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Prologue.

THE SUN LIGHT WAS STREAMING through a dirty slotted window above the dusty, rusty pipes in the janitor's room. It took him a moment to realise where he was. He blinked, disoriented, as the gritty reality of his surroundings slowly dawned on him. The past 24 hours, a maelstrom of chaos and disbelief, clawed at his consciousness, refusing to be ignored. This wasn't some fevered dream; he was starkly, painfully awake. The world as he knew it had crumbled away just a day ago.

A wave of surreal realisation crashed over him. It wasn't fiction or a distant nightmare; it was his reality now. Time for reflection had been a luxury, snatched away by the relentless tide of survival. He recalled the adrenaline-fuelled days in Somalia, where commands were obeyed instinctively amid the hail of gunfire. There was no room for fear, only the imperative to act, to survive. Emotions were a burden to be dealt with later, if at all.

This was the moment his life fractured and reformed, in the year twenty-thirty-six, five years into a pandemic that was supposed to have ended in twenty-thirty-one. The world had placed its hope in a vaccine rollout, blissfully unaware of the prolonged nightmare that awaited. How little did they know?

To provide a clearer understanding of Styles's background, let's take a moment to delve into the history that shaped his journey. Styles’s life had been a series of aimless wanderings after school, a journey without direction, until he stumbled upon a military recruiting booth at a local fair. Seduced by their promises, he enlisted, seeking a purpose he couldn't find elsewhere. But fate had a cruel twist in store. During the gruelling days of basic training, a shattering phone call came: his younger brother, the innocent soul of his fractured family, had been snatched away by a reckless driver in a hit and run. The news fractured Styles's world; his brother's final words, heard by a good Samaritan who came to help. “I love you, mum,” uttered as life ebbed away in their mother's arms, haunted him.

The tragedy spiralled further. His mother, having witnessed the unspeakable, succumbed to her grief, dying in the hospital just hours before Styles could reach her. The official cause was heart failure, but to Styles, it was clear: she had died of a shattered heart. With her passing, Styles found himself adrift in a sea of loneliness, the last vestige of his family gone.

Granted leave for the funeral, he teetered on the edge of desertion but ultimately stayed his course. His father, a shadowy figure absent from photographs and conversations, was a mystery wrapped in the uniform of the army. Styles vowed to unravel this mystery, to find the missing piece of his past.

Years passed, and Styles wrestled with the haunting what-ifs. Had his enlistment set in motion the events that led to his family's demise? This thought gnawed at him, a relentless spectre of doubt and guilt. The army, once a beacon of hope, had become his only refuge, his inadvertent home. In its ranks, he found a semblance of belonging, yet it was in this vast network of comrades that Styles experienced a profound sense of isolation, a loneliness that clung to him like a shadow. His life, once filled with familial bonds, had been whittled down to solitary existence within the confines of military life.

Styles' journey in the military began with the basics: the art of shoe polishing, bed-making, and other simple tasks that seemed trivial yet were steeped in discipline. Over the years, he navigated the standard survival courses, anticipating skills that would translate to civilian life. However, fate had a different plan. When his superiors discovered his innate proficiency with a rifle, Styles' path veered sharply. No longer just another grunt subjected to endless drills and shouts, he found himself being meticulously trained as a marksman.

In the harsh landscape of Somalia, the full weight of his new role descended upon him with a force he couldn't ignore. Styles, armed only with his rifle and accompanied by his spotter, Be-Bop, - everyone in the army seemed to have a nickname, a tag. Be-Bop had earned his moniker from his habit of singing, his favourite tune being “Be-Bop-a-Lula” by Gene Vincent. But I'm getting ahead of myself. The orders given to Styles were straightforward yet chilling: he was to take out a target, about whom he knew nothing. Each mission was reduced to just a photograph, an X on a map marking a location, and a life hanging in the balance under his watch. The enormity of what he was about to undertake sent waves of anxiety through him, a relentless jackhammer of nerves that only subsided when he finally pulled the trigger.

