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      In the beginning of the end, we didn’t know what caused the apocalypse. It wasn’t another country, an alien invasion, a virus, bacteria, alien spore, an asteroid, natural disasters, global warming…none of the usual predicted enemies. We created it with our anger, ignorance, intolerance and hatred. Each thing on its own mutated into a toxic soup. All of them mixed into one thick emotion that gathered strength and momentum until it became a life force of its own. One emotion finally broke us.

      Fear.

      [image: ]

      September

      Lakemeadow

      West of Denver, Colorado

      Sometime in the near future

      

      “Come on! Dig faster!”

      I ignored the man’s voice and continued to jam the shovel into the earth at a steady, unhurried pace. Why rush? It wasn’t as if we had anywhere we had to be. Weariness weighed on my shoulders as if Earth’s gravity had increased. At the edge of my reserves, I couldn’t shovel any faster.

      Pungent rot assaulted my nose, but I was used to it by now. For a long time I’d ignored the stench. It didn’t nauseate me anymore. Even my own body odor ceased to faze me. Anything girly or feminine failed to exist. No pedicures, no long, hot baths for the luxury of soaking. Perhaps, if I shoveled for many more weeks—hell—many more years, I’d forget it all. Everything I’d experienced, knew and loved had vanished. All I could do now was allow the monotonous activity to dull the physical and emotional pain.

      Sometimes, in the middle of the night, I wondered why I was alive. What I held onto. Yet inside me a need to live crawled out of the darkness each day.

      The wood and metal shovel in my hands made an almost soothing, repetitious sound, the sharp slice of metal through dirt. I’d already dug down about five feet; I’d been shoveling for hours until my muscles twitched from fatigue. I was cold. Temperatures had lowered into the forties at night and were in the upper fifties during the day—at least in this mountain town September wasn’t as frigid as it could be. Still, my body had thinned over the weeks and it seemed I was always trying to get warm. Always shivering. Soon I’d be a bag of bones.

      I coughed and stifled the rattle that rasped in my throat. Fear tried to rise, but I strangled it into submission. I took a deep, almost pained breath as my ribs protested. My arms ached, my leg muscles trembled. I didn’t know how long I could keep this up.

      But I had to.

      Just keep digging.

      Again metal cut the earth, the dark soil easier to move since late morning rain had dampened everything. It smelled amazingly pure and sweet, and I drank it in even though the rain had soaked me to the skin. I was a matted mess, my long hair plastered against me in a tangle.

      Low-hanging clouds and the promise of more moisture to come covered this place, deep inside the Colorado mountains just inside the little town of Lakemeadow. I liked it, took pleasure in this momentary respite from reality. Rain almost felt like a shower, and I hadn’t experienced one of those in two months. Diving into fantasy, I pretended I was back in England where I’d spent the first nine years of my life.

      Time had warped. Reality seemed dulled by my efforts to forget, by my wish to cope. To survive.

      So much had happened. So many unbelievable, terrible things.

      Tears burned my eyes, but I ruthlessly restrained them and sucked in a deep breath. Never mind that my body protested. I didn’t dare stop. The men wouldn’t let me, and if I faltered there would be consequences. Punishment. My stomach growled and a new thirst developed in my mouth. Water would taste so good right now. The assholes forcing their will upon me day after day…well they handled the resources and gave them out sparingly. They didn’t give a rat’s ass if I suffered.

      I’d stopped wondering why they demanded I dig grave after grave. Four able-bodied men could do the job far easier. My guess was if they didn’t have me as a gravedigger they’d just leave all the bodies lying around to rot even more than they were already.

      No. Don’t lie to yourself. You know why you’re the gravedigger.

      I understood their sickness. It wasn’t physical illness that crippled them. Hell no. They were fucked up in the head, and I’d known that from the moment they’d forced me into their car that fateful day. I wondered, as I launched the shovel into the ground, if they’d even been human before the pandemic.

      Not likely.

      Clink.

      Pain radiated up my arm as the shovel hit something metal.

      I stopped, but the dickweed watching me at the edge of the gravesite laughed. A deep-throated, rough sound a person wouldn’t expect belonged to a man wearing a dark blue two-piece suit and slicked back black hair. I glanced up, already knowing whom I’d see.

