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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

When the upcoming deer hunting season rolled around, Nick Chase and his best friends, Shawn Rystad and Mandy Miller, wondered if they should even bother to partake.

Earlier in the year, a local farmer, during a routine veterinary examination, discovered one of his cattle had tested positive for TB.  It was immediately quarantined.  State officials conducted a thorough investigation and concluded the TB had been contracted through the area’s white-tailed deer population.

News of the outbreak caused quite an uproar.  A special hunt was established to eradicate all deer in the area and stop the spread of the deadly disease.

“But your Dad’s land is a few miles south of the TB zone, not in it,” said Mandy, once Nick posed the question.

“I know, but I haven’t seen any sign of deer at all,” Nick said.  “And I’ve been out scouting nearly every weekend.”

“It’s still worth a try,” she said.  “It’s better than sitting around the dorms, wondering what the hunting season is like.”

“Besides,” Shawn said, “your Dad makes the best venison steaks.”

Nick sighed.

He has a point.

The first weekend of the deer hunting season came and went.  No deer, just as they suspected.  But when the second weekend rolled around, their hopes of bagging a deer lifted as they were welcomed with a blanket of fresh snow and a single line of deer tracks that led down the trail to their deer stands.

As they came to the clearing near their stands, the tracks angled around the perimeter-

A white-tailed buck stood no more than forty yards away, its back to them.  Its rack wasn’t real big, maybe a six- or eight-pointer, but beggars can’t be choosers.

Shawn gently eased Mandy up next to him and gestured her to take the shot.  The buck was nibbling the buds off of a red willow bush, its ears twisting around like a radar.  She slowly brought the Winchester .243 bolt-action up to her shoulder.  Nick sidestepped, readying his Remington .30-06 semi-auto in case a quick second shot was needed.

It wasn’t.  The buck ran for about fifteen yards before crashing to the ground.

Nick’s father Dan led the way.  Her buck was about ten feet into the woods, its head wedged amongst a stash of brush.  Dan poked the end of his Ruger .270 bolt-action in the deer’s eye.

No movement.

It was dead.

He turned to them.  “Way to go, Mand—God, what’s that smell?”

It hit them all at once, a strong, gut-wrenching smell that was a combination of rotten eggs and decaying meat.

“Where is that coming from?” asked Nick, plugging his nose.  “Not from the buck, I hope.”

“Doesn’t appear to be,” Dan said, glancing around.  “Let’s get some pictures taken and gut this buck out.  Wanna do the honors?”  He held his knife out to Mandy, gripping the blade with his thumb and index finger.  “My Dad said the only way to learn something was to do it yourself.”  He grinned, then flipped the knife back around, catching the handle.  “Don’t worry, I won’t be that cruel.”

She sighed.

They took several pictures of Mandy and her buck, then Dan straddled the deer.  He started to make an incision right underneath the buck’s breast bone.

A breeze kicked up again.  The putrid stench was as strong as ever.

“I swear,” Nick said, pointing in the direction of where the wind was blowing, “it’s as if someone piled up a bunch of dead deer and left them to rot.”

“That could be true,” said Shawn.

“How so?”

“With the special hunt going on this past summer in the TB zone, I’ve always wondered about all the deer they shot.  I ran into a group of shooters at the Holiday station up in Roseau a few months ago.  They were standing around the coffee machine, laughing and swapping stories about all the shots they were taking.  I asked them if they were shooting deer in the TB zone.  They said they were.”

Dan finished his initial incision down past the groin area.  Steam rolled up from inside the warm cavity.

“I then asked them what they did with all the deer they shot,” Nick said.  “I figured they can’t all be bad and there are plenty of people who could use fresh meat.  ‘Just left ‘em for dead, son,’ one guy told me.  ‘Ain’t no one’s gonna want a deer with TB.  Besides, there’s too many of those damn things anyway.’  So, it really could be a bunch of dead deer rotting out in the woods.”

Mandy crossed her arms.  “Gross.”

As Dan leaned forward and started slicing the guts out from up near the esophagus, the buck raised its head and bit into his shoulder.  Then, it lurched up onto its feet, blood spilling from the incision, and gouged its antlers down onto Dan’s neck.

“What the hell!” Nick yelled, whipping around in search for his rifle.

A low, guttural sound rumbled deep within the deer.  Its eyes were glassy and a ring of fresh blood was smeared around its mouth.

Shawn ran to retrieve his rifle, which was leaning against a tree twenty feet away.

Mandy pointed her rifle at the buck.  Her hands trembled.

Shawn fired three times, each one striking the side of the buck’s body.  They did no good.  The buck now chomped down on Dan’s neck.

Nick ran up beside Mandy, aimed not for the center of the chest but at the head, careful not to shoot his Dad.  He fired, the shot ripping through the back of its head.

