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It was midday in the small town of Wawa, Ontario. Late September brought with it new colors in the trees. The forests were a vibrant green with patches of warm autumnal reds, browns and oranges. Outside, those lucky enough to have a day off were mowing and raking their yards in preparation for the coming winter. Some also chopped wood as the small rural town mainly had wood-burning furnaces to heat homes.

A couple of folks walked down the street, pulling the attention of one Niles LeClaire, as he was finishing writing a letter on his laptop. A ‘thank you’ message meant for the company who chose to give him a scholarship for his post-secondary education. He’d taken a few years after high school to work and earn money to go. And as he looked at the picture of his father on his desk, a picture taken in the hospital on the last day, he remembered the call with one of the company’s leaders his dad used to work with.

They were so grateful for everything Andrew had done for them, that the little family-run business secretly raised the funds to send Niles to school. That way the money he saved could instead be used to maintain his home while away.

Niles had dreams of working in the environmental conservation industry. Ever since he was a child, his dad raised him to love nature and the natural order of things as much as he did.

Once he finished writing the letter, he got up and stretched. With a big grin, he made his way to the kitchen, washed his hands, then started to make himself a quick snack. A couple of eggs cracked into a bowl, some crumbed salt and vinegar chips in another, and finally a bigger bowl with seasoned flour. He pulled out two filets of lake trout and breaded them before putting them into the air fryer.

Letting out a pleasant hum tuned to a classic country song, Niles washed his hands again, as well as the bowls he’d just used. Once done with that, all he had left to do was put some vegetables in a steamer bag and into the microwave, then start both machines. While he waited, he left to take a shower.

Meanwhile, outside his humble home on Queen Street, something strange was happening. While Mr. Diesel was talking with his neighbor on the end of the block, he turned to point out his wife to show off a new sweater she was wearing, that he bought her for their anniversary. When he did though, she wasn’t on the porch where he last saw her. He suspected she’d gone inside, so after his conversation, he went to check on her.

He called out, but she didn’t respond.

A knot formed in the pit of his stomach when he couldn’t find his wife. He searched the bedrooms, bathroom, the garage, and basement. But she wasn't anywhere in the house. He walked out the backdoor and was about to cry out in worry when a mysterious grumbling came from behind him.

He turned around slowly, the low gurgling noises becoming faster. He looked up at the back porch roof, and just before he could scream at the sight he witnessed, something else pounced from his side, coating the freshly cut grass in a scarlet mist.

With his shower done, Niles looked upon his reflection. Short auburn hair and hazel eyes met his own. He was slightly below average height for a man in his early twenties, but that never really bothered him. Short and stocky, or as some would say, ‘built like a brick’.

He inspected his chin before quickly shaving off the bits of stubble causing him a bit of discomfort, got dressed after rinsing the sink of the small hairs, and left for the living room in only jeans and a white undershirt. He quickly read through the letter, found it satisfactory, and hit send. Turning to the kitchen, his vision glanced out his window to see a sky full of clouds. ‘Might be a good day to go fishing.’ He thought. ‘Maybe off the dock on the far end this time.’

He pulled out the piping hot fried fish, slightly overdone, and the vegetables from the respective gadgets and plated them up.

As Niles ate his lunch, he scrolled through social media. He followed the Ministry of Forestry and Agriculture, a number of homesteading personalities and a couple of people his best friend’s little sister got him hooked on such as reviewers, a couple skit comedy channels and this one political comedian who would point out crap politicians but in a funny way.

That day, he decided to just browse the rumors and trending sections, coming across a few odd posts hidden amongst the usual internet hate and garbage.

One thread was supposedly an insider leak from an overseas government talking about military munitions becoming inert and unusable globally. Everything from your average pistol to nuclear weapons just no longer functioned as intended. At least according to the article. Niles didn’t think much of it since, just one week prior, he’d gone hunting and his gun worked just fine.

