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The tiny convenience store looked dark and abandoned, but it wasn’t. A nameless man wandered through the shadows. He stumbled through the aisles as if he’d been drinking way too much. His clothes were soiled and torn in places, exposing patches of dingy colored skin beneath. Suddenly he grunted and with a slight stagger, turned toward the sound of glass shattering behind him. A crack of thunder suddenly echoed in the store and his head abruptly exploded, sending bits of brain and bone into the air like soggy confetti. The body fell to the dirty tiled floor with a dull thud and twitched with spasms for a few seconds before settling into a motionless heap of reeking, decaying flesh.  

Shrouded by shadows, Victor ‘Vic’ Lyonie stood directly across the aisle from the dead man. He grimaced in disgust and put a fresh clip into his pistol. “I’ll never get used to that as long as I live,” he muttered under his breath to no one. Tensing up, he squinted his eyes to scan the rest of the store to confirm that no more ‘dead shoppers’ roamed around in the faint light. He had to rely mostly on sound, and any movement, however slight, in the shadows. Electricity was a thing of the recent past, so shadows in motion were never a good thing.  

“Well, so much for a quick trip to get some fresh smokes without any trouble,” he sighed, shaking his head. He didn’t even notice that he was talking to himself anymore; he’d grown used to it.

Vic held his breath and stepped over the fallen dead man. The little store itself reeked of spoiled food, but the dead body on the floor brought new meaning to the word ‘rancid’. He exhaled and continued on, taking guarded steps further into the store. Ignoring the chill that crept up his spine, he kicked at the shards of glass from the jar of pickles that he’d tossed to get the zombie’s attention and shook his head in mock frustration. “I never did like pickles anyway. They stink almost as bad as the walking dead.”

He shoved the pistol into the waistband of his jeans and fingered the sawed-off shotgun slung over his right shoulder for reassurance while walking down the rest of the aisle. The further he traveled the more he saw that the store was a total wreck. He kicked his way through more open, discarded food containers and torn bags of chips and pretzels, narrowly avoiding the fat scurrying rats that feasted on man’s loss. Aggravated, he lightly kicked one of the chubby creatures aside, grimacing at the angry squeak the animal made before scurrying away. Until recently, he’d never actually heard the screech of rodents unless it was on television. He decided he liked it better when he was able to turn down the volume. The real thing was just gross and a reminder of how low things had fallen.  

He reached what was once a courtesy counter in the rear of the store and vaulted over it to avoid stepping over a partially devoured rotting corpse around the open side. More rats were feasting on it, and he didn’t want them coming after him.

There wasn’t much left stacked on the shelves behind the counter. Most of everything was scattered around the blood and gore smeared floor.

“Damn, I don’t have time for this.” He cursed to himself.

Vic managed to find three semi-crushed unopened cartons of cigarettes and a box of flavored cigars when he rummaged through the piles of mangled products on the floor behind the counter. He saw a box of condoms next to some unopened batteries that he snatched up and laughed bitterly to himself. Birth control was the last thing on the world’s mind right now.  

After finding a few stray lighters, some book matches and a can of lighter fluid, he shoved it all in a plastic bag from under the cash register and nervously made his way out of the store. He would have gotten more, but he was certain the sound of gunfire would bring more happy ‘shoppers’ looking for living food. If the dead didn’t come, than the crazies certainly would. He never could figure out which was worse. Either way, there wasn’t too much time left to browse the aisles. Vic made a mental note to return there soon and grab whatever he missed.  

For a moment, he stood silently in the center of the store, looking down and resisting the urge to shout curses for no reason other than the fact that he hated what life had become. He’d become as much of a scavenger as the rats that annoyed him.  

Vic was just an inch shy of six feet in height. He weighed about two hundred pounds when the hell began, and had shrunk down to a solid one-eighty since then, with fresh muscle bulging in places he hadn’t seen since he was in high school over a decade ago, the results of hard living in the new society. His hair was dark and dirty, held tight and away from his eyes under a bandanna. His face, though expressionless at the time, was obscured by the growth of two weeks’ worth of stubble, and dark eyes that mirrored the shadows around him.  