Though successful, the mission left an indelible mark on Styles. It was a relief when he was reassigned to over-watch duties alongside his spotter. From their covert vantage point, they provided cover for other operations, a role that felt more straightforward, more honest. Watching over raids, ready to neutralise any threat to the team, Styles found a sense of purpose that the cold detachment of a targeted kill had never offered. In this role, he could justify his actions as protecting his comrades, a far cry from the unsettling isolation of taking a life in solitude.

David Styles, a name that had been overshadowed by the simple moniker 'Styles' for twelve long years in the service, only reclaimed its place when he was promoted to lieutenant. To his comrades and superiors, he was just 'Styles' - an order to be obeyed, a mission to be completed. Among his peers, he earned the nickname “Lights Out,” a testament to his efficiency and prowess.

As he approached the cusp of thirty, after a bullet meant for him killed Be-Bop. Styles decided it was time and left the military armed with a meagre pension that was more a symbolic gesture than a means for sustenance. He harboured the same dreams that flicker in the hearts of many: a decent job, a home, a family, a slice of the elusive 'happily ever after.' But reality proved to be a stark contrast. Unemployment stretched before him, a vast and empty terrain. The companionship of a significant other remained a luxury beyond his means. He was a lone figure, adrift in a world that had moved on without him.

Then, out of the blue, an old army buddy resurfaced with an opportunity that seemed like a lifeline. It was a testing program for a pharmaceutical company, and for Styles, sinking under the weight of debt, it was a godsend. Despite his aversion to needles, the prospect of being paid for a monthly trip to Bristol for testing and the occasional injection was irresistible. 

“It's well worth it for what they pay us,” he rationalised, despite the ignoble title of being a guinea pig. In a world where survival was a daily struggle, this was a chance he couldn't afford to pass up. It was a far cry from the dreams he once held, but for Styles, it was a faint glimmer of hope in a life that had been shrouded in uncertainty and solitude.

David Styles yearned for simplicity – a life devoid of debts, a quaint house in the countryside, a fresh start where dependence on others was a thing of the past. Yet, the reality was a stark departure from this idyllic vision. Unbeknownst to him, his life was about to veer down a path so unforeseen that it would challenge his very being and coax him out of the protective cocoon he had woven around himself.

In the interim, before his life took this unforeseen turn, Styles stumbled upon a seemingly promising opportunity. He secured a position as a relief delivery driver for a courier company, a job based on a zero-hour contract. Ironically, in the two years he served them, not a single hour of work materialised. He silently thanked the new Prime Minister for outlawing these exploitative contracts.

Reflecting on his 12 years of military service, Styles often contemplated whether leaving the army had been a misstep. Civilian life, with its unstructured chaos and lack of direction, seemed alien to him. The military had been his world since he was 17, a structured existence where decisions about food, shelter, and day-to-day life were made for him. Now, adrift in civilian life, he faced the harsh reality of an unforgiving job market, particularly unfriendly to those with a military background. His unique skill set, honed in the army, ironically became his biggest impediment. Employers were wary of a career sniper, a specialist whose expertise had no place in the civilian world. Faced with this dilemma and bound by the secrecy of his military role, Styles found himself claiming a more mundane past as a driver in the motor pool, a far cry from the truth of his service. This was the paradox he lived – a man of skills and experiences, yet unable to articulate or utilise them in the world he now had to navigate.

David Styles sat, the weight of anticipation heavy on his shoulders, as he awaited his routine trip to Bristol – another round of what he wryly termed 'prod and poke,' complete with the inevitable injection. He couldn't help but jest about the nurse he dubbed 'The Vampire,' a nod to her enthusiasm for the bloodwork part of their visits, a cliché that nonetheless brought a rare moment of levity to the group.

Styles was among a select group of over 200 former service members, all chosen for their unique profile: ex-military with no dependents. They were the test subjects for a new vaccine, targeting a virulent strain of influenza, N9121, a sinister cousin to the Covid virus that had wreaked havoc back in 2020. This new virus shared traits with its infamous predecessor, and for reasons known only to the researchers, they sought the resilience found in veterans like Styles.

He had been through five different vaccines in this program and, remarkably, remained healthy. Perhaps, he mused, the trials were effective, at least for him. The schedule had fluctuated over the years, initially spaced out every few months, then reduced to a biannual visit. But as N9121 mutated, their visits to Bristol became a monthly ritual again.

