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	1— Portal

	It started in a small town in the wilds of Maine called Millinocket. Just an out of the way place nobody ever heard of, a permanent population of five thousand and falling every year. If Evie had to hype the place, she could mention the beauty of the Northern Maine Woods, the biking or hiking trails, maybe  the excitement of white water rafting down the Penobscot River, but she wouldn't. She wasn't here for vacation. She wasn't one of the thousands of tourists that flooded the place every year in summer. She had to live here all year round.

	Millinocket might be beautiful to outsiders, but its one major employer was a failing pulp plant for paper making whose owner had long ago lost interest in it. He only kept it running for political capital, and it wasn't worth much of that. Everyone who could had either switched employment to the recreation industry serving tourists, or had sold up and fled to Augusta, the capital, long ago.

	Evie knew the world was fucked the moment the first zombie stepped through the classroom wall. It wasn't that, helloooo its a freaking zombie, or that all the other kids were screaming for the teacher to kill it while said teacher was running like a top class sprinter in the opposite direction. Mr Spooner was a fan of The Walking Dead and he knew what to do. Nor was it the way the dirty thing bit Evie's hand when she instictivly raised it to defend her face.

	All good reasons, but no, it was the way the zombie arrived. It had stepped through the freaking wall like stepping through a door. Exactly like that, because Evie was close enough to see through the portal to where the zombie came from. It was this, and the fact the zombie was an alien, that slammed home the message. The world is fucked. It might take a while. It might take years even. But the scene she saw was branded into her brain. An ocean of dead aliens, humanoid maybe, but still very alien, wandered in her direction, and in the background a wondrous gleaming sci-fi looking city.

	As the zombie chowed down on her left hand and Evie screamed in pain, her right hand came up with her pen and nailed the sucker right in its bulbous eye. Score! It was a perfect hit. The alien's eyes weren't remotely human in size or looks. They made for big targets. The pen sank deep into the mush the zombie called a brain, and switched him off. Just like that. He was gone.

	Then he fell on her.

	"Gimme a break," Evie grunted as the stinking corpse flattened her under its weight.

	She knew from the bite that she was already done for, but come on. Being crushed by a rotting alien corpse on day one of the apocalypse wasn't her idea of going out with style.

	The alien's brain juice poured out of its ruined eye and onto her face. She turned her face away but the disguting stuff still made it into her mouth. Gross! Gagging and spitting in disgust she closed her eyes tight to protect them. Something dropped onto her face. Brain mush maybe, but it felt more solid than that.

	The burning pain in her hand lessened and turned into numbness as it travelled up her arm. Evie knew what her end would be, but it didn't stop her from struggling. All around her the other kids were screaming and being eaten, while more and more aliens poured through the portal. Her thoughts became muddled and her grunts of effort became growls, her last coherent thought was how hungry she was.

	So hungry.

	"Hun... greeee!"

	***

	 


 

	2 — Revelations

	Evie woke up an unknown amount of time later, and stopped chewing to look around. She swallowed, not tasting what she'd eaten, but having a feeling she'd be glad for that later. She was still at school, but not in her class. She recognized the corridor leading outside mostly by the color of the lockers lining the walls. The principal thought color coded zones in school was trendy and would help direct people in emergencies, so he'd rolled the idea out using his renovations budget.

	How long since the bite? Not too long she hoped, but without her phone she couldn't be sure. It was still light out. She could see that through the broken glass of the main doors. Assuming it was still day one, then her guess was a couple of hours. That was both good and bad. Good, because she might still have a chance to save her family. Warn them at least. And bad, because even slow-assed alien zombies could spread a lot in that time.

	Millinocket was doomed. No way around that. Even if the National Guard magically appeared this instant, most of the townsfolk must already be infected. She hoped it was only most. She lived in the boonies, locally known as the outskirts of town. That gave her some hope for her family, but Maine is heavily forested and Millinocket was at the ass end of nowhere, in Evie's mind at least. Nowhere to run for help. In fact there were more than a handful of other towns within a hundred miles of hers, but they all had small populations, and her family needed to run to a city, not another zombie invasion target.

	She needed her phone!

	With that thought dominating her mind, she turned and raced (shuffled) back toward class and her backpack. Her shuffle was very frustrating. Her brain gave the command to run, but her body seemed stuck in first gear.

	Stupid zombie body.

	Stupid zombie legs.

	She couldn't feel anything. If it weren't for her obvious--if slow--progress, she wouldn't know she still had legs. Her entire body was numb. Come on now, lets be real. It wasn't numb. It was dead. She was dead... or kinda anyway. Undead might be closer. She definitely wasn't breathing, but she was moving. She could still eat... don't think about that! She hated the sight of blood, always had. 

	Her hunger stirred, but subsided again with her determination. Nope! Nosiree... not hungry. Not going there. Not doing the zombie thing. She wasn't a proper zombie anyway she figured. What the hell kind of a zombie didn't want to eat brains? A mutant kind... her kind that's who.

	"Roar... roar... roar," she groaned. Translation: who am I kidding.

	That was another thing. She'd lost the power of speech. Not that there was anyone alive to talk to. She was reduced to growls and grunting. At least she could make sounds. Maybe she could relearn or evolve like in those zombie books.