      Drover. I didn’t have a clue what his first name was, and I didn’t ask. Like the other three men nearby, he wore his rumpled suit with a pride he should’ve abandoned weeks ago. As if he might return to the corporate boardroom or his law office soon. The fact he still wore the filthy thing baffled me. Maybe he clung to the hope civilization would return and he’d rule the proverbial roost. He sneered at me, and out of sheer hatred I glared back. I knew what he saw. A thin woman, five foot six with a tousle of thick red hair that long ago lost its style. It hung about my shoulders in a tangled mess. It itched like hell, but then so did the rest of my body. On our travels, I’d snatched some dry shampoo from a grocery store long since looted. I’d used it a few times but the stuff just made my hair more tangled and nasty, so I stopped using it.

      I’d give my right tit for a bath.

      No. I’d stay dirty as long as it took. If it would keep me the least bit safe from these assholes, I’d tolerate the filth.

      Drover snorted a laugh as if he’d read my thoughts, and I looked at him again.

      His eyes were gray, with those dark circles around the colored part that made him look feral even wearing a suit. His face was broad; his jaw cut just enough to make him handsome in a GQ way. In another life a magazine might’ve paid him big bucks to pose with his thin, tall frame. He was enough of a mannequin, as lifeless and loveless as a doll. His mouth cut his face in a cruel slash, his teeth a flash of white when he smiled in that condescending way.

      My mind hissed the curse words I wanted to say so damned much. Fucktards. Filthy scumbags, ignorant fools.

      “What are you staring at?” Drover asked.

      A shiver rolled across my body, and I sagged a little under a wave of illness that made me long to stop. I couldn’t afford to be sick again. I’d experienced it once and look where that had gotten me. I’d fallen into the clutches of these pricks.

      Be grateful for what you’ve got. Some food. Some water.

      Alive. Granted, my quality of life sucked big time.

      What I really longed for was something hot to drink along with the biggest hamburger in the universe. Juicy, delicious meat. My mouth watered.

      No frigging forced vegetarian meal for me. No. Somehow, someday I’d get that hamburger, and when I did I’d savor every second.

      “Keep digging,” Miles Hanson said a few steps from Drover. His rough voice sounded like it had been mixed with sandpaper.

      Building anger heated my veins and I looked up at Miles. Also wearing a suit, Miles didn’t seem as rumpled or dirty as Drover. He’d also lost weight since I’d first encountered the men. His mild, forgettable bland face and thick blond hair made him appear safe. Reliable. Maybe someone I could trust. But, no. I couldn’t trust anyone. Perhaps not ever again. This new world had destroyed that quality inside me once and for all.

      But the bodies that lay nearby solidified the knowledge of what thousands…billions had suffered. A little rain to clean the earth couldn’t wipe away the facts.

      My career as a gravedigger could go on for years, and I could dig my way to Australia and never bury all the bodies.

      “Dig,” Miles said again, his voice soft but laced with genuine menace. “We need to get these into the ground before nightfall.”

      Nightfall? What the hell difference does it make? It doesn’t, and he knows that. Stupid shit.

      Saying it out loud wouldn’t get me anywhere. I wanted to spew hatred, to become as evil and rotten as these men. Even in weakness I knew if given half the chance I could tear them apart.

      How do you know that? Are you mental?

      Probably. I had to be. How would anyone go through this, survive, and not be twenty bricks short of a load?

      Knowing what would happen if I didn’t do as told, I put the shovel to earth.

      Clang.

      “Coffin.” Arson Dichelm’s voice came not far from the pile of dirt created from my digging. “She actually hit a fucking coffin.”

      When I glanced up, Arson threw me a half-genuine smile. Of the three men, he was the least hostile. Maybe it was the janitor uniform he wore with his first name printed in red on the left chest pocket. Maybe because he acted the part of gang-member. He didn’t really belong with Drover and Miles. Arson—what kind of name is that anyway—was shorter than me and with his skinny arms and legs he looked less capable than me at digging graves. The roundness of his face, his pale blue eyes and bald head didn’t help matters. He looked weak. He sounded ineffective. I couldn’t make friends with him. Trust would get me nothing but death.

      “Ain’t a coffin dumb shit,” Miles said. “Maybe it’s a utility line of some sort.”

      “Then she’ll just have to dig somewhere else or slightly to the side, won’t she?” Drover asked.

      “I don’t know why we’re making her do this,” Arson said. “We could burn the bodies. Otherwise—”

      “Shut up,” Drover said. “You know what that old man said. If we find the gold we can grab it and then toss the bodies in here. Takes care of both situations.”

      “I don’t believe him.” Arson planted his hands on his hips, for the first time in two months looking as if he might defend himself and me. “He was shitting us about the gold.”