The journey was meticulously orchestrated. A luxury coach would collect him, part of a well-timed operation that gathered participants from across the country. They converged outside Dorchester for a brief respite, mingling over coffee and snacks, before continuing to collect others from Weymouth, Yeovil, Chard, and Taunton. After a quick lunch in Taunton, they would merge onto the M5, heading towards Bristol for what was often an overnight stay, sometimes extending to two nights, the duration always shrouded in uncertainty.

Styles learnt of two other groups, one originating from Liverpool and weaving through Birmingham, and another from York, threading through the heart of the UK. These groups had remained unknown to Styles until the increased frequency of their visits brought them together at 'The Clinic,' a term they had all adopted. Over the years, the clinic had expanded significantly, tripling in size to accommodate the growing needs of their research. It was a testament to the relentless evolution of the virus they were fighting against, and the ever-changing landscape of their lives since leaving the service.

The emergence of the Kent and Brazil variants of N9121 initially seemed a manageable threat, merely more contagious but not deadlier. However, the situation escalated with the arrival of the first Indian variant. The Prime Minister, swayed by political pressures and the allure of new trade opportunities with India, disastrously failed to add India to the red travel list. This omission, a desperate bid to secure economic alliances, unleashed a catastrophic spread of the variant across the country.

Initially, it appeared that the existing vaccine provided a shield against serious infections and transmission. This assumption proved dangerously naïve; the vaccine merely masked symptoms, allowing carriers to unwittingly spread the virus further. The Prime Minister, in his typical fashion, moved from setting optimistic timelines to a confusing array of nonsensical days: Someday, Anotherday, Yesterday, CouldBeToday, OrTheNextday, MaybeThursday, ThatOtherday. The public quickly discerned the truth behind this obfuscation – either he was clueless, or he was embracing the concept of 'Mañana,' where tomorrow never comes.

In a startling reversal, pressured by economic concerns and the influence of wealthy backers, the Prime Minister ended the lockdown on the 19th of May 2031, just two months into the pandemic. He cast aside social distancing and protective measures, naively believing that the failure of these strategies during the Covid pandemic a decade prior justified their removal now. Hospitality venues, the very breeding grounds for the virus, reopened in full force. Crowds flocked to pubs, clubs, and restaurants, blissfully unaware or indifferent to the impending disaster.

Like a replay of history, the virus surged. The healthcare system buckled under the wave of infections, even among the fully vaccinated. The death toll skyrocketed, predominantly amongst the elderly, leading to grim jokes about reducing the burden of pension payouts on the treasury– a dark humour that reflected the despair and cynicism towards the government's handling of the crisis.

To add insult to injury, holidaymakers were given a week to return to the UK, with the naïve expectation that they would self-isolate upon arrival. Styles, recording his thoughts in his diary, likened an airplane to a sealed test tube – a perfect vessel for the virus to thrive. He saw this decision as the epitome of madness, a glaring testament to the government's failure to grasp the severity of the situation or to learn from past mistakes.

It was back in May 2031, David Styles found himself at a crossroads, leading him to the doors of a medical program in Bristol. The initial week of rigorous testing was a trial in itself, but the agonising wait that followed, to learn if he was accepted into the program, was a true test of his patience. During this period, Styles was acutely aware of the lurking threat of various flu strains, yet his primary motivation for joining wasn't health-related. Financial desperation drove him; the programs offer of £35,000 per annum for participation. This was a lifeline in a sea of economic turmoil. Struggling with the demeaning cycle of Universal Credit, with its endless forms and humiliating weekly declarations of job search efforts, was too much for him. This opportunity was a beacon of light in the bleak landscape of his life.

Then came the emergence of N9121B in June 2032 – the second Indian variant, curiously skipping the 'A' designation. This variant was merciless, manifesting familiar symptoms but rapidly claiming lives within days. Survival rates plummeted to a mere 81%, indiscriminate of age. Families found themselves decimated within a week, victims of N9121B's ruthless efficiency. As part of the program, Styles was among the first to receive the experimental vaccine for this variant. The experience was harrowing, the side effects nearly unbearable for the duration of a week. The ordeal was intensified by the news of a required follow-up dose just ten days later – a prospect Styles dreaded.