Another post was about countless planes and ships going missing in the Atlantic ocean. Signals cutting out with no cause associated, nor coordinates from the black boxes. While a third was related to satellites losing orbit and falling to Earth. The more he scrolled down, the more grim the posts became.

Not wanting to get sucked into conspiracy and ruin his mood, Niles turned off his phone and finished his meal.

After cleaning up, he returned to his computer and found an error email mentioning his letter not being sent. This was odd, but not uncommon. He double checked the address and made sure it was going where it was supposed to. Sure enough, it was all correct.

He wondered if maybe the email was changed without him knowing and ended up dialing the number for the company owner to see. When he pushed the call button though, all he got was an empty signal and dial tone. Niles looked at his phone and saw the issue. No cell signal, no internet. On his computer too. No internet.

As he was just about to check his internet properties, the lamp to his right went out. He tried to turn it back on without success. The same resulted when he went to turn on his living room light. No power.

Dazed by the sudden outage, Niles looked outside to see if his neighbors were experiencing something similar. But before peeking out the front window, a scream caught his attention. He ducked down, unsure of what was transpiring.

Across from his house, the sweet young mother who would always have her parents over was crying and shouting. In the middle of the street, her mother and father were sprawled flat on the ground and her husband was fighting off some of the culprits. Or at least trying to.

Eating the supple, blood dripping flesh of the two middle aged parents, were green humanoid creatures. Their skin was a wash of sickly pale green and a dark verdant hue splotched on like a mad painter had done it. They didn’t have a noticeable neck, rather, their heads seemed almost joined to their torsos. Their abdomens were lumpy and sagging like a burlap sack filled with potatoes and gelatin. In quite the contrast, every single one of them had long, lanky limbs with gnarled fingers and toes. Nails elongated and sharpened like claws added to the disturbing physique.

Some even had patches of thick, gray-ish hair covering their elbows and knees.

They weren’t simple minded either. They all wore loincloths like neanderthals and while most held pointed sticks, a comparable some also had relatively well made stone spears, decorated like ceremonial attire.

The husband did his best, swinging around his hockey stick. However, the oddly efficient proportions of the five foot green monsters, as well as their numbers and the length of their spears made things complicated. In the end, neither the mother nor the husband lasted more than a minute. At the sight of the people he’d known for years being torn to shreds and consumed, Niles understandably panicked.

His heart raced like a bat out of hell. He wanted to charge those things with his hunting rifle, but something in his mind told him it wasn’t likely to work. Feeling this was the best time to confirm and arm himself, Niles made sure the front door was locked, then proceeded to walk through the kitchen, locking the door in the dining room, and stepped down the stairs past the side door which was already locked with a deadbolt. Staying low to the ground and avoiding windows the whole way. With his house more or less secure he had to keep quiet until he reached his gun safe.

Down the stairs and the hall to the furnace room, he kept his father’s six thousand dollar gun safe hidden along the wood pile just like he’d left it. He pushed a secret panel made to look like the rest of the wood pile, and a door was revealed. There, the keypad and tumbler waited for an entry. Thanking the manufacturers for making it battery powered, he typed on the keypad; 0-6-0-4. He turned the Dial; 0-5-0-3. The classic vault handle visibly loosened, And he grabbed it. Inside the lockbox were five rifles. On the bottom was a container with a pistol and in the drawer below that was ammunition for each.

His head still rattled with the insistent gossip. He couldn’t fire a round without alerting those green things, so the next best option was for him to take apart a bullet and test a small amount of the propellant. He took out a shell for his dad’s old twelve gauge and split the cartridge. One part held the pellets, and the other carried black powder. Niles carefully poured out a quarter of the stuff onto the hallway carpet in a pile. He then covered it in a large towel. Not enough to absorb all the impact, just enough to mask as much of the sounds as possible.

Using the woodworking mallet he kept on the wall, he nervously struck the substance he knew to be volatile.