When he finally moved again, he forced his eyes to focus only on the exit. He pulled his revolver out again and took slow guarded steps out of the store. Walking out into an open area always made him nervous, especially since he knew he was a target because he fired a gun. If there were ‘walkers’ around, they would have most certainly heard him. He scanned the parking lot with his heart in his throat and an itchy finger on the trigger. 

There were still quite a few cars and partially devoured bodies strewn about on the street in front of the store. Some of the bodies struggled to move but were missing too many pieces for any kind of motion, while others had been torn to shreds, never able to reanimate. The open door of a VW Bug showed him an armless woman belted into the seat. She was mess. Most of her face had rotted away and even though she had no arms her legs, with chunks having been bitten out of them, still kicked in an eerie attempt to escape the vehicle.  

The smell of rotting flesh filled the air, but he focused past that, spotting his truck right where he left it, a short distance away. Nothing in his line of sight moved between him and the vehicle. Not even a stray animal. He missed seeing dogs and cats. Now dogs traveled wild in packs, and he’d rarely seen a cat unless a dog was either chasing or eating it. Vic held his breath without realizing it and continued to walk further outside, into the open.

Suddenly something fell on him. It was a dead, heavy weight, and he found himself being roughly dragged down to the sidewalk. A shout of utter panic escaped his lips before he began to struggle frantically, gasping for breath in fear. He looked down, eyes wide in horror. There were bony arms, uncannily strong, locked around his thighs. His eyes bulged when he saw them; twisted bloody greenish fingers wrapped tight to hold him. Below them, he saw a face that even a mother couldn’t love poised to strike with jagged rotting teeth and a snarl of fetid breath that made him gag.  

Vic pulled his legs apart with a sudden powerful jolt and broke free. He kicked himself away then turned to see the face of death snap at him with shredded lips and ugly yellowed broken teeth. The sound itself was a sickening wet thud that sent a chill up his spine. The horrible stench from the creature, like rotten cheese, assaulted his nostrils and he gagged again before hastily aiming his sawed-off shotgun. The bony arms reached for him a second time, jaw snapping repeatedly, but Vic stopped the creature with the tug of a trigger. The creature’s face in all its gray-skinned glory exploded, covering the rest of it in filth and fragments of bone.

He felt a rush, and stood quickly, his heart pounding and his ears ringing. His head frantically turned in all directions, searching for more of them while trying to move on. He spotted three more lumbering toward him off to his left. Surprisingly they moved slowly and in silence. Not always the case, especially if the bodies were fresh and in good shape. Some of them could even run. He’d found that out the hard way a few weeks earlier, when he ended up having a race with one of them. He still thanked his lucky stars for winning.

The zombies were closing in on him, but they stayed together as a group. One of the three was a tall bulky woman that must have been close to three hundred pounds when alive. She could barely move in her current undead state, bobbing heavily from side to side in order to walk. The other two were children, probably the woman’s, wearing tattered bloody clothes and snarling from wounds that stretched from their mouths all the way down to their gore crusted throats. Someone, possibly the ‘mom’, had been very hungry.  

Envisioning them as the new version of the ‘nuclear family’, Vic took aim and shot them all down the way the newscasters had told him to months earlier; right in the head. He shot them just as he had shot his own wife and daughter for the same reason. They were dead and hungry, and the local fast food restaurant didn’t serve what they wanted anymore.

The SUV was on the sidewalk in front of the store a short distance away. It seemed like he’d traveled much further since stepping out of the store. He reached it without further incident and quickly added the bag containing the cigarettes and other items to the rest of the supplies he recently acquired in the back of the truck. Not realizing that he was holding his breath again, he exhaled slowly and started the engine. For a moment after the engine kicked over, he just sat there breathing quietly with his eyes closed and his heart pounding like a drum. When he could pull his mind away from the horror, he lifted his head and shouted, stunned by the darting bloodshot eyes staring back at him through the windshield. A bloody hand pounded on the glass. Vic’s eyes widened fearfully. There were more headed his way.  