Unbeknownst to them at the time, the participants couldn't return home for a week post-vaccination. This period was marked by relentless monitoring – a barrage of probes, wires, and video surveillance that intruded every moment of their day. It was a dehumanising experience, stripping them of privacy and comfort, but nothing new, something he had endured and survived before in the army. Thankfully, the second round of the vaccine spared them the brutal side effects, but the ordeal left an indelible mark on Styles. He realised the true cost of participation – not just physical, but also a profound sacrifice of his personal freedom and dignity.

The journey to vaccine approval was a race against time, a process expedited yet still agonisingly slow. Nine weeks elapsed, a span during which an appalling 670,000 lives were lost, with projections grimly forecasting over a million more. The true scale of the tragedy, however, was revealed much later – over two million souls perished in the UK within a year.

This staggering loss of life spelled the end for the Prime Minister. He was unceremoniously ousted, forced to abandon the comforts of his lavishly refurbished flat and the retreats at Chequers. The corruption that had long swirled around him finally caught up, as his own party members, overwhelmed by the tide of public outrage and scandal, turned against him.

In a move that baffled many, including David Styles, Janice Jones, the then Health Secretary notorious for her role in the vaccine fiascos and for alienating front-line nursing staff, was elected as his successor. Styles couldn't fathom the logic – was this madness or desperation? Jones' tenure was short-lived; a vote of no confidence swiftly passed in Parliament, with an overwhelming majority, including her own backbenchers, endorsing her removal.

The country found itself leaderless for a month, the Deputy Prime Minister serving as an interim figurehead but failing to provide real leadership. In this vacuum, England, Wales, and Northern Ireland were plunged into a total lockdown. Scotland, however, had pre-emptively taken more drastic measures. They had already implemented a full lockdown, banned all international travel, and even partially sealed their border with England, a foresighted move that stood in stark contrast to the chaos unfolding elsewhere. Styles observed these developments with a mix of incredulity and resignation, witnessing a nation grappling with the consequences of its choices and the relentless march of a virus that had already claimed too many.

The arrival of Salmon Green as the British Prime Minister was nothing short of a seismic shock. His inaugural address was a clarion call, a blunt “Wake up world” that set the tone for his unorthodox leadership. Green's persona was a stark departure from the norm - he bore an unsettling resemblance to Mosley from the 1940s, always clad in black regardless of the occasion, a transformation from his previous, less imposing attire. While not quite the fascist that Mosley represented, Green's politics veered sharply left, skirting the fringes of socialism, narrowly stopping short of communism.

David Styles couldn't help but notice the effect Green had when he spoke. His charismatic voice, the persuasive cadence of his speech, and the conviction in his conclusions made him compellingly watchable. People hung on his every word, eager to hear what he would say next. Green was a doer, a stark contrast to his predecessors. His words translated into action, and seemingly, no one dared to oppose him.

Green imposed a stringent lockdown, permitting only essential workers to leave their homes. Violators of the curfew faced steep fines. He went as far as to close schools, a decision that was unpopular but strategic, recognising that schools were hotbeds for virus transmission. In a bold move to support the populace, he doubled Universal Credit for the poor, reinstated 75% wages for furloughed workers, halted all evictions by private landlords, and compelled the five Major supermarket chains to contribute 3% of their turnover in food to food banks. Moreover, these supermarkets were responsible for covering the delivery costs.

Styles observed these sweeping changes with a mix of scepticism and awe. Salmon Green, for all his unorthodox methods and dramatic flair, was reshaping the nation's response to the pandemic, bringing a level of decisiveness and support that had been sorely missing. Whether Green's radical approach would be the panacea the country needed remained to be seen, but it was undeniably a departure from the status quo, igniting a spark of hope amid the prevailing gloom.

Salmon Green, in his tenure as a Conservative leader, broke the mould in a manner unprecedented. He introduced a tax on the wealthiest individuals and corporations, an additional levy over their existing tax obligations. This bold move was aimed at funding the social welfare enhancements he championed. When questioned about this unconventional approach, his response was blunt and to the point: “They can afford it.”

