued stroking.

Finally, one of the men waded into the water up to his knees and helped her out of the sea. Thomas made it out on his own, exhausted but more alive than he had ever been in his entire life.

A passion of senseless laughter overtook them so intensely that for a few seconds they were laughing uncontrollably. They fell to their knees, embraced, and kissed. They laughed, shouted, cried.

This explosion of laughter and emotions found an echo in the people who now surrounded them at a short distance, forming a silent but smiling group.

There, under the warm rays of the sun, one of them, the one who had helped Amina out of the water, approached and pronounced a word that would resonate in their ears for the rest of their lives: Welcome.


Three years later. A Coruña. Spain.

1

It promised to be one of those cool nights, a cold and rainy winter night. The wind had blown from the north, bringing large cloud masses. By ten in the morning, the sun had already evaporated most of the dew from the cars, but after a few hours, humidity had enveloped everything again. The cold seeped into your bones. On cloudy days, Mario Rico was never certain when night would begin to fall, so he preferred not to stray too far from his house to avoid the risk of being caught on the street by the first shadows. Light meant safety; darkness opened the door to all fears and dangers. Sometimes he felt like a child frightened of a monster living under the bed.

On cloudy days, he usually took advantage of the time to work in the garden he cultivated less than five hundred meters from his house, or to make repairs to all the security elements he had installed over the time since he had been left alone. Fortunately, most days he kept himself busy, so time passed more quickly, and he didn’t spend hours twisting his mind searching for answers to the same questions that repeatedly ran through his head. He headed to one of the neighboring houses, where he had prepared the soil for planting. He hadn’t wanted to use his own house’s garden, as he preferred that it show no signs of being inhabited. In fact, he neither trimmed the hedges nor the tree branches, even though after three years of neglect, they were beginning to look in a sorry state.

When he arrived at the small garden, his favorite toy, he checked that all the plants were intact. The garden provided him with pleasant distractions. It occupied an important place in his priorities.

He always repeated the same routine: first, he looked for footprints in the soft soil, then he removed the weeds, and finally, if necessary, he sprayed the plants to prevent pests. Occasionally he had discovered signs of intruders, and some suspicious footprints in the soft earth. The truth is that those footprints were just that, footprints. They had never caused damage to his plants, nor had they pulled up any of his fruits. But the footprints indicated the presence of unwanted visitors, and he knew from experience that these visitors had a highly developed sense of smell that could follow his trail home.

The garden was one of his main sources of fresh food, which is why he placed so much importance on its care. Over the years, he had managed to acquire knowledge and experience worthy of a farmer. The soil regenerated through natural fertilizers that he made himself. He knew what to plant in each season, the best types of seeds, and the care each crop required. If John Seymour were to rise from the grave, he would be proud of the progress he had achieved following his advice and instructions. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for animal husbandry. At first, he had tried to raise animals to ensure meat throughout the year, since processed foods would eventually expire, and he didn’t want to depend solely on the meat he obtained by hunting in the forests surrounding the city. The problem was that he discovered domestic animals gave off odors and made noise, which meant they were quickly detected by them. After the first attacks in which most of his animals had been killed, he had resigned himself to keeping only a few chickens for fresh eggs and poultry meat occasionally, but ultimately he chose to sacrifice them when he realized they were attracting them.

All his daily efforts focused on trying to ensure his subsistence in the most comfortable way possible, and above all, on not being detected. If he were, he would be forced to change houses, to reinstall security doors and windows, to set up a complete electrical installation again, with solar panels and a backup generator. It had taken much effort and hard days of work to install all that and live safely and comfortably, and he couldn’t afford to ruin everything by making a mistake. His obsession was to remain unnoticed.

He returned home listening to the waves breaking on the nearby coast and the sound of his footsteps on the sidewalk. They sounded as if they had an echo. Although he had had enough time to get used to it, it still hurt to see the empty streets, without a single car driving on them. But what seemed strangest to him was the silence. No sound other than the wind or the screeching of seagulls broke that heavy silence. With his hands in his pockets, he continued his slow walk. He checked with the light meter that the outdoor luminosity didn’t reach seventy-five lux. With those values, it was always preferable to go inside and prepare for the night, which was a task that took quite a while. He walked around the perimeter of the house, checking that the windows had no cracks through which light could escape and reveal his presence. Before entering, he took a jug full of Zotal and sprinkled it around the house, especially where he had walked and at the front door. The smell of Zotal, solvent, or any product with a very strong odor eliminated any trace of his body odor that might attract them.

To open the door from the outside, he only needed the normal key for all armored doors. Closing it from the inside was something very different. He had installed a complete security system that had turned the house into a bunker. First, he turned the key and two sliding bolts placed in such a way as to distribute the forces in case the door was struck from outside. Next, he lowered a metal roll-up door like those in many shops and secured it to the floor with a steel bar that he inserted through four fasteners firmly attached to the concrete floor. He had the same system on the windows. He closed the exterior shutters, and then lowered the metal door that ran along rails. He had placed all the protections on the inside, since that way they couldn’t be seen from the outside, and they were also harder to access if he were attacked.

He slowly crossed the living room, plunged into the most absolute silence, turned down the dark hallway to the left, and entered room by room, checking that all the windows were securely fastened. It was an almost stupid routine, but whenever he came home, he went through the same process. It was his way of making sure nothing was left open, and that the exterior appearance of the house always remained the same. This routine gave him a certain peace of mind before sitting down to read in his living room armchair and preparing something for dinner. He doubted that the resurrected had enough intelligence to notice the changes that an oversight might generate, but it was always better to be safe than sorry.

Once he finished checking the house, to continue with the inspection, he always went down to the garage. He made sure the large door was closed and lowered the reinforcement metal door. The noise it made while coming down revealed that he needed to lubricate the guides, so he went to look for used lubricating oil and a brush. He had taken the door from a nearby warehouse and had installed it as is, without needing to cut or modify it. Finally, he closed the two small windows through which a person obviously couldn’t fit, but through which some light might escape.

The garage was very spacious, with more than enough room for two cars, a motorcycle, and the small workshop he had set up. He had a large number of tools of all kinds. He had tools for working with wood, iron, fieldwork, and even for masonry. With great effort, he had installed a lathe and a grinder, and in the center of it all was a wooden table with a vise. His visits to the city's shopping centers had paid off, and he had more than enough to carry out any work his skills could complete. With a glance, he checked that everything was in its place. Everything had to be organized to avoid mistakes. He had to live constantly alert and couldn't afford to be forgetful in the vicinity of his house.

His home was almost a bunker where hardly anyone could enter unless he wanted them to. He had lined the interior of the house with cork and polyethylene panels to reduce the emission of sounds to the outside. Not that he generated much noise, but any precaution was necessary. Besides, both materials also provided thermal insulation, so he barely needed to turn on the radiators and saved energy.