“Damn it!” he shouted, perspiration suddenly forming on his forehead. He slammed the truck into drive and stepped on the gas as hard as he could. His knees were still visibly shaking and a chill raced up his spine fast enough to raise the hair on his arms. He should have been used to it; the death, the smells and sight of the dead, but he wasn’t. It never felt natural, and he had to convince himself on a daily basis that he hadn’t gone insane. He rarely succeeded, but always found the instinct to survive and move on.  

It was a difficult drive because the road was littered with more cars, smashed up, surrounded by mangled, partially devoured victims and skeletons. Vic wasn’t in the mental shape to focus enough to navigate around it all, especially traveling at the speed he was. A number of the ‘bodies’ still walked upright, which he hadn’t noticed until he drove further down the street. Some of the creatures were in such rough shape that they pulled themselves along with any limb that was capable of motion. They were hungry, always, and hunted for anything human to satisfy the unnatural craving. Vic looked at them and shook his head wearily. His sudden desire to cry gave him a lump in his throat and nearly overpowered his ability to drive.  

The dead never finished dying in the new world, and the roads still weren’t clear. It wasn’t even rush hour. He laughed sadly to himself because there would never be another rush hour, at least not until the walking dead learned to drive. A chill of fear made him shudder at the thought. If the dead ever became intelligent enough to drive, no one living could ever hope to survive.

Nearly a year had passed since the plague hit the civilized world, and the walking corpses still filled the streets in a never-ending parade. He couldn’t figure out where they could all have been coming from, or how they were still functioning after such a long time. Surely many of them should have starved or simply fallen apart. Granted, some of them were faster than others, but in the end it didn’t matter; they were all dead and still kicking in one way or another. Vic thought again that he didn’t know what was worse, the dead, the crazies, or the uninfected living still trying to survive in a world where that was all you could hope to do. The shock of what his life had become still throbbed in his veins like an expensive narcotic that had been forced on him.  

The world had become an unknown. Vic, to himself, had also become an unknown. He didn’t recognize himself anymore, and it was much more than physical. His mind and heart, his very emotions had more ups and downs than a whore’s underwear, and he resented the world for making him feel that way. He resented the world for taking his family, his life, and leaving him with merely existing from day to day in fear.  

Vic had begun to live a new life, a nightmare, without even taking the time to wonder if he should bother to try. There was really no time to think about anything that had happened for too long, and that was the worst part of it, or maybe the best. There was nothing to think about except survival. Things, events always happened too fast to think about until long afterward, if even then. Surviving. It was an insane primal instinct that crept up from deep inside him, and the desire to keep moving forward; it just happened and he went with it because he did. He just did. There was no real reason. No reason that even remotely made sense to him existed, it just happened.  

The catastrophe that ended his previous life began quietly enough. No one knew exactly who, if it was a lab or even some government experiment, foreign or American, but somehow something had been released into the air. Whether by accident or as an act of terror, nothing had been the same since. A virus. At least that’s what the media called it.  

For a while in the beginning the media attempted to cover up what was happening, but there really wasn’t much hope of doing that with dead people walking the streets snacking on ‘roving reporters’ like potato chips during live broadcasts. He remembered hearing someone mention the ‘Dugway Sheep Incident’ that took place in the sixties on a newscast, shouting about how similar the cover up seemed, but they were quickly cut off and scoffed at by a dark featured man from the military. Ultimately no one admitted to knowing what country it came from, or exactly when or how it happened. No one ever owned up to it, but there wasn’t a country left untouched by the madness blanketing the entire world.  

At first, thousands of people became violently ill with what seemed like a nasty stomach virus akin to the flu, then they just began to either drop like flies, or go stark raving mad, running through the streets in a delusional rampage, looting and killing like it was second nature. Some people just went mad watching it all. They weren’t that bad though. At least they weren’t trying to eat people.

As the death toll grew, and the hospitals filled with people wearing either straightjackets or body bags, the public discovered that sometimes horror movies are just slightly distorted visions of reality. Like a fairy tale, based on some small morsel of truth. Unfortunately, a small morsel was enough to turn the world upside-down in a very short time.

