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CHAPTER ONE
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Jimmy Wood sat in the back seat of his 2004 Suburban, glancing impatiently over his shoulder every few seconds. After everything that had happened, he couldn’t help but wonder if failure had become their new normal.

The Wood and Wolf families had been trying to avoid detection as he and Zack recovered from wounds that had left them both mostly immobile. Jimmy knew that they needed a more permanent home. Moods had soured, but Jimmy was optimistic that with the arrival of Spring, sunshine and warmer temperatures would brighten everyone’s spirits. Everyone but Zack’s. 

Zack Wolf sat grimly in an upstairs window, his marksman’s rifle in hand, after receiving last minute instructions from his wife, Emily, and Jessica Wood. Zack watched as they walked excitedly toward the SUV from a house they called the Burks’ Place.

It was their first major excursion in weeks outside of the friendly confines of Walnut Ridge Road, where the Wood’s, Burks’, and Bill’s residence had sheltered them for the past two months. 

“Rusty, against my better judgement, I’m trusting you. Stick to your plan and don’t disappoint me, again,” Jimmy heard in his ear piece. 

“We’ve been over this more times than you flipped through Victoria’s Secret magazines in your teens. Unlike the magazines, though, the pages of this plan aren’t stuck together. We will be fine. Over.”

Zack grumbled, “Dammit, man! Every time you talk, I lose a year of my life.”

“You ready, Jimmy?” Emily asked as she entered the passenger seat. 

“I think so. I’m feeling good. And looking pretty good too, if I don’t say so myself.” Jimmy said with a wide smile.

“Too bad you weren’t smelling good,” Jessica said as she glanced at Emily before throwing her head back in laughter. Jimmy returned a mock laugh while he stared out the window. 

“This is so exciting,” Jessica said to Emily. “It’s about time we get out there and show we can do more than sit around this house. Especially to Zack.”

Emily returned her smile, although Jimmy could tell that she understood the danger much more than his wife. 

“Let’s just focus on the mission,” Jimmy said as he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Jessica started the engine, turned the SUV around and started crawling down the long driveway. They turned left down Walnut Ridge Road and drove at a slow pace until they reached the highway. Turning right, they cruised for 15 to 20 minutes until they came to a brown sign that said in white lettering “Karst State Park” with an arrow to the left. After following the road for about two miles, a similar brown sign led them to the right. Two limestone pillars rose on either side, rough-cut and weathered, supporting a heavy timber crossbeam that spanned the roadway. From it hung a broad wooden sign, suspended by thick black chains. The wood was darkened with age, the lettering carved deep and filled with fading yellow paint.

KARST STATE PARK
INDIANA DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES

The sign loomed overhead, as they drove beneath it and past the limestone gatehouse that sat just beyond.

“We’re almost there. Remember the plan?” Jimmy asked. 

“I don’t even like the plan. And Zack’s not here to enforce it. He never has to know that we didn’t follow it,” Jessica said before adding, “He never follows the plan, either.” 

“No! It’s my plan. And we stick to it,” Jimmy shot back.

“You just got back on your feet, Jimmy. You shouldn’t be walking that far. You’re not ready. You’re plan sucks,” Emily put in. 

“The plan is the plan. We’re not deviating now. We drive back and park. Then I will walk down the road while you two stay in the woods and provide overwatch. We’ve got the radios. If anyone is there, I’ll handle them. You just make sure they don’t shoot me.”

“We know, Jimmy,” Jessica said. He noticed a few lurkers lingering around the parking lot of the inn as they sped by. A few minutes later, Jimmy said, “Turn here.” 

“Here? Are you positive this is the place?” Jessica asked tentatively. 

“Of course. This is where we go our separate way. Let’s just stick to the plan.” After they pulled into an obscure parking lot, Jimmy slung his rifle across his chest and began to walk slowly up the road. “Rose. Orchid. This is Nighthawk. Mic check. Over.” 

“We hear you loud and clear, Rusty,” came Emily’s voice through the earpiece. 

“I’m Nighthawk. And you forgot to say over. Over.” 

“We’re not doing this again, Rusty.”

“Yes ma’am. Over,” Jimmy replied shortly.

As Jimmy walked, he noticed the first hints of green pushing through the woods. Bushes were leafing out, and early signs of spring appeared in wild yellow lilies and other flowers just beginning to bloom.

Through all of the chaos of man, God has not forgotten to show us the beauty of his creation Jimmy thought to himself. 

He moved as fast as he could manage without pushing it, giving the ladies time to get into position. As the cabins came into view, Jimmy tightened his grip on his Bravo Company Manufacturing Recce 16 rifle. It was outfitted with a vertical foregrip, flashlight, and holographic sight. The matte black finish showed a few minor scratches, but looked almost new from more than a few feet away.

“We are in position, Rusty,” Jessica said. Jimmy picked up his pace ever so slightly, then took a minute to observe once he reached the edge of the cabin entrance. The road had five cabins on each side, with three more at the end of a turn-around spread out over around 500 feet from front to back. Everything seemed quiet. There were a few vehicles spread throughout the cabin’s gravel driveways. Each one sat about 15 to 20 feet off of the main road. He went to the first cabin, labelled simply ‘1’, and knocked. After waiting for 30 seconds to a minute, no answer came. Moving on to the next one on the left-hand side of the road, ‘3’, he knocked again. No answer. Moving to the next one, ‘5’, he started to knock.

“Hey. Who are you?” a younger man’s voice called out as a door slammed from across the road. Jimmy turned, startled, and noticed a young man standing there in a navy-blue pocket T-shirt and jeans. His dusty cowboy boots lacked the scuff marks that distinguish a working man's boots while his sandy blond hair looked like it had once been styled with care, but time and circumstance had let it grow wild. He was a little shorter than Jimmy and had a slightly pudgy build. His soft voice conveyed a false confidence that Jimmy saw through immediately. 

Caught off guard, Jimmy forgot what he planned to say as he walked slowly toward the man, exaggerating his limp. “Hello, sir! I was wondering if you had a few minutes to talk about our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ?” Pausing for a moment, he laughed.

“Smooth move, Rusty. That wasn’t part of the plan,” Jimmy heard. 

The young man gave a nervous smile as Jimmy continued, “Just kidding. I am a lost, weary, traveler. I’ve been injured and am just looking for a place to hunker down for a couple of days until I can recover. Do you have any room for me here?”

“I don’t think Brad would like that too much, mister,” the young man replied tepidly. 

“Brad? Well, maybe I can talk him into it. Tell him to come on out.”