He went back up to the house with a slow, weary gait. Through peepholes he had placed in strategic locations on the walls to have a view of the outside, he remained watching the long, silent street. Nothing was moving out there for the moment. The sea, visible in the distance, was rough, and large waves were breaking along the deserted seafront promenade that surrounded the entire city.

After a few minutes, when darkness barely allowed him to see anything in the street, he went to take a bath. He undressed, left his clothes on the sofa in his bedroom, lit a cigarette, and poured himself a glass of whisky. He didn't have much left, so the next day he would have to go to a shopping center to replenish several things that were starting to run out.

He got into the bath and relaxed. He took a sip of whisky and closed his eyes, letting the liquid go down his throat to warm his stomach. For years, literature, cinema, and the internet had fantasized about the possibility of an apocalyptic world, whether after a nuclear or bacteriological war, or as a consequence of an epidemic or cataclysm—many authors had imagined a world like the one he had to live in. The bad thing was that now all those exercises of imagination were true, he thought. And it certainly wasn't pleasant at all.

In some aspects, one could even say that those authors had come very close to reality. They knew something like this could happen, but they could never have thought that reality could be so harsh. What had been something imaginary, a mere literary or cinematic creation, had become his daily and real life. All those people who in their imagination had created an apocalyptic world weren't here to verify that their imaginary monster had become a reality. They hadn't survived to be able to say that they had warned about it, or that they had imagined it before it happened.

That's how it had been. Something impossible, something that only existed in facts and ideas, in the pages of fantastic literature. That belonged to another era. The end of the world, the end of days, were barely a few lines in a book by Poe or Camus, or perhaps material for sensationalist publications or mediocre films. A weak fantasy that had been transmitted in the urban culture of humanity's last years.

Well, now all that was true.

Turning those recurring ideas over in his mind, he realized that the bathwater had cooled, so he got out and dried himself. Shortly after, he went into the kitchen to prepare something for dinner. Some pasta with tomato sauce would be more than enough. While it was cooking, he started washing the dishes in the sink. Despite being completely alone, he felt obliged to perform all household chores. He was a cleanliness and order maniac. This allowed him to keep busy, especially during the winter months when there was less light and he was forced to stay indoors longer, and above all, it helped him to remain a person, to not become brutish. Solitude was very dangerous, as one tended to give in to apathy. Mario knew this could be his end.

The nights were very long for him. He usually took advantage of them to do maintenance work or put into practice ideas that occurred to him, which only sometimes bore fruit. Other days he simply lay on the sofa watching a DVD movie. Normally, he always smoked and drank too much. He told himself it was because of boredom, but many times when he woke up with a headache, he swore never to touch alcohol again.

Again he approached one of the peepholes and contemplated the street. Out there everything remained quiet and solitary. A fine rain was soaking everything. They probably wouldn't come out tonight, he thought. He had observed that they hated water almost as much as light. Well, thinking about it, they didn't like water, and light caused injuries and sores on their skin, so it wasn't the same thing, but ultimately, tonight he could sleep peacefully.

He sat down to eat his plate of pasta. He wasn't hungry, but he mentally forced himself to eat dinner. He normally expressed his thoughts out loud, but tonight he didn't feel much like hearing his own voice. He felt listless and bored. He didn't feel like watching a movie or listening to music. Nor did he feel like browsing through any of the worn magazines he stacked in the living room. He lay down on the sofa to listen to the ticking of the cuckoo clock he had brought the previous week from a watchmaker's shop on Calle Real.

Going “shopping,” as Mario called it, was perhaps his favorite pastime. He would undoubtedly trade a couple of minutes of his previous life for an hour of his current one, but going to one of the city's department stores and being able to take whatever he fancied was a pleasure he had learned to enjoy. Unfortunately, after one of those “shopping” days, he was usually invaded by a sadness that normally ended in drunkenness. It happened especially when he took clothes, watches, or perfumes, as suddenly he felt that it made no sense to wear exclusive garments in a world like the one he lived in. He had no doubt that good clothes lasted longer, were warmer, and more comfortable, but whenever he brought new clothes, the same feeling invaded him. The same thing happened with watches. He used a digital one with an alarm, much less aesthetic but undoubtedly more practical than all those with shiny faces and countless hands that had been so fashionable years ago.

Another of his small indulgences was cars. He loved going to dealerships and taking the most powerful and exclusive models. He could afford any brand, even those that three years ago were completely out of reach for his wallet were now within his grasp. After the epidemic, it had been very difficult to drive around the city. He could barely drive, as countless vehicles had been abandoned in the streets and he had to navigate around them. Mario had been clearing some streets of cars to have some exit routes from the city, and to be able to move around by car. Many of his trips were to find things he needed, some of them very heavy, which made using the car essential on certain occasions.

He also went out occasionally to drive those powerful cars on the highway, without a single vehicle crossing his path. He would love to encounter one of those terrible traffic jams that once slowed down the entrances to cities; now, the road was all his, and the truth was that it wasn’t such a satisfying feeling. He loved the sensation of driving on the highway at whatever speed he wanted, without worrying about tickets or other vehicles. With patience, he had been moving to the shoulders the few cars that had been abandoned on it, which could pose a danger, and currently he could travel kilometers and kilometers without any obstacle preventing him from enjoying the speed. Despite everything, he was always careful not to drive excessively fast except on straightaways, since with no road maintenance, there was the possibility of encountering a tree knocked down by the wind or pieces of asphalt that had lifted.

After dinner, in the living room, he tried to read for a while. He had prepared another drink and was holding it while leafing through a book of photographs of lighthouses in the midst of storms. The alcohol produced a slight drowsiness that relaxed him and helped him recover from the emotional lows he suffered practically daily. He drained it in one gulp.

He went to the bar cabinet and poured himself another drink. While returning to his comfortable armchair, he heard a kind of howl coming from the back of the house. He got up quickly and went to look through one of the peepholes. Outside everything was quiet, but his ears hadn’t deceived him. It was possible that it came from a neighboring house, but without doubt that bastard was nearby. He remained alert, trying to detect any movement that would reveal the presence of one of them. The darkness was total, and with the insulation of the house, he could barely hear sounds from outside. He couldn’t open any window, for fear of being seen from outside, which could open the hunting season, and he had no desire to become the prey.

The night belonged to them. Well thought out, it was a good deal; he could live during the day, and they at night. If it weren’t because they never gave up their determination to find food and that communication with them was impossible, they could reach a non-aggression pact. For several minutes he remained looking through the peephole with his heart racing. The blood was pulsing at his temples, and a savage desire to leave the house and discharge his shotgun against one of them was eating him up inside. He thought about the sensation this would provoke in him, the complete satisfaction of knowing there was one less enemy, one he wouldn’t have to worry about anymore.