	Back to the not wanting to eat brains thing. She was so lying. She really really wanted to eat brains. Any kind would do, but some zombie brains attracted her especially. They had a scent, but not a scent. An alluring something that made her want to fight and eat them. Meat was also tasty as long as it was fresh. Like, still trying to get away fresh. It had to be lively, or just killed. The thought made her super excited to eat. And also made her want to cry, but she couldn't do that anymore either. 

	Stupid zombie eyes. 

	Speaking of eating. In her right hand there was a diamond, or a crystal anyway, and in her left a chunk of zombie brains still dripping. She hoped it was zombie brains. A horrible thing to wish for, but not as horrible as finding out it used to be someone she knew. She had a feeling she might've eaten people already and tried not to dwell on it.

	She dropped the lump of pinkish grey matter, suddenly losing her appetite. Well, not really. Hunger still gnawed at her will, eroding her sanity, but she resisted. She was awake again and determined to remain that way. It was a new ability if it could be called that. She wondered if the other zombies would wake up too. Recalling what she'd seen through the portal, she doubted it. Why did she regain awareness when millions of aliens didn't? What made her special? Nothing she knew of. Maybe all humans zombies could wake up in time, but why didn't the aliens? No way to know, but it bothered her.

	What made her experience different from the other kids in her class? She tried to remember, and came up with only one thing. She was next to the portal and was the first bitten. Surely that can't be it. Then what? She killed her attacker, but again, so what if she did? Then she was flattened and got a mouthful of alien gunk when the crystal fell out. Could that sludge be the reason? She'd tried to spit it out but had died right around then. Was she infected by sanity? Stupid idea, but it was the last thing to happen before she died.

	She checked out the crystal she still held. It was black with silver sparkles like tiny stars inside. Its beauty mesmerized her and made her hunger rise. This thing came from the zombie that bit her. At the time a lump of brain mush had fallen out of the zombie through its eye socket, and she'd thought that's all it was, but inside it she'd found this thing. She'd gone full zombie about then, and wanted to eat it, but instinct warned her against it. She wasn't strong enough yet. It was pure luck her zombie self hadn't lost it along the way.

	Stupid zombie brain.

	Evie looked for a way to carry it and free her hands for fighting. She didn't have her bag. Her filthy bloodied clothes were mostly intact but her skirt didn't have pockets. She stuffed the crystal into her bra and continued running (shambling) her way back to class. She needed her phone.

	"Roar." Translation: Gotta save daddy.

	It would be hard to do. Dad would try to rescue her, not knowing it was already too late. She had to make him give up and save mum and Evie's baby brother. Ryan was four, not really a baby anymore, but Evie was twelve years older. He would always be her baby brother. Mum worked from home to look after him, which considering events was lucky.

	The portal in her classroom was still busy. Aliens were coming through in an endless stream. No more than three or four at a time could come through, causing a roaring growling bottleneck. Those that made it ran (shuffled) out the door looking for the prey they could sense outside the building. Some were so excited they went out more directly using the windows. The thuds of falling bodies was constant and quite loud. Shame they were only on the second floor and the fall didn't slow them much. Evie smirked at the unlucky few on the bottom that cushioned the fall of the others. Their friends could limp away, but their cushions' were broken and incapable of even crawling away. No leaving for them.

	Evie knew this tide of undeath would take months to slow. That assumed there weren't other portals in town or elsewhere in the country. That thought scared her. She didn't know how or why this portal opened here. Was there a trigger condition on the alien planet? Was its endpoint totally random, or targeted by some alien with an agenda?

	Roar-roar-roar-roar," translation: if I wanted to clean up my planet, sending the trash here would work. Damn aliens, using my Earth as their landfill!

	She didn't know the truth. The alien city was very high tech looking. Maybe aliens used portals to explore the stars. Maybe they commuted between planets of their vast interstellar empire on weekdays, but now the apocalypse happened and their tech went wrong. Coming here could be an accident.

	The aliens ignored her after a brief sniff in her direction. She was like them. Not alive and therefore not prey. Evie wondered about that. They still felt like food to her, but not very appetizing food. Oh sure, she could eat them, but they'd be like tasteless survival rations; you could survive on them, but they'd taste like shit. They weren't the gourmet prey she'd like to hunt. These were all trash mobs. She was sure if she opened their heads they wouldn't have a tasty crystal hidden inside. How she knew that, she couldn't say. It was instinct. She felt no threat vibes from them; they were weaker than her. Not special like the one who bit her. Her prize, the crystal saved close to her heart (left boob), made alien zombies her preferred prey because humans couldn't possibly be as tasty as that crystal felt. She wanted more of them.

	Back to saving daddy. She had to make him abandon her, but he would never do that unless convinced it was too late. But how? She couldn't talk to him. A text and  selfie should work, right? Phone. She needed her backpack.

	She found her bag kicked under a desk near the broken windows. Her phone still had power and three bars. Score! She thanked god that she'd never set facial recognition for security. It definitely wouldn't accept her zombie face. Sucking her finger clean... yum, alien brain flavor... she unlocked her phone and read her messages.

	Dad: where are you? Are you safe?

	Mum: we're coming to get you. Hide!

	Mum: I know it's crazy, but there are aliens in town.

	Mum: Find a place to hide.

	Dad: Lock the door. Stay away from the windows.

	Mum: Tell us where to find you!