“That’s not possible, mister. He’s not here right now. In fact, I’m the only one around at the moment.”

“Well, I’m Rusty. It’s nice to meet you. What’s your name?” Jimmy asked.

He pointed his chin proudly upward and stood arrow-straight as he said, “Benjamin Nathaniel Morris.” His shoulders slumped slightly as he dropped his eyes to the ground, “But people just call me Ben.”

“Ben? I like that. You know, you look like a Ben. So, tell me...there’s only two of you?”

“No, mister. There’s also Brad’s girlfriend... former girlfriend. I’m not real sure what’s going on with them. But Brad says I talk too much. I probably shouldn’t be saying anything, but you seem nice enough. What was your name again?”

“People call me Rusty. My mother called me an idiot, but that’s a different story for another time,” Jimmy said with a laugh.

“Rusty? Okay. Is that your real name?”

“Of course not. The name’s Bond. James Bond.” Removing his hat, he gestured to his fiery red hair and said, “But around these parts, they just call me Rusty.”

Jimmy tried to contain his laughter as he wobbled slightly. His shin ached, and his calf had started to tighten.

“Mister, I’m not real sure what you’re talking about, but Brad and Julie should be back here anytime. And I don’t think they’re going to be very happy. Maybe you should leave,” Ben said.

Jimmy suddenly heard the roar of an engine in the distance. “Uh oh. Looks like you’re too late, Mister Bond.” 
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The engine roared, and a newer model black Ford Ranger snapped into Jimmy’s peripheral vision as he turned to the right. It screeched to a stop less than 20 feet away as he took a painful step back. A man, slightly taller and easily 100 pounds heavier, slammed the truck into Park and jumped out. He leaned back into the cab and yanked out an AR-style rifle. “Who in the hell are you?” he demanded, his overgrown goatee struggling to hide gritted teeth.

Jimmy raised his voice in hopes that Jessica and Emily could hear him as he said, “Everything is okay! I’m just a weary traveler. Ben and I were just talking.” 

“Ben, you know this guy?” The man Jimmy assumed was Brad asked quickly and intensely. 

Before Jimmy could mutter two words, Brad said, “I didn’t ask you, bud! Ben, you know this guy?” 

Ben stuttered and said, “This is James Bond. He says he was looking for a place to stay.”

His shoulders slumped and he sighed in frustration, saying angrily, “James Bond? That’s bull shit, Ben. Please tell me you didn’t fall for this.” Locking eyes with Jimmy, he asked intensely, “What’s your name?”

Jimmy stuttered before finally starting, “My name is Rusty. I was just kidding with him.”

He stalked toward Jimmy, his rifle shouldered and stopped when the barrel was just feet away from Jimmy’s chest. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

Shaken, Jimmy said, “I’m looking for a place to lay low. I was injured and I’m just wondering if you have any room for me. That’s all.” 

The man looked Jimmy up and down before asking, “Injured? How? Are you all scratched up?”

“No. I was stabbed in the leg. I’ve walked a long way and I’m tired. But I’m definitely not scratched up by a lurker.”

“A what?”

“A lurker. You know, one of those infected,” Jimmy led on.

“Lurker, you say? We call them Strays.”

“Strays? Yeah, I’ve heard them called that before. But I can guarantee you that I’ve never been scratched or bitten by one of those.”

“How’d you get stabbed?” the man demanded.

“Shouldn’t you buy me dinner and get to know me before we get to third base?” Jimmy asked, cracking a smile.

He tightened his grip on his rifle and rocked forward. “This isn’t some joke! Answer my questions or we’ll knock this relationship out of the park whether you’re ready or not.”

Jimmy’s heart began beating in his throat, but he kept his voice steady and said, “No foreplay, then?”

“None.”

“Fair enough. I got into a scuffle with the Valley’s finest idiots. I took care of them, but one of them slashed my shin and calf before he made his exit.”

“Got into a scuffle? Over what, exactly?” The man asked, his anger giving way to curiosity as he dropped his tactical rifle slightly. 

“To this day, I’m not real sure,” Jimmy stammered. 

The man sighed loudly and gave a quick jerk of his head toward the truck. A woman, clearly in her early forties, stepped out with her pistol drawn.

“Lower your weapon,” he said gruffly, then turned back to Jimmy. “I’m Brad. That’s Julie. You’ve met Ben. We’ve been hunkered down in these cabins for, well...how long has it been?”

“About a month and a half,” the woman said as she rounded the hood of the truck. Her voice was soft and pleasing to the ear. She stood at around 5’6 and her round face showed the clear signs of aging.

“Has it been that long?” Brad asked, seemingly astonished. 

“You get a lot of visitors out this way?” Jimmy pried.

“Not really. We had a group come through here a while back. All women and kids.”

A commotion rustled through the woods, Emily’s sharp whisper telling Jessica to stay put. Brad snapped his rifle toward the sound. “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot. They’re with me,” Jimmy said, disappointment and disgust heavy in his voice. He used the moment of confusion to raise his rifle, settling the holographic sight high on Brad’s back, just inside the shoulder blade. 

“Who is that? What’s going on here?” Brad shouted angrily as he turned his head back toward Jimmy. 

“That’s my wife and our friend,” Jimmy said, trying to mask his anger. “They were just hanging back to make sure nothing went wrong. Don’t shoot them. Unless you want your chest to look like uncooked hamburger. Lower your weapon. Tell Julie to do the same. We’re not here to fight.”

A winded Jessica came up and asked, “All women? How long ago? What were their names?” Emily had her tactical rifle shouldered as she appeared through the tree line. Jimmy again said, “Everyone, lower your weapons. We’re just talking.”

After the heat of the moment had passed, all six of them had settled enough and Brad continued his story, urged on by Jessica and Emily. “A group of three women and five children showed up here about a month ago. They stayed for three days, robbed everything we had in the middle of the night, and were gone...”

“What were their names? What did they look like?” Jessica shouted excitedly.

“I don’t...” Brad began before being quickly interrupted again by Jessica.

“Hope? Hannah? Gwen?”

Julie glared skeptically at her and said, “Yep. You know them?”

Jimmy spoke before anyone could spill secrets, saying “Yes. We met them briefly on the road. They tried to do the same to us, but we fought them off and they ran.” He looked over at Jessica, who was glaring at him. Emily said nothing, her eyes moving between Jimmy and Jessica.

Brad spouted, “Why didn’t you say anything about your wife? And friend?”

“It slipped my mind,” Jimmy said blandly.

Brad studied them for a long moment. “You left a pretty important part out,” he said finally. “People don’t usually forget they’ve got backup.”

