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​Chapter 1: Day 29
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Kira presses her forehead to the glass, smudging the dirt and pollen with an arc of sweat and skin oil. Below, the street is a dull river of asphalt, a slow drag of shadows stretching across parked husks and the fallen ribs of scaffolding. She watches the bodies cluster and break apart. A woman, or what was a woman, its hair gone but for a few yellow tufts, drags itself on hands blistered white. The rest pounce. The noise comes filtered through the sealed window, a sound without echo, like slow termites eating through cork. Kira notes the way the feasters shift, the quick-lurching peck, the almost tender scramble as they ply red from bone. In this city, the living feast on the dead as often as the dead on the living, but nobody records the statistics anymore.

Behind her, the office persists in its ruined banality: linoleum tiles puckered with water damage, cubicles slumped in defeat, all the chairs toppled as if at a fire drill that never ended. She steps back, leaves a forehead print on the glass, and surveys her kingdom.

Lucas is at the head of the conference table, his shirt buttoned to the throat, arms lined with ink and old medical tape. He arranges the day’s supplies with a jeweler’s delicacy. Six cans, their labels boiled off by rain and neglect, stack into a modest tower. Next to them, half a sleeve of crackers in a sandwich bag, pressed flat as though the absence of air might preserve their memory of food. Three bottles of water, labels scored through with black marker. Kira cannot remember who started this ritual of marking; perhaps she herself. The water inside looks chemical, slightly viscous, as if, even now, it seeks to become something else.

Most of the others drift in as Lucas works, drawn by the prospect of rations or just the comfort of a ceiling. Amy arrives first, quick as a sparrow, and immediately peels off to a patch of wall beneath a drooping emergency exit sign. She sits, knees up, arms around them, her chin barely clear of her own embrace. She does not watch Kira. She counts the cracks in the wall.

Others follow: a couple so sunburnt their faces are the color of old bricks; a child who is not anyone’s child; and Derek, with the face of a man in a losing argument with his own reflection. He shuffles in last, hands in pockets, surveying the table as if expecting it to blink first.

The lights flicker and groan, building to a sustained hum before shivering into a stutter. No one acknowledges the fluorescent staccato. In here, time is measured in amphetaminic pulses of light.

Kira moves to the end of the table, palms flat on the MDF veneer. The ritual begins.

Lucas announces: “Inventory.”

The brick-faced woman says, “No change.” Her partner looks at the ceiling.

The child, a girl with a red cord around her neck, shakes her head.

Lucas counts, “Six cans, three bottles, crackers,” then looks at Kira for confirmation.

She meets his eye. “I checked the kitchen. Nothing left but soap and a box of expired Splenda.”

“Soap’s good,” Derek says, unhelpfully.

“Not as good as food,” Amy murmurs into her knees.

Kira waits. She has learned to let the silence work for her. When no one speaks, she clears her throat.

“Less than a day,” she says. “Maybe half, if we ration.”

The child’s face folds inward, as if practicing the collapse of a star.

Derek snorts. “We can stretch it.”

“You want to eat half a can of beans for dinner?” Lucas’s voice is flat, unblinking.

“I’ve done worse,” says Derek. He looks around for support. The brick-faced woman shrugs.

Amy, still curled against the wall, says nothing. Her gaze never lifts.

Kira resists the urge to pace. “We can’t stretch the water. You know that.”

Derek bristles, but Lucas leans forward, palms flat, mirroring Kira’s posture. “We run dry before noon. Then we die slower.”

Kira nods, grateful, and surveys the group again. “We need a plan.”

The table is a failed democracy. In the old world, maybe half of them would have voted or spoken at a PTA. Here, decisions are currency, and each word must be bartered for.

“Scavenge the tower across the street,” suggests brick-face.

Lucas shakes his head. “Every window is smashed. There’s nothing left but desks and teeth.”

A tension hums between Derek and Kira, palpable as an insect caught in a spider’s song. The others pretend not to notice, tracing the grooves on the table, picking at scabs.

Amy speaks, her voice soft as lint. “Could split up. Cover more ground. Less chance we all get caught.”

Derek laughs, but it’s a brittle sound. “Sure. Divide and starve.”

Kira studies Amy, sees the way she grips her own elbows, as if holding herself inside her own boundaries. “It’s a risk,” Kira says, “but so is staying put.”

