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Chapter 1




 




TREVIAN




 




One year ago




 




I drove up to the white community church, running my fingers

over the cool hilt of my katana. 




I kicked my door open and stormed onto the pavement, drawing

my sword out after me. The afternoon sun glistened greedily off the polished

metal. I stormed toward the big oak doors, muffling the cheering guests and

wedding music chanting inside.




Someone shouted in alarm, but they were far behind me on the

other side of the parking lot. Nothing stood between me and my goal, except

those pesky oak doors. I noted the lack of hinges on my side, grinned, and

kicked the lock with all of my strength. 




The doors sprang aside with a crack and a flash of wooden

splinters. 




A woman, wearing a green and blue striped bridesmaid dress,

shrieked and clutched her baby. She backed into the wall, stumbling in her

effort to get away from me. She managed to squeak, "Trevian, what are you

doing?!"




"Calm down," I hissed, storming past her.

"I'm not here for you."




I followed the hip-swaying music down the hallway to my

left, toward the gym. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I heard the bridesmaid

calling the police. Odds were, whoever saw me in the parking lot beat her to

the task. No matter. I only needed a minute.




The second I knocked, the gym doors opened with a loud

clang, every voice, musical instrument, and tinkling glass fell silent. A

hundred eyes stared at me with mixtures of fear, anger, and, worst of all, sympathy.






"Jared!" I bellowed to my brother, knocking a

table aside and slicing my way past a couple chairs. Once the nearby guests saw

the finely sharpened blade severing wooden limbs, they scrambled aside. 




"Trevian?!" He gasped, standing at the end of the

greeting line. "What are you doing?!"




My Amy, in a lavish white dress, stood next to him, her

fingers inter-twined with his. Her face turned more crimson by the second as I

approached, which was a real trick, given how tanned her skin was to start

with. She whispered something in Jared's ear, and I saw his confusion harden

into steel-like resolve.




"I wasn't invited to the wedding," I said,

standing in the middle of the room as I twirled my katana. "So I brought

my own invitation."




"Son," my dad said, slipping out of the crowd. His

rented tuxedo looked out of place against his calloused knuckles and weathered

skin. Few of the medieval weapons he created were tough enough for actual use,

but judging by the cautious gaze he directed at my katana, he remembered mine

was one of the “real” ones. "This is not the time."




"This is the only time. I tried to warn you, but you

wouldn't believe me," I countered, my katana whistling through the air as

I snapped the blade between us. Dad stepped back, arms up in a defensive

posture. I saw the hardened look in his eyes though. If I dropped my defenses,

he'd disarm me for sure. "Jared's getting deployed again, right? That's

why you're having this last minute, train-wreck-waiting-to-happen

marriage?"




"The wedding was going fine until you showed up,"

Jared growled, separating himself from Amy and stalking toward me. He shared my

dad's determined glare, and I felt a twinge of fear. Jared always beat me in

wrestling matches, and I was certain he'd learned more combat techniques since

his promotion to the navy seals. His best man, Nathan, the high school

quarterback, tried to join him, but Jared warned him away with a steely glare.




"Marriages are for life," I insisted, pointing my

katana his way, and then spinning back to face my dad. They both hovered ten

feet away on either side, just out of reach. "I'm doing you a favor. Amy

will leave you the moment she gets bored. That's the kind of woman she

is."




"You're wrong," Jared said, his voice thick and

dangerous. Some people get louder when they grew angry, but not my brother. "What

Amy and I have is real. You're just going to have to live with that." 




"So, what she and I had last summer was a lie?" I

spat, backing up against the desert table. Adrenaline coursed through my veins.

One misstep and they'd hurl me to the ground. Little figurines of Amy and Jared

wobbled precariously atop their seven layer cake. The tiny statuettes smiled at

me, as if mocking my jealous rage.




With the table behind me, Jared and Dad couldn't flank me as

easily. I held my katana in both hands, ready to snap my blade in either

direction. They were both unarmed, thankfully. Either of them could take me in

a “fair” fight. 




"I already told you, Jared. There is nothing Amy can

say or do with you, that she hasn't already said and done with me. Do you

understand? Nothing!" 




"What's going on here?" A police officer bellowed,

pushing past the crowd, Taser in hand. His other rested on the butt of his

pistol. "You! With the sword! Stand down!" 




Another officer appeared from the opposite door, a Taser of

his own pointed in my direction. "You there, put down the weapon!"




I spun into an overhead blow, putting all my weight into the

swing. My beautiful katana whistled through Amy's pristine wedding cake and the

wooden table underneath. The cake crumbled to the ground, brownies, cookies,

and other pastries sliding across the floor. 




A Taser gave an ominous click, hissed through the air and

clawed into my back. A tidal wave of pain threw every muscle into spasm,

forcing me to the pastry-covered ground. I screamed through gritted teeth. 




I twisted as I fell, dislodging the Taser's prongs as I

landed on the broken table. I caught motion out of the corner of my eye and

swung, a blind and enraged gesture. I felt the blade meet flesh and saw Jared

stumble backwards, clutching his face. Crimson seeped from between his fingers.