...

Much like the lights upstairs, nothing occurred besides the sound he physically made. Confused or upset by this, he threw down the remaining powder and struck that too, without the towel. But once more, not a single explosive reaction.

He tried another three bullets, doing his best to ignore his subconscious desire to yell or think of other innocent people like his neighbors, yet a different result never came.

He scoured the safe for anything that would tell him why this was happening when he stumbled upon an old journal. It was underneath all the ammo and was only slightly smaller than the inside of the drawer. That and its pitch black color were likely the reason he hadn’t noticed it during his prep for his last few hunting trips. 

He was still in a panic, unsure what to do next, but a hint of curiosity and a desire for any form of distraction led him to open it.

‘Hey Niles,

I know. It’s weird for me to leave you something as sappy as this. It’s just the kind of mood I’m in right now.

Anyway, things have been getting pretty hectic during these last few couple months. But I’m glad you talked me into this procedure. I’m dead either way, right? At least this way I’ll be on so many drugs I won’t feel shit.

I’m leaving this book for you in the hopes that you use it whenever things get tough or if you get lost like you did in eighth grade.

Man, that was terrifying.

Keep a straight head about you, okay? You're my son and I taught you the best I could. I’m so proud of you and I hope that, even when I’m gone, you know that I will never stop watching you become the man your mom and I always knew you’d be.

Love,

Andrew LeClaire (a.k.a. Dad)’

Clutching the journal to his chest, Niles held back a stream of tears. “Alright, dad. I’ll try...” He muttered.

Niles knew he had to stay strong in order to get even a second longer to survive. He picked up a couple undamaged shells and walked upstairs as quietly as possible. Pressing his ear against the door, he could hear movement and incomprehensible grumbling headed towards the backyard, but seconds later, they ran away in fear.

Furrowing his brow at that, he continued up to the kitchen where he opened the cabinet door under the sink carefully. Moved the basket of cleaning supplies and once again opened a secret compartment. His father, being ex-military, liked to hide important tools and gear around his home. Under the sink was a bug out bag. A camping bag filled with essential survival equipment, and now a couple shotgun shells and the notebook.

Keeping to the floor, he crawled to the dining room. There, in the china cabinet, an old homemade bow was on full display. It was Niles’ woodworking project from high school. The bowstring was untied so that it wouldn’t stretch over time and the seal on the cabinet kept the wood from falling prey to the ever changing Canadian weather.

Freeing the bow and testing the draw, he nodded, content. Swiping his favorite Bowie knife from one of the drawers under the display, threading the sheath on his belt, and also sliding three arrows from the display into his bag where he could easily reach them, Niles was almost ready for anything. All he had left to do was get his autumn clothes and check the house’s surroundings to find an escape route.

He leaned towards the back door window as he grabbed the muted brown and green camo jacket he always wore. “Now, what the hell were those fu-” He froze mid sentence. Something in his yard was moving slowly but purposefully. A body the size of a grizzly bear with a thick pink hide. Its shape was a cross between a hippo and a boar, but with the head of a scaleless crocodile. It simply walked around the backyard, sniffing and looking for something. Stepping through his garden beds seemingly uninterested.

Niles got back down to the floor and put on his autumn jacket. “Okay, I get why they were scared.” He whispered to himself. “Okay, let’s check all sides and find out which exit is best.” While he talked himself through preparing his escape, he knew that if anything got hungry enough to break in, he’d have no chance to run. So it would be best to do so quickly before they run out of easier meals. As cold and sick as that made him feel.

In the back, a giant monstrosity which scares even other monsters. And in the front, as he once more peeked out from the living room, several green humanoids were scouring the area. The corpses lying on the ground, having been picked clean of what they desired, were then being scavenged by a new, third creature. This one didn’t leave the impression of an unnatural threat. Rather, it was more of a simple beast doing as it needed while it had the chance.