The buck let out a moan, then slumped over, dead for the second time.

Mandy fell to her knees.

Blood pooled around his Dad’s throat.  Nick covered the wound, keeping pressure on it, but then realized it wouldn’t do any good.  He wasn’t breathing.

He looked over at Mandy, who had her hands up to her face.  Behind her were two deer: a buck and a doe.  Both had large chunks of flesh missing from their neck and body.

What the hell are these things!

He stood, aiming at the doe.  One shot in the head did the trick.

Shawn shot at the buck, ripping a piece from its shoulder.

“No!” Nick exclaimed.  “Go for the head!”

Shawn fired his remaining round, blowing the front of the buck’s skull apart.  He slammed in a new magazine and chambered the first round.

“Let’s get outta here,” said Nick.

“Think there’s more of them?” asked Shawn.

“I don’t wanna find out.”

Nick and Shawn wrapped Dan up in their coats while Mandy took point.  They dragged him along the best they could, but about fifty or so yards down the trail his body slipped and they had to stop.

“Have any rope?” asked Shawn.

Nick took off the small backpack, and rummaged around until he found a coil of nylon rope, wrapped tightly in a figure-eight configuration.  They looped it across his Dad’s shoulders.

His Dad weighed more than a normal deer, so both Nick and Shawn took either end of the rope.

Two does lumbered out onto the trail behind them.

Mandy spun around and aimed her rifle-

“Don’t,” whispered Nick.

The does were fifty yards away.

“Save your ammo until we need it.  Besides, I think the shots are drawing them to us.  We should be able to stay ahead of them if we move fast enough.”

“How far away are the vehicles?” asked Mandy.

“A good mile or so,” said Nick.

The two boys dragged Nick’s Dad as best they could, only daring to rest for a few seconds here and there.  The two does were soon joined by five others: two bucks and three does.  The distance between the living and the dead gradually shrunk over time.

Mandy stopped at the edge of a clearing.  Their vehicles were on the other side: Dan’s Ford F-150 and Shawn’s five-year-old Honda Civic.

Dozens of deer were spread out across the expansive opening, grazing along in the same lifeless form.

“How many rounds do you have left?” asked Nick.

Shawn shook his head.  “Nowhere near enough.”  He threw the rope off and took out his knife.  He waved them onward.  “Follow me.”

They ducked as low as they could, but with the lack of brush it didn’t take long before the deer spotted them.

Shawn charged at the closest one—a forkhorn buck—and stabbed it along the side of the throat, angling it towards the brain.  It slumped over, dead.

By the time they got into the middle of the clearing, the herd of undead deer was too thick for Shawn to handle on his own, so Mandy started shooting at them.  She soon emptied her final magazine and switched to Nick’s rifle.  When it too became empty, Shawn tossed his rifle back to her.

We’re not going to make it, thought Nick, then he snagged his Dad’s boot on a stump, forcing him to stop.

The herd of deer was as thick as ever, more and more now slipping out into the clearing.

He looked down at his Dad, then at their vehicles.  His vision blurred.  “We have to run!” he exclaimed, taking out his knife.  “Now!”

They maneuvered their way through the mass of deer like a skilled wide receiver weaving along the football field.  Shawn and Nick stabbed as many as they could in the head, while Mandy resorted to using Nick’s rifle like a bat.

Then, Shawn stabbed a fawn in the back of the skull and said, “When I say run, head as fast as you can for the truck.”  He sliced open his arm.

“What are you doing?” Mandy asked, tears streaming down her face.

“Saving you.  I love you.”

“I love you too, but-”

“Nick, take good care of her.  Promise?”

Without waiting for an answer, Shawn turned, his bloody arm raised, and ran towards the middle of the clearing.  As luck would have it, the majority of the deer followed him.

Nick jabbed a doe in the skull, then started to run for the truck.

Mandy remained in place, staring at her boyfriend in his last heroic effort.

“Come on!” Nick exclaimed.  “Run or it’ll all be for nothing!”

Shawn screamed obscenities, drawing as much attention as he could onto himself.  Dozens of deer surrounded him.  He soon fell backwards and they started munching on him as if he was a luscious crop.

Nick pulled Mandy towards the truck.

It was locked.

Damn!

He ran his hands along his pockets, then remembered the truck keys were probably in his Dad’s pants.

“Is there a spare?” she asked.

He nodded.  “Under the floor mat.”

She shoved him to the side with the heel of her hand, then struck the window with the butt of the rifle.  It bounced back, the window unharmed.  She struck again and again until a spider web crack finally appeared.

Nick struck a fawn in the neck, shoving the blade up into its brain.

Then, along the trail leading out, a thick river of deer streamed towards them.

Mandy bashed in the window safely enough for him to reach inside and press the door locks without cutting his arms all the shreds.  They scrambled inside, and Nick grabbed
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