A second Taser clicked into action, sinking solidly into my

chest. The electrocution only tightened my grip on the katana, but limited my

defensive options since I couldn't move. One of my Dad's polished dress shoes

sailed into my head, announcing an expertly guided kick into my left temple. 




Once the stars faded, I found myself on my stomach, both

hands cuffed behind my back.




Something warm sprayed my right cheek. I craned my neck to

the side, looking up a finely pressed tuxedo until I found the owner's face.

The best man.




"That was the most selfish thing I've ever seen,"

Nathan growled, wiping saliva from his mouth. "You just had to make sure

everyone was as miserable as you, didn't you?"




"That's enough," Dad said stiffly. "Leave

us."




Nathan grunted in agreement, heading to the ambulance. Dad

hovered over me, sitting in a chair, my katana in his hands. Through the chair's

legs I saw Jared lying on a stretcher, a mound of crimson gauze covering his

face. Amy stood next to him, her face pale, holding Jared's hands in her

trembling fingers. 




My mother stood alongside them both, covering them in hugs

and support, while shooting me disappointed glances. My father was always a man

who preferred the rod or a loud voice to instill discipline. Mother needed only

her disappointed, heartbroken stare. I looked away.




"You have dishonored the Jong family, Trevian,"

Dad said grimly, wiping the blade with a napkin. Streaks of Jared's blood still

winked at me from the metal. "I took you both into my home. I gave you and

your brother good lives. I taught you to hunt, fight, track, and survive

whatever the world throws at you. Yet, this is how you repay me? By turning

those skills on your family? You have shamed your sister-in-law, your brother

and your parents, in front of the entire town no less."




I rolled my eyes, spitting on his shoes. Perhaps the kick to

the head did more than knock me unconscious. I felt lightheaded and unsteady,

but my anger burned loud and clear. "Wake up Dad. This is the United

States. You're not in China anymore. No one talks of honor or shame. There are

only assault charges. Is Jared pressing them?" 




"No," Dad grunted, his eyes flashing with

righteous anger, wreathed in heavy wrinkles. His bald head glistened in the

white light. He stuck his shoe in my face, rubbing my own spit onto my cheek before

lifting my head by my chin. "But you are banished."




"Banished?" I laughed, wincing in pain. Nothing

like two Taser blasts to twist up muscles you didn't even know you had.

"People don't do that in America either, Dad. Wise up."




"A promise then," Dad growled, putting the flat of

my katana against my chin. The cool metal seemed to touch my soul, as if trying

to neutralize some of the ire stirring in my chest. "Then next time I see

you, I will give you the same wound you've given your brother. I never want to

see you again. Understand?"




"Don't worry," I promised, spitting on the blade.

With my hands tied behind my back, I couldn't exactly knock the weapon away.

"I never want to see any of you again, either. You sided with Amy over me.

As far as I'm concerned, I don't have a family anymore."




"As you wish," my dad said bitterly, rising to his

feet. He rolled me onto my side with his foot. He held up my car keys, jingling

them together angrily. "But you are not worthy of this katana. Nor any of

the other gifts I've made you over the years. Your car will be waiting outside

the police station with a full tank of gas."




"That's more than I ever wanted from you," I replied

back, rising to my knees. "You'll never see me again. Jared will deserve

everything he gets from her."











 




Chapter 2




 




TREVIAN




 




Present Day




 




"Trevian!" Mr. Dickerson shouted from across the

hall. Before nine in the morning his voice always sounded like a cat trapped in

an active garbage disposal. Three red cuts marred his hastily shaven face and

receding hairline. "Where's my coffee?" 




"Right here, sir," I answered, squeezing past a

couple young interns as I stepped into the hallway. I hugged the cardboard

coffee holder to my chest, making sure the last two cups stayed upright.

"You're the farthest from the . . ."




"I'm the one writing your paycheck," Mr. Dickerson

growled, snatching his cup from the holder. The cardboard container went askew,

spilling the last coffee, mine, onto my hand. "From now on, you will drop

my coffee off first, understand?"




"Yes, sir," I replied, hissing in pain. I bit back

a dozen more arrogant responses, all of which would have gotten me fired for

sure. Not living on the streets like an animal was worth the humiliation,

barely.




"Good, now get to the men's bathroom," Mr.

Dickerson said, glancing over his shoulder. I glimpsed a few bigwigs sitting at

the office table behind him, waiting impatiently. "Marvin missed the

toilet again. Clean it up." 




"Yes, sir," I echoed, stepping away as Mr.

Dickerson slammed the door shut. 




"Might want to be careful about the boss this

morning," Greg said, passing me in the hallway with a stack of blank pages

in his arms. His eyes were perpetually worn and fatigued, unless you asked

about his son, then the stories and smiles went on and on. "Apparently

he's in the running for a big promotion. The CEO is in there with him, and most

of the board."




"A little late with the warning," I grunted,

shaking coffee from my burned hand. "But I hope he gets the job."




