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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Duke has been on edge ever since we’ve left the house. I’ve never seen him this way before. His body is so tense, head on a swivel as his ears stand on end. They twitch and move, honing in on every single sound they pick up. 
 
    There’s been some rustling down in the thicket below us, which is driving him crazy. He crouches down and inches his way toward the cliff’s edge. He growls subtly from deep within his chest, watching with great intent. 
 
    “It’s ok, boy. Probably just some animal scurrying about. Nothing can get us up here. Why don’t you come over by the fire and get warm?”  
 
    I pat my leg gently, trying to snare his attention away from the animals below. 
 
    He looks back at me with those big brown eyes as his tongue licks around his mouth. A yawn escapes him as he stretches his front legs. He comes over to me and turns about. He faces the entrance to the cave we’re in and sits down, lowering his head to his front paws. 
 
    I gently run my fingers up and down his yellow coat, starting at the back portion of his head and coming down to his tail. He lets out a small groan, which I can feel through my hand.  
 
    This has been a nightly routine with us for as long as I can remember. When Dad brought him home for the first time, just a pup and full of life, we bonded instantly. Wherever I went, Duke was right there, tongue hanging out the side of his mouth as we ran and played. We were inseparable.  
 
    Now, I try to think of those happy times as much as I can. Anything to take my mind off what is happening, which I’m still unsure of. It all seems so unreal, like a bad dream that I can’t wake from.  
 
    All the chaos.  
 
    All the death.  
 
    I’ve cried more this past day than I think I have my whole life. I know if my father could see me now, his response would be the same as it always has been. 
 
    “Don’t let it get to you, son. It only has as much power to hurt you as you give it.” 
 
    Right now, it feels as though it has all the power in the world, and I am powerless to stop it. 
 
    The chilly night air whips about in the cold moonlight. I’m beat. I need to get some shut-eye before we get moving again in the morning.  
 
    Hopefully tonight, I’ll get a better night sleep than last. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning. The light from the hall creeps in through the narrow crack in my door and hits me right in the face. I knew I should have closed it all the way, but it wouldn’t have made any difference. 
 
    “Come on, James, time to get up. Get showered, dressed, and head downstairs. I’ve got a fresh pot of coffee going for us,” Dad yells from the kitchen below.  
 
    I lift the covers over my head and bury my face in the pillow. It’s bad enough that I have to get up before the sun does during the week to go to school. Now, what seems like most weekends, my father wants to go hunting, hiking, or something that involves me getting up way too early. 
 
    Duke groans and moans at the edge of my bed, trying to wake up himself. He gets to his feet and stretches. His nails rake along the sheets, his sharp claws snag the plaid pattern fabric. He nudges my foot with his nose and follows it with his paws.  
 
    “You are so going to stop hanging out with Dad,” I mutter through a yawn. Nothing like getting a second wakeup notice from a large yellow golden retriever who doesn’t take no for an answer. “Can I get fifteen more minutes, please?” 
 
    Of course, Duke is like my dad and doesn’t believe in the snooze button. When it’s time to get up, it’s time to get up. He never wants to sleep in. 
 
    He grabs my blanket with his teeth and drags it down off my head. The cool air nips at my warm flesh. A chill comes over me as the rest of my body is exposed to the chilliness of my room. 
 
    “All right, dude, I’m getting up.” I remove my head from under the pillow and peer down at the end of my bed. Duke sits there with my blanket still resting in his mouth, stiff as a board. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he probably enjoyed that. 
 
    “Traitor.” 
 
    Bark!  
 
    Duke drops the blanket and gets to his feet. He turns tail and darts out the door. No doubt going downstairs to get his reward from Dad for not letting me rest any longer. 
 
    It’s 5:35 A.M. This has to be a crime somewhere in the world. No use whining about it, though. Better get to the shower before Dad comes stomping up the stairs. 
 
    Still half asleep, I half-heartedly get out of bed and trudge to the bathroom. The house is still dark, except for the hallway light that beats down on me. It’s just as cool out here as it is in my room. An extra incentive to get me moving quickly.  
 
    I stop at Cindy’s room. Her princess nightlight catches the corner of my eye. She’s sleeping peacefully with her brown teddy bear, the one with a big red heart on the front, clutched tightly in her arms. She gets on my nerves on a daily basis, but seeing her sleeping makes me glad she’s around. And also, that she’s sleeping and not bothering me. 
 
    “James, you in the shower yet? I don’t hear the water running. We’re burning day light, son. Get it in gear,” dad calls out once more. 
 
    I yawn, and rub my eyes. 
 
    Doesn’t it have to be daytime to burn it?  
 
    “Getting in now,” I reply half asleep. 
 