The dead began to rise and devour the living. At first the hospitals were the most heavily hit because the morgues were full to begin with and the dead rose and walked the halls freely. That turned into a domino effect. Bodies were not being disposed of properly under the circumstances because family members were trying to arrange funerals. Big mistake! Then the military stepped in and Martial Law was declared. The mass burnings began soon afterward, which caused riots in some areas.

That was when the media coined the phrase ‘Zombie Plague’ when referring to the new man-made hell on earth. Of course, television in any form didn’t last much longer anyway, so the dramatic talk ended before it could get much worse.  

Vic could remember watching the news in the beginning, while he was vacationing with his family. He was driving to Canada at the time, heading for Niagara Falls. For a while he thought it was a dream, a crazy radio show they were listening to while on the road to a much needed vacation. Then, while staying at a motel his family got sick. The television news showed the dead walking and attacking the living at the same time that his family died a lingering death. It happened so fast in that tiny motel room, the name of which he couldn’t even remember anymore. Details, even small ones; they used to mean something. Everything used to mean something. The television told him what to do then, as well as how bad things really were, with a forecast on how bad it would soon be.

His mind and heart died with his wife and daughter as the trigger was pulled to end their mindless agony when they came ‘back’ after dying. He’d never forgive himself for doing it, but knew he had to, and carried on knowing that he had to, or at least feeling that way. It wasn’t a good feeling. The memory of it was so vivid that he always trembled inside when he thought of it, when he saw the picture of it in his mind’s eye. They may have become zombies, but he truly felt like a ghoul, a monster, for having to shoot them.  

They were all driving to the falls for a weeklong stay. His daughter Cassie had just turned seven. Rose, his wife couldn’t stop smirking every time Cassie talked about how she wanted to go down the falls in a barrel like she saw people do in the cartoons she’d seen. She was so excited to be visiting another country even though it was just across the border and driving distance away.  

Rose. She was his best friend and wife all in one. He felt lucky even when they argued about anything. They shared everything, even heated words and harsh looks. She used to have a captivating smile, and such a cute little ass. Used to. Vic could still imagine the scent of her skin and how it felt to just sit next to her in the car, to look over and see her. To know she was there and feel fine because of it, no matter what was going on. He loved her so much it hurt, and missing her was all he knew how to do. It was an ache always in the back of his mind no matter what was going on around him. Life had been running in slow motion since his finger pulled the trigger.

Sometimes he would realize he was crying before he actually knew why, and then remembered an image or a situation they had lived through together and sobbed even more like a little boy. He hated it, and wanted it to stop, but it wouldn’t. Part of him really didn’t want it to. It was the only certainty left in his life.

Losing both his wife and daughter in the manner that he did left his mind and heart festering like an open wound. There was no such thing as hope for closure, or moving on, not to him, especially after the way they died the second time.

He just wanted to live a simple life. Pay the bills and enjoy living the normal insanity of the twenty-first century. Always. There was no hope of that now, and all he could do was move on, sometimes mechanically, whether he wanted to or not.  

Vic was what the media called ‘one of the lucky ones’, possibly immune since he’d never showed any symptoms of the disease. He laughed bitterly when he thought about how lucky he actually was.  

Being a mechanic never prepared him for any of what he’d lived through so far. As a mechanic he could find out what was wrong with a vehicle, any vehicle, and eventually fix it, somehow, someway. His family dying was another matter entirely. It could never be fixed, and killing them after they came back to life was something he could never go home to. Loneliness became a blanket that he wore tightly around himself and could never seem to shrug out of it no matter how hard he tried.  

The chaos that ensued afterward, when he left the motel, was something Vic couldn’t even remember clearly anymore. There was such a mix of horror and jumbled sadness in his mind, such utter chaos all around him that he refused to dwell upon any of it for any length of time. It had been filed away in some unreachable cabinet in his mind. Maybe someday he’d be able to open the file and read the pages, but currently, his own brain had filed chapter 11. Staying busy and not thinking kept him going. Survival was all he had in the new age.  