	Evie checked the time and found the messages were only twenty minutes or so old. Had the aliens already reached the boonies? She didn't believe that. Zombies were too slow, that meant her family were driving away from safety into danger! She cursed whoever had spread the news. It was the right thing to warn the world, but not if it put her family in danger!

	She typed rapidly (glacially)--stupid zombie fingers--while absentmindedly fending off nosy zombies bumping into her on the way out the window.

	Evie: Don’t come!

	Evie: It's too late.

	Evie: A zombie bit me.

	Mum: where R U!

	Evie: Save Ryan. Don't let him die.

	Evie: I love you guys.

	Mum: where R U!

	Daddy must be driving as he didn't send anything. She moved into some space and took a photo of her bloody hand. The missing crescent-shaped piece of meat was shockingly clear. Hopefully the lack of bleeding would be overlooked.

	Dad: oh baby. Don't be scared. Tear your shirt and bandage it. Put pressure on it.

	Mum: please... please tell us where you are.

	Evie: Mum! Listen to me!!!

	Evie: The aliens are zombies.

	Evie: I'm infected. I can't be with you anymore.

	Evie: Save Ryan.

	Dad: Please don't be scared, baby. We love you. Just tell us where to find you.

	They weren't getting it. Maybe the news they got was only that aliens were invading the town, not the nature of the threat. This was going worse than she thought, and that was saying something.

	Mum: oh god, this can't be happening!

	Evie: I'm not scared. It doesn't hurt anymore. I can't feel anything.

	That was the absolute truth. Zombies don't feel pain, being dead and all. Well, sorta dead. She took a selfie and checked herself out. Yep! Her face was blueish grey and smeared with zombie gunk. Her hair was plastered with the nasty stuff on one side, and her eyes were red, or the irises were. They were faintly glowing. She was definitely dead.

	She rummaged in her bag for some wet wipes and cleaned herself up. Nothing to do about her hair. Then using her phone as a mirror, she did her makeup. It was camouflage for her next idea. Applying a thick clownish layer of foundation, and then her usual blush and bronzer her skin tone gradually recovered toward normal. It would take more skill and makeup than she had to perfect it.

	Having to cover all exposed areas of her neck used up nearly her entire supply of foundation. She'd need more if she wanted to use this trick again in future. Costume contacts should cover up the glow of her eyes. She didn't have any with her, but knew where to get them. They should work. Probably. Hopefully. Finishing up with her favorite classic rose lipstick her original look reappeared. She still looked a bit wrong, but not definitely dead wrong like before. She wouldn't fool anyone in good light because of her eyes, but that didn't matter right now. She was counting on them to persuade her dad to turn around and leave town.

	Elvie deleted her last selfie, more for her own state of mind than anything, and took a new one. She tried for a happy smile. This would be the last photo mum would ever have of her, but it looked more tragic than happy. She had serious bedhead, but she couldn't fix it. Zombie gunk meant she'd need a shower to unglue it. Her skin tone wasn't too bad, but her eyes were glowing for sure. She sent it to dad and mum along with her final message.

	Evie: I love you guys.

	After about thirty seconds, a message dinged.

	Dad: I'm turning back, baby. I'm so sorry. We love you.

	Mum: I won't let Ryan forget you. I love you.

	Evie turned off her phone to save power, and forced herself to think about the next thing. She wanted to cry but couldn't.

	Stupid glowing zombie eyes.

	***

	 


 

	3 — Looking Ahead

	Evie distracted herself from her family's situation by searching the abandoned bags scattered about. She was looking for battery packs or one of those solar chargers. She found two batteries, and was glad to have them, but no fancy chargers. Connecting a battery to her phone, she stashed all three items in her backpack.

	Evie was going hunting, but unlike before she'd be doing it the human way. For that she needed tools. She was capable of great strength and could kill zombies with her bare hands and teeth, but that was a messy way of fighting, and she'd just done her makeup. She wanted an AR ideally, but it was certain she wouldn't find one in school. High schools were allergic to assault rifles.

	She looked around for anything she could use, but there wasn't much. Fans of The Walking Dead would no doubt recommend baseball bats named Lucille, but any to be had would be locked up in the sports centre. She might pay a visit later, but she might better use her time heading for the high-street gun shop.

	There was nothing much in the class she could turn into a weapon. The desk and chair legs were flimsy affairs made of pipe, and unlike in the movies, convenient zombie slaying fire axes no longer decorated walls in modern times. She wasn't sure they ever had, but they definitely didn't now. 

	"Roar-roar," Translation: girl gotta make do.

	She ripped a couple of chairs apart for their legs, bundled them together, and then twisted the whole mess like a rope. The thing wasn't as good as an aluminum bat, but her makeshift weapon seemed sturdy enough to bludgeon an alien. She swung it experimentally and it whistled through the air satisfactorily.

	Evie eyed a nearby zombie and gave it a good whack. It staggered and said, “Roar roar!” Translation: Oy, watchit!

	Evie snickered at her inner monologue and beat the zombie to death. It was messy, but none of it got on her. Score! She swung her version of Lucille and the goop coating it splattered up the wall. She patted the weapon happily. It wasn't clean, but it was much better.

	"Roar," she growled. Translation: I'm gonna name you Lucille's boyfriend, or Ryan for short. I name him for you brother.

	She headed out the door.