"Really?" Greg asked, chuckling. "You're a

better man than I, wishing Dickerson well."




"Not quite," I replied, grinning. I fell into step

alongside Greg, taking the elevator up two floors. His cubicle as always, was

marked by red and green Christmas tinsel, despite the current summer heat.

"If he gets the job, he'll move up and be someone else's problem.




"That's the spirit," Greg said, nodding in

agreement. "Were you always so optimistic?"




"Not even close," I answered, taking a sip of my

peppermint mocha. "The optimism was a recent development, along with the

pay check."




"Well, welcome to the corporate world," Greg said,

hugging the printer paper to his chest with one arm, so he could grandly wave

at his destination with the other, a sea of cubicles and chattering heads.

"Keep your head down and say sir a lot. One day you could be wallowing in

success, like me."




"What do they do on this floor anyway?" I asked.




"A little of everything," Greg answered, setting

the papers down on his desk. His printer lay open, like an open-heart surgery

patient, frozen in mid-operation. "Infinitech has their hands in

everything under the sun, from insurance to law to military defense."




"Really?" I asked, my interest piqued. "Like

weapons manufacturing?"




"Yeah, top of the line gear," Greg whispered.

Leaning in close, he pointed upward. "But that's floor seventy-five stuff.

You've got a few decades to go before they trust you with that stuff."




I recalled a certain navy seal and my lips twisted into a

sour expression. "No, I'll be fine in sales. I think I could do alright if

Mr. Dickerson gave me a chance."




"Just keep following orders," Greg insisted,

shuffling the blank pages into the printer's loading bay. "Try to

anticipate other's needs. Nothing makes a better impression than showing up

with coffee the moment someone realizes they want some."




"Anticipate," I echoed, taking another sip of

coffee. "Alright."




"Trevian!" Sara called from across the cubicle sea,

Greg's team leader. "We've got a mess in the men's room on the sixty sixth

floor. The janitor is tied up on the sixth floor. Take care of it."




"Yes ma'am," I called, sighing dejectedly.




"The best things in life come at a price, son,"

Greg said, offering a sympathetic smile. "But if you make sure what you're

shooting for is really what you want, the sacrifices will be worth it."




"Thanks, Greg," I said, patting the printer. At

their heart, his words were oddly similar to my father's, though they lacked my

adopted parent's random quote from the 'Art of War'. "Good luck with your

patient."




"Oh, she's got another year left in her," Greg

chuckled. A piece of the innards broke away in his hand. He blinked at the

twisted hunk of plastic, bewildered. "Well, hopefully."




"Again, good luck," I said, slipping out of the

room. 




I used the south western service stairs, since I didn't feel

like waiting at the elevator this time. A little exercise, stomping down those

steps, helped to keep my temper under control as well. I finished my coffee on

the way, tucking the cup into the trash can as I descended to Mr. Dickerson's

floor. Someone had already parked the spare janitor cart in front of the men's

room, a generous warning to all to stay away. 




Even from here, I could smell the issue at hand. Marvin

faced a serious drinking problem, namely the inability to drink while on the

job. Since he made up for the lack of alcohol in between shifts, his time at

work was riddled with less-than-pleasant side effects. How the man was still employed

was beyond me. Apparently, he was very good with hedge funds.




I grabbed gloves, lemon-scented disinfectant and a roll of

paper towels. I took a deep breath and opened the door. I felt like a deep sea

diver, though the ocean I was submersing into was a far cry from the Great Barrier

Reef.




I tried plugging my nose as I inspected the trouble at hand.

Marvin 'missing' was an understatement. I wondered if he was hallucinating.

Perhaps he thought he was a crop duster, insistent on reaching every inch of

the 'field' that was the men's room floor. I opened my mouth to breath, tasted

the vomit in the air and gagged.




Scrambling out of the men's room, I took a breath of

life-giving air. I caught a glance from Mary, Mr. Dickerson's assistant. She

was checking in on the accounting department. She gave me a pitying look and I

replied with a helpless shrug. At least not everyone working at this company

was like Mr. Dickerson. If Mary took his place, this floor might actually

become tolerable to work in.




My smartphone vibrated in my pocket. Rolling my eyes, I

pulled out the device as I stepped into the bathroom. Mary's pity would only go

so far. 




The text was just notice of my phone bill, but an unopened

message waited next on the screen. A day old. The white and black screen sent

my insides writhing, beyond what the vomit-covered floor already induced. The

text message was from a blocked number.




There were only four names I'd blocked from my phone. None

of which had contacted me in the last year. Was mom trying to mend fences?

Perhaps Jared finally decided to repay me for the damage I did to his face. Or

dad. Maybe Amy had already destroyed Jared's life and he was calling to put the

whole mess behind us. I scrolled down to the message and hit 'open.' 




 




'Got a job as a body guard for a government official in

biological defense division. Attack imminent on New York City. Get as far away

as you can. I'm committing treason by telling you this. Get out, now.'




 




For a brief moment, I forgot about the stench of vomit. Mr.