When it was all over, after he burned the bodies of those he loved, and he’d helped burn others, he grabbed a truck off of the nearest abandoned car lot and began to roam, trying to find a safe place. In the process he had to fight off even more of the dead, even some of the living, and that’s when he truly realized that there was no such thing as a safe place. There were so many of the walking dead, it was overwhelming sometimes just seeing the crowds lumbering around.

Much of the time he drove until he was so tired he’d nearly fall asleep at the wheel. There was a fear in being tired, especially when there was nowhere truly safe to sleep. Sometimes he’d drive into the garage of some empty house and lock himself in just so he could nod off for a few hours. Waking covered in the sweat of fear and terrified that something was in the truck with him became the norm. Then there were the dreams, adding to the mix of confusion, always at the edge of his mind, but he could never remember them clearly. There was just a feeling, an odd sense that someone had been watching him, talking to him. That somewhere in the darkness of his slumber, there was a great beast, waiting.  

He wanted to go home, but didn’t feel right about doing it. There was too much missing now, but his mind kept drifting back to what was. He missed the garage and George, who had become somewhat of a surrogate father to him over the years, but was afraid to go there because of what he might find. None of it would be home anymore, at least he didn’t think it would feel that way, and the town was probably a mess. Vic doubted that anyone he’d ever known was still alive. It wasn’t a very big town.

Living became a habit much like his recently reacquired habit of smoking was to him. He did it without thinking, and it was killing him slowly but he didn’t care because he didn’t actually see it happening. A smoker never smells smoke on himself. Even the occasional cough was no big deal. No one was around to hear him wheeze, and he wasn’t concerned with ever needing chemo or puking from it. If he ‘got’ anything, treatment wouldn’t be an option or a desire. To him cancer would be the wake up call to dying a real death, and a hope to see his family again without going through the trouble of killing himself.  

Roaming aimlessly around the east coast, Vic saw that in the span of a couple of weeks, it was done. The world had in effect ended. Zombies and maniacs filled the streets and even money was a thing of the past. A piece of paper no longer had value when banks didn’t exist anymore. There was no such thing as organization, when no one truly understood what was happening until it was much too late to stop it.  

The police fell to the psychos and the dead within days of the onslaught. By the time the military was called in, half of their number was already part of the existing problem. They were all fighting a losing battle, and the President could only grin that stupid grin of his and pray over the airwaves, asking for the country to follow suit. The Bible Belt couldn’t help him anymore though. They were too busy being torn apart like everyone else. Between the zombies and the psychos, there could be no victory in what he dramatically called, “The war for life itself” over the airwaves. He always spoke like an evangelist giving a heated sermon, complete with dramatic pauses and determined grins. It scared Vic nearly as much as being chased by the hungry dead because the government itself was useless by then. There was no hiding from the ‘Zombie Plague’ and there was only so long the President could stay up in his private jet or hidden in a well supplied cavern away from the true issue at hand.  

Eventually, when all the government shelters were overrun, the President and his cabinet became victims too. There was no one else willing or alive to step up to bat when they were gone. Politics died with complete ‘correctness’ and a quiet whimper like an old man having a heart attack on the toilet.  

No more informing newscasts about where the next mass body burning would be, no more television reruns. No sheriffs telling people to ‘burn them or beat them’. No media, period. There was only static on the radio, hollow emptiness on the CB. The periodic emergency broadcasts ended, so had the emergency. Problem solved, society never existed. No more need for gyms, weight watchers, blond hair dye, breast implants, penis enlargers, lawyers, or reality TV. The ‘American Idol’ had left the building and taken Elvis’ re-animated body with him.  

Victor, who grew up being called ‘Lion’ because of his last name and perpetually long hair, lost his family and his life. He carried on, even when he burned down a church full of the walking dead while passing through a small town in Georgia. He didn’t even remember driving so far down south. Somehow he just ended up there.  