Jimmy didn’t flinch, saying, “We came to scout. Nothing more. See if there was anyone here without causing problems.” Brad scoffed. “We’re not here for a fight,” he continued. “If peace is an option, we’ll take it. If not, we leave. You never see us again. That’s the truth.”

“I really like you, Mister Bond. You can stay,” Ben said.

Brad snapped, “Shut the hell up, Ben! You don’t make decisions around here. Go somewhere else and let the adults talk.”

Jimmy glanced at Ben. "I like you, too, kid." Turning his attention back to Brad, he asked, "What's next? You want to handle this peacefully like men? Or do we take this in the wrong direction?"

Julie spoke with certainty. “No one dies today. Brad’s a sheriff’s deputy. He’ll kill all three of you before you know what happened.”

“A sheriff’s deputy?” Jimmy stammered. “You work for the sheriff?”

“Why would you go there, Julie? We don’t know these people.” He paused for a moment to gather his thoughts before he finished, “And no, I don’t work for him. I hate that bastard.”

Jimmy nodded his head, looked around into the forest, and said, “Then let’s make a deal, Brad. I’ll be back sometime soon and we will talk again, when it’s less...contentious. Are you open to that?”

Brad stroked his goatee for a long while. He breathed deeply and said, “What’s your real name?”

“Rusty.”

“Rusty? Yeah, right. What is it for real?”

“It’s still Rusty.”

“OK, Rusty. Come back in two days, and we will talk. No secrecy. No people hiding in the woods. Just you and me.”

“Sounds like a deal, Brad. And Ben, take care yourself. You’re a fun kid. Ladies, go get the vehicle. I’ll wait here.”

“No, Rusty. You’re coming with us,” Jessica pleaded. 

“Go! It will be fine,” Jimmy demanded, nodding his head toward the vehicle.

Emily grabbed Jessica’s arm and led her down the road reluctantly as they argued quietly. Jimmy kept his rifle trained on Brad until the women were out of sight. “So, not a fan of the sheriff? I’ve heard that he isn’t the most pleasant person in the world, but I don’t know much about the man.”

“We will talk more about him next time you’re here, Rusty. But I’m not in a chatty mood.”

“I can live with that,” Jimmy said. “Sling your rifle. Have Julie holster that pistol. After that, I’ll do the same and we go our separate ways.”

Brad agreed, and after Julie put her pistol away, Jimmy dropped his rifle and let it hang freely across his chest. He heard the very faint sound of an engine fire up, and listened as it came slowly up the road. After three to four minutes, Jessica pulled up behind Brad’s truck. Jimmy said, “I’ll be back in a few days. No surprises, right?”

“No surprises, Rusty. We will talk. Man to man.”

“It was a real pleasure,” Jimmy said grimly as he climbed into the back seat of the Suburban.
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As Emily put the Suburban into Reverse, Jimmy turned in his seat and held his rifle against his chest, ready to shoulder it at any time. He watched as Brad appeared to be berating Ben instead of paying attention to them. After they were out of sight, Jimmy turned and said, “What happened to the plan? You were supposed to stay back, Jess.”

“Nothing bad happened. What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is that we had a plan and you could’ve gotten yourself killed. Or worse, all of us. And then bringing up the ladies? You have to follow the plan. Zack is going to lose his mind on us.”

“Only if he finds out. And he’s not going to find out, is he Jimmy?” Emily demanded.

“I guess not,” Jimmy said, dejected.

As they approached Walnut Ridge Road, Emily pushed down the accelerator. “You missed your turn, Emily,” Jimmy said as he turned his head and pointed.

“I know that, Jimmy. We’ve got another stop to make.”

“Another stop? We can’t! We...”

“Just sit back and enjoy the scenery, James” Jessica said concisely.

“Oh, boy. I don’t know how we’re going to explain this one away. What are we doing? Where are we going?”

“Just...don’t, Jimmy,” Emily said, glancing at him harshly through the rear-view mirror.

He fidgeted nervously as they came to the intersection with SR 146, the main east-west highway, that ran through Karst Valley. Emily stopped, looked both ways, and guided the vehicle east. They passed Walnut Ridge Road’s outlet, the old farm, and the “Welcome to Karst Valley” sign as they entered the outskirts of town. 

“This is an awful idea. It’s not too late to turn around.”

“I’m beginning to feel like you’re right. But we aren’t. This town. It’s...trashed,” Emily said, her tone far less confident than it had been minutes earlier. 

She weaved through parked and wrecked cars. “I don’t know where you’re planning on going, but we have got to get off of this highway as soon as possible. We’re sitting ducks in this shaggin’ wagon.”

Emily nodded and took a right, heading south until she reached the southern outskirts of the Valley, following a less-travelled roadway through an older, commercial part of town. There were very few lurkers on the roads, wandering slowly by themselves or in groups of no more than three. As she turned onto a residential side street, the population exploded. “My word, Jimmy,” Jessica muttered as she put her hand to her mouth with a gasp. 

“This is...unbelievable. Is it normally this bad?” Emily asked, her voice choked. “This isn’t the Karst Valley of my childhood. I don’t think I want to see any more.”

“No,” Jessica said, patting Emily on the leg and encouraging her. “We’ve made it this far. Let’s keep going.”

“Keep going? What are you talking about? You knew about this?” Jimmy asked, stunned.

Emily wove her way in and out of cars, lurkers, and potholes until she finally turned down a road named Pleasant Hollow Drive. The street was lined with large postwar homes from the late 40s and 50s, sprawling by the standards of their time, built solidly. Emily continued a quarter of the way down the block before she turned right into a driveway. 

“This is it,” she said confidently. 

“This is what?” Jimmy asked cautiously.

“We’re here to bring my parents home, Jimmy,” Emily said as she flung the door open. 

“Emily...Emily! No! We can’t be doing this. Not like this,” Jimmy urged, but both doors shut before he could argue further. “Dog gone it!” He struggled out of the back seat with his rifle and rushed toward the door. 

Emily was already beating on it, yelling, “Mom! Mom? Dad? Are you in there?”

She continued to knock as Jimmy grabbed her arm gently and said, “Shh. Quiet. They’re attracted to noise.”

She looked at him and said, “Who is?” 

Jimmy was struck by the fact that this was her first time being in Karst Valley since he had helped to rescue the Wolf’s in the early days of the collapse. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with here, Em. It’s not the old world. Lurkers. They’re attracted to noise. Or at least it seems that they are.” She shrugged him off and began knocking again. Jimmy said softly, “I’m begging you. Please stop this.”