Dickerson's foul mood and my quest into the sales department faded as well.

Jared's message seemed too far-fetched to take seriously. Was this his revenge?

To force me out of the city on a whim, perhaps cost me my job? No, Jared was

too upfront for such a tactic. He'd just show up on my doorstep and pound some

sense into me.




His warning must be genuine, then.




I tapped the keys on my phone, sending a brief reply. A

return message flashed back, almost instantly. 




 




'Number out of service.'




 




I pocketed my phone and returned to the hallway, sucking in

blessed, vomit-free air. Leaning against the janitor cart, I tried to organize

my thoughts. Did I warn Greg and Sara? What if this was, in fact, a prank of

some kind? Or Jared was simply mistaken? I could lose . . .




A woman screamed. Secretaries and interns poked their heads

out of various doors along the hallway, all glancing towards the boardroom. The

door burst open, two middle-aged men carrying a convulsing Mr. Dickerson onto

the floor of the hallway. The bitter man coughed up blood, dark crimson lining

the arteries in his arms and face.




"Call an ambulance!" one of them ordered, the CFO

I think. An elderly man leaned against the doorjamb behind them, coughing into

his sleeve. A half dozen co-workers circled Mr. Dickerson, blocking my view.




"Is he going to be alright?" one of the

secretaries asked. "What's wrong with him?"




I glanced behind me. The service stairs on every level were

unattended and unlocked, in case of a fire. Maybe Mr. Dickerson was just sick,

but if not… up or down?




Mr. Dickerson gasped, his voice rickety like an old

staircase. People jumped back, shouting in alarm. I glimpsed Mr. Dickerson

hunched over the CFO, tearing into the man's arm with all the enthusiasm of a

starving dog. Before my eyes, I watched the CFO cringe and convulse, the blood

vessels in his arm turned blood red. Dickerson saw the red veins, grinned

contently and glanced my way, blood dripping from his lips.




What the hell?!




I sprinted for the stairs. My steps echoed up the hollow

stairwell, as if I were racing up the bones of some dead creature. I didn't

fully understand what was going on, but Greg and the others wouldn't stand a

chance without some kind of warning. By the time I reached the next floor, I

heard the screams multiplying downstairs, and Mr. Dickerson howling after me.




His enraged voice echoed against the concrete walls, I could

hear him gaining on me. The insanity of this scenario screamed at me. I ran five

miles every day to and from work. Dickerson walked to and from his limo. Not to

mention, I was half his age. How was he gaining on me?




I glanced behind me, catching a glimpse of the oozing

crimson sores now dotting his face and hands. His mouth hung wide and loose, as

if there was a screw missing in his jaw. He charged at me with unnatural,

loping strides, using the guardrail to pull himself along.




The door to the next floor opened, greeting me with a wall

of steel and glass. I spun, pushing off of the far wall and hurried past an

intern, Timmy, and his cardboard box of office supplies. 




"Trevian, what the h-" His question was cut short

when Dickerson tackled him. The boy's screams, Dickerson's moan of content and

the sound of tearing flesh granted my legs renewed strength. I sprinted down

the hallway. I could only think of one way to alert the building of danger. I raced

down the hallways and hit the nearest fire alarm.




The high pitched whine tore through every corner of the

building, drowning my voice in a tidal wave of noise. The office doors opened

and people stepped into the hallway, rolling their eyes and shaking their heads

in annoyance. They glanced at the pulled lever on my right and glared back at

me angrily.




I shouted at the top of my lungs, "We're under attack!

Everyone get upstairs!"




Half my co-workers scoffed at me, having seen me pull the

alarm. They retreated back into their world of reports and deadlines. The

others laughed, waving me aside. Mr. Donavan's latest intern, a high school

senior named Carl, patted my shoulder. He held a stack of note cards in his

other hand, dotted with bullet points and said, "Nice one, Trevian. I

needed to put off my next meeting by a few minutes." 




"We're under attack," I tried to explain.




"What?" The intern echoed, cupping his hand over

his ear.




"Come on!" I demanded, hurrying to the sea of

cubicles around the corner. I ground to a halt in front of Greg, wiping printer

ink from his hands. He chewed his lower lip in frustration, as if the infernal

machine were intentionally misbehaving. 




Greg looked concerned. There was something about the scrunch

of his furrowed brow that reminded me of my father, before our falling out.

"Trevian, what's wrong?"




"We're under attack!" I tried to explain.




"What?" Greg asked, tapping his ear. Carl hung

behind me, sharing a confused shrug with Greg as I fumed in frustration. 




I grabbed Greg by the sleeve of his shirt and dragged him

across the cubicle sea, north, to the opposite side of the building.

Thankfully, the look on my face was enough to gain his cooperation. The other

co-workers were filling toward the emergency stairs on our side of the building

with bored expressions. We were half way across the room when Sara popped into

view, blocking my way.




"You!" Sara cried, one hand on her hip as she

pointed at the ceiling. Unfortunately, the alarm drowned out most of her words.

"They … did this! … you trying to … fired?"