      We’d run across an old man on the road here, our walk through the mountains via the highway smoother than trekking through the woods. Along the way we’d encountered abandoned cars with food supplies and water. People had figured they’d make it to the woods, to some fledgling idea of life outside of an infested city.

      The old man had told us some pretty screwed up things before Drover had shot him point blank in the face.

      As I stood in the grave and stared up at the men almost six feet above me, I wondered if maybe it wouldn’t be easier if I just died. If I antagonized Drover until he pulled the gun from the holster under his suit jacket and just offed me. I could stop digging holes, stop being their slave. They could dig the holes from now on. I smirked. I’d have the sweet oblivion of hereafter, and they’d struggle on to live in a world gone mad.

      Or you’ll turn into one of them.

      Would that be worse than living as I did now?

      As if he’d been reading my mind, Arson said, “That old bastard had to be fruitcake. I mean, he was talking science fiction stuff. It ain’t real.”

      Drover snorted. “Okay, sport. What the fuck do you think has been going on in Denver? Science fiction? You saw those…whatever those fucking creatures are. What do you think they were? A mass hallucination?”

      “I heard somewhere there are these pills people get in Haiti that can sort of turn them into a zombie.” Mile’s expression told me he either believed it so much he could be lying and not knowing it, or he did know what he was talking about. Neither scenario worked for me if I wanted to live.

      Tears I’d fought for so long trickled out, ran down my face.

      Miles snorted a disgusted laugh. “Now she’s crying. Stop sniveling and finish digging.”

      Arson put one hand up. “Maybe she can’t. Let’s give her a little water. She’s been digging for a long time. I can help her.”

      “There’s metal there or wood or something,” Drover said. “Let’s see what it is first.”

      Exhaustion took care of my knees and I sank down on all fours and started digging around the strange piece of metal. My fingernails were ragged and crusted with dirt. So much for those manicures I used to covet. No one gave a crap about fashion during the apocalypse.

      The metal felt cold, and I worked faster. The quicker I rid the area of dirt, the faster I’d get water and could rest. Maybe. Moments later I saw what was sticking up out of the packed dirt, and I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      “What the hell is that?” Miles asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “That isn’t a coffin lid.”

      I grinned and shook my head.

      “What the fuck are you smiling at?” Miles asked.

      “Saved by the bell,” I said. “Dead ringer.”

      “She’s lost her mind,” Arson said.

      Drover snorted. “It’s one of those bells they used to put on coffins. In case people were buried alive.”

      Miles looked skeptical. “Can’t be. Besides, that’s not the real meaning behind those sayings…dead ringer doesn’t mean that.”

      Even in hell the man was literal. Wanker.

      “Who gives a rat’s ass?” Drover asked. “Why is it buried so deep in the ground? I thought they were supposed to be above ground or what’s the point?”

      I stood on shaky legs, my tears dried up. “The old man lied. He knew there wasn’t any gold buried in this graveyard. He wanted to screw with you. He knew you were going to plug him.”

      “What a fucker,” Arson said. “He was playing us.”

      Tears started down my face again, but I wiped them away quickly. “Who cares? Can we go now?”

      Drover shook his head. “We’re going to roll the bodies in there. Step back.”

      Good. At least he didn’t expect me to dig three holes for three bodies. A mass grave was the only reasonable thing.

      Apprehensive, I stepped as far away from the exposed bell as I could. Maybe he meant to leave me in here, just as I’d hoped moments before.

      Buried alive?

      No. No. Just shoot me. Oh, God shoot me first and make sure I’m damned good and dead.

      Had the person in this box been buried alive? Had they rang the bell and no one had come? How long had they screamed for help before giving up? Before using every ounce of strength and oxygen. I shuddered as the men started shoving the three bodies lying on the ground above me into the hole. All three missed the bell. A man and two women. They’d obviously died recently—decay hadn’t eaten them entirely away.

      After the bodies lay there, one on top of the other next to the little bit of coffin and bell, Miles actually jumped into the grave with me and handed me his water bottle.

      A savage thirst hit me, and I ripped off the cap on the bottle. I drank gulp after gulp. Who cared if Drover would plug me with bullets then and there? A few moments of blessed water to wash that taste from my mouth and quench my need. One thing I hadn’t sacrificed since the plague was brushing my teeth, and I brushed whenever I could.

      Miles grabbed the bottle from me before I consumed more than two gulps. Water sloshed over the rim onto my white t-shirt and jacket. “Hey, that’s enough.”