The group ripples with unease. The child tugs at her red cord, mouth working soundlessly.

Lucas finally breaks the impasse. “I can make it to the reservoir. If the pipes are intact, I’ll bring back what I can. I’ll need someone to cover me.”

Derek volunteers, but the look he gives Kira is the same look the corpse-woman below gave her prey.

The sun dips behind the skyline, casting the office in a bruised, ambiguous light. Outside, the feast is nearly done. The feeders scatter, leaving the remnants to bake on the curb.

Kira lets herself exhale, long and deliberate. “We move at dawn,” she says. “Until then, we ration.”

She divides the crackers. Lucas distributes water, each bottle’s neck held out like a communion chalice. Amy takes hers without comment. The others drink in silence, eyes darting.

As the group disperses, Derek lingers by the window. “You ever think about just leaving?” he asks, low enough that only Kira can hear.

She looks through him, sees only the city’s distant ache. “Every day,” she says.

He smirks. “Tomorrow could be the day.”

He walks away, shoulders hunched. Kira turns back to the glass, the world outside swimming in a murk of dusk and memory. The street below is empty, but for a single shoe, abandoned, rocking gently in the breeze.

She presses her forehead to the glass again, and waits for the night to finish swallowing the day.

The sun drops with unceremonious haste, as if even the universe is eager to be done with this day. Light, thin as cigarette paper, fans across the battered cubicles, bisecting them with bruised stripes of gold and navy. The office—never designed for twilight—struggles with the idea of night. Overhead, the fluorescents hold their whine, occasionally surrendering to a spasmodic blackout, then returning brighter, angry at their own frailty.

The survivors drift in and out of the conference room, orbiting the makeshift hearth of their meager supplies. No one sits; standing, they can move quickly if the world requires it. Only Amy seems immune to the ambient dread, still pressed to the wall, as if that last plane of drywall is the only structure keeping her inside her own skin. She watches the others with an intense, feline focus, occasionally glancing at her fingers, tallying the days since they last ate like people.

Derek stands at the window, jaw working as he scrutinizes the street. Kira recognizes in him the symptoms of those who cannot abide stasis: a pulse that races with every minute of inactivity, a fear not of death but of decay. She wonders if it’s the kind of fear that saves people, or the kind that damns them.

“Sun’s nearly down,” Derek says, pacing. “We’ll never make it to the next block if we wait for morning. It’s less crowded at night.”

“Less crowded,” Lucas replies, “but the ones that are out there don’t sleep. They’re just as hungry as us, only they don’t get tired.”

Derek turns on him, fast. “You got a better idea? Because last I checked, sitting on our asses wasn’t growing any beans.”

Lucas’s lips twitch, the closest he ever comes to a smile. “I’m suggesting we don’t run into a slaughterhouse blind.”

Kira moves to stand between them, hands raised, palms up. “Let’s not eat each other before we have to.” She attempts levity. It fails.

“Sorry.” Derek rubs at the base of his neck, the gesture almost childlike. He turns his attention back to the window, away from the group.

A low moan filters up from the street, rising and falling in a nauseous rhythm. No one asks what it means; they’ve all learned the language by now. It is a summons, a hunger made audible. Amy’s knuckles turn white on her knees.

Kira works the room, one survivor at a time. She puts her hand on the brick-faced woman’s shoulder, feeling the tension knotted beneath the skin. The woman does not look at her, but the contact loosens the edge from her voice when she finally speaks.

“We should wait. If we go out, we’ll lose more. Like last time.” She does not say who was lost, or how, but the memory passes through the group in a chill.

The child is next, and Kira kneels to her level. The girl’s hands are sticky with old blood; her eyes are rimmed in scabbed pink. “You okay?” Kira asks, softly.

The child nods, mute, but after a moment says, “Will it be loud again tonight?”

Kira smooths the girl’s hair, what remains of it. “Only for a little while,” she lies.

At the edge of the table, a young woman starts to sob, quietly at first, then with a mounting urgency that shakes her whole frame. Kira wraps an arm around her, feels the ribcage thrum like a trapped bird. “Shh. You’re safe. I’m here. You’re safe,” she repeats, though the words are more for herself than for anyone else.

Amy, from her exile, says, “You can hear them better when it’s dark. The echoes travel further. It sounds like there are more than there really are.”

“Are you sure?” The young woman’s voice cracks.