"We're under attack!" I shouted, anger rising in

my chest. We didn't have time for talking. 




I tried to push past her, but Sara and Greg caught hold of

me, shouting directly into my ears. "What's wrong?"




I caught a flash of movement from the corner of my eye, a

hungry, loping stride. I spun, pointing and shouting, though at this point, the

adrenaline reduced my words to a terrified moan. 




Chelsey, a petite secretary with the trim body of a dancer,

burst from the south eastern stairwell. Flecks of gore clung to her blond pixie

cut hair. Her polka dot blouse, striped skirt, chin and hands were crimson with

other people's blood. Her arteries swelled crimson and a chunk of flesh hung

from her shoulder where someone else bit her. Open sores covered her skin,

dripping tainted blood with every step. 




We were out of time.




 I stayed long enough to see Chelsey dive into the stunned

crowd. Then a wall of panicked people sprinted at me. Cubicle cardboard walls

shattered, chairs toppled aside and desks over turned as fifty co-workers tried

to retreat through the narrow space between each row of cubicles. 




"Now!" I cried, catching Greg and Sara by their

hands, dragging them to the northern corner of the building. Of course, the

southern stairwells were already contaminated. Dickerson's office lay just

around the corner those stairs. But the infection would have to overwhelm a

hundred co-workers on Donovan's floor, before reaching the northern steps. Surely

whatever this was didn't spread that quickly.




The good news was everyone knew their place in a fire. The employees

filed out of each room in a river of suits, slacks and dress skirts, each heading

their assigned exits. They moved with all the ignorant boredom of a teenage

stuck in detention. They didn't even look our way until I pushed past a worn

looking couple who shared matching wedding rings. 




Down the long hallway, to the northeast, I caught flickering

images of people scrambling away from the stairs. A deep dread welled up in my

gut, but I hurried for the north stair well, shoving as needed. At least the

fire alarm drowned out their grunts of annoyance as I passed, Greg and Sara in

tow. 




The line in front of us buckled as we reached the double

doors, people scrambling backwards. Droplets of blood splattered against the

far wall, only half a floor below us. A broad shouldered man I recognized from

the sales department, a former linebacker, was pinning two infected people to

the wall by their throats. Then another jumped on his back, driving him to the

ground. 




Greg and Sara no longer required encouragement. They let go

of my hands and ran alongside me as we scrambled up the stairs. Only one floor

later, we ran into a solid wall of people, all struggling to fit into the

narrow stairwell above. Greg and I shared a look of desperate frustration,

before I saw him look behind me, his face paling in fear.




I spun around. An infected man, a clump of pink flesh caught

in his teeth, reached out for me with both arms like some discount wrestler. 




My teenage years studying at my father's dojo snapped into

action, before my terrified brain could freeze up. I knocked the infected's

right hand aside, catching him by that wrist. With my other hand, I caught hold

of his right shoulder and directed his momentum into the railing on the stairs.

The reverberation from the impact rumbled up my arms and blood oozed from the

infected's broken nose.




I expected the man to stumbled from the blow, or at least

hesitate from the pain. Instead, he spun toward me, snapping at my hands like a

dog from a cartoon, chasing a flying pork chop. I turned, desperate to keep his

wrist up and shoulder down in an arm lock, but my foot missed the next step. 




I did two complete rotations, smashing my shoulders, knees

and face against the unyielding steps, before I rolled into the wall at the

base of this stair. A dull ache raced through my body, and somewhere in the

back of my mind, I foggily wondered why I was falling in the first place.




When my senses returned, the infected's face hung suspended

in front of me. Warm, bloody spittle splattered against my cheek like some

deranged sprinkler. I gasped, trying to scramble away, as if I could somehow

merge with the concrete. A confused corner of my mind marveled at this floating

head, not putting all the pieces together until Greg and Sara managed to drag

the infected man a few steps up the stairs. 




Someone tripped in their haste and everyone went down.

Though the world still spun painfully, I scrambled to my feet, determined to

help. By the time I could hold myself erect, I saw Greg hurl the infected man

over the railing. Sara caught my wrist a moment later, hauling me after them. 




The stairs to the sixty seventh floor was still bottlenecked

with panicking suits and screaming employees. We piled onto the office floor,

clusters of people locked around various stairwells and elevator doors. 




"Go!" Greg cried, smashing into my back. I stumbled

against a desk, off balance. Not falling to the floor and covering the plush

carpet with the contents of my breakfast took all my strength.




Apparently, some of the employees ahead of us in the

stairwell saw us enter and followed. Two dozen terrified coworkers flooded this

floor like a river of fear and stomping loafers. Their combined weight pinned me

against the opposite cubicle. A wedding picture teetered perilously next to me,

a Mexican couple I didn't recognize.




If only I'd had the courage to read Jared's text the day

before. You would think, if he was serious about the fall of New York City, he

would have called instead of texted. The fire alarm shut off, but with each

passing moment, the screams of the dying and the moans of wild hunger got

louder.