No malice in its eyes. Its wide, unflinching eyes. A body endowed with beautiful white plumage. A beak much like you’d find on predatory birds such as eagles and falcons. Long, slender yet muscular legs keeping it upright and talons the size of an adult finger. This creature was avian. Roughly the size of an emu, however, judging by the enormous wings, this one could likely fly.

Its large pectoral muscles, a more upright posture, and wings you could eyeball as being longer than the average professional basketball player is tall, made this almost too obvious.

Niles, calculating everything in his head as best he could, pondered the two scenarios.

One where he left out the back. He’d have to move when the pink-ish monster was distracted and had its back turned in order to minimize the chance of getting caught. Meanwhile, the second option would be leaving from the front or side. Either one of those would have far more eyes on the lookout. Not only from the little green ones stalking for more victims, but also birds big enough to carry older children and teens with ease.

He knew the only option, so going back to the kitchen where his go bag was, he snatched the cooking oil from the counter. Double checking to make sure he had plenty of MREs, that his two canteens were full of water, and that all the necessities were inside, he zipped it up, locked the clasps, and made sure that moving it wouldn’t make too much noise, as was designed.

With everything he needed in place, all he grabbed before making his first move was the last picture he took with his dad. ‘Thank you for putting me through hell.’ Niles thought. ‘I bet you didn’t expect something like this, running from monsters, but if it weren’t for you, I’d probably still be freaking the hell out in the basement with a bunch of useless guns.’

Content with what he had and the choice he was about to make, he carefully removed the picture and folded it down the middle before tucking it away in his jacket’s inside pocket.

“Best get moving.” He unscrewed the cap from the cooking oil bottle and poured it all over the hinges of the back door.

A minute or two go by while the oil seeped into the hinges’ groves to avoid any possible squeaking. He surveyed the back a bit more, in the meantime. The moment he was about to open the door, one of the giant birds landed onto the garage to his right, but it flew off after getting snapped at by the bigger monster.

Finally, when he felt the coast was truly clear, the pink thing in his backyard facing away from him at the crab apple tree, he slowly opened the door. Small creaks came out, but went unnoticed with good fortune. As the cool autumn air flowed into the house, so too did the distant screams and panic from around town.

The last time he checked the front, pillars of black smoke were climbing into the sky.

Wanting to avoid contact, Niles’ every step was slow and methodical. He knew well where the spots on his deck where the loose boards and rusty nails could make noise, though he did have to feel around as he walked. One thing bothered him though, as he stepped out and off the deck, was that the entire time, the monster didn’t move. It huffed once and sniffed, but not once did it turn or walk. Only staring at the tree Niles’ grandfather planted when his dad was born almost fifty years past.

It didn’t react to anything, no matter what it was. Only fixating on what was in front of it.

Making the most of the opportunity, Niles snuck across the rest of his house, looked around the corner and found the situation clear to move onto the neighbors yard, where inside were the sounds of grumbling and wet, visceral chomping. Nothing more needed to be seen or heard.

He kept moving along the walls, planning to sneak until the end of the block and make a bee-line for the woods east of town. The forest he was greatly familiar with.

Suddenly, as he was about to look around the corner of the neighboring house, *BOOOOM!* came a shockwave from the gas station two blocks south. Without much thought, Niles immediately jumped around the corner and made himself small. He huddled up and glanced around to see his surroundings, and that was when his stomach dropped.

Two of the green creatures were staring between the explosion and him.

Whether it was fate or just a stroke of good luck though, just as they readied to step into the alley to get to him, a large piece of debris slashed through one’s head and completely crushed the other.

Unsure how to process what just happened, all the young man could do was breath and sit there wordlessly for several moments until he couldn’t hear any more falling wreckage.

Once everything calmed down, he turned his head. With the noise and surprise of an explosion, he assumed that it would have surely scared away most, if not all, of the threats around. Especially since it was so close by. What met his vision was instead disturbing beyond belief.

