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      There were no birds anymore.

      This was what Jerrel thought as he pedalled his ancient bike between endless fields of wheat on his way to see the Angel. He panted under the wide-eyed sky as he pushed along the road, his mind wandering. There was no single thing that marked their passing, just a series of miscalculations and accidents that finally overcame their little fleeting, fluttering lives. It was as if one day, people forgot that there needed to be birds, and lo, the silence was made real. Uncreationsm. He wondered if it would catch on.

      Doubtful.

      He pushed hard on the pedals, staying just fast enough to feel the wind on his face. Perhaps the birds weren’t dead, just somewhere else, having traded this monstrous hot sun for some misty cool bird Avalon. He stared into the waving fields of wheat with watering eyes and wished he still owned a pair of sunglasses. Maybe the birds were all around, beaten into silence by the heat, hypnotised by the susurrous of the stalks, hiding out of sight but this one time, not of mind. He promised himself that he would believe it unquestioningly if they burst into song around him as he rode past, drowning him in choruses and colour. He would trade all his certainty for that hope, if only they came back. But the birds stayed lost and silent.

      He pulled out a huge, frayed handkerchief from his pocket and mopped the sweat from his neck. The weight of the sunlight crushed down upon his fedora, crumpled his black formal jacket and trousers. It might be the end of the world, but he didn’t need to dress like a bum.

      It was a diminishing, he thought. The trade was skewed. The Angels were not fair exchange for what had been. Once, something like a lifetime ago he might have thought differently, but time changed things. The emptiness of the earth was made emptier again by the silence of birds, the greater silence of people.

      The plague had been the great silencer of them all.

      The road was pitted and ragged, degraded by the elements, its markings and lines burned away under the onslaught of murderous summers and creeping, fitful winters. The shoulder crumbled at its edges, lost to small stones and intrepid weeds which year by year reclaimed more of the strip. Calligraphic loops of tar ran down the centre of the single lane, abstract evidence of a maintenance crew long gone.

      Jerrel leaned back on the bike, balancing as he opened his arms out wide, his hands splayed to catch the wind. A strong enough gust could lift him from the road and send him skyward, he thought, just like a bird. In his mind’s eye he saw the road winding through the golden wheat like a black river.

      His bike flashed like a ruby through the pale dry stalks. Its paint sparkled against the sky, its chrome spokes glinted in the sun. It shone like fire in the gold as the sound of its tyres became a quiet whisper barely audible over the rustling fields.

      Jerrel wasn't a tall man, but as he bent over the handle bars, he seemed tall. It was in the way that he hunched over the pedals, trying to cram his whole body into a space entirely too small. He’d been battered by time; compressed.

      Slung over his neck, an old brown leather satchel, so used that the dye had worn away in places leaving buff marks and creases. Inside, carefully wrapped and protected, sat the gift. The bag gently thumped against his leg with every push of the pedals, a counterpoint to the wind and the tyres and breath.

      The day wore on under the unfailing sun. He listened to the stalks rustling in the fields, surveying his surroundings. Vast savannahs of crops that had gone to seed were everywhere these days, marching like living dunes across empty cities and suburbs, consuming and transforming landscapes into endless, waving veldts. In time only the wheat would be left, dimpled here and there by the pressure of the wind, a becalmed ocean. He frowned to himself then began to cough.

      Heat shimmered, causing the blue of the sky to pool liquidly above the road in a deceit of water. There was water here, if you knew where to look. He didn’t know how he knew that, probably picked it up on some documentary, but it was true. Of all the institutions to fall, it was the broadcasters that held on the longest, documenting their own deaths into empty airwaves.

      The day was bright but there were clouds now, forming slowly near the horizon. He squinted at them but they refused to focus. His eyes weren't what they used to be, but he could still tell they were too far away to offer any hope of shade. It didn’t matter. He blinked away the sweat that blurred his vision, his hand automatically reaching for the satchel at his side. He would give the gift and get what he came for.

      Time and distance rolled under the white-walled wheels, and Jerrel eventually came to the first of two huge curves that marked a massive snaking bend in the road. He stopped the bike and dismounted, straightened his suit and lit a cigarette. He stared at the health warning on the pack. One day he’d quit.

      Taking his time, he let the little glowering tip at the end of the paper slowly chase his stained fingertips. Wind teased the smoke and blew it into his eyes. He stared at the cigarette, not for the first time imagining flicking it into the wheat. The hot gusts would fan life into the tip as it first smoked, then caught, turning into gales of sparks and embers. It would take only seconds. He wondered what it would be like to trade the sea of wheat for a sea of fire.

      The wind whispered through the stalks, teased at his hat, pulled playfully at the tails of his jacket, daring him. He blinked away the fantasy before carefully butting out the cigarette on the road and pocketing the stub.

      There was no sense in putting this off.
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      He pulled out a slender, battered GPS from his pocket and switched it on. The device took a couple of seconds to orient itself then chimed. No more birds, he thought as he pushed himself into the shoulder-high wheat, but the satellites are doing just fine thank you. Of course. The Angels used them, or so they said.

      A few metres into the field and the road was lost to a wall of stalks. There was a final glint of red from his bike, then that was gone as well. Sound was different here, intimate. Light was different too; sharp-edged shadows contrasted against the reflected glare of slender, desiccated stems. His world contracted to the swathe of wheat he could clear ahead of himself and the overwhelming blueness of the sky.

      Brushing aside a tangle of stalks Jerrel stopped. A rusted, dented mailbox leaned crookedly amidst the waving plants. It looked orphaned, a tiny instance of civilisation dwarfed by the sea of gold. Brushing some rust from the flaking door he read the address, little more than a memory of paint. 56 Koongin Road. His old house.

      There was a letter inside, the envelope crisp and yellow with age. He took it out and stared at the barely legible print. The letter belonged in the past, addressed to another Jerrel, someone who hadn’t yet experienced a world without birds. He felt like a voyeur. He gently returned the precious thing to the mailbox and walked further into the field, carefully avoiding the path that lead to the house that used to be his home.

      Something caught his eye ahead and he changed direction, pushing through the rustling wheat until he reached an ancient street light in the middle of the field. The glass was missing and the metal rusted, pitted and scored by years of weather. He reached out and touched a flake of yellow paint that had somehow survived. It crumbled under his touch and blew away in the wind.

      Now that he knew where he was, he could spot the rusted remains of cars along what used to be a street. He kicked at the ground, revealing rounded nubs of glass and plastic, bits of town-stuff shed across the years like dandruff. He found it bizarre how quickly nature had stepped in to regain its foothold on the land. Another, younger Jerrel would have found it intriguing. Now, there was only room for one question.

      He ventured a few steps to his left where he found the remains of a fire hydrant, battered and aged by the elements. Beside it lay the broken and weathered remnants of dozens of instruments, music boxes, electronic players, even ancient redwood gramophones and a Bird Organ, all
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