	The town was fucked as she'd guessed it would be. She picked out a lot of zombies she knew. Over there was Mrs Parsons and instinct almost made Evie wave and say hi, but then the situation slammed home. Apocalypse. Right. Mrs Parsons was one of those fixtures found in most little towns like Millinocket. First to know the gossip, first to spread it, and first to deny it when called out for spreading rumors. A bit of an old biddy, but not actually malicious. Just a lonely older lady who wanted attention. She didn't deserve her... Evie squinted... her throat ripped open. Poor Mrs Parsons's zombie couldn't even roar now, let alone gossip.

	Evie's teachers and classmates had followed the aliens to attack the town. She saw plenty she knew among the alien horde in the streets. There was no fire among the buildings, just plenty of broken doors and windows. She didn't really care about that, but fire would make her scavenging harder.

	During her walk (shuffle) Evie made some plans on how to survive. First of all, she was a zombie and therefore a legit target for anyone wanting to be the protagonist of the apocalypse. Shooting, bashing, beheading, or stabbing were her future if confronted by the living. She didn't want to kill the living despite her envy, but she wouldn't let anyone take away the last bit of existence she had left either. Heck, she wouldn't blame anyone for trying. If she were them she'd do the same. Although she didn't consider herself alive for obvious bitey reasons, it was all she had and she had hope that things might change.

	Evie knew she could get stronger, because the diamond close to her heart (left boob) gave her that feeling. Instinct insisted if she ate that thing, she'd get a lot stronger... then explode. It was weird but she trusted that she could get stronger, but she had to do it step by step. No shortcuts allowed it seemed. If she could get stronger, maybe she could be human again, or fake it. If she could fake it well enough, she might rejoin her family.

	Her mood plunged as doubts consumed her optimism. She'd be lucky to survive, let alone blend with humanity. She'd be an undercover undead in danger of discovery twenty-four hours a day. She couldn't risk her family that way. So, assuming her time was limited, she had to make it count. She needed survival supplies, like a crap ton of makeup, and an AR with plenty of ammo.

	Evie stiffened turning like a turret on the spot. Target locked Capitan! Her vision narrowed at what she'd sensed. A zombie, a human this time. He was eating a little kid in the doorway of his shop. Evie recognized Mr Lars the owner of the fishing tackle shop, and if she wasn't mistaken, he was eating his little girl. Very sad as that was, his eating habits weren't what drew Evie's attention. He was pinging her radar as a tasty example of zombie kind, which was a first for this... errrr, horde? Bigger than a pack, but not an army yet. So yeah, horde.

	She was getting distracted. Hunger was blotting out her thoughts, and her hold on sanity slipped. That shocked her into action and sent her dashing (shuffling) toward Mr Tasty... no it was Mr Lars. She had to eat him. Er that sounded wrong. She wanted to eat his brain. Could human zombies grow crystals in their heads? How? Why didn't matter. Mr Lars was the first she'd detected since the start.

	Evie barreled into him (pushed gently) and into the shop. Mrs Lars was lying in the aisle completely dead. She must have turned into a zombie first, because her head was bashed in. Maybe Mr Lars was protecting himself or their little girl and got bit. He'd turned and then ate his kid.

	If Evie could cry she would have. The girl would never turn. Her father had eaten her brain first. Evie whacked him with Ryan. She would swear Mr Lars looked startled. He didn't attack her, but offered the arm he was eating as a peace offering.

	Evie glared. “Roar!” Translation: I was gonna eat you, but now I'm gonna beat your ass first!

	Evie's sanity was dwindling, but she had enough left to start the fight using Ryan. As her sanity fled replaced by rage and hunger, Ryan swung for the bleachers connecting perfectly. Mr Lars roared and tried to fight back, but Ryan had momentum and did the job. Mr Lars fell, and Ryan went up and down. Whacka-whacka-whaka splat. 

	Evie regained her sanity on her knees already opening Mr Lars' head like a coconut. She'd jammed Ryan into the gap it had made in the skull to open it. She must have lost about a minute of sanity. She was still hungry, but not only for Mr Lars' tasty brains. She wanted the treasure she sensed in his skull. It took a bit of work but she found it. It was a diamond similar to her first one, but milky in color and felt much weaker. Was it because it came from a human and not an alien, or was the color an indication of strength? No way to know yet, but she was certain this one could be eaten.

	So she did.

	It went down smoothly. It didn't taste of anything, and Evie felt disappointed at first, but then it dissolved and strength surged through her body. The first warmth she'd felt since all this started suffused her body. Pins and needles followed the warmth. Evie gasped as her body started to wake up, but then she sighed as the feeling subsided along with the warmth. The last of it settled behind her brow. She was sure that her own crystal must've strengthened. She surely had one. She wondered what color it was.

	Groping her left boob, she found the black diamond hidden in her bra, she wanted to feel warm again, but instinct warned her it was still too strong. The danger was less. She felt that clearly. But it wasn't safe to eat yet. She grumbled and put it away. One more like Lars; maybe two and she could eat the sparkly one. That felt about right.

	Time to hunt for real.

	Her radar had improved its strength and range. With just a thought her mind swept out and locked on to a new target. She had x-ray... er eyes? No it was a mind power nothing to do with eyes. She could see the target a few doors down the street in her head. Walls or other solid objects couldn't stop her peeping him... no, bad! That sounded very bad! She wasn't a peeper of any kind. Definitely not a perv. She could see him clear as day in her head and feel his power. She was freaking Professor X! A zombie version. She couldn't control or talk to anyone though.