Not only was the big pink monster not scared, it was closer to the now burning crabapple tree.

“No freaking way...” Niles mumbled under his breath.

Before him, the lumbering monstrosity had stretched its neck out towards the old plant. The mouth which was once proportional to the head, opened, expanded and curled unnaturally around the trunk. Countless needle and dagger-esque teeth filled its maw similar to a shark. All pointed inward to the back of the throat to pull food in.

After a second of silence, as if making sure the target wouldn’t move, *CRUNCH*!

Like snapping a candy cigarette in half. That was how effortless this thing cleaved the thick tree in two. Splinters and shards flung across the burning yard.

Analyzing the damage, Niles could clearly see how serious the explosion was. Several houses closer were set ablaze by debris. Trees had caught fire, but the shockwave seemed to hinder them enough that a forest fire wouldn’t start. The worst in his eyes, however, was not only the house Niles hid behind, but also his family home had fallen victim to falling pieces of the gas station and the various things around it. His neighbor’s had part of the sign as well as a pole going through the corner opposite him, while his own now had a gaping hole in the wall, and judging by the flickering light, whatever it was, went in burning.

He was stunned until the THUD of the sundered tree and casual chewing coming from what did it brought him back to the moment at hand.

In order to avoid interactions, Niles didn’t go to the streets, but after that explosion, he had to see if it cleared up. Backing up from his position and turning around, he nearly crawled to the front face of the house. On that side, he could hear the gnarled and grouchy voices of the green ones getting further into town. In the sky, the birds flew in every direction in fear of the flames, smoke and the shockwave that hit them.

However, as good of an opportunity this was, there was a cruel reality glaring at Niles. On the other side of the road, what remained of his neighbors strewn over the asphalt. Streaks of blood and bits of bones splattered and scattered like a morbidly grim painting. The sight alone was enough to have him gagging.

He steeled himself with several deep breaths. Everywhere he looked, broken windows, crimson marks and body parts. But he had to press on. His goal, survival. His creed to always believe in the natural order stood strong, as did his instincts to live.

Even though the coast seemed clear, Niles stayed near buildings on his side of the road. This would prove useful in identifying the houses with monsters inside near him and improve his ability to hide, while also giving him plenty of open space to catch anything trying to get him from behind.

Walking, crawling and hopping over a fence to avoid the three green humanoids who popped out of a house next to him, Niles eventually made it to the corner where, just across another street was a fence separating the small sub-division with the enormous mountainous forest. Peeking out of a bush he used for cover, ever cautious did he prepare himself for the sprint and climb over.

One breath in, Niles got in position.

One breath out, he focused his senses.

Then, from his crouched position, he started running.

“Ah! Shit!” A light male voice shouted to his left. Niles hesitated. The voice wasn’t just any voice after all.

In that direction, swinging a broken broom handle at the three sickly verdant monsters Niles just snuck passed, was a much taller individual. He stood at almost twice the height of the creatures, yet understandably looked shaken by them. He wore a thick denim jacket lined with cotton, beneath which was a t-shirt adorned with numerous classic rock band logos. His blue jean attire matched his long frizzy and curly hair, along with the numerous piercings on his ears and wrist tattoo.

As soon as he noticed the individual, Niles dropped his bag and readied his bow. It had been years since he held it, yet the grip was just as firm and comfortable as he remembered. Not very. Pulling out an arrow he loosely packed, he knocked it and aimed.

The young rocker swung his broom stick with all his might, trying to keep the monsters at bay.

One of the monsters took advantage of his backswing, closing the distance in a second, at least from his perspective. He felt light headed after running and swinging the broom so much. He never was much of an athlete.

Gritting his teeth, all he could do was brace for a scratch or bite through his abdomen. But all that came was a bump to his side. With a gasp he opened his eyes back up and saw the two threats still standing looking down in that direction.

He snapped his head to see what happened, but then a *Gruuah!* Sounded on the other side followed with a thump.

