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“That house looks good.”

“Shut up, Knob,” Steve sighed.

Bob Miles leaned back into the dirty leather seat on the second row of the SUV and shot a long wet raspberry toward Steve.

“We’re passing by a thousand houses and I don’t see you picking one,” said the curly haired boy in the back.

Steve sighed and leaned against the passenger window as he stared out at another cluster of old homes on the side of the road.

“He’s right,” he said to the girl driving.

Emma gripped the wheel in two hands as she kept a close careful watch on the road, even though it was empty and they were the only car out.

The only living thing they had seen since this morning was each other.

“It’s not right,” she said through clenched teeth. She couldn’t explain why she felt that way. Maybe if she was pressed, she would say it was too close to the lakeside camp they ran away from in the dark.

She could say it was too much like her grandparent’s house or looked too exposed and dangerous.

But none of those were the truth. None of those came close to the reason she didn’t want to stop. She was scared.

Scared that if they found another place, it would be just like the last one.

The last two, she corrected and squinted at the road even harder.

“You’ll know it when you see it?” Steve guessed.

She ignored him and concentrated on the road.

“There,” she pointed.

“Does she see it?” Bob leaned up between the two front seats again, searching for where she was pointing.

Steve followed the direction of her finger and saw a house on a hill. It was set back from the road, divided from the asphalt by a layer of cattle fencing that looked like it circled the large green pasture.

The white house looked like a normal ranch style with big bay windows that looked down on the two lane country highway. He could see why she liked it though. It was perched on a hill with a commanding view and it was all alone up there, except for the barn.

If anyone decided to approach the house, they would see them coming.

Just like whoever was up there might be watching them now.

“It looks spooky,” Bob breathed into his ear.

“Back up Knob,” Steve shoved him with an elbow. “It’s not spooky. It’s perfect.”

He turned to Emma.

“It’s a good choice,” he said. “We just pull in slow to check it out.”

He reached down in the floorboard and lifted a shotgun to rest on his lap.

“I hope we don’t need that,” Bob shuddered.

Steve kept his mouth shut but he hoped they didn’t need it either.
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Emma cranked the wheel and pulled into the driveway. It crossed a cattle gate, a series of pipes inserted over a ditch in the ground, designed to keep cows in the pasture, but letting cars and trucks like theirs cross over.

She slowed down as she took the gravel road that cut through the green grass toward the empty looking home.

“Where are the cows?” she asked.

“Maybe they got out,” said Steve.

“Nope,” Bob said from between them again. “We just went over a cow grate.”

“What’s a cow grate?”

“That thing we just went over. It’s got pipes and the cows can’t stand on the pipes, so they stay inside.”

“So they didn’t get out,” Steve studied the green pasture around them. “Maybe something got in and got them.”

Bob and Emma didn’t answer that. Instead they concentrated with him and redoubled their watch.

They arrived in the driveway without seeing anything though. No cows, no things that eat cows, nothing. Not even birds in the sky.

“Should I honk?” Emma asked. “Just in case?”

“I think noise is a bad idea,” Bob whispered.

“Knob is right,” Steve agreed. “Let’s just check it out.”

He cracked open the door and slipped out, his feet crunching on the gravel. He held the shotgun close and waited.

“Anything?” Bob said through the open door.

“Get out and watch my back,” said Steve.

He took a step toward the house. Then another. Bob didn’t move.

“Knob,” Steve muttered over his shoulder.

Bob slid out of the backseat of the SUV and stared at the house.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Watch my back.”

“I can see your back,” Bob pointed.

“I mean go with me,” said Steve.

“I don’t know, you look like you’ve got this. You look like you can handle this,” Bob licked his lips.

“Go with him Bob,” Emma said.

Bob shot her a glare, then turned it on Steve. He took a deep breath and shored up his shoulders. There was no way he was going to turn her down.