	She made her way toward the target and pushed into the drugstore. She had to force her way inside. There was too much competition. There were dozens of zombies inside, but she wasn't worried. Her target was in the storeroom and the door was locked. The key was on the hook next to it, but the dumbass zombies didn't know how to use it. 

	Using Ryan and alot of roaring, she forced the pack to give way to her. She was stronger than them, and they instinctively knew it. Using the key, she opened the door and found her prize. It was one of the store clerks. She must've made it into the storeroom before succumbing to the bites on her lower arms.

	Evie forced the door closed before the competition could get in and got to work. It didn't take much before she had another milky treasure. She swallowed it and luxuriated in the warm tingles. After the glow faded she wasn’t disappointed to realize she still need another power up before she could eat her precious. This one had almost been enough, but not quite. No point in taking chances.

	Another sweep with her trusty radar and: target locked Capitan! Good ol' Chekov at tactical came through again. A woman across the street had what she needed, and a few good whacks with Ryan took her down easily. Some nice zombie had snacked on her arms, and taken them with him. The armless zombie looked very embarrassed about it, but Evie didn't mind at all. Very handy. Zombie takeout. She snickered in her head. Zombie humor barely kept her sane. Taking down this zombie was the easiest yet. The crystal was a clear one this time, and quite weak, but it was enough. Evie swallowed it and chased it down with her precious. Its sparkles had always called to her. She couldn't wait to find out why it was special.

	Evie frowned as she tried to find what was different. She did feel something she realized; stronger. Her arms and legs felt more robust. She tried her words and was amazed to hear a growly version of the girl she’d been before this whole mess. It was pretty good considering the alternative, but she hoped more sparklies would improve it.

	“I can talk again. Maybe that means evolution is really a thing. Can I be human again?

	Her radar was much stronger, but she felt that was just a side effect of the level up, not sparkly power itself. She could feel everything close by without using radar now. Perception skill was it? She tried not to be disappointed. It was useful, but her radar already gave her that awareness. This new feeling was like a passive game skill. Always on. She frowned unhappily and explored this new thing, prodding it and pushing power into it. Suddenly the world blinked, and the room she was in disappeared.

	What the hell? It was her not the room that moved.

	Teleport?

	That didn't feel right to her. She looked around trying to discover what this was about. She was in an open space with fog up to her knees and blocking her perception all around. The area was about the same as a football ground. Pretty big but totally empty.

	She had to figure this out.

	Evie prodded the new thing again. Her sight blinked and she was back in town, but outside in the street! She knew what this was! It was a storage space. Black and sparkly crystal gave space power! A human protagonist would hoard supplies for her future doomsday shelter. Shame she was a zombie. Supplies were no use to her.

	Gutted.

	Wait. Maybe she could store stuff for her family. And she could fill it with ammo for her hunting. And now that she thought about it, maybe she could put her family in it to protect them. They could maybe live inside. Maybe there would be more space powers to come as she levelled. That idea excited her. Teleportation, void blade, storage space... all were a type of space power in anime. Maybe she could use it to evade shooty humans, or sneak up on them.

	Feeling better, Evie decided to add hoarding supplies to her mission of hunting crystals.

	***

	 


 

	4 — The Horde Spreads

	The air outside the school carried smoke and that heavy copper bite of blood. Evie’s nose was already getting used to it. One day it was gym socks that made her gag, the next it was half-burnt plastic and roasted flesh. Amazing how fast horror became normal.

	Millinocket was burning in three different directions she could see. Black plumes rose into the spring sky. Screams still came and went, like the sound of a faulty alarm, cutting out mid-wail. Evie leaned her weight against the brick wall, stiff joints clicking, and muttered under her breath.

	Day one of the apocalypse, and she was already dead. Just her luck.

	The line would have landed better if anyone else had been around to hear it. But maybe there was. Maybe there still could be.

	She pulled out her phone. Two weak bars clung on, shaky but real. Battery seventy-four percent. Good enough. And then it hit her—harder than the smell of charred rubber.

	She could stream this. Not just record. Stream.

	Her lips twitched despite everything. If people saw what was happening—if they saw Millinocket tearing itself apart live—they might not waste time calling it a hoax. Maybe the army would come faster. Or maybe, if the world went the way she already suspected it would, she’d at least go viral. The first undead influencer.

	Her reflection in the screen didn’t do her any favors. Too pale, foundation already cracked, that corpse-blue tint showing through. She tugged her hoodie up, hiding as much of her face as she could, then tapped the screen. The connection blinked once, then the stream went live.

	Comments scrolled almost instantly.

	
		@SkepticSam: lmao another apocalypse LARP?

		@AnimeBoi420: nice filter 😂

		@LocalMainer: that’s Millinocket right??

		@GunNut27: she’s holding a bat not a gun, fake.



	“Hey, internet,” she whispered, voice raw and scratchy. “Zombie Girl here. Not a cosplay, not a prank. Millinocket is gone. Portals opened. Aliens, zombies, take your pick.”

	She angled the camera toward the street. Half a dozen shamblers clawed at an overturned SUV, bodies slick with gasoline.