Quickly, trying not to think about anything, he entered the bedroom and got into bed. There he felt that everything became less dangerous. He had the feeling that if he got between the sheets and covered himself, nothing bad could happen. The adrenaline generated during those few seconds of alertness wouldn’t let him fall asleep, and he began tossing and turning without finding the right position to relax and sleep. He got up to go to the bathroom to refresh his face. He looked at himself in the mirror while washing. He brushed his teeth thoroughly. One minute by the clock for each side. It was another of his daily concerns, since now he was his own doctor. He was worried about having a dental problem. That’s why he placed great importance on the hygiene and care of his teeth.

Since he wasn’t sleepy, he began to walk through the house again performing another security inspection, while accusing himself of being paranoid.

“You’re going crazy, Mario! They’re going to drive you crazy!”

He muttered between his teeth.

He turned off the light in the living room and entered the bedroom. He got into bed again and slid between the sheets. It was just after ten at night. What does it matter, he thought, tomorrow I’ll get up earlier and that way I can make better use of the day.

Lying in bed, he sighed several times in the darkness, waiting for sleep to come. But the silence that permanently surrounded him wasn’t a great help for that task.

Mario was tired of living as a prisoner, even if it was in a golden cage. Sometimes he wished he could go out at night, without fear of those who lurked around every corner like rabid dogs. There would be no mercy, no plea would be heard. They had no feelings, only instinct. Not even animal instinct, it was worse than that. He imagined them outside, with gnashing teeth and a repulsive drool appearing at the corner of their lips. They were dirty, they stank, and the mere idea that one might get close to him disgusted him.

He lay face down uttering a blasphemy and covered his head with the pillow. He stayed like that for a while, taking deep breaths and constantly moving. Really, although he needed it, he didn’t want to sleep, he didn’t want to dream. All dreams were bad. Nightmares, because they made his life seem worse than it was, and pleasant dreams, because upon waking they turned reality into torture.

The bad thing was that awake, the feeling wasn’t any better. All the memories, all the suffering suddenly returned to his head. That’s why, perhaps as a defense reflex against the overwhelming whims of thought, his mind tried to go blank to try to fall asleep. However, his sleep was usually populated with feverish nightmares in which the bodies of Clara or Elena appeared to him asking for help. Help that he was never able to give them.
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The alarm went off at six-thirty in the morning. Mario stretched and turned it off. His head was clear. He had only had three drinks, and although it had taken him longer to fall asleep than when he went to bed drunk, today he felt good.

He looked for his pack of cigarettes, lit one, and sat on the bed to smoke it. After a while, he got up to tap the ash into the toilet. He put on his slippers, crossed the living room and looked through the peephole. It was cold.

Outside, in the street, the darkness was beginning to be illuminated by the first light of day. It wasn’t raining anymore, but everything was soaked and conveyed a feeling of sadness. A classic wet and rainy day in northern Spain.

He returned to the bedroom, turned on the light and began to dress slowly. While putting on his shirt, he mentally reviewed the tasks he had planned for the day. It depended on whether the day dawned cloudy or clear. That meant a difference of more than three hours of daylight, and in December that’s a lot of time. Mario sat on the bed and began to write down his tasks. It was part of the method; his method. Minimize work, minimize errors. Order, cleanliness, routine.

The whisky and gin reserves were scarce. The same was happening with pasta and legumes. While he was at it, he could look for some non-expired treats among the canned goods.

He needed gasoline for the generator. He would go to the gas station at the shopping center, although the reserves in their tanks were running low. Soon he would need to find another place to refuel. That wouldn’t be a problem.

He needed light bulbs, as the previous week he had experienced an electrical problem and all four bulbs in the living room lamp had burned out.

That would give him enough work for a few hours. Besides, something new always came up during his outings.

He prepared a quick breakfast, which he finished hastily: a glass of orange juice, a piece of toast, and a cup of instant coffee. He didn’t sit down; since childhood, he had grown accustomed to eating breakfast standing up. He tried to have the rest of the day’s meals properly, even enjoying them, but breakfast was more of a necessity than a pleasure. He remembered his mother forcing him to eat breakfast before school, and how he would protest and annoy her.

He left the glass, cup, and plate in the sink to wash them at night and rushed to the bathroom to brush his teeth. When he reached the door, he first lifted the security door, slid back the bolts, and opened the front door. The sky was beginning to clear and the clouds were gradually spreading out. Today he could go out. At this hour, the sun barely provided any warmth, but the street was gradually drying. A strong smell of the sea filled his lungs. He took three deep breaths. He liked the smell of the sea.

He went back inside and down to the garage. He loaded ten twenty-liter canisters into the trunk of the Toyota. Normally he would go in the Mercedes, but whenever he went looking for supplies, he preferred the pickup. The Mercedes was fun, the Toyota was useful. He grabbed one of the shotguns and tossed it onto the seat. He checked that the waist pack had enough cartridges and started the car.

He put it in first gear and headed toward the shopping center via Paseo de Ronda. From there he headed to the Nautical School. Buildings rose on both sides of the street, silent and empty; cars were parked along the sidewalks. Many of those cars had been moved by him to make it easier to drive around the city. The Boys’ Institute was now a ghostly building, far removed from the bustling school where he had studied BUP, whose surroundings had teemed with life from Monday to Friday. A little further ahead was the Nautical School with two anchors flanking the entrance. The steel gates were closed.

The fuel gauge showed less than half a tank, but since he was going to get gasoline for the generator, he would take the opportunity to fill it up. For now, there was no reason to use the gasoline stored in the garage, which could always be useful in an emergency. He had become cautious. He always carried spare parts for everything, stored more food than necessary in case he fell ill or something prevented him from going out to look for it. He always kept a safety reserve that he would rotate to prevent it from expiring. The bad thing was that he was beginning to fear the day when canned food would also expire. That day would come, and he would have a new problem to deal with. But one thing at a time.

He entered the deserted Petronor gas station. He couldn’t use the pump since there was no electricity. He used a rotary transfer pump that he attached to a hose. Every four turns was a liter, eighty turns filled a canister. First, he filled the Toyota’s tank with diesel, and when he finished, he started on the canisters.

Afterward, he dedicated himself to checking the car with his limited knowledge of mechanics. He added half a liter of oil to the engine and checked the condition of the battery terminals. Finally, he checked the tire pressure with a small cigarette lighter compressor that he kept in the glove compartment. All that ritual was part of his monthly routine. Mario had a fairly recurring nightmare. He dreamed that he was returning home too late, when shadows were beginning to fall over the city, and suddenly his car broke down. At that moment, a delirious race toward the safety of his home would begin. A multitude of objects prevented him from advancing, and those disgusting creatures grabbed his ankles, scratched him, and dragged him toward certain death. That nightmare repeated several nights a week, and he always woke up agitated and frightened.