They were old folks in the church, crusty dead green-colored old folks. Most likely some primal urge brought them to what their decrepit minds thought was a Sunday Mass. Did anyone even know what day of the week it was? He would have just passed them by, but there was something about the living-dead being in a house of God that just filled him with both sadness and rage.

He didn’t cry after setting the fire, not emotionally at least, but his eyes couldn’t stop shedding tears. It was just as the broadcasters had warned. The dead were congregating in familiar territory. It was as if they were doing what they enjoyed most, and tore into anyone that was alive in the near vicinity.

Vic’s mind had finally cleared. He lit another cigarette and focused on the road again. The drive ‘home’ after leaving the store felt like forever, especially with the stench of his clothes filling the interior of the truck. Chain-smoking did nothing to cover the scent, which was all too familiar to him but still nauseating. He pulled up to the front gate of the small warehouse he currently lived in and watched the sun begin to go down. Another day was ending, and again, as with the passing of every day, he nervously wondered if he would see the sunrise again. Would he wake up and realize it was all a nightmare? Would he turn over and hear his wife snore that soft sound that reminded him that life was great even when it sucked? God, he wanted to see her again so much.

Home had become an abandoned warehouse that he and two others had recently drifted to and made habitable. It wasn’t the safest place to be, but nothing was safe anymore. At least there was a gate and steel doors to bar the dead and the crazies. Even the windows of the building were much too high up for anyone alive or dead to reach without a tall ladder. Crazies couldn’t be bothered with such a detail.

The crazies. People affected by the virus, but not dead. Psychotic and without focus, they raced around cities like roaches with blood-red eyes, devouring anything edible in their path and tearing apart both the living and the walking dead when they got in their way. They were like traveling chaos; human devils waiting to die and return to hell to be with their true master.

With the flick of a switch, Vic remotely opened the gate. Pressing another button, one of the bay doors laboriously groaned open. He lit another cigarette from a freshly open pack and drove inside, assured by what he saw in the rearview mirror that the gate had closed behind him before anything could get in.  

The smoke tasted good, and there was no extra tax on the pack anymore from those blessed with not having the habit. He didn’t think about such things before the disaster. The irony made him grin. The President couldn’t stop smoking or abortion anymore just because he didn’t like it or believe in it. He couldn’t tax the undesired ‘offensive’ things into nonexistence anymore. So much for social commentary and the righteous, Vic thought to himself. People were just people again, and equal in status no matter what, even though most of them were dead.  

Yes, Vic was bitter. Somewhere in the depths of his mind he blamed the government for the virus and all the pain he’d experienced. They were supposed to protect everyone from things like this. He thought that somehow they had to have had a hand in causing it, and in turn, that also meant that they had a hand in killing everything he cared about.  

The warehouse was full of pallets stacked high with tires. The air smelled like rubber, and stale propane from forklifts, but he didn’t mind as long as there were no zombies around and he had a warm safe place to shower and sleep. He heard the low rumble of a small generator and was thankful that they hadn’t run out of gas yet. He could take a hot shower in one of the locker rooms, wash away the smell of the dead and change his clothes. Vic grabbed a few bags of supplies and walked to the office area in the back of the warehouse, exhaling a trail of smoke to mark his passing. He’d get the rest after cleaning up.  

His hands full, he kicked at the door and shouted to be let in. After a short time, when there was no response, he took a step back and dropped the bags slowly, eyes locked nervously on the door, as if he expected it to open on its own, or at least hear someone coming up from behind it.

“Damn it Johnny, open up!” He shouted, suddenly digging through his denim jacket pocket for the keys. When he found them he spit out his cigarette, stepped on it and opened the door. In a rush he was inside the main room, than he stopped dead at the horrible sound of silence, the endless nothing that shouldn’t be.

“Johnny? Sally?” No response, just stillness and the muffled drone of the generator. He paced carefully to the office that the two used for their room fearing the quiet enough for a fine coating of sweat to quickly cover his forehead. Usually he could at least hear the muffled sounds of a CD playing. Sally loved music. For some ungodly reason she loved to listen to Neil Diamond obscenely loud. It was even worse when she decided to sing along to it.