Jessica grabbed his arm and said, “Stop worrying so much, Jimmy.”

“You two don’t understand what we’re dealing with out here. Let’s try the back door, or any other door. Just...no more knocking. Please!”

“Fine. We’ll try the back. Maybe they’re in the basement. Or upstairs. You could never hear anyone knocking unless you were in the living room anyways,” Emily said enthusiastically. Jimmy looked down both sides of the road from the covered porch as he followed the ladies to the open back yard. Tall oaks and elms lined the street, and a massive maple sat in the side yard as they passed underneath. Emily walked to the back door and tried turning the handle. “Locked,” she said disappointedly. She began to bang on the door as the glass rattled. She shouted her parents’ names as Jimmy put his hand to his temples and rubbed them in frustration. 

“They must be upstairs or something,” she said, her voice still confident. “Jimmy, give me a boost. I used to sneak out through that window. I’d climb up and down that thing most weekends.”

“Oh, you rebel, you,” Jessica said with a smile. 

“I’m sorry. I thought I heard you ask me for a boost?” Jimmy said with a nervous laugh.

“Yeah. Those upstairs windows are always unlocked.”

“That was what? 10 or 15 years ago, Emily? That thing doesn’t look like it could hold one of our kids. Let alone any of us.”

“You’re such a worrier, Jimmy. Give me a boost.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not touching your heinie. If Zack found out that I was groping his wife. At her parents’ house, nonetheless.” He shuddered sarcastically. “Let’s just say I value my frank and beans too much. I’ll climb it instead,” Jimmy said.

“Suit yourself, Jimmy. But do you really think you should be doing that?” Jessica asked.

“Again, my magic wand is more important than a little bit of pain. I’ll be back,” he said as he began to climb.

The old TV antenna tower swayed and creaked under Jimmy’s weight as he made steady progress upwards. The rust crumpled under his gloved hands as he finally made it high enough to reach the window.

“Careful, Jimmy. You gotta give it a solid yank straight upward,” Emily shouted.

He put a finger to his lip and said, “Please,” as softly as he could. Holding the tower with one hand, he put his other hand flat on the glass and pushed upward lightly. Nothing moved. Readjusting, he pushed upward again with more force. Nothing. He found a lip on the window and crammed his fingers in as tightly as he could, shoving his hand upward forcefully. 

Slight movement allowed for him to be able to slip his fingers into the crack. He was able to slide it up with a struggle as Emily called, “Straight up. Not at an angle.” Jimmy gave her a thumbs up as it opened fully. He climbed a few more rungs up before forcing one leg and then the other into an old bedroom. He peeked his head out and said as softly as he could, “I’m in. Stay there. I’ll come to the back door. Keep your eyes and ears open. And for the love of Almighty God, please be quiet.”

Jimmy turned and shut the window, pulled the curtains open in the dark room, and made his way toward the door. The medium-sized bedroom looked like it hadn’t changed much since Emily had moved out. A sun-faded Kenny Chesney poster still clung to the wall, one corner peeling loose. Jimmy exited the door, looked left and right and made his way cautiously down a hall toward the stairs. “Hello? Mister and Misses...uh...well, I’m Zack and Emily’s friend. Is anyone in here?”

The smell of decay grew heavier as Jimmy made his way toward the staircase. Not good. He continued calling out as he took the stairs slowly. Once he reached the main level, the smell slapped him in the face. He looked to his left and saw legs sticking out beyond the couch. He took a half-step toward them as loud banging came from the back door. It was followed by shouting, and Jimmy moved quickly toward the noise. It grew louder and more frantic as he made his way down a long hallway and entered a kitchen. 

Jimmy sprinted, fumbling with the lock as lurkers cut through the neighbor's yard toward them. He unlocked the handle and dead bolt and pulled, but the door didn't budge. He looked up and found a slide bolt near the top, and threw it back. He juked to get out of the way as the door flew open and Emily and Jessica came through in a panic. 

“We need to leave! Right now!” Jimmy urged. 

“Did you find them? Say hi? Mom! Mom, it’s me. I know, I know. But better late than never, right?” Emily shouted. 

Jimmy put his hands on her shoulders and said, “Emily. I’m very sorry, but we need to leave.”

She stopped, and looked deeply into Jimmy’s eyes. “What’s that...smell, Jimmy?”

Jimmy rubbed his lips with a bent finger and said, “I’m really, really sorry, Emily. But we need to leave.”

“No. This can’t be. They were fine. Had food. Supplies. They’re in here. I know that they’re in here, Jimmy. Mom!” her voice cracked as she shouted one last time, before breaking down. Jimmy grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her to keep her from collapsing. He guided her toward the front door with an arm around her shoulder as Jessica wrapped an arm around her waist from the other side. 

A crash in the backyard grabbed his attention as he asked lightly, “You got her?” to Jessica. She nodded solemnly as he let go and peeked through the curtains of the front picture window. Lurkers were closing in from three sides. 

“We have a problem. Here’s what we’re going to do. No mistakes. Do you understand?” They both nodded as Jimmy explained his plan.

“No, Jimmy. You can’t do that!” Jessica yelled. 

“Do you want to make it home?” he asked as they nodded in acceptance. “Then do what I tell you to and don’t ask questions. I’ve dealt with these things before. I know what they do. Alright!?” They nodded again as Jimmy headed toward the back door. The banging had subsided as he peeked out of a kitchen window. He moved toward the door, gripped his rifle, and turned the handle. There was a small group of lurkers 25 feet away from the back door. He fired a single shot into the first one’s brain, watching it fall hard. Another shot and two of the five were down. 

Jimmy steadied his breathing and aimed until all five were eliminated. Heavy gargling sounds came from all directions as he let his tactical rifle fall across his chest. He drew his knife and cut a gorge into the midsection of the closest one. Deep, raspy breathing, gargling, and odd calling drew closer as he rushed to make a similar cut on the next closest one. 

Jimmy jumped up as lurkers swarmed the bodies from both sides and in front of him. He bolted into the house, but his brakes failed him as he slid past the door on the tile. Catching himself, he lunged back, slammed it shut, and threw the deadbolt first. Then the handle before working his way upwards to the slide bolt. Breathing hard, he wiped his gloved hands on the kitchen towel hanging from the stove.

He rushed to the front, where Jessica and Emily were waiting. Emily was still crying softly as he unlocked the front door and crept out onto the covered porch. He saw lurkers flowing into the back yard on both sides as he peeked his head above the porch wall. Taking a deep breath, he crouched and walked over to the stairs and down onto the sidewalk. Moving cautiously, Jimmy reached the Suburban and opened the driver’s side doors. He whistled sharply once before making his way to the passenger side.