Amy nods. “I counted, last night. There’s just one crowd. They move around a lot. The rest are hiding.”

Lucas lifts his gaze from the spreadsheet he has made of the remaining food. “You counted?”

Amy shrugs. “It’s what I do.”

Lucas turns to Kira. “She’s right, you know. It’s the same group, just drifting in circles. They’re attracted to sound, to movement. If we go out after sunset, we might be able to get around them.”

Derek seizes on this, triumphant. “That’s what I’m saying. We move at night. Hit the shops on Loop Street, then circle back. If there’s nothing, we keep going west.”

“And if we don’t make it?” The brick-faced woman’s voice is flat.

“We will,” Derek says, but he cannot hold her gaze.

Kira surveys the room, the splinters of hope and resignation. She sees herself in their eyes, each one a tiny, cracked mirror. “Okay,” she says. “We finish the ration tonight. Tomorrow, at first dark, we move.”

The decision is not unanimous, but it is made. It passes through the group like a slow contagion, met with relief by some, dread by others. Kira hears the click of acceptance as each person internalizes the plan, adjusting their expectations, compressing their fear to a manageable shape.

Night comes with a final flicker of the overhead lights. The office is suddenly monochrome, every surface limned in blue and shadow. The moans below grow louder, more insistent, and Kira wonders if the creatures feel the darkness the way the living do.

She pours the last of the water into plastic cups, hands them out in turn. Each drink is received as if it is a precious sacrament, sipped with reverence and regret. Lucas distributes the cans, one per pair, then sits down heavily, head in hands.

Kira returns to the window. The city is almost beautiful like this, all angles and absence, the mountains just visible as a smudge of black beyond the huddled roofs. The streets, in daylight so full of trash and debris, now resemble rivers of ink, their currents slow but inexorable. On the nearest corner, the crowd has doubled: thirty, maybe forty, pressed together in a silent communion of hunger. They do not see her, but she knows they are waiting.

Amy comes to stand beside her. “They don’t move much at night, but they notice light.”

Kira nods. “We’ll keep it dark. We’ll move quiet.”

Amy’s face is expressionless, but she lays a cold, dry hand on Kira’s arm. It is the first time she has touched anyone since they met.

“Why did you choose me?” Amy asks, not quite whispering.

Kira considers the question. “You were the only one who didn’t ask for help. People who don’t ask tend to be the ones who survive.”

Amy seems to accept this, or at least lets it pass.

“Will you leave, if I die?” she asks, again matter-of-fact.

“I won’t let you die,” says Kira.

Amy almost smiles.

The others settle in for the night, scattered across the battered carpet and the few remaining chairs. Lucas writes something on a scrap of paper, folds it, and tucks it into his breast pocket. Derek paces until his energy is spent, then lies down in the doorway, as if blocking it could save them all.

Kira does not sleep. She watches the city’s fever dream unfold, the way the distant fires gutter and swell, the shadows on the rooftops that are not always stationary. She counts the minutes, then the hours, and finally the breaths between each moan from below.

Sometime after midnight, the air shifts. The moans rise in pitch, then break off, replaced by an eerie, anticipatory silence. Even the survivors sense it; Amy sits upright, alert, eyes dilated. Kira tightens her grip on the length of pipe she keeps by the window.

A new noise, a deeper rumble, reverberates through the floor. Kira leans into the glass, peering at the street. The crowd below has swelled to twice its size. They are not feeding, not fighting; just standing, rigid, faces upturned. One, jaw broken so badly its head lolls sideways, points directly at the office.

They know, Kira thinks. Not with a mind, not with a plan, but they know.

She glances back at the sleepers, the slow rise and fall of breath in the darkness. Tomorrow, they move. Tonight, they are prey in a trap that grows tighter with each passing second.

She returns to the window, forehead pressed to the glass, and waits for the dawn to bring either deliverance or a better class of ending.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2: The Breaking Point
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At the edge of morning, just as the sun’s suggestion slicks the spines of high-rise ruins, Kira inventories the conference room’s new geometry: half the survivors sprawled in uneasy sleep, the others wide-eyed and ghost-lit in the moribund flicker of emergency lighting. She reads from Lucas’s log, reciting the final tally with the impassivity of a bureaucrat at the end of the world.

"Four cans, zero water. Amy reports nothing on the upper levels. No access to the roof. We’re boxed in.”