Vic entered the room and immediately gagged. He went to his knees holding his stomach, tears filling his eyes.  

“God damn it!” He shouted to no one. Something angry rumbled in his stomach and his face got so hot it hurt. He suddenly gagged and lost the contents of his stomach with a gasp and a gulp, nearly choking in the process.

Lying on a cot against the far wall of the room was Sally. Six-year-old Sally, curly black locks and countless pink freckles, holding her stuffed kitten named Patches tightly, as if the world would end if she ever let go. Six-year-old Sally with a bullet in her skull and her brain smeared all over the cot and the wall behind her.

He turned back to face the chair next to the doorway. Johnny sat their motionless with a blood-crusted hole where the lower half of his face once was. There was a thick red puddle on the floor all around him. An abstract painting in blood and clumps of brain covered the wall behind him. Johnny still held the gun in his hands between his legs as if he had to make sure he didn’t need to fire it again.

Vic had met Johnny and Sally, father and daughter, a few months ago while getting supplies from a department store and they decided to travel together. Things were going very well for them especially after they had found a working generator and set things up in the warehouse. It was as if they had found a sanctuary; a place to catch their breath and think about things. Then the worst possible thing had happened. Sally was bitten by one of the dead while the three had gone out to get fuel for the generator.  

She was supposed to be safe in the truck. The doors were locked, but the creatures seemingly came out of nowhere and rushed the vehicle. They overturned it by sheer force of numbers. Vic and Johnny had gotten her out and destroyed the zombies but not before they saw that Sally was bleeding.  

It wasn’t much of a bite. It barely broke the skin, so it wasn’t as if a hunk of her flesh had been torn away like they had all seen happen to other people at one time or another. Just a tiny bite, like the kind from a rambunctious puppy too excited to realize what it had done; only it would eventually kill her. Johnny and Vic both silently knew that. They wouldn’t tell Sally though, because then they would have to truly admit it to themselves. They just sadly looked at one another and kept hoping that she would somehow get better, or a miracle would happen and they would be found by someone from the outside that had a cure for the little girl.

Apparently there was no true hope. Not anymore. Vic surmised that Sally must have died during the short time that he was gone, and Johnny, not wanting her to turn into one of those ‘things’ had shot her in the head, and then himself, so she wouldn’t be alone. Since his wife had died giving birth, Johnny always worried about his daughter being alone. She was his smile and his life.

Vic slowly rose to his feet, wiped his eyes and mouth, than left the room and closed the door quietly. The sound echoed loudly in his mind as if he had just left an old fashioned mausoleum. There was finality of the door closing that he really didn’t want to deal with. He stepped away wondering if he should just follow suit and end his own life, then got angry at himself for thinking it. At his age, thirty-one, he should have so much more to think about. He should have more happy things to think about. He used to. Vacations, watching cartoons with his baby girl, the frustrations of work, laughter, sex, pizza, chocolate...
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Two

Nine Months Ago
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Don felt safe in the car. It was an odd cozy feeling but he felt safe, and at the moment that was what mattered to him the most. His knees were still weak, and the wound on the palm of his hand throbbed like hell, but he felt okay after wrapping it tightly in gauze and medical tape. It was a pain he could live with for a while. His hand was the least of his worries.

The car doors were locked tight. The windows were up. There was no one trying to kill him anymore. There was no one trying to claw him open and gut him like a big fat deer. That’s all he could think of, not being gutted like a big fat deer. He didn’t even know where he got the expression from, but suddenly it was there in his head and all he could think about.  

He was getting tired from sitting in the warm car, though. The drive had lasted over three hours so far, and he had at least two more to go before he reached his destination. It wouldn’t have taken that long, but what began as a misty fog had turned into a chilly light rain a short time ago. The deserted country road was slick and dangerously curvy. Don yawned and felt the telltale signs of sleepiness curl around him like a warm comforter. His eyelids were suddenly heavy, and for a moment, just a moment, he wanted them to shut, couldn’t help but shut them as the warm fuzzy feeling overwhelmed him. A split second later, as the car began to veer to the left of its’ own volition he jumped in his seat and forced his eyes painfully open. He shook his head, lowered the heat and opened the window next to him a few inches to let some cold air filter in. The icy rain hitting the side of his head and left shoulder sent a shiver up his spine. He hated that feeling. The hair on his neck prickled up, but in spite of the chill he still had the urge to sleep. It was such a powerful urge.