When he finished his work at the gas station, he went down to the shopping center. This was one of his favorites, as it had natural light coming in through the glass roof, which guaranteed that he wouldn’t have company. El Corte Inglés, in that respect, was forbidden territory. It was a concrete building without any windows, a perfect place to be infested with those blood-thirsty bastards. A shame, since it had one of the best supermarkets in the city. In fact, before everything had gone to hell, it had been his favorite place to shop.

When he entered Carrefour, he noticed the fetid smell of rotting food. Fruits and vegetables, along with the food that had been on display, were the first to spoil. Then the items in the refrigerators and freezers began to spoil. Now it was the turn of the cured meats. He had tried to preserve many of them at home, but logically, there were more food items than a single person could consume, so he had no choice but to let many of them spoil. He grabbed a cart and began to pick up things here and there along the silent and dusty aisles. From time to time, he would stop to check the expiration dates of some products. Soon he would have to find another shopping center, because this one was starting to run out of the things he consumed the most.

He grabbed ten bottles of whiskey, ten of vodka, ten of gin, and just as many of rum. He also took some sodas to mix them and prepare cocktails. Despite the security provided by the natural light coming through the roof, he was in constant tension, with all his senses on alert. He usually placed the shotgun in the cart, and kept his right hand touching the stock, ready to grab it at the slightest strange sound. When he finished collecting all the items, he had to take the cart down the mechanical ramp. With no electricity, he had to push it, and on many occasions the wheels would get caught between the safety grooves of the ramp, forcing him to lift it up and drop it back down.

He went out to the street, as he never parked in the underground parking lot, loaded everything into the car and thought about heading to the city center. He had always enjoyed walking around there. He moved along the Marina, passing alternately through shaded areas and zones bathed in sunlight. To his left, the most iconic buildings of the city were beginning to show the first signs of the passage of time and lack of maintenance. To the right, in the Cantones, large trees and tangled bushes grew uncontrolled, showing the toll of years without maintenance. Some bodies scattered among the grass, almost skeletons now, insisted on reminding him every minute of what had happened to the world.

He decided to park the car and take a walk around the Obelisk area. To the left, he passed a series of establishments that in their day were always crowded, full of life. He stopped in front of each store and peered into the shop windows. Everything was covered with a fine layer of dust.

He also passed several cafés that had two entrances, one from Calle Real, and another from the Marina. Mario entered one of them to get a bottle of beer. The place was in semi-darkness, but not dark enough to be dangerous. He ordered his beer but nobody answered. The service was getting worse every day in the city…

He passed by the Italian Ice Cream Parlor. He felt a stab of pain in his chest. The Italian Ice Cream Parlor had been the best in the city. Although the interior had become somewhat outdated, its terrace, covered with a white and green striped awning, was always bustling with families. During the summer season, tourists would queue to buy the endless varieties of ice cream they had in the display case, and people walking down the street would glance sideways to see if anyone was getting up from the terrace and leaving a table free. He used to go there occasionally with his family for ice cream. He leaned toward the large glass window and rested his forehead on the cold glass. He didn’t want to go in.

In the back was the kitchen where they prepared the delicious ice creams. To the right, a counter with a display case of different varieties, which now contained a hard, dried brownish paste. To the left was a small group of café tables, each with a couple of chairs. Several aluminum trays were lying on the floor, empty and covered with dust.

He stood for a good while contemplating the interior of the ice cream parlor. He closed his eyes and tried to remember some of the good moments they had spent there. The appetizing colors that once filled the cups and glasses reminded him with such intensity of other moments and places full of tranquility, that Mario felt a part of his life melting away.

Mario closed his eyes and the image of a park full of people began to emerge in his head, and beyond the street, the sparkling blue water of the Dársena. There were dozens of people walking along the water. Small boats rocked among the splashes of tiny waves against the slippery stones of the pier. Some made of wood, the rest more modern ones of fiberglass.

His memories quickened their pace. He was walking with his daughter Clara and with Elena, his wife, toward the Castle of San Antón. They were strolling along the small artificial isthmus that connected the old fortress with the city. Mario could almost breathe in the sweet aromas of the freshly cut grass in the gardens, savoring the sudden and delicious freshness of the shade and the light breeze coming from the sea.

Elena and he were chatting animatedly, while Clara ran around them. People crowded the benches that lined the water and there were bodies sunbathing everywhere, on the benches, on the rocks, and of course on the Solana. Teenagers with iPods plugged into their ears, others with radios, listening to music.

And weekend athletes everywhere. Dozens of them. Some on bicycles, others running. His eyes moved from one face to another, as if he could remember each and every one of those faces. Two little girls crossed his path, one with an ice cream cone, the other crying and asking for a bit. They sat on a nearly empty bench where a man with his shirt completely unbuttoned was reading a book. Several recreational boats sailed in the distance.

The screech of a seagull brought him back to reality. He didn’t know how much time had passed since he had arrived. Time had gone by without him noticing. At last, he thought, even the deepest pain diminishes, the most intense despair eases with the passage of time. Those who said time heals all wounds were going to be right. Mario had become so accustomed to his pain that most of the time passed without him noticing it. Only at specific moments like this did it return in its fullest expression, making him remember everything that had gone never to return, everything that epidemic had taken from him.

The day was darkening very rapidly. He took out the light meter. It only showed seventy lux. Dark clouds were beginning to roll in from the sea. He looked at his watch. Almost five o’clock! In December, five in the afternoon was when twilight began.

He had parked the car quite far away, so he started running desperately toward the Obelisk Square. The inclination of the shadows indicated that the sun was beginning to set. In the distance he saw the red Toyota. He took the keys out of the inside pocket of his jacket, trying not to lose a second in his desperate race.

Mario pressed the remote control from a distance. He jumped into the car and turned the ignition key with trembling fingers. His hands gripped the steering wheel tightly as he pressed the accelerator pedal and the Toyota’s rear wheels screeched on the asphalt, producing acrid smoke.

Damn it! It was the biggest mistake he had made in a long time. He had been walking for at least an hour before stopping in front of the ice cream parlor. He had remained at the glass window for a long time, unaware of the passing minutes.

How long had he been daydreaming?

He felt a shiver run down his spine at the thought of being discovered. If they woke up with the darkness and saw him passing by, they would follow him, discover his hiding place, and he would have to leave. The security, the comfort, everything was in that house. It was the prisoner's curse, who over the years becomes accustomed to his situation, and even comes to love his cell.