	“See? That’s not makeup. That’s not extras. That’s what’s left of homeroom.”

	The SUV went up with a dull whump. A fireball clawed into the air. The screams that followed cut off mid-way, leaving only the sound of glass shattering.

	
		@OMGFire: ok that explosion was sick 🔥🔥🔥

		@SkepticSam: pyro fx, stop lying

		@PrepperDad: that’s a real SUV… wtf is this?

		@WalkingNed: this better not be ARG marketing…



	Evie snorted. Marketing. Who even marketed Maine?

	She shoved the phone halfway into her hoodie pocket, lens peeking through, and walked on. The radar in her head tugged faintly—somewhere out there, another zombie carried a crystal—but she ignored the itch. Footage first.

	The fire station was a ruin. A truck lay half way through its own bay door. A firefighter in full gear writhed on the tarmac, pinned by three zombies ripping at his chest plate. He screamed once before his throat tore away.

	Evie’s hand tightened on the chair-leg bundle lashed to her backpack. She pictured charging in, swinging until their skulls cracked. Instead, the smell of fresh blood hit, sharp and metallic, and hunger jolted her like an electric wire.

	No. She dragged the camera up instead, angling it on the scene.

	“Heroes are dying, chat. Firefighters. Police. Millinocket’s done.”

	
		@BlueThinLine: if this is real… God help us.

		@CreepypastaFan: nice gore props, dude.

		@HistoryProf: if this is real, you’re documenting the first minutes. Don’t stop.



	Two blocks further, the diner barricade lay scattered across the street. Cruiser doors hung open, engines still idling. One officer sprawled face-down as a zombie chewed through his vest. His pistol gleamed in the gutter.

	Evie crouched, scooped it up, checked the magazine. Three rounds left.

	“Zero-cost shopping,” she muttered, lifting the pistol into frame. “Zombie Girl haul number one: police-issue sidearm. Condition: lightly chewed.”

	
		@MRECollector: girl’s looting police gear live 😂

		@SkepticSam: staged staged staged

		@PrepperMom: no, look—vest insignia. That’s real. Jesus.

		@WeebSlayer: pls don’t shoot yourself on cam thx.



	The pistol vanished into her waistband. She pressed on.

	Millinocket looked more like a graveyard with every step. Cars sat abandoned at odd angles. Windows gaped black. Smoke rolled from the hardware store roof.

	Her radar pulsed harder, dragging her attention back toward the high school. The source. The portal.

	Of course.

	If she could film the portal—if she could show the thing itself—no one would be able to laugh it off as cosplay or marketing or some viral gimmick. Generals, presidents, and Twitter trolls alike would have to believe.

	She stopped dead in the middle of the street. Her throat clicked as she swallowed.

	“Chat,” she rasped, voice low. “I’m going back to school. Field trip part two. Maybe you’ll finally believe me when you see the damn portal.”

	
		@HistoryProf: YES, show the origin point. Document everything.

		@LOLZombie: this chick’s insane.

		@LocalMainer: don’t go back! It’s crawling!

		@AnimeBoi420: do it for the content 😎



	She tightened the hoodie’s drawstring so only the lens peeked out and started walking. Glass crunched under her boots. In the distance, sirens wailed once, then fell silent. The radar in her skull pulsed, steady as a heartbeat.

	Somewhere under all that fear and hunger, something like resolve began to form. Not just survival. Not just crystals.

	Show them. Show the world.

	The school sat in a wedge of smoke and sunlight like a memory someone had set on fire. Evie cut across the teachers’ lot, stepping around a fan of shattered windshield glass. Her radar ticked in faint pulses—something tasty moving somewhere inside—but she didn’t chase it. Not yet. Footage first.

	The front doors had been shoved wide and then torn wider, glass teeth pointing down at piles of backpacks and a single bent flute case. She slipped through the gap, phone half-tucked into her hoodie with the lens peeking. The foyer smelled like a mop bucket died there years ago and no one told it. Farther in, burnt plastic and something sweeter—chem lab, maybe—curled up her nose.

	Lockers slumped open along the main corridor, spilling notebooks and a glitter avalanche of craft-shed confetti from the art club’s last fundraiser. A flyer for spring musical auditions shivered in the hot air. Grease. Of course it was Grease. The paper had bubbled where blood had misted it.

	Her own classroom was two turns left and one hallway up. She moved quiet, rolling her feet so the soles didn’t squeal. The phone’s screen glowed faint in her pocket. Comments still crawled, a little slower now as the connection hiccupped, but steady.

	
		@LocalMainer: DO NOT go in there

		@FXGuy: okay if this is VFX it’s really good production design

		@HistoryProf: architecture matches Millinocket High, 100%

		@SkepticSam: fake fake fake—



	At the stairwell she stopped, listening. The building itself made noises—ducts popping, a distant drip—but there was another sound too, like a throat clearing forever. A low, steady grumble with a mosquito whine tucked inside. The hum had been in her skull all along, she realized; only now she heard it with her ears.

	She climbed.

	The second-floor hall looked like a storm had been bored and took it out on homeroom. Ceiling tiles lay in chunks; a fire extinguisher had exploded chalky dust over the trophy case, turning last year’s soccer photo into a snow globe of people who weren’t coming back. Down the hall, her door hung off one hinge.

	And past it—through it—air didn’t behave.