“Ok then,” he said and took a step forward. “What are you waiting on?”
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The door was shut. Steve put his hand on the knob and twisted, his sweaty palm slick on the warm metal. He shoved the wooden panel open and let it creak into a dark hallway.

“Hello?” he called.

He heard a moan and backed up as a shadow moved in the darkness. The screen door bounced off his bottom as the shadow picked up speed.

Steve tripped over his own feet as he tried to scramble out of the way, but it was too late.

The shadow was on him.

A dog pounced against his legs and ran into the yard. It let out a growl but didn’t stop running.

Steve watched it disappear into the yard next door as he pulled himself up off the porch.

“What the hell was that?” Bob called out.

“That was a dog, Knob. A dog.”

“Poor thing,” said Emma as she climbed the three steps to join him. “Whoever lived here must have locked it inside.”

“Smells like it,” Bob waved a hand in front of his face as he joined them. “Any of the walking dead in there?”

Steve reached up and pounded on the open door.

The loud whaps resounded through the house and bounced back toward them.

“I think we’re good,” he said.

Steve stepped inside the house.

“Should we open the windows?” Emma gagged.

The house smelled like feces and urine, and something else. The sickly sweet stench of rotting meat.

“Shit,” Knob coughed.

They could see the source of the smell in a maroon wing chair against one wall. It was a person, or what was left of one. The left side of the head was missing, and a blood splatter against the wall told the story of a last act of desperation.

“They could have let the dog out,” Emma complained.

Steve did a quick sweep around the rest of the house. It didn’t take long. The living room kitchen and dining area made up the front room, with a short narrow hallway with three bedrooms leading off taking up the rest.

“Open up some windows in the back and let’s air it out,” he said. “Help me move this outside.”

He waved Bob over to the chair.

“Couldn’t we just stay somewhere else?” Bob bit back a gag.

“This is fine,” said Steve. “It’s empty and we can air it out. Besides,” he said. “It’s just for one night.”
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“One night he said,” Bob whispered as he stared through a slit in the front blinds.

“Sit down Knob,” Steve told him. “We have food, we’re safe.”

Bob backed away from the window and glared at Steve.

“We’re not safe, we’re trapped,” he hissed. “There are a shit ton of Z out there eating the headless horseman and we can’t go anywhere.”

“Where would we go?” Emma asked from a spot on the floor.

The first hour in the house had gone easy. The person who lived there had killed themselves with a pantry full of food, so they left their emergency stores in the back of the SUV.

Emma made a quick meal of crackers, tuna and chips from what they found, while Bob and Steve cleared out the living room.

Steve tried to wipe the blood off the walls, but it had dried into crusty stain and he gave up after a few minutes. He ordered Bob to bring mattresses and blankets into the living room, so they could all sleep in one space, and after grumbling, the curly haired boy had done it.

After they ate, Bob got bored. It was as simple as that. And when he was bored, he became a pain in the ass.

At least that’s what Steve told him, although he said Bob was a pain most of the time. They bickered for a few minutes until Emma snapped at both of them to shut up and they spent the rest of the night in silence.

Bob woke up before the sun to a noise outside the window, and shook Emma and Steve awake to join him.

Zombies had found the dead body in the chair and were snacking on it.

“Like a fucking bird feeder for the Z,” Bob muttered.

“Quiet,” Steve admonished. “They’ll go away.”

But they didn’t.

The owner of the house had hung one of those curly ribbon windchimes that spun around in a swirling circle from the front porch, and the movement or color kept the Z focused on the house.

Two dozen of them blocked the path from the front porch to the SUV and hadn’t moved for two days.

It was driving Bob crazy.

“What are we going to do about them?” he said for the fiftieth time.

“They’ll move,” Steve explained with a low voice.

The truth was, he was bored too. The house was starting to feel like a prison, and even though they were safe inside, it was starting to wear on him.

Now he knew what people meant when they said cabin fever. He could only remember two lines to a song, and it played over and over in his head.

Something about shooting six holes in a freezer, all due to cabin fever.
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