Lucas, hunched and penitent behind the table, repeats the numbers as if more counting will change the sum.

Outside, the moans have a rhythm now. A synodic tide. Once, she could tune it out, but the night wore her raw. Each howl burrowed under her skin and lay eggs. She is about to speak—another hollow promise, or maybe just the shape of hope—when she hears the first crack.

She knows the sound instantly. Not a gunshot. Not the thunderclap of bone against bone. A wooden protest. A reluctant splintering.

She stops, mid-sentence. The room stills around her, like prey before the tremor of a predator’s footstep.

A second crack, then a scream—close, familiar, born from lungs that remember the taste of air. The barricade at the corridor is giving way.

Derek, who always sits nearest the door, is already up and backing toward the window, as if it’s a way out. The brick-faced woman and her partner tense, unsure whether to hide or flee. Amy, child beside her, compresses into the smallest possible shadow.

The third crack is a shattering; boards on the barricade pop loose, one by one. Hands appear—arms, impossibly long, fingers chipped and clawing, skin tallow-white with the patina of things stored in cellars. The first head shoves through, jaw grinding, teeth canted in an eager, insane smile.

Lucas moves first, propelled by instinct or memory of braver times. “Back!” he hisses, as if the word is a spell. “Get to the—” but the phrase is lost beneath the rush as the undead pour through the breached threshold. They come not in a surge but a pulse: bodies tripping, shoving, each movement the paradox of violence and decay.

Two survivors are caught in the first wave: the young woman who cried last night and Derek, whose luck always ran a number short. For an instant, the woman’s mouth makes the shape of a question—then teeth latch onto her shoulder, peeling away flesh like wet silk. Her scream is high and endless, never quite resolving into a plea.

Derek swings at the creatures with a length of steel pipe, grunting with each blow. He manages to cave in one skull, sending grey jelly slopping onto the floor, but the dead do not register pain. They pile onto him, a wet, hungry wrestling, his face going crimson, then blue, then a final shade Kira has no name for.

Lucas lunges after him, medical tape flapping from his arm like a white flag. He grabs the woman’s hand, tries to lever her free. For a moment, Kira thinks he might actually succeed. Then another set of teeth sinks into the woman’s wrist, and she is dragged under by the inexorable gravity of need.

Kira yells, but Lucas cannot hear. He keeps pulling, his hands red and slick, and the dead keep coming, shoulder to shoulder, some crawling over the backs of others, some pulling themselves forward by their jaws alone. A thing that used to be a child grabs Lucas’s ankle, gnawing at his boot with such ferocity that the noise is louder than the screams.

For one abominable second, Kira does nothing. She stands in the center of the chaos, the world narrowing to a vortex of mouths and hands and Lucas’s desperate, defiant eyes.

Then her body overrides her brain. She barrels forward, grabs Lucas by the collar and yanks him with all her strength. He stumbles back, bringing half the woman’s corpse with him. A hand, still attached, clings to his wrist; he shakes it off with a choked sob. The crowd surges forward to fill the vacuum they leave, dragging what remains of the woman and Derek into a red, writhing heap.

Amy is a blur in the periphery. She darts between the shambling bodies, almost liquid in her motion. She skids under a broken table, slithers past toppled chairs, and emerges beside the child, who is curled in a ball beneath the window ledge, eyes squeezed shut.

A white-haired thing, its chest torn open to reveal strings of blackened viscera, grabs at Amy’s shirt. She slams its head against the wall, twice, and it crumples. She grabs the child, lifts her bodily, and sprints for the stairwell, silent as a cat burglar fleeing a crime.

Kira shoves Lucas toward the same exit. He resists, wants to go back, but she punches him in the gut. “Go!” she snarls. Her own voice surprises her.

They run. Behind them, the conference room fills with sound: not just the dead, but a chorus of agony from the dying. The two who didn’t make it scream in pieces, breath gurgling through new orifices in their necks and chests. The dead set upon them with the efficiency of a factory line.

Kira glances back once. The brick-faced woman is still in the room, wielding a chair like a lion tamer. She swings, connects, backs up, but the circle closes. Her partner trips, goes down beneath a tangle of reaching arms. The woman does not scream. She just grits her teeth, flips the chair upside-down, and jams its legs into the oncoming faces. It is not enough. It never was.