Green's stance was particularly firm with foreign tech giants. When one company defied his mandate and was consequently banned in the UK, the others quickly fell in line, contributing an astonishing £228 billion in the first year. David Styles couldn't help but wonder if Green had been a socialist operative within the Conservative Party all along. Before his rise to prominence, Green had been unassuming, almost invisible, never one to rock the boat. He was recognised for his logistical acumen and problem-solving prowess, even boasting a victory on the TV show Mastermind as a young student. His legal expertise, honed during his years as a top corporate lawyer following law school, was well-regarded.

Green was also an esteemed historian of the UK, authoring two books, one of which was even incorporated into the school curriculum. Despite his accomplishments, he never sought the spotlight, choosing instead to diligently execute the tasks assigned to him. His unexpected ascent to the front benches of the Conservative Party, culminating in his appointment as the Secretary of State for Wales, seemed more a quirk of fate than a calculated climb to power. This role, often viewed as inconsequential, certainly did not hint at his future as Prime Minister.

Labour Party members must have eyed him enviously, wishing he would defect to their ranks. While Green's policies might not have endeared him to the traditional conservative base, he captured the hearts of the broader populace. In Styles' eyes, Green was a leader for the people, the 'plebs,' as he put it – a stark contrast to the elitist image often associated with his party. His rise to power and the subsequent shake-up of the political landscape were nothing short of a revolution, a testament to the unpredictable nature of politics and the potential for one individual to alter the course of a nation's history.

Then, in a departure from the usual approach and much to the dissatisfaction of environmental advocates, he extended the phase-out of diesel vehicles to 2050. His reasoning was based on the fact that the required lithium was sourced internationally. With airplanes grounded, the overall reduction in carbon emissions significantly offset the impact of a few additional vehicles on the road.

After a brief respite, a period marked by a conspicuous absence of new variants, the precarious calm was shattered in the summer of 2034. A new variant, N9121C, emerged, against which the existing vaccines were rendered ineffective. This mutation was not just another strain; it was a drastic departure from its predecessors. The United Kingdom was barely recovering from the staggering fatalities of 2032, with nearly 8% of its population wiped out in just two years. The toll of 2033 had been mercifully low, a stark contrast to the havoc wreaked by the original N9121.

David Styles was all too aware of this new threat, having received two vaccinations that year. What he hadn't known then was the existence of the N9121D strain, originating from the South African variant. This mutation, known as the New Guinea mutation, was a death sentence, claiming almost every victim within days. Thankfully, it lacked the rampant transmissibility of earlier strains like the Lagos or first Indian variants. But its presence in the UK was a conundrum. Despite sealed borders for over a year, the New Guinea mutation had infiltrated, spreading slowly yet relentlessly.

The media was quick to point fingers at migrants, who continued to breach the nation's defences in search of a better life. Styles couldn't help but feel conflicted. While the accusation might hold some truth, he pondered the desperation driving these individuals. Why England, though? Of all the choices in Europe, why did they gravitate towards the UK? It was a question that often puzzled him, a reflection of the broader complexities and ironies of the human condition.

In this new reality, with a lethal variant on the loose, the UK found itself grappling with not only a public health crisis but also with the moral and ethical dilemmas of border control and human migration. Styles, like many others, was caught in the midst of these intersecting challenges, his understanding of the world continuously evolving as he navigated the uncharted waters of a post-pandemic society.
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Chapter 1.
Styles, Christmas party for one.
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Christmas Eve of 2035 was shaping up to be a solitary affair for David Styles. He had arranged a modest celebration for himself – a small plastic tree and a miniature of brandy to usher in the New Year. His plans, however, were abruptly interrupted by an unexpected phone call from the clinic. Styles found this unusual; communications from the clinic were typically formal, delivered via letter with a week's notice. But here they were, asking him to be ready for a 5:00 am pickup at the Rose and Crown the next day, a significant departure from the customary 9:30 am schedule. Styles, ever adaptable, wasn't particularly bothered by the change. Mornings never fazed him.

Despite his outward calm, Styles' mind raced as he made a tuna sandwich, trying to distract himself. He scoured the news channels, flipping even to Al Jazeera and TV Radio, searching for any clue that might explain this sudden change. The last vaccine he received had been recently approved and was scheduled for distribution to the over-70s on Boxing Day. It must have been effective, then. So why the urgency to bring them in on Christmas Day?