I survey the scene, desperately searching for some way out. Too

many people plugged every stairwell. Others tried for the elevators. I think a

large part of the problem was the ten floors of unwary office workers upstairs,

all trying to obey the fire alarm and file down toward us. Perhaps pulling the

alarm wasn't so helpful after all.




The heavy thud of chopper blades pounded outside the far

window, cutting through our confusion. Three black, military helicopters roared

out against the chaos below, offering escape from the grisly fate awaiting

those left behind. Yet, in the back of my mind the obvious truth burned. There

wouldn’t be enough seats on the choppers for everyone in the building. Who

would remain?




The need for self-preservation spread faster than any illness

could ever aspire. Savage howls echoed from the stairway below, accompanied by

the screams of the dying and the satisfied moans of the feeding infected

creatures. A dozen co-workers suddenly thought the stairwell was the better

option after all, slamming into Greg as they thundered to the stairs.




"Help me!" Greg cried, trapped in the stairwell by

the tide of fleeing patrons. I stepped toward him, to fish him out of the

tangled people, but then I saw his hand. Blood dripped from a bite on his

forearm. Fear coiled on my chest, along with a flashing recollection of Mr.

Dickerson, hot on my heels.




"Just get to the roof!" Sara, shouted. She stood

at the head of the stairs, trying to direct traffic and keep some measure of

calm. Her once perfect hair was now disheveled, her eyes wide and panicked. Red

droplets of blood dripped from her left leg were she’d been deeply clawed above

the calf. I backed up a step, my addled brain desperately trying to put all the

pieces together.




"Come on! Come on!" Kyle, our pizza guy, cried

out. He was hammering the “up” button on the elevator's finger pad, at the

other end of the room. His red and white striped uniform dripped with blood,

either his or someone else's. 




Greg and Sara fell to the ground, convulsing as if they lay

on thick power lines. Familiar rashes climbing up their arms and shoulders, oozing

blood like crimson rain. Everyone scattered.




We all knew what happened next. 




Thick foam sputtered from their lips. Greg rose to his feet

first. His whole body tilted to one side, as if a great weight hung from one

shoulder. His face was pale like a corpse, but his eyes were blood red and

dilated. He wheezed a few moments, like a computer rebooting. Then his new

programing clicked into high gear.




He saw me and smiled. Good lord, what an inhuman expression.

Like an addict looking for another score, you.




What used to be Greg charged at me. He howled in rage, eyes

alight with enthusiasm and hunger. He reached for me, fingers curved like

claws. Did he seriously want to eat me?!




With trembling hands I grabbed the cubicle's rolling chair

and hurled the makeshift weapon into his chest. The blow bounced off like I'd

hit him with a spit wad. Whatever he was now, he was awfully strong. Sara

smashed into his back, giving me a momentary glimmer of hope. Then I saw her

bloodshot, sunken eyes, and the crimson lines along her veins. 




Greg spun, hissing as he tried to push her into another

cubicle. They were fighting over who'd get first bite. Groaning shapes rounded

the bend at the foot of the stairs behind them. We were out of time.




Greg and Sara's spat bought me the few seconds I needed to

get over the sheer shock of the grisly scene. I sprinted for the emergency

stairs at the other end of the building, glancing around desperately for

anything useful. Panic gripped my chest when I found my friends and coworkers

plugging the other exits. 




I saw the window washer’s platform hanging in front my boss’

window. The contraption was made from a flat wooden platform with a metal fence

at waist height, wrapping around the outside edges. A thin cable ran through a

gear on either side to keep the platform suspended. The metal controls on the

side glistened at me, offering a fragment of hope. Of course, the machine

hovered over sixty seven floors of nothing.




The emergency stairs around the corner thundered with

panicked voices as people tried to climb over each other to escape. More

infected spilled from the main stairs now, pausing to rip apart the few people

still waiting for the elevator. I glimpsed Greg scampering from one victim to

the next, blood running down his mouth and hands. I retched.




Their stance was more animal than human as they massed

around fresh meat like a disorganized wolf pack. They saw something alive and

tore into them. Their grinding moans escalated to an inhuman shriek as one

caught sight of me, calling the rest of them in on the hunt. They tore the

carpet as they lunged forwards, bloodshot eyes full of enthusiasm. 




That pretty much overruled any previous issues I had had with

heights. If I did fall, at least I’d die quickly. The infected behind me

offered no such promise. I bolted into department executive's office and locked

the door behind me. 




I silently thanked fate, God, or whatever you’d call divine

providence, for providing a boss with such refined taste. This man's hand

crafted mahogany chair carried much more momentum than the plastic,

spring-loaded gimmicks my co-workers used. I managed to break the window behind

his desk with the second blow.




The office door shattered, interrupting my grateful thought

in mid-sentence. Of course, this boss would rather have doors with wide windows…

it figured. There wasn’t time for caution or even practicality. That’s why I

nearly fell to my death right there as my full momentum slammed into the thin

metal railing on the window washer’s rack, throwing me out into space like a

sadistic carnival ride. 