Jessica and Emily came sprinting as he watched, rifle shouldered. They collided, undecided on who was driving as Jimmy fired at a lurker who was sprinting toward them from the back yard. Emily crashed into the driver’s seat with a grunt as Jessica hopped in and slammed the back door. Jimmy fired one more time before lurching open the door and climbing in. 

He looked behind them and said, “Emily, I’m really sorry, but it’s time to go.” Lurkers began to swarm around the Suburban as she continued to cry. “As in...right now! Drive, please!” Emily was ripped away from her grief quickly as she put the SUV into Reverse and punched the gas. 

The tires squealed as she thrust the shifter into Drive and sped off, back toward the highway. As they reached the edge of town, Emily whispered, “We’re almost out of gas.”

Jimmy leaned over and said, “I don’t think that gauge works very well.”

“Oh. That makes me feel so much better. The gas light just came on,” Emily said with a hint of disgust in her voice.

“We’ve got another 50 miles to empty. At least,” Jimmy replied confidently. 

“You sure?”

“Probably,” Jimmy said, trying to hold down a devious smile.

As the women chatted nervously, Jimmy remained silent for the rest of the trip. As they drove down Walnut Ridge Road, Jimmy began calling over the radio, “Rusty to Wiper. Over.” 

On the third attempt, there was a response. “Hear you loud and clear, Rusty. Any trouble?” 

Both women glared as Jimmy said, “You forgot to say over. No trouble. We will be there shortly. Over.” Releasing the button, he said, “There. I lied for you. Are you happy?”

“Yes. Keep it that way,” Emily said sternly as she steered the SUV into the driveway and towards the Burks’ place. As they entered the front door, ten-year-old Chloe Wood and nine-year-old Natalie Wolf met their mothers with hugs. The stairs creaked as Zack made his way slowly down, glaring at Jimmy. 

“How did it go?” He asked, his voice gruff and concerned. 

Emily interjected before Jimmy could respond, “It went great. No issues. We met some new people. In and out. Easy day.”

Zack cocked an eyebrow at Jimmy and said, “Is that true, princess? You guys were gone for a long time.”

Nodding his head, Jimmy walked toward the kitchen. Zack tried to follow, but was stopped by Emily, who kissed him and started to ask how things went while they were gone. Jimmy took this opportunity and went outside through the side door in the kitchen. He knew he could bide his time and hideout for a while, but eventually Zack would find him. And although he wasn’t against telling white lies, he knew that the truth of what happened would need to come to light sooner or later.

Jimmy followed a heavily beaten path through the woods back to his house with both dogs at his heels, Charlie the Dalmatian and Max the Belgian Malinois. He gathered eggs from the remaining chickens, pausing now and then to talk to the flock of twenty laying hens and catch up on the news of their day. He picked up his Black Jersey Giant, Rooster Cogburn, and scratched the bird’s neck. 

After the attack, Jimmy decided they needed to expand the flock. He separated the rooster with twelve hens of the same breed and left the eggs uncollected for several days, letting the hatching process begin. Jersey Giants were one of the best dual-purpose breeds, reliable layers with large bodies suited for meat. Nearly thirty eggs had been laid, and three broody hens kept constant watch over them. 

As he made his way back with the eggs and the dogs, he saw Zack was standing outside. As Jimmy approached, Zack said, “It went that bad, huh?” 

“It wasn’t terrible, but it wasn’t good, either. What I do know is that the local population wasn’t too thrilled to see us. No lurker trouble, but I met a former Sheriff’s deputy. Said he hasn’t seen the sheriff since he quit a few months before the collapse. Hates him. Would shoot on site. Blah, blah, blah,” Jimmy said.

“Was he genuine? Or lying?” 

“He put on a good show, said there was something off about the Sheriff, but I don’t think he was being 100 percent honest with me. All of that being said, I’m quite sure he didn’t know who we were. He invited me to come back because things got a little squirrely.”

“You’re not though, are you?” Zack asked hesitantly. 

“I was planning on it.”

“No. You’re not,” Zack said with authority.

“Yes, I am. The eggs are barely carrying us through for the time being, but us being down for so long has put a big strain on our supplies. We’re rationing their feed. And only got four today because of it. If we can find a trade partner, or better yet, an ally, that could really help us. I’m not sure moving there is an option at this point, but I’ll find out for us in a few days.”

“It’s not an option. And that’s final.”

“I’m sorry that you think so, but it is our only option. We cannot hold this ground while we are immobile. My leg hurts like the devil, but I’m finally able to get around just well enough. You, on the other hand, move like a decrepit penguin with rabies.”

“Penguins don’t get rabies, you absolute moron.”

“Swans don’t have a song, either. It’s just a saying.”

“In the history of man, no one has ever said that,” Zack said, the irritation thick in his voice.

“Then I guess you just witnessed history, cupcake. We’ve put enough of a dent in his numbers that we can hope he’s biding his time. It’s coming, though. You know it. I know it. And this place is indefensible in our condition.” Jimmy said.

“No. We can hold it,” Zack shot back sternly.

“We’re counting on 8 to 10-year-old kids. They’re good kids. They’re smart kids. But they’re kids. They can be outsmarted. Outmaneuvered. Their mothers won’t even let them have guns, for Pete’s sake.”

“Those are fair points. But they don’t change the fact that this is our ground. We have to hold it. On principle alone.”

“And we will. When we are able to once again. Until then, we have to get to a place that is more defensible.”

“I disagree. Completely,” Zack said as he followed Jimmy into the house. Jimmy grabbed a pan from inside and returned to start a fire. 

“Yeah, I know you disagree. But it’s the right thing for my family. It’s the right thing for your family. And it’s the right thing for you, most of all.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I’m fine.”

Jimmy laughed in frustration as he said, “Okay, brother. If you say so.”

They continued to squabble with each other as smoke began to rise. Jimmy started cooking eggs, over easy, for the group. Leftover homemade bread was toasted, and when it was finished, the Wood and Wolf families grumbled through another meal that they had eaten umpteen times. At least the somewhat stale toast made it more interesting than their normal scramble.
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The plan had been made shortly after their clash with the sheriff’s men. One boy and one girl sat in the two-man tree stand on Jimmy’s property, taking shifts. Jimmy was usually stationed at Bill’s house or on his property somewhere, while Zack generally occupied the forward-facing upstairs window at the Burks’ Place, hidden from direct view. This allowed the two small Wood children to tag along with Jessica and Emily as they went about their normal business of cooking, cleaning, or organizing. They primarily spent their time at the Wood’s house, which had served as their base camp until the attack. 

