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Philip Durand wasn't prepared for turning fifty. Wasn't prepared for Marla dumping him after five years, either. And he was definitely, one-hundred-percent not prepared for the zombies outside.

'Course, they weren't actual zombies.

He hadn't seen people shambling around with glazed eyes and peeling skin. No. They were perfectly normal except for the tiny little fact that they were eating each other. Raw. No utensils, no salt and pepper. Clawing at each other and chomping human flesh... Men, women, kids—stuffing their mouths with other people's intestines and rolling their eyes like they were feasting on a chili-mac cheeseburger.

Sick.

Philip stood in his bedroom, breath hitching as he tugged at the waistband of his old Army cargo pants. He jerked at the fabric, but the top button refused to meet its hole. Twenty years ago, these pants fit like a glove. Now, he couldn't even suck in his gut enough to close the gap.

He could switch to jeans, but jeans were a death trap. Slow to dry, easy to snag, and restrictive as a straightjacket even if they made his butt look great. Military ripstop fabric was better. He gave up on the button, cinched his military-grade web belt tight enough to hold the fabric closed, and prayed the pants held.

Philip moved to the nightstand drawer and pulled out a shiny Glock. Marla had forbidden him from keeping his baby in the bedroom, calling him paranoid, weird, and some other things that might or might not be true.

She probably wouldn’t think him weird now.

The thought was a small, bitter comfort as he checked the magazine, slammed it home, and racked the slide. He felt a weird, cold clarity settle over his nervous system. It was muscle memory, old and distant, but still there.

Philip tore into the kitchen and cabinets, grabbing water bottles, protein bars, and God-help-his-waistline nacho chips. He stuffed them into his roomy black knapsack alongside the bars. Later. He would organize later.

The doorbell killed that promise. Philip froze. He could actually hear his heart thumping. Pounding really. Who the hell rings a doorbell in the middle of a massacre?

It rang a second time. A high-pitched scream came next,  followed by a wet, heavy bang against the front door. He needed to check. Didn’t want to. But there were lots of things he didn’t want to do. Like pay renter’s insurance.

He eased into the living room, treading softly to the front door. He pressed his back against the wall beside the window, his breathing shallow. He couldn’t quite make out what was lying outside his door, but he could guess. Plus, his apartment smelled like stale takeout and the ghost of the sandalwood candle Marla had left behind. She’d claimed it was soothing. To him, it smelled like bird droppings. Right now, he’d give anything for that scent. Instead, the ventilation system was pulling in something else from the street. A stench so dreadful it had no business being outside a slaughterhouse.

Philip sprinted to the bathroom and grabbed a toothbrush and toothpaste. He dashed back into the living room and snatched up his wallet, jacket, and cell phone. Another gunshot rang out, closer this time. He’d have to risk going out the bedroom window.

He slung his knapsack over his back, pressed his Glock against his chest as he closed his eyes and said a prayer. 

“Okay, Phil. Don't die in these pants.”
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Like most people, Rebecca didn't wish harm on other people. Mostly. The late-night pool parties thrown by her new neighbors had tested the mostly. She'd wanted them dead. Well, maybe just the husband and his hog-up-all-the-parking-spaces friends. Either way, not very evolved or compassionate of her.

Rebecca had always considered herself evolved. Self-sufficient. The kind of woman who wouldn’t freeze and scream while her husband got a beat down. She'd believed that right up until the moment Owen tried to bite her.

Her darling baby. Nineteen years old, unemployed, and nearly twice the size of Jake. Steady, dependable—Jake, who thankfully was nothing like Owen’s stuck-up father. But now... the two most important men in her life were tearing through the house like pitbulls, though to Jake’s credit, he was holding back. Owen wasn’t. Fists. Nails. And teeth.

Outside, somebody's car alarm had been screaming for a good ten minutes. Had to be her stupid neighbors even though this was a bit much even for them.

Owen managed to get a good kick to Jake’s gut. He then scrambled to the middle of their small kitchen, his chest heaving and head tilted like a hunting dog. Late afternoon light cut through the blinds in thin bars, catching the sweat on Owen’s red face, and something else. A wet shine around his mouth Rebecca was choosing not to think about.

"Owen." Jake kept his voice low. Deliberate. The same voice he used on their neighbor's German Shepard. "Hey. Look at me."

Owen looked at him. That was the problem.