	The portal was the size of a classroom window turned sideways and set free. The edges weren’t edges so much as a bruised shimmer, like heat over asphalt, except it made the fluorescent lights stutter. Inside it, not-black—not any color—rolled slow, folding and unfolding on itself. When her brain tried to call it a hole, her skin argued back that it was more like a mouth deciding if the world tasted good.

	Evie’s throat worked. She angled the phone toward it and widened the hoodie slit.

	“Here you go,” she whispered for the stream, barely moving her lips. “Origin point. No filter.”

	The screen flared as the autofocus fought with physics. The portal “surface”—if it had a surface—throbbed gently, breathing. The hum hit a deeper note. Air went colder by four, five degrees; the hair along her arms prickled up under jacket and bandages.

	Something flickered on the far side. Motion, but not a person’s motion. Longer. Wronger.

	She took two steps closer, stopping just shy of the threshold. The chalkboard inside the room had been carved by something with too many knuckles. Desks lay in broken heaps like driftwood. A science poster fluttered on the far wall, edges burned: The Water Cycle.

	Her radar tugged hard to the left—down the corridor—where a shape moved and a mouth worked that wasn’t for words. She kept the portal in view and shifted her weight, bringing the chair-leg bundle into her hands without thinking. Her fingers remembered grip and swing as if they had never been anything else.

	Behind her, something thumped. A shadow flailed in from the stairwell: a teacher from the math wing, or what had been one. Tie askew. Throat mauled. Eyes empty. It saw her the way a bonfire sees tinder.

	She turned, hooked the first strike into its temple. The hit cracked bone; the body lurched and developed a new angle where skull met jaw. The second strike was clean and extremely unkind. The body went down twitching. Her hunger surged—fresh—but she swallowed until bile or air or control came back. She didn’t look at its hands.

	The phone had caught all of it in jerky, close-quarters mess.

	
		@GunNut27: ok that swing was NOT staged

		@NurseOnCall: she’s shaking—someone call someone

		@CreepypastaFan: head trauma FX are way too real bro

		@OSINT_Eric: pause @ 3:22 and zoom: there’s a refraction in the air beyond the door—



	“Portal,” she said again, steadier. She lifted the camera for a fuller frame. “Millinocket High. Second floor, room 2–14. If you’re anywhere close, leave. If you know anyone close, tell them to leave.”

	If the world needed coordinates, she would give them coordinates. If it needed labels, she would paint them herself.

	Marking—she needed marking. She pivoted into the classroom, sidling along a row of broken desks until she found the chalkboard. A half-smoked cigarette lay under the sill. Mr. Partridge had tried stress-smoking again before everything went to teeth. The chalk trays still held stubs. She grabbed one, wrote hard.

	GET OUT NOW.

	ZOMBIES.

	PORTAL.

	MILLINOCKET.

	She underlined NOW twice, then cracked the chalk stub with a small, ridiculous satisfaction.

	“Documentation,” she muttered, angling the phone back. “Because Twitter will call this a prank if I don’t spell it with chalk like a kindergarten teacher.”

	The hum deepened again. Something skittered behind the not-black, like a metal fingernail down the inside of her skull. The air tasted bitter. Her radar—always a restless compass now—spiked in the corner of her mind. There was a crystal-carrier nearby, not in the room; two halls over, maybe. Her mouth wet in a way that had nothing to do with thirst.

	Not now. Gear first. Power first. The stream wouldn’t save anyone if her battery died.

	She backed away from the portal, step by deliberate step, until the hum settled back to a bearable sub-bass. Then she turned and slipped down the corridor toward the STEM wing.

	The media lab’s door was locked, then suddenly not—hinge screws half-pulled from someone’s earlier try, which made the rest easy. Inside, the AV club’s kingdom looked exactly like you’d expect: snarl of cables, a breathless shrine to cameras they’d fundraised for all year, and a wall of things in zip ties. She shut the door behind her and let her hands move.

	Power banks first—thick bricks in school-logo skins, half-charged. Two, three, four, five. into her pack. A coil of USB cables. A tripod leg that telescoped to chin height. A small gimbal built for a phone—perfect. She cinched it tight, clipped it to her pocket, slid the phone into the clamp; the image steadied like magic. Her grin arrived without permission. She nodded at herself in the blank TV monitor and almost looked… alive. Almost.

	Deeper shelves held a plastic storage tub labeled DRONE—BAD in dry-erase scrawl. Inside: a cheap consumer quadcopter with one cracked rotor arm, spare props, a controller sticky with soda. She turned it over, checked the battery: two bars. She blew dust off it like an old cartridge and set it on the lab table to charge from a brick while she kept shopping.

	“Welcome back to Zombie Girl’s zero-cost shopping,” she murmured for the stream, angle now smooth and almost professional. “Today’s haul: stabilization and sky cams.”

	
		@FilmKid: oooo a Zhiyun gimbal? jelly

		@DroneBro: that’s a toy but it’ll do in low wind

		@SkepticSam: school prop closet. u planned this

		@HistoryProf: she’s documenting a disaster with what she has—this is… haunting



	She found the theater department’s makeup kit two rooms over—miraculously unlooted—and scooped up foundation, setting powder, wipes. The mirror above the sink offered a ghost who had once been a girl. The foundation was too warm, the shade off by a mile, but it dulled the worst of the blue and made her less like a drowned thing. Contacts case too; she stuffed tinted lenses into her pocket. Bless you, drama nerds.