The silent streets flew by quickly. The car was moving fast, faster than advisable. Mario occasionally glanced at the doorways of houses. It was certainly getting dark, but he tried to convince himself that it was obviously just his imagination. He still had time.

He floored the accelerator in Plaza de Pontevedra. The pickup truck skidded slightly from the rear as he turned to access the Maritime Promenade. The speedometer needle showed one hundred, and by Plaza de Portugal it reached even higher speeds. He couldn’t go any faster. At any moment he could lose control of the truck and crash. That would be the end.

The garage door! It was closed, it would take forever to open it and close it again. Perhaps it would be better to try to spend the night somewhere else, even driving non-stop, to avoid the risk. He tried to calm himself. He couldn’t give in to panic now. “Easy, Mario,” he told himself. “There’s still enough light.” But it was getting darker by the minute.

He turned onto the street perpendicular to his house, making a sharp turn by pulling the truck’s handbrake. Now the rear wheels skidded noticeably. We’re here, we’ve made it, he thought. Damn it, man, the only thing you can’t forget is to get home before dark! You deserve how badly you’re feeling right now, for forgetting rule number one. He said to himself while hitting his knee with his hand.

But he didn’t deserve a greater punishment; his life was punishment enough without it getting worse because of one day’s mistake. He was arriving. The first thing he needed to do was leave the car right in front of the garage entrance. He braked at the last moment. The tires screeched and the vehicle stopped. He opened the car door and practically threw himself out. There wasn’t a sound in the street. He took out the garage keys. And managed to insert the correct one on the first try. He got back into the truck and quickly drove it into the garage. He closed the outer door, and then the roll-up one. He had made it. He was home again.

He felt breathless. He inhaled and ran upstairs. He had to close all the security doors and windows, and he had to do it without turning on the lights. It was dark enough now that one of them might venture out of hiding if they heard something or saw any light that revealed the presence of a human in the area.

He paused for a moment to look for the house keys. He closed the security door, and then went window by window closing everything.

Finally, when he had finished, he leaned against the wall, exhausted and sweaty, slowly sliding down to the floor and remaining propped against the wall. A few minutes later, he was still lying in the darkness, his breathing agitated and panting. Outside, nothing could be heard. There were no screams or violent blows. Everything seemed to be as quiet as always. He didn’t dare move. He cursed the sound of his breathing, as if someone outside could hear it.

He tried to calm himself, but he couldn’t help mentally going through the house again and again. Had he forgotten something? He had closed everything without following the usual order. Disorder led to mistakes.

He hadn’t sprayed the house with disinfectant. He had done it the day before. It should be enough. Besides, that couldn’t be fixed now. He couldn’t open the doors to do it.

After a while, Mario got up and began a tour to verify that everything was in order. In addition to checking all the windows, he looked through all the peepholes at the exterior of the house. Everything was quiet and silent. A night like any other.

He went to the bar cabinet, poured himself a whiskey and downed it in one gulp. He poured another, larger one and savored it more slowly. He drank leaning against the wall, still with a lump in his throat and trembling hands.

He felt the harsh heat of the liquid descend to his stomach and felt calmer. He breathed slowly, trying to slow his heartbeat. He looked through the peepholes again. All was calm.

At almost eight in the evening, he settled in the living room with a plate of canned meatballs that he had heated in a pot. Every few minutes he looked through the peepholes, hoping not to see any of them prowling around the area. Every muscle in his body ached from the accumulated tension.

He ate only half of the meatballs. He was tired, and he kept turning over what had happened at the end of the afternoon. No, I’m not going to start torturing myself again. One mistake in three years isn’t so bad. He ran his hands through his hair nervously. “But it could have been the last one,” whispered the Jekyll inside him. He shuddered and approached the bar cabinet to pour himself a drink. He turned the bottle upside down and the whiskey gushed out, filling the glass to the brim and splashing onto the wooden table and the floor.

Mario drank the whiskey in one gulp, throwing his head back. He emptied the glass and threw it against the wall, where it shattered.

He returned to the bar cabinet and poured himself another glass. He drained it quickly. He filled another, burning his throat and feeling strong retching at the pit of his stomach. But he continued drinking until the bottle was empty.

He threw the empty bottle, which crashed against the wall, shattering into pieces. The remaining whiskey ran down the wall. Mario crossed the carpet, picked up a piece of glass from the floor and pressed it against his wrist. A dark drop of blood appeared from the slight cut.

He dropped the piece of glass. He felt a tingling sensation in his wrist. He looked. He had made a cut from which a thread of blood was flowing, dripping onto the carpet.

After an hour he was completely drunk, lying on his back on the floor, staring at the ceiling.

“The world has been destroyed!” he shouted, noticing how his numb tongue caught slightly. “There’s nothing left. Nothing!”

Mario continued drinking for two or three days, he wasn’t entirely sure. He had decided to continue until his body gave out.

He didn’t set the alarm on any of those days. He slept night and day. He only got up to drink more so he could continue sleeping. When he finally opened his eyes, it was four in the afternoon on some December day. He couldn’t know exactly how long he had been in that state of unconsciousness.

He sat up with a groan of disgust and pain, which worsened when he stepped on an empty gin bottle. Before standing up, he waited a moment until the images he perceived stopped moving. He was still dizzy. His temples and the back of his neck throbbed as if his brain wanted to escape his skull. What a hangover! he thought, this is the worst binge of my life. A smell of stale alcohol and the stale air of three days without ventilation permeated the room. He looked around, there were clothes on the floor, bottles and glasses. He didn’t remember how he had made it to bed.

He got up, and still unsteady and staggering, dragged himself to the bathroom. He washed his face and head in cold water. It wasn’t enough to clear his mind. The headache forced him to close his eyes. He felt really sick. The headache now extended to his throat, which reminded him that he had also smoked without restraint.

The face he saw in the mirror was angular, with an unkempt three-day shadow of beard, and with terrible purplish dark circles. His eyes were completely bloodshot from the alcohol. Seeing that face, that expressionless gaze, he wondered if there was really that much difference between him and those despicable beings that wandered in the night.

He slowly crossed the vestibule and unbarred the front door. He felt a deep pain in his head when the afternoon light entered, burning his eyes.

The sky was leaden gray, which was preferable since it gave him the perfect excuse not to leave the house. He closed the door with a sharp bang.

He went to the kitchen to make coffee. He took two aspirins. His stomach was upset and the two cups of black coffee only made things even worse. He put down the cup and returned to the hallway. To hell with it, he thought. I’ll get drunk again.

But just the smell of alcohol in the living room almost made him vomit.

He lay down on the sofa and stayed there, massaging his temples with his thumbs. He felt defeated. He couldn’t go on. Three years trying to forget, three years running, scared. Three years completely alone. He was going crazy.