      “Let’s get back to looking for gold,” Drover said.

      Sick of his idiocy, I almost snarled my next words. “Why? Why are we doing this? What good is gold in this world? No one’s going to give you anything for it.”

      Rather than shoot me on the spot, Drover glared. “Somewhere in this world there are more people alive. And where there are more people there’s bartering and trading. There will be a need for currency again, and I’m going to have enough.”

      Before anyone could make a move or say another word, the bell clanged.

      I jerked in surprise, thinking one of the bodies had shifted.

      The bell rang again.

      Everyone went still.

      “What the…” Miles’ low question stalled. “Someone’s alive in there.”

      Disbelief struck me. No way.

      “Get the lid off,” Drover said.

      I glanced at him, unable to respond.

      “Get the lid off.” Drover snarled his statement when I didn’t react.

      I grabbed the shovel from the ground. Automatically I worked at the area, removing more soil while the rest of them watched. Murderous ideas formed. I could swing this shovel at Miles. Maybe bash in his head. That would cause Drover to shoot me, but at least I’d have the satisfaction of taking one of them out before—

      Clang.

      The bell rang again.

      “No way.” Miles sounded disturbed. “No way there’s anybody alive in there under six feet of dirt for God knows how long. There ain’t even a gravestone left.”

      My gut clenched with curiosity and a creeping sense of unease. “Maybe the old man knew something you didn’t.”

      A thunk on the inside of the coffin froze me in place.

      I lifted the shovel again as the top of the coffin ripped wide open.
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      Arson, Miles, Doug and Drover yelled. Their combined chagrin sure as shit sounded like girly screams.

      Miles sprang back into the earthen wall behind him, his hands up to ward off the mummy. At least that was the first thought I had. Mummy. I wouldn’t have expected this, despite everything I’d seen. Not in a million years. Surprise strangled the shocked surprise in my throat. I fell back, stumbled and landed on my ass while the thing jumped out of the coffin.

      Thing described the human-like form. At first my brain wouldn’t compute, wouldn’t make sense of the body. Not the way it looked. The way it shouldn’t move but did. The bone-thin figure maneuvered stiffly, stepping out of the coffin. Tattered clothes, once white perhaps had turned into a mottled and rotting mess hanging from a cadaverous frame. Thought it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, I took in everything about the creature. The skull had gone waxy white, the other bones equally pale. The whole body appeared without skin at first, but then I saw the pale, pale flesh stretched tight over the bones.

      Not a mummy. Something close to a skeleton but not quite.

      Only one thing was alive on this creature, other than the jerky movements it made.

      Blue eyes peered out of that absurdly animated skull with insane, wide-open intensity.

      The thing turned its attention on Miles.

      Miles stepped back, his hands up as his eyes turned frantic. “No, no. Stay back.”

      I wanted to move. I couldn’t. It was if my feet were surrounded in concrete.

      With one swipe of long, skeletal fingers, the thing aimed at Miles’ face. Miles screamed on contact. Blood sprouted as a gash broke open over Miles’ right cheek and upper lip. Gaping wide, the wound poured blood.

      The other men shouted, but I couldn’t understand what they said. My mind whirled as adrenaline spiked through my body like rocket fuel.

      Run. Run. Run.

      Another slash and a red line developed on Miles’ throat. His hands flew to this new wound as blood gushed like a fountain. With horror I watched Miles’ already wide eyes grew wider. The thing clawed at Miles again.

      Miles’ face turned to pulp as he fell forward toward the thing and landed on it. The bag of bones crumpled under Miles’ weight. It struggled and writhed. Horror cut off my air. I tried to gasp for breath but found no air.

      Arson yelled down to me, “Hurry up! Get out! Get out!”

      He leaned down at the edge of the pit, arm outstretched for me grab. Drover stood a distance away, mouth gapping, eyes wide, and his weapon in hand and ready. Why didn’t he shoot the thing?

      I leapt toward Arson’s hand and caught it and with a show of strength that surprised me, he hauled me out of the grave. I landed half on top of him as we rolled away from the threat below. I scrambled to my feet. I thought I could hear the creature rattling as it walked in the pit. Soon it would climb out and shred us like it had Miles.

      With an agility that staggered me, it rushed toward the edge of the pit, leapt into the air.

      This is it. It’s going to land on me. I’ll die just like Miles.

      Please make it quick.

      A blast rent the air, so loud I put my hands over my ears. The thing disintegrated into splinters as it fell back into the grave.

      Drover ran toward me, screaming something I couldn’t hear.