“NOW DOM!” Came from up ahead.

The tall man couldn’t understand, but his body moved anyway, shoving the broken end of the broom handle into the back of the last green monster. Piercing through its torso to the front. Wet gargled groaning were its last sounds as it crumpled over into a puddle of blood.

“I thought you were still in the Sault. What happened?” Said Niles who walked up carrying his backpack.

“Uh... Uhm... Danica. It’s her birthday tomorrow so I came up to help prep for her party.” Said the young man as he was coming back to his senses. “Niles! You’re okay!” He gave him a one armed hug since the other hand held a bloody stick.

“Yeah, though I can’t say anything about anyone else. Hold on, what about-!”

“It’s fine, when this shit started happening, we all got together with the neighbors and broke through this way. A couple guys taking the lead thought taking the 101 to Hawk Junction was the best idea. I broke off when we got to the beach to try and find you.” He explained to Niles as he collected the one still usable arrow from the bodies at their feet.

“I have a lot to say about that, but right now all I can say is; that stick is a 50/50 weapon and we need to catch up to them before they get too far.”

“Right. But, what’s wrong with this? Didn’t you see me kill this weird looking goblin thing?”

“Huh... Now that you say it, it doesn’t kinda look like one.” Niles signaled to follow. “Dom, I know you’re tall and have good reach, but having more won’t hurt. Especially when breaking that thing in half like that allowed that thing to jump in. Plus, if you still had the bristles on there, they could have flown into their eyes and blinded some of them long enough for you to attack and get away, or just kill ‘em outright.” They entered the woods through the gap in the fence half a block away from where Dominic, Niles’ best friend, was ambushed.

“Eh! It worked out, didn’t it?” Dominic asked.

The pause after those words was deafening, until both young men just burst into laughter and tears.

“Let’s just catch up to the group. Alright? We can deal with reeducating you later.”

“Whatever, man! At least I can pull better grades than you.”

As they traversed the thicket and rounded one of the countless small lakes, they stayed on high alert in case monsters or possibly something worse showed up. They had to duck beneath some of the larger trees when cawing and screeching could be heard from above. This led to a few scratches and bruises, though it didn’t stop them for long.

After roughly ten minutes of walking along Anderson lake, the two of them could hear shouting coming from the light just beyond the tree line.

Worried, they ran with their weapons at the ready. Dominic holding out the broken, pointed stick, and Niles holding his bow in one hand and hovering over his knife with the other, unsure which he will need in this situation.

They jumped out into the light of the open sky to see a large group of people assailed by five large canine looking beasts. Slightly bigger than great danes and wider than Tibetan mastiffs, covered in bone-like armor covering segments of their upper body. Their chests were covered in longer fur than the rest of their body. The skin around their short snouts, exposing teeth resembling those of prehistoric mammals. Most of their height came from the long, thin but powerful legs, at the end of which were claws that dug easily into the asphalt.

Dom ran up to help one the men on the outside of the circle protecting the children and elderly. Meanwhile, Niles, keeping his perched position down wild, immediately knocked an arrow aimed for the face of one of the monsters on the opposite side, away from town.

With the target slightly distanced from the humans jabbing shovels and hacking at the air with axes, he let his projectile fly. A soft whistling sound coming off its tailwind, the arrow lodges itself into the neck of the beast, entering its windpipe. It could barely let out a yelp before buckling from the pain.

Niles turned with his last arrow and shot at the three on the western side. It barely scratched the snout of one, and ricocheted under the bone plating of the one behind it.

Out of arrows, Niles hung his bow over his shoulder while running towards the creature he downed wielding his bowie knife.

The beasts, confused by the sudden reinforcements, attacks and loss of one of their own, stepped back. The one now alone to the east quickly rounded the group to join its pack, giving Niles a chance to put the one laying on the ground choking out of its misery.

One swift chop to the back of the neck was all it
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