Kira follows Lucas, who half-carries, half-drags himself down the hallway. The air is sour with panic, copper, and the sweet, fungal stink of rot. The fluorescent lighting sputters, throwing grotesque shadows on the walls. The dead are right behind them; some move with uncanny speed, others stagger but never tire.

At the stairwell, Amy has already broken the safety glass on the fire extinguisher. She hands Kira the heavy cylinder, no words necessary.

The child is tucked under Amy’s arm like a football. Her eyes are wide open now, but what they see is anyone’s guess.

They pile into the stairwell and slam the door shut behind them. There is no lock. Kira braces her back against the handle and waits for the pounding. It comes immediately: a hammering, then the splat of wet flesh against painted metal, then the ragged chorus of nails scraping in discordant rhythm.

Lucas breathes in ragged gasps, blood slicked to his forearms and streaking his collar. He checks the child, then Amy, then himself, methodical even now. “Anyone bitten?” His voice is thin, desperate.

Kira shakes her head. She looks at the others. None of them answer.

They climb, one flight, then two, hearts thumping, ears tuned for pursuit. The sounds fade as they ascend; the dead do not climb well, or do not think to. But the knowledge that they are coming, always coming, is a stone in Kira’s gut.

On the landing, they collapse, legs buckling, lungs fighting for purchase. Amy sets the child down. For a moment, there is a hush.

The child speaks first. “They hurt Derek.” The voice is small, but not surprised.

Lucas wipes his hands, looks at Kira. “We keep moving.”

Kira nods. She takes a count: four of them, where there were ten this morning.

She stares at the others, at the blood seeping from Lucas’s knuckles, at Amy’s torn sleeve, at the child’s numb stare. Then she looks down at herself, at the smeared handprint on her shirt, at the trembling in her legs.

She says, “We make for the roof.”

No one disagrees.

As they move up, the thudding below grows less frequent, but never stops. The dead do not forgive. They do not tire. They do not care.

At the top of the stairs is a locked door with a plastic sign: ROOF ACCESS – RESTRICTED.

Kira checks the handle. It is stuck, rusted or jammed or simply beyond her strength. She swings the fire extinguisher at it, once, twice, the clang ricocheting up and down the stairwell. Lucas helps, pounding with his shoulder. Amy checks the child for wounds. The child is clean, though her eyes flick between the adults, already tallying their chances.

The third blow from the extinguisher snaps the lock. The door swings open, letting in a column of dusty, lifeless air. For a moment, Kira thinks she sees light on the horizon—the blush of an unpromising sunrise—but it’s just the city on fire again, distant plumes painting the sky with bruise-colored stripes.

They stumble onto the roof, blinking, coughing, every muscle spent. The door swings shut behind them, blocking out the sounds below. For now.

On the rooftop, the world looks the same but feels irrevocably changed. The streets below are rivers of hunger. The glass in the office towers reflects a thousand tiny flames.

Kira kneels, exhausted. She holds the fire extinguisher like a scepter or a child’s toy.

Amy and the child sit together, legs dangling over the edge, looking out into the hush of early morning. Lucas stares at his hands, which will never be clean again.

Kira does not allow herself to hope. She simply waits, ears tuned to the silence, mind reaching for a plan that will keep them breathing one more hour.

Below, the dead find the stairwell and begin the long, patient climb.

The supplies are left where they fall: a gash of water bottles leaking their slow tears onto the carpet, tins rolled underfoot and forgotten, someone’s jacket with the collar turned up as if its owner will return for it. The corridor is an ossuary of the recently living, scattered and silent in the wake of the breach.

Kira pushes the others ahead, taking the rear with the self-imposed obligation of the damned. The stairwell resounds with footfalls, shoes scraping against metal treads, each thud a staccato countdown. The dead below do not hurry; theirs is an inevitable, patient violence. They fill the lower halls, tide rising, drowning the air in a smell of curdled milk and unspeakable sweetness.

“Keep moving!” Lucas shouts, though no one is lagging. Amy, burdened by the rescued child, bounds upward two steps at a time, face set in a mask of focus. The wind of their passage tugs at Kira’s hair, or maybe it is the press of their past selves rushing past, eager to escape.

They reach the roof with lungs burning, legs jellyfished and insensate. The access door swings open to a cold sky and the shroud of morning—pallid, choked with haze, the color of drowned things. The city is an archipelago of rooftop islands, the streets below buried beneath writhing hunger.
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