	On impulse she raided the science storage closet, shouldered past stacked goggles and a collection of embarrassingly wilted bean plants to the shelf with field kits. There—foldable solar mats, bought for some senior project about camping and sustainable charging that no one had ever turned in. She slung one over her shoulder like a scarf. Another, smaller, went into her pack.

	The nurse’s office gave up a battered first-aid kit, a blood pressure sleeve she didn’t need, and a handful of tourniquets. She didn’t look at the cot.

	Back in the media lab, the drone’s battery had limped to three bars. She attached a new prop, tightened it with fingers that didn’t shake anymore, and carried the little plastic contraption into the hallway.

	“Field test,” she told the phone. “If this faceplant happens, please clip it for posterity.”

	She thumbed the joystick. The drone toggled awake with a cheerful chirp that sounded absurd in the ruined school. Its rotors spun, chattered, then lifted, wobbling into the hall’s dirty fluorescence. Evie winced as it slammed the ceiling tile, bounced, overcorrected, and chased a paper crane into a classroom door like a drunken moth.

	“Ten out of ten,” she muttered dryly. “Nailed it.”

	
		@DroneBro: trim your throttle curve!

		@LOLZombie: cinematography award goes to the drywall

		@OSINT_Eric: hallway width suggests Northeast public school standard. This is real.

		@MakeupGuru: girl pls blend your jawline you’re killing me



	She got the drone to hover, sort of, then settle. The important part was that it worked at all. Even a bad eye in the sky was an eye, and she didn’t trust roofs anymore not to spit teeth.

	When she checked the feed, the comments had shifted, as they always did when the camera caught luck and pain in the right proportions. Less “lol fake,” more shaky belief. One username she didn’t recognize kept posting timestamps and coordinates guesses. Somebody else was offering to drive up with a generator. People were, notoriously, people; they wanted to help until helping meant leaving their couch.

	Evie swallowed. Her tongue had the taste of old pennies. The hum from the portal found a nerve behind her right eye and plucked it, over and over.

	Gear, then go.

	She pulled a Sharpie from a desk drawer, uncapped it with her teeth, and wrote in block letters on a piece of printer paper she taped to the media lab door: IF YOU CAN READ THIS, LEAVE TOWN. ZOMBIES. PORTAL. Below that: ZOMBIE GIRL LIVE. No handle. No name. The internet would find her anyway.

	By the time she made it back to the second-floor hall, the classroom doorway seemed darker, as if the building itself had decided shadow was safer near that threshold. She held the gimbal steady and did a slow pan from the ruined trophy case to the bruised shimmer. Her breath fogged once in air that shouldn’t have been that cold.

	“Last look for now,” she murmured. “Battery budget matters. I’m coming back—later, better.”

	Something passed behind the not-black then. Not passing in the way a creature passes a window, but in the way a storm front passes a coastline it plans to eat next. Her skin tightened. She had the strong, childish urge to raise her hand to the class and ask permission to leave. She backed away instead, moving sideways so the camera never left the throat of the world.

	On the landing, she paused and snapped the solar mat’s straps tighter so it wouldn’t slide off her shoulder. The drone case thumped against her hip. Her pack had become a rattle bag of everything that meant keep the phone alive: bricks and panels and cables, a tangle of lifelines.

	Outside, the sky had gone more orange, as if someone had held a match under the town. Sirens somewhere, a pop of distant gunfire, a dog barking that sounded blessedly normal for three seconds before it changed shape into a scream.

	Evie angled the gimbal so the town lay spread in the frame behind her—smoke, fire, the silent ant trails of people still trying to flee—and let herself into the shot only as a sliver of hood and jaw.

	“Okay,” she said, voice low and even, as if she were narrating a lab procedure. “You’ve seen it. Not a prank. Not a movie set. Portals. Zombies. Millinocket. If you’re within two hundred miles, start packing the car.”

	Her stomach pulled against her spine. The radar tugged again at the left edge of her skull—crystal-carrier nearby, bright as sugar—promising she could be stronger in five minutes if she wanted to be a monster for thirty.

	“Next step,” she added, more to herself than the stream. “Keep the phone fed. Keep the camera up. Show the world.”

	
		@HistoryProf: you’re the first witness. Keep going.

		@PrepperMom: we’re leaving Bangor NOW

		@OSINT_Eric: clipped. mirrored. geolocated.

		@SkepticSam: if this is real why are u joking

		@WeebSlayer: bc comedy is a coping mechanism u walnut



	She lifted a hand, palm toward the lens, as if that could bless anyone watching with more sense than they’d had five minutes ago. Then she turned and headed for the back stairwell, where the parking lot sloped to the track and the track led into woods that didn’t ask questions.

	At the door she hesitated, long enough to catch herself in the narrow pane of wired glass—hood up, makeup just good enough to pass on a bad day. She tugged her sleeve down to hide the bruised wrist bones. “Pretty enough for the end of the world,” she muttered, and snorted at herself.

	The door banged open to afternoon heat and the wind-borne smell of burning vinyl. She kept to the building’s shade, cutting across the grass to the utility shed where the track team kept hurdles and the custodians kept everything else. The padlock hung snapped; a pry bar lay nearby like a moral. Inside: extension
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