Jake lunged and grabbed Owen's wrists. Owen drove them both sideways into the breakfast table. A sharp crack, then the whole thing gave way. A bowl of leftover cereal launched off the edge and shattered against the baseboard, milk splashing across the tile. They went down together, grunting, Owen bucking hard under Jake's weight, teeth snapping at his face, shoulder, or whatever he thought he could reach.

Rebecca pressed her back against the wall. Her mouth was open, wanting to scream.

"Stay back," Jake managed. Like it even once entered her mind to get in between them.

Owen wrenched his arm free and bit down into Jake's forearm and didn’t let go. He kept boring down, the muscles in his jaw working. Jake's shout ripped through the house with a rawness that Rebecca felt in her back teeth. Owen's eyes stayed open the whole time. That was the detail that went through her. Not the blood. His eyes. Blue, bloodshot... feral.

She stopped screaming. She hadn't realized she'd started.

Her feet moved before her brain did. She rushed into the hallway, yanked the closet door open, and grabbed Owen's old Little League bat. Aluminum with cartoon stickers from when he was nine. She'd kept it for no good reason.

Rebecca hurried back to the kitchen.

Jake had Owen by the collar. Blood ran down Jake's forearm and dripped from his fingers. Owen bucked hard. No way Jake could hold him for long.

So she swung. The bat connected hard between Owen's shoulder blades with a metallic thump.

Owen spun around and glared at her.

Not in pain. Something darker than pain had settled into his face. She didn't have a name for it, and she didn't want one.

He lunged at her. Jake hit him before he reached her, low and hard, driving them both sideways toward the kitchen window. Glass shattered. The curtain rod clanged after them. Gone.

Rebecca crossed what was left of her kitchen, stepping over the overturned chair and a broken mug she'd bought Jake for Father's Day. She reached the window and looked down despite the screams coming from down below.

The fall didn't kill them.

Her goddamn neighbors did.
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White light blinked out, then gravity slammed back in. Rhodes’s vertigo passed quickly. Good. Especially since he and his freshly assembled team now stood dead center in what appeared to be a downtown street intersection.

They made it. Earth-Two. All seven of them. At a glance, everyone—and their armor—looked intact.

Rhodes scanned east, then west, his SCAR rifle at the ready. He had expected police. Maybe a containment unit. Instead, emptiness stretched out before them, littered with abandoned cars and bloody streets.

Low, wet sounds rose from both ends of the street. Not animal but something close. Figures gradually started peeling away from the shadows.

They came from side streets on both ends. Dozens. Moving with a cautious, measured urgency, the kind you saw in people who'd been hungry long enough that hurrying felt wasteful. They looked human — dressed like it, anyway. Except... grungier. A man in a business suit, collar torn. Some of them pressed their mouths together, trading blood as they walked, barely breaking stride. Like it was a habit. A woman in a floral dress, chin wet, fixed her gaze on Rhodes with a focus that had absolutely nothing to do with flirtation.

Rhodes recognized the look. Hunger. He'd seen it before, in the eyes of past lovers, mostly. Sometimes anonymous. But this was... different.

"Lock and load?" Figures a loudmouth like Hardwick would be the first to speak up.

Rhodes hesitated.

"Stay back." His voice carried through the armor's amplifier. "Or we'll fire."

The crowd continued closing in.

"You forgot to say please."

"Shut up, Hardwick." Thank God for Jax. The lieutenant was the only one from his original Bolt Team and a friend.

Seven soldiers in lightweight battle armor, on a street they had no business being on. Seven against hundreds. Rhodes did that math fast and didn't enjoy the answer, regardless of what they were wearing.

"Weapons free. Department store. Brick, you and Hardwick get that door open. Jax — you and me got six."

The team moved. Tight. Double column formation. He'd fire on a lot of things without losing sleep. Civilians weren't on that list. 

Until today.

Muzzle flashes strobed the block. People bled red, screamed when hit, and kept coming. A man in a trendy black jacket and red tie ran at Jax at a full sprint. She absorbed the impact, drove him back hard with a slice of her rifle. He gathered himself and ran at her again. Rhodes shot him once. He stayed down. Three people dropped to their knees beside him before his body stopped moving. No hesitation. No pause to check whether he was breathing. Instead, they stuffed his fingers into their mouths and started chewing. One guy tore at the downed guy’s shirt before sinking his teeth into him. Rhodes watched for exactly one second. Then he stopped watching.

Another came at Jax before Rhodes could reset. Jax cut him down with two bullets to the throat.

Eighteen meters away, Brick hit the
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