They ran drills with every child and adult until Jimmy was confident they'd covered every contingency. Plans were handwritten. Memorized. Zack's only feedback was "It's good." They practiced in small groups, as a whole, and alone.

Jimmy had tried to encourage Zack. He tried to urge him to participate. But Zack was broken physically. And his mentality had suffered because of it. He spent most days by himself. Saying very little to anyone, including his wife and kids. Normally refusing to leave the house, even for meals.

Finally, Jimmy approached Emily. “I’m not sure what’s going on. I can’t get him to do anything. If he’s not going to the bathroom, he’s not moving.”

“He’s just refocusing. Running through the mental gymnastics since his body isn’t operating the way it needs to,” Emily said dismissively.

Sensing it, he prodded, “That’s not good enough. I need him. We need him. My leg isn’t doing great, either. But there’s nothing I can do about it. We’ve relied on you and Jess for too long.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Jimmy?” Emily asked angrily.

“We're a liability right now. You and Jess are carrying everything and that can’t continue. I can stumble around but I can't hunt. Can't go to town. Can't do what needs doing. I need him,” Jimmy stammered.

She looked at him side-eyed and said, “What do you want from me, Jimmy?”

“I don’t know. I’m his friend. But you’re his wife. Can you maybe talk to him?”

“You think I haven’t tried?” Emily snapped. “You think I don’t know what’s wrong with him?” She took a step toward him and continued angrily, “Twelve years in the Teams and he never took a round. Not once. Then the first time it happens, you go down, too. You.” Her voice sharpened even more as she jabbed a finger into his ribs. “He was supposed to cover you. That’s his job. That’s who he is. And he didn’t. So yeah, he’s broken. Because in his head, he failed. He failed not just you. But your wife. He made a promise to her. And you standing here acting like it’s something simple he can just shake off? You don’t get it. You never did.” She shook her head and wiped her eyes as the tears began flowing. 

“Oh,” Jimmy said as he looked around. “Well, why in the world didn’t he just say that?” Jimmy asked with a hint of anger in his voice.

“You know who he was. And who you were too. A SEAL and a geek. But somehow, you two get along. You're not cut from the same cloth, but you both end up on the quilt together. He's a tough son of a bitch. Mentally. Physically. I didn’t know it until you got hurt, but you're a tough son of a bitch, too. His comes from training and combat. Yours comes from the real world. But it's unspoken. You get him. He gets you. Maybe it's because you don't tiptoe around the subject. You have a way of pushing back on him that isn't macho. But it isn't beta male either. Do you know how rare that is?”

Jimmy sighed loudly and said, “I guess I’ll talk to him. Tell him it’s not his fault. That I feel the same way he does. You know the drill.”

“No. That is the last thing you should do. Instead of talking, start doing. Get him out of that awful house. Get him out of the same mindset day after day after day. But don’t you dare try to coddle him. You hear me, Jimmy?”

“Yeah, Emily. I hear you. I can’t take him with me tomorrow. It’s supposed to be man-to-man. 1-on-1. We’ve already broke his trust once. Don’t want to do it again. But after that’s over, I promise. I’ll get him out of this the best way I know how. By the way, I just want to thank you...”

Emily interrupted quickly and snapped, “Don’t mention it. I just need you to drag him back from the brink. By any means necessary. Good-bye, Jimmy!” She stomped off, leaving him wondering if she was mad at him or Zack. He shrugged his shoulders and marched off in his own direction. 

As he walked toward Bill’s house, his ear crackled as he heard Zack’s gruff voice say, “Rusty, switch channels.”

“Roger that. Over.” Jimmy dialed to channel 7 and said, “Do you read me, Wiper? Over.”

“Really? This ‘over’ shit again?”

“Its proper radio etiquette. Over.”

A loud sigh came through Jimmy’s earpiece, followed by “No it isn’t, you uninformed sack of groundhog bile.”

“How would you know? Over.”

“Twelve years, Rusty. In twelve years, I never said ‘over’ on a radio of any kind.”

“Yeah, whatever. I’m pretty sure that’s how they do it in the Army. Over.”

“I don’t care how the Army does it, dumb ass. I’m a frogman. You know what? Never mind. Out.”

“No, say what you’ve got to say. Over.”

“You’re taking the Suburban. It’s low on gas. Make sure you take everything out. Just in case.”

“Justin Case? Never heard of him. Over.”

“Rusty, I haven’t forgotten my promise. I will kill you when the time is right.” 

“I hear you loud and clear, Wiper. Clear the Suburban because you don’t think I can handle myself. Roger that. Switching back to the regular channel. Over and out.”

After lunch, Jimmy loaded up his tactical rifle, two spare magazines, and his pistol. Charlie tagged along for extra security. He snuck out to the SUV, telling only Jessica that he was leaving. He wore his Spartanrift Timberbreak gear, the greens scattered with shades of browns blended well with the burgeoning Spring foliage. As Jimmy made his way to the state park, the road was quiet and empty, just as he had hoped for. 

Although Jimmy had lived close, he had only been to the park a handful of times. So, he decided to take his time. As he entered, he noticed the top of Ben’s head peeking up just above the windows of the gatehouse. Jimmy waited until he passed and shook his head. “Nice try, tough guy,” he said aloud to himself. As the gatehouse disappeared in his rearview mirror, he slowed to scout the area better and look for more signs of life, either from humans or lurkers. When he came up to the road that led to the inn, he crawled by, counting about 15 to 20 lurkers visible in the main parking lot. Speeding back up, he meandered down the curvy road, following signs to “Family Cabins”. 

When he finally arrived, he noticed a new vehicle that hadn’t been there before. Jimmy pulled into the first cabin’s driveway, threw the shifter into Park, and slung his rifle around his back. Charlie heeled beside him as he walked out onto the main road. 

He was met by Brad and another bearded man who wore a black beanie, sunglasses, and a maroon button-up shirt. The sleeves were rolled up to just below his elbows, revealing a tattoo sleeve on his right forearm. Black cargo pants and scuffed black boots completed his outfit. He was noticeably shorter and slightly heavier as he stood next to Brad. 

“I thought we said no surprises. Man-to-man,” Jimmy said, frustration thick in his voice. 

“We did. But Dylan showed up this morning. Out of the blue. He’s an old friend and we were just catching up. Hope that’s alright with you,” Brad said, glancing over at his friend.

“This was unexpected. And those rifles...they’re uninviting. Where’s Ben? And Julie?”