His military instincts, honed in the unpredictable environments of places like Somalia, began to surface. In his experience, operations cobbled together in haste often spelled trouble. A sense of unease crept over him, his neck tingling, palms damp with sweat. He speculated wildly – perhaps the last vaccine wasn't as effective as they thought. Could his latest bloodwork have revealed an infection?

Styles knew all too well the futility of speculation in such situations. He had learnt to live with uncertainty, to make peace with the lack of control that often characterised his life. Whatever the reason for this unexpected summons, he would discover it soon enough. For now, all he could do was wait, a familiar feeling that took him back to his days of service, where the next 24 hours could hold anything, and preparation was as much mental as it was physical.

The evening's BBC news brought no clarity to David’s unsettled mind. He lay in bed, the uncertainty of the clinic's unexpected call gnawing at him. What could be so pressing that it necessitated a gathering on Christmas Day? Despite the whirlwind of thoughts, exhaustion eventually claimed him, and he dozed off, only to be jolted awake by the shrill sound of his 4 am alarm.

His flat was engulfed in darkness, a silent cocoon that seemed detached from the rest of the world. Flicking on the light, he went about his morning ritual with mechanical precision. The shower's spray offered a brief respite from his racing thoughts, but they soon returned as he dressed.

In the kitchen, Styles prepared a simple, hearty breakfast of eggs on toast – the last two eggs in his fridge, a choice made for their filling and sustaining qualities. He packed his bag with the essentials, anticipating an overnight stay. Into the bag went three bananas and two bottles of water, an intuitive preparation for what he suspected would be a day with few opportunities for rest.

As he stepped out into the quiet of the early morning, Styles was a man bracing himself for unknowns. The silence of the flat was replaced by the stillness of the outside world, a stillness that seemed to echo his own internal unrest. The journey to the clinic loomed ahead, a path shrouded in mystery and apprehension. In this moment, Styles embodied the resilience and adaptability that had been his companions through many uncertainties, both in his military past and his present life.

As Styles rounded the corner to the pub car park, the familiar sight of the coach greeted him, its presence a silent sentinel in the early morning. He couldn't help but consider the schedule of his fellow participant, Greg from Bromford. If Styles was being picked up in Woking at this ungodly hour, Greg's day must have begun even earlier. A fleeting sense of relief passed through him for not living in a more central location.

Boarding the coach, Styles was met with an unsettling quiet. Only two other passengers were aboard, both lost in slumber. The absence of Greg was noticeable, prompting Styles to query the driver. The driver's response was curt, a gruff dismissal laden with irritation. “How the fuck am I meant to know? Get sat down, we are running late.” Styles was taken aback by the driver's brusqueness, a stark contrast to their usual driver, Joe, who was always a picture of amicability. 

Glancing at his watch, Styles noted it was only 4:51 am. Far from being late, they were actually early. He dismissed the driver's grumpiness as not being able to spend time with his family on Christmas day and settled into his seat. The coach's journey to Bristol was a familiar one, yet today it seemed to carry a heavier weight, shrouded in the unknown.

Styles braced himself for the rigour that awaited them at the clinic. The brief respite upon arrival, usually just enough time for a quick drink, was always overshadowed by the immediacy of the procedures – blood samples being a priority. With these thoughts lingering in his mind, he decided to seize the opportunity for some rest. The day ahead promised little in the way of leisure, and he knew all too well the importance of conserving his energy for whatever lay ahead. In this moment of quiet, before the day's demands took hold, Styles found a temporary solace in the rhythmic hum of the coach as it made its way through the sleeping streets.

Despite the coach's luxurious amenities, with its plush seats, personal air conditioning, and an array of modern comforts, the driver's haste detracted from the experience. As the coach navigated the winding roads with an urgency that seemed unnecessary, Styles found himself grappling with an unfamiliar sensation — nausea. Travel sickness was a rarity for him, yet the unusual circumstances of this early morning journey had introduced him to this discomfort.

Thankfully, as the coach merged onto the main road, the jarring movements gave way to a gentler motion. The sharp turns and abrupt changes in direction were replaced by a rhythmic swaying that began to lull Styles into a state of drowsiness. The early hour, combined with the steady, rocking motion of the coach, was soothing, a stark contrast to the earlier part of the journey.