      “Stupid bitch!” Drover’s words suddenly came clear as he aimed his weapon at me. “I’m gonna kill you stupid bitch—”

      Another bang went off, and this time I understood it was gunfire.

      Drover face planted right in front of me and lay still.

      Arson held his hands up in surrender to whatever came our way.

      That’s when I swung around and saw the men running toward me. Four of them. All of them dressed in some sort of military garb. ASU’s, as they’re sometimes called. These guys wore helmets and looked tricked out with all the gear and firepower necessary to kick some serious rear end. Army? No. It didn’t look quite right. In that millisecond I wondered if these guys had stolen uniforms, because as far as I knew the military had broken down long ago. Every one of the men running my way wore a serious, badass expression that made my blood freeze. Lethal was written on them.

      Fear soured my stomach. My last chance to survive. Did I want it? Yes.

      Run. Run.

      My legs found strength and I sprang away, heading toward the road nearby the graveyard. Though it was barely twilight, I felt uncoordinated and half blind. I veered around a headstone and picked up the pace. Stark terror gave me wings and I flew around other gravestones with ease. I pumped my arms to put energy into my sprint, my throat dry, body unwilling to surrender the fight.

      I expected to hear shots and feel pain as bullets slammed into me.

      Death hovered and waited.

      “Wait!” A commanding male voice rang out behind me. “Stop damn it!”

      I could hear his pounding footsteps gaining on me. I ran faster and harder, putting the last of everything I had into escape.

      “Stop!” The man roared again.

      No way asshole.

      The wrought iron gate was there. Not much farther now—

      With triumph I plunged into the road only to hear the rumble of a big engine. As I glanced to the left I saw the deuce-and-a-half rolling toward me. A horn blared, and at the last moment rubber shrieked on the pavement as the driver tried to stop. I threw myself the rest of the way across the road, but when I landed on my right side, my head thunked the asphalt and pain exploded.

      I heard air brakes, the engine still running on the huge truck, a man’s quick footsteps.

      “What the fuck MacShane!” A man’s voice yelled as more footsteps came up to me.

      “Fuck you Ambrose. You almost ran her over.”

      “You chased her into the road. What did you expect?”

      Two distinct voices. The one called MacShane, who apparently had run me into the path of the rolling monster, had a deep voice laced with deadly intent.

      I wanted to open my eyes and couldn’t. I couldn’t twitch. A lassitude spread from my head downward. So tired. I didn’t care anymore.

      Couldn’t care if they blew me away like Drover.

      A gentle hand touched the side of my neck. “She’s still alive. Peterson get over here. She’s hurt.”

      MacShane’s voice.

      Before I could marvel that he hadn’t shot me yet, the lights went out.

      [image: ]

      Dull throbbing in my temple brought me to awareness. An ache spread across my body, and I stifled a moan. Where was I? Was I still alive? Must be or I wouldn’t hurt this much, right? Thirst parched my mouth and I longed for cold water.

      Something was wound around my forehead. Warmth covered me, a sweet comfort I didn’t expect. A thousand thoughts skittered through my mind. MacShane hadn’t killed me. He’d shouted at me to wait, to stop, but he hadn’t shot me. Why?

      I drew in a slow, steady breath and wrinkled my nose. Sweat. Dirt. Whiskey? Beyond scent I heard the clunk of steady footsteps down a hallway and muffled voices. All of the voices had a male timbre. Whatever I was lying on felt soft. The nicest bed I’d slept on in a long time. The comfort made me sigh. I wanted to sink down, down into oblivion.

      “Hey.” The low voice rumbled close to me. “You awake angel?”

      Fear climbed and hair prickled on my arms. Did I want to open my eyes and clearly see MacShane? Yeah, I recognized that voice. It sounded unique, more masculine and compelling than any voice I’d heard in a long time.

      Angel?

      Was this the voice of a man who meant to hurt me?

      His accent said he was somewhere from the Western states. What people called Standard American English. But his voice was more. Sexy. In another life everything female in me would have tingled. To my surprise I discovered a pinprick of interest, of attraction still awake within me. I ruthlessly suppressed the feeling. No time to mistake gratefulness and relief for real sexual interest. In the world that existed today who had time for love and sex? Hell, who had time for just sex?

      A touch brushed across my wrist. I flinched.

      “Whoa,” MacShane said. “Easy angel.”

      Time to take a risk. I opened my eyes.

      Stark impressions hit me. The man appeared somewhere in his mid-thirties. His tousled
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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