“Ben? He’s around,” Brad stammered. "Julie is taking a nap.”

“Okay...” Jimmy said as he peered through windows in the visible cabins. He noticed a silhouette with a rifle pointed directly at him off to his left. Jimmy circled slightly, breaking the field of view so that Brad was between him and the window. “So, what are we doing here, Brad?”

“What did you say your name was, again?” Brad asked as Jimmy noticed his hands grasp more tightly around the pistol grip and the barrel of his tactical rifle. 

“I’m sure you remember. But its Rusty.”

“That’s right! Well, Dylan was just telling me before you showed up that he found a big score in town. I can’t go, but he said he would split it with someone as long as he could get some help. We’re set up pretty well for the next couple of weeks, but it looks like you and your women could use a little more meat on your bones. You interested?”

As Jimmy pondered, he considered that their food was becoming low and that their supplies had taken a big hit since his and Zack’s injuries. Medical supplies had dwindled down to almost nothing and they were on the verge of being forced to make decisions that they didn’t want to have to make. “Boy, you get down to business quick. Not even a smooch before you start making love, huh? You’re what my wife calls a two-hitter quitter.”

Dylan smiled slyly as Brad said, “No foreplay. I’ve only got time for the good stuff.”

“What kind of supplies are we talking?” Jimmy asked cautiously.

Brad gestured and Dylan said, “We’ve got Vicodin. Percs. Morphine. Oxy. There’s some food and batteries in there, too.” 

“Where?”

“It’s tucked away near a north-side shopping center. Got chased away by a herd of those things.” Dylan said confidently.

“It’d be great for that leg injury,” Brad added.

“We need gauze. Ointments.”

“There’s some of that, too.”

“How did you say you knew each other?” Jimmy asked.

“We’ve been buddies for a long time. We used to party together,” Brad said.

“I see. Well, what kind of split are we talking about? 50 / 50?”

“70 / 30.” Dylan said. “I’ve got to split some with Brad, too.”

“60 / 40, the dog comes along, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

“The dog stays, 65 / 35, or no deal.”

Jimmy began to back away toward his SUV while keeping an eye on the two men. “Fine, 60 / 40. The dog comes.”

Jimmy stopped in his tracks and said, “Then let’s go. My wife gets worried when I’m late for dinner. And when she gets worried, there’s no foreplay for a week. Her rule, not mine. And you boys have learned how much I like foreplay.”

Dylan nodded at Brad and walked toward his golden Toyota 4Runner. The paint was sun bleached and fading, but the stock vehicle showed no other signs of age. Jimmy waited, still trying to stay between Brad and Julie’s rifle. “This is a tough business, Brad. But I’m trusting that this isn’t what it feels like it is. You sure you don’t want to change my mind?”

“Change your mind? About what?” Brad asked, seeming oblivious to the question. 

Jimmy inhaled deeply as Dylan’s engine fired up, loud and proud. “Okay...” Jimmy paused, choosing his words carefully. “I’m putting my trust in you, Brad. You seem like a stand-up citizen. Former deputy, served your community, walked away when something didn’t sit right. That takes more courage than most people realize.”

He glanced briefly toward Dylan’s truck, then back to Brad. “And now I’m telling you, if something goes wrong, you can bet that your overweight friend here is not coming home. And when I’m done with him, I’m bringing unholy hell to your doorstep. So, I’ll ask you again...are you sure you don’t want to change your mind?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Dylan’s trying to help you,” Brad said as he fidgeted with his rifle nervously. 

Jimmy’s eyes shifted, just for a moment, toward the tree line as the engine fired up and Dylan began driving toward them. “You might also want to tell your friend, Julie, to reposition. A blanket, a few extra feet back into the shadows, anything other than what she’s doing now. She’s not as hidden as either of you thinks she is. But Ben’s done good. Haven’t seen him anywhere.”

The engine roared to a stop and the brakes squeak as Dylan yelled, “You coming or not?”

“Chuckie Cheese, with me.” Jimmy opened the back door quickly and followed the dog into the backseat. He glared at Brad as Dylan punched the accelerator and they drove quickly through the park. 

“You’re not sitting up front?” Dylan asked, the tension in his voice clear.

“I’m good where I am,” Jimmy said as he shifted uneasily in his seat. “Brad’s a nice guy, isn’t he?” He gripped his holstered pistol tightly. It was concealed underneath the quarter-zip shirt that he wore. 

“Brad’s great. How did you meet him?”

“I’m sure he already told you, but our paths just so happened to cross a few days ago. I’m not sure if I know him too well, but he seems nice enough. Nice enough to set me up with some awesome scores. Thanks to you, Chief. How do you know him?”

“We worked together for a while. He’s an animal. He could drink anyone under the table. Anyone but me, that is.” Dylan pulled a flask from his console, took a swig, and offered some to Jimmy. 

“No. Thanks, anyways,” Jimmy said, shaking his head. 

“So, it’s like that? Making a man drink alone?”

“I guess so, Chief. Not my style. When I get to drinkin’, I tend to get buck nekked. And it’s not quite warm enough for that, yet. So, you were a Sheriff’s deputy, too, then?”

“Yeah, been on the force for a few years. I was able to stay alive through this catastrophe and I’ve been living in my house in town. Laying low. Do you mind if we stop there quickly before we get to the supplies?”

“That wasn’t part of the plan,” Jimmy said, ready to draw at any time. 

“What plan? The only plan is to go get supplies. It’s just a little pit stop,” Dylan said. Jimmy could see his eyes darting nervously and he gripped the steering wheel with both hands to avoid shaking. He then quickly grabbed his flask and took another shaky swig. Looking in the rearview, he shook it and said, “You sure?”

“I’m good. Do what you need to Dylan. I’m just along for the ride,” Jimmy said steadily.

They drove excessively fast down a country road, Charlie’s panting the only sound as Jimmy watched Dylan’s every move. As they crested a hill, they saw Karst Valley sprawling into the distance. On the edge of town, Dylan slowed and made a turn into a housing edition named StoneGate Estates. The houses were upper-middle-class, large homes and they passed six side roads before turning right down a road that ended in a cul-de-sac. As they passed slowly, Jimmy noticed the green sign saying, “Lily St.” His heart skipped a beat. The words of a former foe rang in his ears. “He lives in a housing edition...it’s off of Lily Street. Tan siding.” He scanned and noticed the only tan house stood on the right side of the cul-de-sac. Dylan stopped in the middle of the road, putting his 4Runner into park. “Let’s go. It will only take a minute.”

“No thanks. Get what you need and get back out here,” Jimmy said wearily.