Styles felt his eyelids grow heavy, the tension of the morning slowly ebbing away. In these moments, the coach transformed from a mere vehicle into a cradle of sorts, rocking him towards the brink of sleep. It was a rare moment of tranquillity, a brief respite from the whirlwind of thoughts and apprehensions that had filled his mind since the unexpected call from the clinic. As the landscape outside blurred into the background, Styles surrendered to the weariness, allowing the gentle sway of the coach to carry him into a much-needed rest.

Styles was jolted from his slumber as the coach came to an abrupt, screeching halt. Disoriented, he squinted against the harsh sunlight streaming through the window, struggling to orient himself. The coach soon resumed its journey, and Styles realised that the vehicle was now full. He had been asleep for a significant stretch of the journey, evidenced by the sight of the Taunton and M5 Motorway signs outside. The realisation that he had slept so soundly, through stops and the boarding of other passengers, was surprising. Some passengers, like him, had been sleeping, oblivious to the abrupt stop, while others were just settling into their seats for a nap.

There was a sense of isolation that washed over Styles in that crowded coach. Despite being surrounded by others, he felt a solitary undercurrent, a reminder of his often lone journey. Yet, he knew this was the norm, especially for those with a military background like his. Grabbing sleep whenever and wherever possible was ingrained in them – a survival tactic borne out of necessity. You never knew when the next opportunity for rest would come.

With about an hour left until they reached the clinic, Styles decided against trying to sleep again. Instead, he chose to gaze out the window, soaking in the morning sun and the passing scenery. Somerset's landscape, with its lush green fields and open spaces, was a sight to behold, even marred somewhat by the motorway that sliced through it. The coach passed landmarks familiar yet distant – Bridgwater, the Burnham-on-Sea turn off, followed by Weston-Super-Mare, all leading towards their destination in Bristol. In these moments of quiet observation, Styles found a transient peace, a brief escape from the questions and uncertainties that lay ahead at the clinic.

Styles glanced at his watch in disbelief. It was just past 8:00 am; they had covered an impressive distance in a remarkably short time. The roads had been eerily empty, aiding their swift progress, but the number of pickups along the way didn't quite align in his mind. As he surveyed the coach, he noted that it wasn't full – six seats remained vacant. Among the missing was Greg, his friend and usual travel companion. Greg's seat, now occupied by Styles' bag used as an impromptu pillow, stood as a silent testament to his absence.

David’s mind raced as he pieced together the inconsistencies of the journey. The unexpected phone call summoning them to the clinic on Christmas Day, the unusually early start, the absence of their regular driver Joe, the missing passengers, the lack of any rest stops, their hurried pace, and notably, the absence of the usual accompanying coach. It all painted a picture that was disconcertingly off-kilter.

A familiar prickling sensation crept down Styles's neck, an instinctual alertness he hadn't felt in years. His eyes darted around the coach, tallying the missing. Six unaccounted for – it was like a scene from a mystery movie, where a group of unsuspecting individuals find themselves headed to an unknown fate. Styles tried to quell his rising anxiety with humour. They weren't on a course to a deserted island inhabited by monsters – unless one counted the fabricated ones at the Barry Island amusement park, which wasn't even an island anymore.

His mind toyed with the idea of mad scientists and experiments, a notion that wasn't too far-fetched considering they had all willingly signed up for a medical trial. But this was real life, not fiction. The unease, however, was undeniable. Styles couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to this journey than met the eye, a sense that they were being propelled towards a reality far removed from what they had anticipated. As the coach continued its journey, the mysteries it carried seemed to deepen, each mile adding to the unfolding enigma.

As the coach continued its journey, Styles observed the casual interactions among his fellow passengers. Despite the occasional banter during meals and breaks, he realised that his acquaintances on this coach were limited. Greg, who was notably absent, and just three others from the other coach, were the extent of his familiarities, and their interactions never ventured beyond polite small talk. The possibility crossed his mind that the missing individuals might have chosen to travel independently to the clinic due to the early start.