We have all experienced the feeling of loneliness at some point. Human beings are social by nature, which means they need contact and relationships with other people. No matter how autonomous and independent we are, interpersonal relationships are necessary to maintain our psychological balance. Our sanity.

Once he had read that solitude can also be enjoyed and that it allows us to have more time for ourselves, offers us an opportunity to rediscover ourselves and a space to change the goals we have in life. The bad thing about his situation was that he only had one goal and had nothing to rediscover about himself.

Loneliness is silent, truly silent. It’s like living in a vacuum, only the soft hum of a fan or air conditioner running, and the mind assaulted by a thousand dark thoughts.

Again he got up and headed toward the door again. The house was closing in on him. He opened it again and paused at the entrance, breathing deeply the humid, fresh air that refreshed him inside. He inhaled several times. The headache barely subsided. He felt his pulse trembling and a slight dizziness prevented him from walking steadily.

Like a page slowly printing on an inkjet printer, the thought manifested that he couldn’t continue in that way. The hangover that was crushing his head was so intense that he preferred to go back to bed.

My God! he thought. How long can I endure this situation? How long can I live like this?
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Mario woke up startled, with his heart pounding in his chest, and the nightmare gradually dissolved, leaving behind a vague but painful sensation of fear, like the echo of a distant explosion. He remained motionless for a moment, while trying to define the plot of what he had dreamed. His mouth was dry, his tongue swollen, and he had a feverish sensation. He had dreamed he was thirsty because he actually was.

He groped on the nightstand for the glass of water he always left there before going to bed, brought it to his mouth and drank eagerly. Still troubled by the nightmare, a sensation lingered in his head, like a dark stain splashing his consciousness.

Almost all his dreams turned into nightmares. Why did they sometimes seem like memories? Mario was beginning to vaguely remember the dream. It was a chase in which a repugnant and bloodthirsty being followed him, and managed to grab his clothes, almost managing to hold him. No matter how much he ran, he couldn’t move forward, and every second it seemed to be getting closer and closer. The effort had dried his mouth, and he couldn’t swallow. A moment later, he was running naked, defenseless. They were the personification of evil, putrid, rotten. They reeked of urine and feces. In their frenzy to find human beings, they attacked each other. They fought to be the first to devour Mario’s flesh, who ran, ran and kept running without managing to get closer to the door of his house, to the only safe place he knew. Suddenly the dream changed, and Mario plunged into the water, managing to swim away. Swimming until he lost his breath. Then he had stopped, playing dead to stay afloat and try to catch his breath. He looked back, and despite the effort, they kept approaching. He swam, they flew. The sea was plagued with those beings; there were so many that their splashing prevented him from seeing anything. It was as if there wasn’t enough space in the sea for all of them.

And there was Mario, in the water, alone. And he couldn't shake the feeling that there was something under the water that would grab his ankle at any moment. He was terrified, and had felt with terrible realism that he was swallowing salt water. It was always the same, the nightly pursuit. Probably the oneiric manifestation of all his daily fears.

It was early. None of his “friends” would be on the street yet. He crawled out of bed, stepping carefully, as if there were glass on the floor. The restorative sleep had erased all memory of the previous day’s hangover. He had smoked only one cigarette and had drunk an entire bottle of water, and his body responded gratefully to that small cleansing he had subjected it to. He opened the refrigerator door and took out the only thing he felt like having at that moment, a half-full bottle of milk. It tasted good. Like heaven.

He leaned over the kitchen sink, full of unwashed dishes and food scraps to be thrown away, and raised the security blinds. The bright sunlight hit his face like a hostile laser beam. He felt it burning his retinas. It seemed like it would set them on fire. The piercing light helped him wake up. He moved away from the window abruptly. He drank a bit more milk, picked up the ashtray from his bedroom floor and lit a cigarette, smoking it down to the filter, then put it out. He coughed again, that long convulsive cough he’d had for days. Perhaps even weeks. Then, suddenly, he felt dizzy, carefully grabbed hold of the sink, then the edge of the wide seat in the dining area and returned to his bed. He lay down and let the sounds of the day swirl around him. They were the sounds of a dead city, only seagulls, wind and waves. The sounds of the place where he had been born and where, undoubtedly, he would die someday.

As the days following the great drinking binge passed, he began to seriously consider finishing them off. More than once the possibility had come to mind, but he always found reasons not to do it. Those reasons weren’t based on reservations about killing beings that practically no longer had even the appearance of humans, but rather on the practicality of doing it. It was possible that there weren’t even a thousand of them in the city and surrounding areas, but even if he eliminated a large number, he would never be certain that one night one might show up and catch him by surprise. Now he also had fear as a defense. If he started to finish off those wretches, he would inevitably become relaxed in all the precautions and security measures he adopted. That could be a double-edged sword.

On more than one occasion he had come across some of them resting in a dark place. During the day, they slept in an almost comatose state. It would have been very easy to shoot them and kill them, but he lacked the courage to do it.

He knew he couldn’t continue living that way. Every time he left the safety of his house, he felt very afraid, and wondered if the time would ever come when he could walk through the city again with peace of mind, without fear of shadows, or closed and dark places. Deep in his mind, he knew that if hell really existed, these beings had emerged from it and in his imagination he could feel their infernal breath on his neck.

He needed hope, something to hold onto. Exterminating them was only half the problem.

Since the first morning he had woken up completely alone in the city, he had harbored the hope of finding someone alive. There had to be, imperatively, a remote possibility that other human beings had survived the virus, or toxin, or whatever it was that had caused all this. Perhaps there would be someone somewhere trying to survive just as he was. That was Mario’s real dilemma. That was the hope that kept him alive.

Was he an endling? The last of his species? Would his death mean the end of the human race?

What had protected him from infection was something in his body, and he refused to believe he was the only person on earth who had that something. He had gone over and over his medical history, looking for some cause that made him different from the rest, and nothing revealed what was different about him. Mild allergies to dust and pollen, normal vaccinations, no major illnesses. He had had chickenpox and measles, but that made him exactly the same as more than seventy percent of the population. His blood type was RH positive, and he didn’t take any medication except for the occasional ibuprofen. He had never been particularly careful with his health. He regularly had a beer after work, smoked almost a pack of cigarettes a day, and didn’t practice any sports.

Many nights he spent hours scanning the radio dial over and over again, trying to find something more than the usual static. He moved the dial very slowly, and if he heard any variation in the sounds coming from the device, he would search with the fine tuning wheel. No one was broadcasting on the airwaves.