As soon as I caught a firm grip on the railing, preventing

an umpteen story fall, I smashed the lever down with my fist. "Move!"

I growled.




Big mistake. 




The powerful motor above hummed to life and the contraption

plummeted down. The realization hit me like a wave of ice as I felt my stomach

rise into my throat. The first infected paused for a moment, peeking out over

the expanse and glared me. With a gleeful shriek he sounded the charge and led

the others out into the open air.
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With a desperate grunt of effort I threw my weight to the

side, trying to swing out of their flailing trajectory. Not by any means a

maneuver the manufacturers had in mind when they designed this machine. The

first two infected sped past me, but the next four landed with such force the

wood creaked ominously beneath their weight. Two even landed on their feet,

taking a split second to orient themselves before lunging after me. 




They were close enough to spit on, when the rest of them

hit. 




Another dozen infected people cascaded onto the painter’s

platform, crushing the two infected trying to rush in for the kill. I had a

brief second to brace myself before a final, particularly plump infected man

smashed into the dog pile and sealed the deal.




The platform snapped apart. The metal railing twisted with a

high-pitched shriek as a couple thousand pounds of writhing flesh tore the

window washer’s mechanism in two. I clung helplessly to the left end and the

wire suspending my half of the platform from the roof. I hugged the crossbars

welded into the platform’s mechanism. My feet flailed in a vain search for a

sturdy hold. 




The lever still pointed downwards, lowering me towards the

chaos on the city streets below. I shot a glance downward and fought the urge

to vomit. The infected were already spreading out from my skyscraper with

terrifying speed, causing a ripple of healthy pedestrians to flee in every

direction. Most weren't fast enough. 




I finally managed to push the lever up to the half-way mark

with my foot. The motor ground to a stop with a gentle sigh. Something caught

hold of my leg though, and immense pressure clamped down on my calf. 




I looked down in horror and saw an elderly woman clinging to

my leg with determined fingers. A piece of torn safety railing had speared her through

the chest, holding her at the height of my feet. She didn’t even wince from the

pain. Instead, her jaw clamped onto my ankle again, sending waves of pain up my

leg. 




Screaming against that one simple fact, I jerked free and kicked

with all my strength. My perilous height above the concrete streets, the

choppers above, my screaming coworkers; they all fell away in the face of one

bite. If I was gonna die, or become one of them, this infected would die first.






The railing supporting her torso slowly bent beneath the

repeated blows from my feet. She tried to catch hold and bite into my thick

shoes, but my assault moved too fast and struck too hard. The metal bar in her

chest finally sank towards the street and she slid to her doom.




I hung there pondering mine. 




My ankle ached painfully. How long did I have to live? How

long until I turned? Why couldn’t she have bitten my shoe, instead? So much for

divine providence. Pain lanced through the palms of my hands as the suspension

cable bit into my flesh.




I looked up towards the chopper on the roof. I couldn’t see

the blades, but I heard their heavy thump-thump and saw the windstorm above as

they waited, offering salvation. Yet, if I joined the survivors, how long until

I contaminated them?




I gulped and glanced down at the easy death beneath me,

pushing aside a sickening wave of shame. I tightened my grip and nudged the

lever above me into the "up" position. As long as I was still… me,

the desire to live outweighed everything else. At least until I got the chance

to tell Jared goodbye. After everything I had done, I wanted to apologize.




Plus, he was soldier enough to kill me when the infection

took over, to protect everyone else around me. If was one tenth as noble and

selfless as Jared, I'd have jumped.




I rose gradually, surveying each floor's ugly scene. The

violence escalated in stages. The first floor I passed swarmed with infected, a

few even catching sight of me and slamming into the windows. They pressed their

contorted, decaying faces against the window like children eyeing their

favorite toy. 




For a moment, I felt exactly like a worm on a hook. Bloody

handprints streaked the glass as they clawed at me, but failed to break

through. They glared at my feet in frustration as I rose out of sight.




Passing the next floor, I watched three of them catch Kyle, the

pizza boy. They pulled him to the ground and bit mouthfuls of flesh from his

shoulders and neck. They started on his extremities next, drawing screams of

torment from his still-living body. Perhaps he’d live long enough to turn.

Hopefully they’d eat his hands, at least, making him much less dangerous when

he did.




Another cautious glance below revealed empty concrete

outside our building, where nothing moved. In the distant streets and through

distant windows I could see traces of the infection gaining momentum, spreading

like shadows behind a setting sun. My mind struggled to accept the sheer scope

of the carnage and how quickly the infection spread.




The final floor was a crowd of people, my coworkers

included, trying to fit through the roof's stairway access, a passage only wide

enough for one person. A brawl erupted among the workers in the back of the

line, trying to fight their way to safety with whatever makeshift weapons they

could find. For a brief moment, I thought infected had reached this floor too.

No, those creatures didn't use staplers, scissors or chairs. Blood splattered

against the window. I shuddered.




Now, I hung alongside the long sky bridge connecting our

building to the skyscraper across from us, a peace offering between our merged companies.