Surveying the coach once more, Styles recognised most of the faces, yet he couldn't pinpoint exactly who else was missing. The empty seats remained just that – vacant spaces that held no personal significance to him. He decided against trying to sleep again. The peculiarities of this journey, the deviations from their usual routine, had stirred a sense of unease within him.

As the coach glided down the motorway, Styles noted the peculiar stillness of the traffic. The absence of other vehicles, save for the occasional car on the opposite carriageway, lent an eerie quiet to their journey. Coaches weren’t known for their speed, and yet, not a single vehicle had overtaken them. Styles's mind, always prone to wander in moments of solitude, toyed with outlandish explanations. Had the world come to an unexpected end without his notice? Or perhaps extraterrestrials had made their grand entrance, unbeknownst to them. He let out a quiet chuckle at these wild speculations, reminding himself that such scenarios were the stuff of science fiction, not reality.

The passage of time felt sluggish, each minute stretching longer than the last. However, as they neared their destination, the outline of Bristol became visible through the coach window. This sight brought a measure of relief to Styles. The city’s familiar skyline was a reminder that normalcy still existed outside the confines of their unusual journey. The anticipation of their arrival at the clinic grew within him. He was hopeful that the strange circumstances of their trip would soon be clarified. All the peculiarities – the early start, the missing passengers, the uncharacteristic silence of the roads – would hopefully find their explanations once they reached Bristol. In this anticipation, Styles found a temporary reprieve from the swirling thoughts that had accompanied him throughout the journey.

As the coach neared the Patchway junction, Styles felt a sense of relief knowing they were moments away from their destination. But then, to his surprise, the coach bypassed the turnoff. Confusion rippled through him – was the driver lost? He muttered under his breath, his eyes searching for some clue to this new deviation.

Styles wasn't alone in his bewilderment. Others on the coach, roused from their slumber, also noticed the missed turn. A low murmur of unrest began to spread among the passengers. It was then that The Captain stood up. He was a man of few words, but his presence commanded respect. Many on the coach had served with him in Somalia, where his quiet strength and unshakeable demeanour had earned their unwavering trust. The Captain's tall, sturdy frame, devoid of any excess, exuded a sense of purpose and resilience. His rugged features and deep-set eyes told the story of a life that had witnessed much.

Approaching the driver, The Captain engaged in a conversation that seemed to stretch on, leaving the rest of the passengers in a state of anxious anticipation. When he finally turned to address the coach, his voice, clear and authoritative, cut through the tension. “They are going to a new facility, just up the road, outside Almondsbury. It's state-of-the-art, or so the driver tells me. So be patient everyone. We will be there soon.”

With those reassuring words, The Captain returned to his seat, his demeanour as composed as ever. His announcement settled the unease, instilling a sense of calm throughout the coach. The passengers, reassured by his confidence, settled back into their seats, their trust in The Captain's judgment outweighing the lingering questions about this unexpected change in plan. 

The Captain was an enigmatic presence on the coach. Styles had observed him over their journeys together, but never had he heard the man speak until now. The Captain was a solitary figure, usually immersed in a book or, more unusually, a newspaper – a rare sight in these digital times. His choice to speak now, to provide reassurance, only added to the aura of mystery that surrounded him.

As the coach veered off at Junction 16, Styles felt a flicker of recognition. He was familiar with this route, yet there was an air of unpredictability as the driver took the Gloucester Road towards Almondsbury. The journey took an unexpected turn as the coach left the dual carriageway, navigating onto Over Lane, which wound its way out of Almondsbury. Styles noted that they weren't heading into the heart of the town itself, but skirting its edge.

The scenery shifted as they passed a large garden centre, its expansive greenery visible through the windows on the opposite side of the coach. Styles took in the view, a brief distraction from the undercurrent of uncertainty that permeated the coach. They continued, moving past a vast array of solar panels, a stark contrast to the natural beauty of the garden centre. 

This detour into the countryside, away from the familiar paths and into lesser-known roads, added to the sense of intrigue. Styles, along with the other passengers, found himself on a path that seemed to diverge further from their expectations with each passing mile. The destination remained a mystery, hidden somewhere beyond the rolling hills and quiet lanes of the English countryside.

The coach journey continued, weaving through the countryside with Styles observing the changing landscape. On his side, houses dotted the road, creating a sporadic sense of habitation, while
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