The previous year he had acquired a ham radio from a truck. After months of testing, trying to understand how it worked, he began to transmit messages. He didn’t know its range, or even if he was broadcasting correctly. He never received any response…
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He lived in a constant state of panic. A panic attack is a sudden episode of intense fear that triggers physical reactions when there is no real danger. You may feel like you’re losing control, having a heart attack, or even dying. However, if your life moves in a continuous state and you spend a lot of time in constant fear, even if it’s not as intense as a one-time attack, your life can become a living hell.

He avoided dark places, which were many more than one might think. The lower levels of the stadium, many public buildings, some shopping centers and countless warehouses and shops were dark places where they could hide. He was only really at ease outdoors, and even then, he spent the day looking at his watch or at the sky. So far he had stayed alive thanks to how methodical his life was. He always left a margin of an hour and a half between his return home and the beginning of dusk. He went armed, equipped with a light meter and a digital watch with the alarm set to warn him when it was time to return.

He had to admit that he lacked the courage to face them. He was afraid of entering a dark place and finding himself face to face with them. He had never been a hero. No, he was just a creature who thought, felt, and feared. His enemies were those things which in certain aspects held the power.

Little by little, he began to realize that to survive, he needed to understand them. With infinite patience, and from the limited perspective offered by the peepholes he had installed in his house, he analyzed his enemy. As evidence of the method he practiced to exhaustion, he noted down everything he saw, with dates, times, temperature, and any other data that might be useful in his study. Gradually, his knowledge about them grew, to the point where he could predict with considerable certainty which days they would come out onto the streets and which they would not.

From that enormous quantity of data, he extracted a series of traits common to all of them. He liked to arrange everything chronologically, so in that order, he discovered that when the virus spread among the population, it affected human beings in three different ways.

Most people were infected and died within a few hours. Mario saw many people die writhing in convulsions and vomiting blood. You could be walking down the street and a person walking next to you with complete normality would suddenly lean against a car or a tree and start clutching their head due to intense pain. Others, with the disease more advanced, remained seated in their vehicles, on a street bench, or even lying on a sidewalk with labored breathing and convulsions. It was the step before they began vomiting a thick, dark-colored liquid. From that moment on, death was not long in coming. He couldn’t remember seeing anyone survive more than ten hours from the time they were seen walking with difficulty until they died. He would never know for certain, but judging by the number of elements that hadn’t died “completely,” he imagined that the percentage of people who had died was at least ninety-nine point nine percent of the population. His wife and daughter had died that way, without him being able to do anything to alleviate their suffering.

A second group, which he estimated to be around zero point one percent of the population, was also infected, also suffered convulsions, and these people apparently died too. The symptoms were the same as in the first group, except for the blood vomiting, and after a few hours, that zero point one percent got up. They got up, but they would never be human beings again. The exact description would probably bring them quite close to the cinematic and stereotypical image of a zombie, although with some differences from what was understood by one of them. Now Mario was aware that all the suffering of his wife and little daughter had been preferable to remaining in a state like those living dead. Thinking about their absence, and the terrible death they had experienced, tore his heart apart, but anything was preferable to them having turned into those beings.

The third group was formed, as far as Mario knew, by him. Only him. Unfortunately, he didn’t know if he was the only living man on earth. For some strange reason, he had been immune to the contagion. He never felt dizzy, trembled, or experienced any of the symptoms he had observed in the rest of the infected. Simply put, the disease that had managed to end humanity did not manifest in him. The epidemic passed him by, forcing him to be a spectator to the greatest drama in human history.

All those who formed the second group, or at least all those he had seen, presented similar characteristics. They had a completely white skin tone, so white that their blue veins seemed to show through.

Their hair grew, but they undoubtedly lost hair. Mario’s impression was that they tore it out in fights among themselves. Many had bald spots on the sides and back of the head, and therefore it didn’t give him the impression that it was classic male pattern baldness. Their nails also grew more than normal, and in some cases they came to look like genuine claws, as they also seemed very thick.

A notable weight loss was very evident. Mario didn’t know what they fed on, but it was clear not on human beings, since there weren’t any. He had witnessed acts of cannibalism among them, but it wasn’t the norm, as they usually moved in groups. When sometimes, as a result of a fight, one had been injured, the rest had indeed pounced on him and eaten him in a horrifying feast of blood and grunts, but if they were predominantly cannibals, their number would have decreased drastically, and it didn’t seem to be the case. Mario thought they might feed on animals, since in his first attempts to breed them, he had suffered attacks and they had killed all his animals. On the other hand, he didn’t get the impression that they went to shopping centers to eat the food that had been left there. He had never noticed any missing hams, sausages, or food from the displays.

Fortunately, they didn’t reproduce, or at least Mario had never seen any younger than fifteen years old. There were considerably more men than women, most of them aged between twenty and forty years. They moved in relatively stable groups. Mario had two of them under surveillance, one with seven members, and another with five. They didn’t mix, and if they happened to cross paths in their comings and goings, they would immediately start hostilities and begin fighting among themselves. The fights were terrible, worse than those that occur between animals. They bit and scratched, always seeking the most sensitive areas of the body. They had a special predilection for the neck and abdomen, where they produced terrible wounds with their teeth and nails. They looked like hyenas tearing pieces of flesh from an animal carcass in the African savanna. The worst part was that while they bit and scratched, the victim wasn’t dead, or at least, wasn’t completely dead.

Mentally, they were absolutely primitive beings. They moved in a poorly coordinated manner. Their arms completely limp, and their gaze lost in some distant point. They didn’t turn their necks or move their eyes. When something caught their attention, they turned their entire body. Mario recalled the last note he had made in his notebook about their behavior. If he hadn’t been mistaken in his latest observations, a tendency was beginning to manifest towards, if possible, an even greater brutalization, understood as a change in their way of moving, now somewhat more uncoordinated, even walking on all fours. He had to admit that this feeling that they were degenerating was increased by the increasingly dirty and torn rags they wore, by their dirty and unkempt beards, as well as by the absolute absence of hygiene in which they lived. From the distance at which he was forced to watch them, and from the limited vision he got from the peepholes, he could see how week after week they became more emaciated. Mario could almost assure that some were losing teeth.

Contrary to what one might think, despite their uncoordinated movements, they were tremendously fast, faster than a normal human being, and possessed enormous strength. Mario had watched how two of them overturned a large car without apparent effort.

Their sense of smell was highly developed, probably more than dogs, and the development of that sense had nearly cost him his life on a couple of occasions. Hence the need to use liquids with very strong odors so they couldn’t follow his trail. Mario was aware that if they were ever able to pick up his scent and follow it home, he could only escape by changing residences. He could imagine them attacking the walls and windows relentlessly, throwing stones without stopping until they managed to open a breach through which they could enter. It would take them time to create an opening, but he was certain they would eventually succeed and finish him off.