A line of desperate, terrified people filled the length of the bridge, spanning

from one corner of the floor to the next, in the skyscraper across the way.




Then I reached the roof.




I swung forwards, falling worshipfully upon the concrete

rooftop. If my ankle hadn’t been so sore, I might have uttered another prayer

of thanks. Instead I sat down, pulled up my pant leg, pulled my sock down and

paused.




The skin was bruised, but not broken. No blood. Not a single

drop. I thought back, reviewing the scene as I’d kicked the infected woman in

the face. Her savage mouth had flapped open and shut with each strike as my

shoes collided with her head. I hadn’t realized, in that moment of terror, that

she had no teeth.




Perhaps this unexpected blessing was her last human act

before she turned, or maybe a previous victim had knocked them from her mouth. Bottom

line, she wasn't wearing her dentures. I was alive and healthy. Relief washed

over me, leaving my body weak with fatigue. I rose to my feet and hurried

towards the chopper. 




I hesitated, expecting body guards dressed in polished

suits. Instead, three soldiers in full camo ushered the survivors into each

vehicle. Two stood at the door, trying to bring some semblance of order to the

chaos, while the third guided them along. I tried to walk past the last one,

towards the helicopter, but he caught my wrist.




"Women and children first," he shouted firmly,

hefting his M4 Carbine toward me in one hand to enforce his point. "Wait

your turn." 




"What?" I responded stupidly, pretending not to

hear as I put one hand to my ear. The howl of the helicopter blades muffled everything

else anyway, and the intense downdraft of the spinning blades forced me to

hunch over as I moved closer.




"Wait your turn!" the soldier shouted again,

pivoting his body so the business end of his gun pointed my way. But I could

see the weakness in his eyes. He didn’t want to kill me. I knew if I smiled and

turned as if to leave, he’d relax and I could strike. Could I survive his

friends and the other office workers, though? 




A hand caught my shoulder, a tight but familiar grip. I saw

the other soldier managing the door alone, holding his gun cautiously in the

survivors’ direction as he ushered them towards the chopper.




"That’s enough, bro!" Jared said grimly, shouting

to be heard over the chopper. "I’ve got a better plan!"




For a blissful moment, I forgot the world beneath my feet

writhed with crazed, infected cannibals. Jared’s helmet lay on the ground,

exposing his dark hair and crooked nose (my fault). He hefted a large pack over

his squarely built shoulders. He'd bulked up since I last saw him. I felt truly

small by comparison. 




"How’d you find me?!" I asked gleefully, glancing

at the chopper and the uniforms. "This isn’t your unit."




"Long story, no time," he smiled confidently. His M4

Carbine hung easily over his shoulder alongside his backpack, the shotgun attachment

sparkling warmly in the afternoon light. 




A gunshot tore us from our reunion. The other soldier lay as

a mass of panicked civilians tore across the rooftop. A couple soldiers waved their

guns threateningly, but the charging people, like the advancing infected,

didn't care anymore.




The survivors swarmed us in a tide of desperation. Jared's

weapon and uniform made him an obvious target for their hysteria. Panicked

survivors pushed us apart. Jared sank beneath a wave of tattered suits, neat

haircuts and fake tans.




The chopper engines roared into high gear, their blades

shrieking at a higher and higher pitch as they lifted off. Countless people

hung from skids, some losing their grip, others in the process of gnawing on

their neighbors. Some tried to jump for it and missed, falling straight down to

the infested streets below.




Despair gripped me for a moment as escape flew away. Some people

around me turned towards their fate, determined to fight or die. Some shook

their heads and jumped for it. Most were too terrified to move, their minds

already prisoners of the hungry moans yearning for sustenance. To my undying

shame, I was one of the latter.




Gunfire broke the hold of the infected's cries on my mind.

Jared rose from the chaos, a 9-milimeter in one hand and his M4 Carbine in the

other. He nodded toward the east wall, just to the left of the stairwell the crazed

plague victims now poured from. I swallowed my fear and sprinted forwards. One

thing Jared prided himself on was always being prepared, though I couldn’t

fathom how me meant to get out of this mess. 




I pushed my way through a few clumps of survivors, keeping

my focus on Jared. His 9-milimeter thundered rapidly as he burned through

another magazine. A half-dozen twitching corpses lay at his feet, with more infected

coming as the sounds of gunfire drew their attention. I pushed past the last of

my coworkers and sprinted towards my brother, who nodded at my approach and

holstered his pistol as he brought his M4 Carbine to bear.




The shot gun attachment on his rifle roared to life as he

fired another blast into the heart of the cannibalistic mass surging from the

door. Another blast followed, then another.




"You got a plan?" I asked, scrambling to his side.




"Jump, Trevian!" he grunted, switching his M4

Carbine to semi-auto. I looked out behind him at the bridge connecting both

sky-scrapers. After my last ordeal, the six foot drop didn't bother me. The

glass roof he wanted us to land on, though, forced me to hesitate. The oncoming

horde lay perfectly visible beneath its crystalline surface, and they looked

pissed.
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