“I insist.”

“Insist all you want, Chief. I’ll be here when you get back.”

“No. I don’t trust you enough to leave you in here. Come on, man,” Dylan demanded.

“Take the keys. Do what you need to do. But I’m not getting out. Take care of your business and I will be waiting for you.”

“Are you sure?”

“If I were any more sure, I’d be sold next to the soap and toothpaste,” Jimmy said, deadpan.

Dylan turned around confused, asking, “What does that even mean?” 

“Apparently, you’ve never had a girlfriend who uses deodorant, Chief. The point is, I’m not going in. Get what you need and get back out here. I’ll be waiting.”

Dylan inhaled, sighed, and said, “I’ll be right back.” Jimmy watched him closely as he grabbed his rifle, stepped out of the vehicle, and headed for the front door of the tan house. The knock gave him away. Jimmy took his cue. He grabbed his rifle and slipped out the far side of the SUV as quietly as he could. He rose just enough to peer through the window as the door opened and Dylan disappeared inside. Jimmy moved in a tactical crouch, Charlie tight to his right side. He reached the corner of the nearest house just as shouting broke out.

“He just ran around the back of that house. Cut him off!”

He sprinted to the next house as a series of shots rang out and cracked over the top of his head. As he reached the back side, he peeked the corner once to get the lay of the land. He breathed deeply, changed his level, and lined up his holographic sight. He squeezed the trigger three times in quick succession. Jimmy didn’t take time to watch as Dylan stumbled back on the front sidewalk. Incoherent swearing could be heard as Jimmy ran through the back yard and toward the tree line that surrounded the outside of the edition. “Keep running, Charlie. You stand out too much.” The dog hesitated for a moment and then sprinted ahead about 30 feet before stopping and sitting. “Down,” Jimmy said. He dropped behind a tree just inside the woods and hunkered down.

He waited, watching his front and both flanks nervously. He heard movement off to his left as he kept one eye above the sight while the other scanned the area, moving his head slowly. He saw the black barrel of a rifle sticking out from behind a tree. Waiting patiently, trying to control his breathing with a four second inhale, hold, exhale, and hold pattern, he waited. 

As a head poked out from behind the tree, Jimmy fired his suppressed rifle twice, eliminating the threat. He took off again at a full sprint as gunfire raged through the woods. His leg ached, but he found a gear that he forgot he had and was able to put distance between him and his pursuers. Coming up to a berm in the woods, Jimmy turned and paused, using the lip as cover. He laid down against the earth and waited. Far off, he could hear people yelling, “You’re dead, Rusty! We’ll find you again.” And, “We’re coming for your kids, you son of a bitch!”

Jimmy checked his watch: 4:12. He didn’t know where he was in Karst Valley and he knew that he had no more than four hours until the daylight would fade. He waited for 15 minutes, but there was no more movement or action. He broke cover and began to walk gingerly up and down hills and gulleys, checking behind him often. Charlie tagged along, sometimes following, sometimes walking in front, and often walking right next to him as he tried to make the best timing he could, given the state of his leg.
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As Jimmy walked through the lonely woods, he finally came up to a road running in a general north-south direction. He decided to follow it, staying 15 to 20 feet into the woods. He walked along at a slow pace, determined and focused. Charlie was sniffing around thirty feet to his left in the woods when he started snarling and barking angrily. Jimmy heard rustling and saw movement. Soon he heard a raspy, gargling sound and the dog’s barking intensified. “Chuckie, here,” Jimmy shouted as he shouldered his rifle. A solo lurker came charging through the woods. It stood a head shorter than him. It was shoeless with frayed jeans and the tattered red shirt danced in the wind. The face held an angry desperation as it sprinted. Jimmy dropped his slung rifle and unsheathed his Buck 119 fixed-blade knife. 

As the lurker drew within 10 feet, Jimmy charged, driving his shoulder into the lurker’s midsection. The force jarred him as he drove the lurker into the ground. Recovering quickly, he brought the knife down, stabbing through its upper lip. Pulling the blade, he adjusted his aim as blood trickled from the hole and he drove down between the eyes. The body went limp. Another gargling sound feet in front of him caught his attention as he dropped the knife. A small group of lurkers were closing in fast. Charlie lunged at the first in the group, giving Jimmy time to draw his pistol. The others grabbed at the dalmatian as he sunk his teeth into the arm of the lead lurker. His head shook and it was thrown off balance into another one. Jimmy aimed at a now isolated lurker and drove two suppressed rounds through its head.

He tried to call the dog off, but Charlie was too busy attacking a leg. He aimed again and fired two more quick shots. The body dropped, but Charlie refused to let go of the inner thigh. Jimmy charged the last one, driving his shoulder into its chest and sending it stumbling backward. It fell hard and he pounced on it instantly. He brought the butt of his pistol down six or seven times, then stood and disposed of the disgusting creature. He grabbed Charlie by the tail and wrestled him away from the carcass.

The dog was panting hard and had blood around his mouth, face, and neck. “Good boy.” He patted the side of his leg, whistled, and said, “With me.” Charlie followed and he put distance between himself and the foul beings. He directed the dog to stay and returned to find his knife. As he walked, he heard an engine roaring toward him on the road, thirty feet away. “Down, Chuckie,” Jimmy directed as he hit the dirt. A tan car sped past as Jimmy saw two men in the front seat. Waiting momentarily, he began to stand up, but heard another engine roaring. Dropping quickly again, he waited for the next vehicle to drive by. A newer model grey truck raced past, the passengers hidden behind tinted windows. Jimmy waited momentarily before jumping up and increasing his pace. 

Continuing along the roadway for another mile or two, Jimmy finally came to a four-way stop sign. The road sign indicated that he was on Mill Creek Road and the east-west road was Old Plank Road. Being a transplant and not getting around as much because of COVID, he didn’t recognize either name. I was on the very north side of town, which leaves me 20 miles or more from home. I’ve got to find a vehicle. Taking a moment, he contemplated his next move carefully as Charlie came up and tried to lick his face. “No, Charles. Not with all that lurker blood all over you.” Jimmy held the dog off with his forearm and made the decision to head east toward Karst Valley in hopes of finding something. 

A long stretch of woods was all he could see as he began moving. Walking another mile, the woods thinned and gave way to open meadows and unplowed fields. He made his way slowly, fighting the burning in his thighs and the ache in his calf and shin. He would pause for momentary breaks when necessary, slowing his progress. In the distance, he saw houses coming into view. He headed south, skirting along the edge of the wood line for as far as he could, walking until he was unable to see the road. Then, staying low, he began
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