They showed no evidence of communication among themselves. They moved more like a pack hunting for prey, and Mario had never heard them emit any intelligible sound. They grunted and screamed, but he didn’t get the impression that this was a primitive form of communication, but rather a way of expressing some feeling, especially pain and frustration. They could spend hours screaming like madmen with an almost infinite grunt, while compulsively banging their heads against a wall.

Their activity was exclusively nocturnal. Sunlight, and almost certainly artificial light as well, quickly caused sores on their skin. Mario had observed this on the first day of the epidemic. Those who had awakened in brightly lit areas had run in intense pain seeking darkness, emitting screams and howls. The burns that light produced on them appeared permanent, although he wasn’t completely sure that was the case. In any event, if they weren’t permanent, it could certainly be said that they took a long time to heal. This was also normal, given the nonexistent hygienic conditions in which they lived. Their increasingly torn and dirty clothes revealed the filthy skin underneath. Some were practically naked since they didn’t replace their clothing even when it was cold.

They also didn’t like to go out when it rained. He had verified that on rainy nights they weren’t usually seen. Unlike their reaction to light, this wasn’t applicable to all of them, since on rainy nights he had seen some prowling near his house, but it wasn’t the norm, and they never went in complete groups as they usually did on other nights.
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At dusk, there was a dense fog and a film of moisture covered the ground, especially under the trees. The windshield wipers moved heavily, dragging a disgusting slurry formed by dust and moistened salt. The rubber blades squeaked. He turned them off. The bushes at the end of the street looked familiar, so he downshifted and turned left to enter the garage. It was a dangerous moment, as the light outside was diminishing. He didn’t need to take out his light meter to realize he was beginning to enter the threshold of danger. With a calmness that surprised even himself, Mario got out of the car to open the garage door. By pure reflex, he looked around. The street remained deserted, at least as far as the fog allowed him to see, which wasn’t more than a dozen meters.

A few moments later, he drove the car into the garage. The headlights illuminated the fog outside like twin lasers, lighting it up as in a ghost movie.

It had been a good day. He had gone fishing on the rocks, near the Millenium, and was returning home with three good sea breams. Since the epidemic had wiped out mankind, Mario had noticed that many animal species had revived. He especially noticed it in fishing. Five years earlier, he had stopped going fishing, as it was mission impossible. Now, the sea seemed to have regained life, and every time he went fishing, he returned with enough fish for dinner and for lunch the next day, even though he generally spent no more than two or three hours doing it. Nature appreciated the absence of man.

He turned on the radio he had in the living room. He remembered his father telling him when he was little that fog improved radio reception because the tiny water droplets helped transmit radio waves. It wasn’t part of his daily ritual, like his daily house inspections, but he liked to scan through the dial occasionally in case he could pick up a signal from somewhere, but the world remained as silent as it had for the last three years. No radio, no television, no internet, no GPS… The same sound as always, the radio emitted nothing but static, not even on the high frequencies could he pick up any sounds other than endless sequences of what seemed like monotonous code.

He stopped manually moving the station finder on the dial and set it to automatic. He went to the kitchen to get a beer. The silence was total, apart from the intermittent static sound emitted by the radio as it performed the auto scan, the silence was profound.

Suddenly there was a muffled noise of static, with a voice speaking in the background although what it was saying couldn’t be understood.

— Oh, Jesus —shouted Mario, lunging like a man possessed toward the living room. —

What was that? What was that? —His eyes fixed on the radio

screen. It was still in automatic search mode. It showed the

number 1260. It hadn’t managed to fix on the station and continued its

search. Mario made a mental note of the area where the

sound he had just heard should be.

— Wait a moment —he said aloud. — Wait until it starts

again.

Once again the automatic search began from the beginning. For a few seconds that seemed like hours to him, it continued its slow journey without stopping. It passed by number 1260 and started again. Mario stopped the automatic search and began to perform a manual scan. Slowly, pressing the advance button every few seconds and turning up the volume almost to annoying levels. The static noises followed one after another, with no intelligible sound coming from the speakers. He spent two hours going through the radio spectrum again and again without getting anything.

He returned to the kitchen for the beer. It was flat, so he poured it down the sink and opened another. Again the same sound like static becoming stronger. Again Mario ran to the living room. This time, the number that appeared on the screen was 999. It had taken him less than three seconds to reach the device, so he started the search again up to that number. Again it was fruitless. Mario was beginning to despair. His heart was racing wildly.

When he was about to give up, he activated the automatic mode again and headed back to the kitchen. He waited a few seconds, and again a strange sound filled the living room, a kind of broken voice. He ran to the garage. He had several butane cylinders there. He ran back up with an empty one and left it on the floor. Next, he moved the kitchen table until it was right where he had been standing. He placed the cylinder on the kitchen table. Again the same broken sound.

His legs were trembling, they were cramps caused by the forced tension and emotional excitement. He trusted that placing the cylinder would produce an effect similar to his in the middle of the kitchen. He heard himself with a voice overflowing with excitement almost pleading: Come on! Come on!

The static gradually dissipated. 837, 868, 926, 954…The numbers advanced as the autoscan continued searching.

“…the place is clean…”

A flood of anguish ran through his arms and chest from one side to the other. He felt his head spinning. His strength failed him. His heart was beating in his chest with the force of a hammer. He thought he was going to have a heart attack. However, after a few moments, Mario began to feel something other than his heartbeat. He raised his head to look at the screen. 954.

The deep voice coming from the speakers from some unknown place began again, intermittent but audible: “This is a loop broadcast… island of Formentera in … survivors … December of… the place is clean…”

He had the impression that his heart was racing, something he had never felt with such intensity, not even during the hardest moments of the epidemic, or during the more than three years that had passed since then. He looked around and, falling to his knees, broke down in tears.

Day 0.


Rev. 21:1—4 — I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 4 God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things have passed away.

THE END

If you enjoyed this story, I would ask you to leave a review on Amazon or social media. Your support is what allows me to reach more readers.

You can also send me your comments, critiques, and ideas at:

selena.valente1992@gmail.com

All criticism helps me improve.

You can visit my website. There you’ll find excerpts from all my novels.

https://fignacio927.wixsite.com/lee-con-selena-valen

A lethal virus ravages the planet. The mortality rate exceeds 99%. But the worst comes after the collapse: some of the dead begin to rise at night.

From Cairo to Valencia, an immunized doctor and a young woman seek one last hope: the nearly uninhabited island of Formentera. Across a devastated continent, they fight to survive, to understand the inexplicable, and to not lose faith amid the chaos.

DAY ZERO also tells the story of an isolated survivor in a ghost city. Without company, without a future, his life is reduced to avoiding the dead and finding meaning among the remains of the lost world.

An intense, raw, and deeply human novel. Dystopia, suspense, and real emotions at the end of times.
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