Don focused his attention on sound and tried to turn on the radio. It didn’t work. There was still nothing on the radio, just static, crackling aggravating static. He was on the side of a mountain, driving through some heavy woods. He couldn’t wait until he was higher up, closer to the cabin where he would actually get some reception. Some news broadcasts or maybe even some music would reach him there, he was sure of it. There had to be something on the airwaves, something loud that he wanted to hear and keep him awake.

The rhythmic squeak of the windshield wipers wasn’t enough to hold him awake. Taking the back roads was safe, but he suddenly thought that the highways might have been better because there would at least be passing cars to look at and keep his attention focused. He’d have more to keep himself awake with.

Abruptly, he swung the steering wheel to the right and pulled to the side of the road. He slammed the gear shifter into park and turned the windshield wipers on as high as they would go so the squeaky scraping sound drummed through the car and pulsed in his head. He grabbed for a pack of cigarettes from the passenger seat and hastily lit one with the smoldering red dashboard lighter. After taking a deep drag and coughing hard enough to feel it in his lower abdomen, he rubbed his eyes until he saw stars and cursed himself for not bringing soda or coffee to help keep him awake. He didn’t smoke much, but his passenger did, so he had taken her cigarettes in hopes of using them to stay alert if he needed to. He thought it would work, but now he only felt dirty from the smoke and had the taste of dirty work-boots in his mouth. Not a good thing in spite of the fact that he kind of liked to smoke.  

He’d have enough of other things to keep him going soon though, as long as he made it to the cabin. There was enough caffeine and supplies stored there to last him a few months if the need be. Ever since he and his wife Darlene had split up he’d used the cabin as a refuge, where he would on occasion hang out on weekends when he needed to get away from it all. He kept it stocked accordingly with everything from food to firewood. He just needed to get to there. Don needed to get there so he could think, and maybe even bury Samantha if she’d stop moving long enough to get her into the ground.  

Samantha was still tied up and covered with a dark blue blanket in the back seat. He wondered why he had kept her bound and covered; she’d been dead for at least six hours, but then he suddenly heard her struggling again, as if she were alive. But she was dead, and he had to be imagining things, he knew he had to be. He was tired, his mind playing tricks on him. Dead people don’t move, especially since he knew he’d killed her himself. He was certain of it.  

Don remembered how it felt to see her die. To know that her heart was a dead muscle in her chest and there was no breath in her. Not a fond memory, but a real one, a sickeningly real one. It was a dark vision he couldn’t get out of his head. It was like the dead deer thing.  

There was something inside her that he was afraid of. He didn’t know what it was, but it somehow had taken her life the moment it entered her. The thing inside her was dying to come out and try to gut him like a deer, or at least strangle him again. What was it? A monster? A demon? He had no idea; he just loved his cousin, and couldn’t think straight about what had happened. Nothing made any sense, but she was dead, and not really moving in the back seat. He was imagining it all. She wasn’t making any groaning sounds, wasn’t struggling, trying to free herself.

He wondered why he bothered keeping the body with him at all. At the time it seemed like the moral thing to do, take her and bury her, but by the sounds of the last newscast he’d heard, morality and the dead no longer mixed. The National Guard had entered the picture, and they’d begun mass burnings. But that can’t be, because dead people are dead people. They don’t move again, ever. And they definitely don’t snarl like dogs and bite people, especially when they’re his cousin.  

There were no grim newscasts showing footage that resembled a 50’s horror movie, because it was all in his head. He’d imagined them too, just as he was certain that he only imagined his dead cousin moving on the back seat. He was just having a rough day, the world wasn’t going crazy.  

Don’s mind raced through the clouded panic to sift through the jumble of memories, the events of the
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