    The soles of my feet hit the ceramic tile of the bathroom floor. I flick the light on. The sudden shock of the large glamor lights causes my eyes to shutter. I shield my face with my right arm, as I scamper to the mat in front of the shower.  
 
    Cold as ice. Got to love winter time in Oregon. 
 
    I start the shower, twisting the silver handle to the hot, red side. The pipes subtly rattle in the wall while I slip my boxers off, and step inside.  
 
    The warmth of the water nearly puts me back to sleep. Through past experience, I know if I don’t do this quickly, Sergeant Sleep Hater will be all up in the bathroom giving me the third degree. I would lock the door, but Dad doesn’t believe in locks. At least, not on bedrooms and bathrooms. 
 
    I can just hear his heavy footsteps clomping up the stairs and down the hall toward the bathroom. He’d test the doorknob first, then hammer the door with his fist. 
 
    “James. You know my rule on locked doors, son.” 
 
    Ugh. So annoying. Privacy in this house is hard to come by. 
 
    I scrub down, and take a few minutes to enjoy the silence before turning off the water and getting out. I dry off, and quickly shuffle back to my room. The cold air is hot on my tail, causing goose bumps to flood my wet skin. I start to get dressed in my hunting gear when my computer screen turns on. 
 
    “You up, Lady Killer?” a voice asks from the speakers on my desk. 
 
    It’s Dawson. He stares at me with a smile on his face as he snickers. 
 
    “Lady Killer. Somebody got jokes early in the morning,” I reply while slipping on my shirt. 
 
    “I’m just calling you by your new name. After that stunt you pulled with Kimberly, seems fitting, dude.”  Dawson laughs, which actually sounds like a snort or something. That’s about the only thing about him that anyone could possibly pick out as a turn off.  
 
    Oddly enough, most of the girls find it charming. Perhaps, they look beyond it to his California blond surfer look and athletic stature. Plus, carrying a high GPA doesn’t hurt either. Though, to be honest, I’m not sure how many really care about grades. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it would have worked if Steve wouldn’t have gotten in the way. I spent a good amount of time working on that poem. It took a lot of guts to not only write it, but then try to sing it to her during lunch.” I sit down on the edge of my bed, and start to slip on my boots. “Anyways, you didn’t call me to bust my balls this early. Have you been scavenging the web again for conspiracy theories of UFO’s?”  
 
    I try to not to chuckle, but it slips out. You wouldn’t peg Dawson as one of those types who lends credit to grand stories of abductions by little green men. It’s all B.S., but don’t tell him that.  
 
    “Actually, naysayer, I came across an article and some footage that someone shot in Gresham,” Dawson snidely remarks. If I didn’t know any better, I would say that he didn’t care for me poking fun at him. 
 
    “Of little green men running wild and the mother ship ready to beam them and their victims back for a good probing?”  
 
    I chuckle. I do enjoy giving him a hard time. He enjoys giving it much more than receiving it though. 
 
    “No, smart ass. This is a whole other level of weird. Like X-Files on crack.” Dawson’s eyes shift to the left.  
 
    Laughing under my breath, I finish lacing up my boots, and grab my coat from the dark brown chair near my computer. I reach for my phone, but think twice as Dad hates it when I text on our outings. 
 
    “Whatever. It’s probably some guys messing around, and trying to stir things up. I wouldn’t get sucked into anything.” 
 
    “Nah, man. The article was talking about outbreaks that are popping up all over the country. Remember that plane crash that happened in New York about three weeks ago? The one where the CDC came in, and quarantined the crash site?”  
 
    I’ve never been big on watching the news, or following the conspiracy threads on the internet like Dawson does. 
 
    I shrug, and shake my head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. You know I don’t generally watch the news, dude. I have a life, you know.” 
 
    Dawson rolls his eyes. “Anyway, apparently, people are going all homicidal and crazy. Like attacking random folks and such. I’m talking bath salts, but amped up. They’re calling these freaks chasers.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything on the news about people doing what you’re talking about,” I counter. “And chasers? Come on, man. Sounds like a made-up story to stir things up. Some media companies trying to get ratings.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’ve been following this, and it seems legit. Besides, the news and the government are probably trying to keep this under wraps. Can’t have the general population finding out that a deadly virus is circulating on the streets.”  
 
    I check the time on my hunting watch that my father got me for Christmas. It can do everything under the sun, even tell me when my dad is about to blow his top. Kidding on the last part. 
 
    “Hey, man, I got to get running. My dad’s waiting for me. I don’t need to get him irate this early in the morning.” 
 
    “All right, man, but before you go just watch this clip that I found.” Dawson’s fingers pound away on his keyboard in a fury. 
 
    “Daw-” I try to say but he’s gone. Logged off. There’s a file waiting in my inbox titled, People gone crazy: Volume 1. Rise of the chasers. Who comes up with this stuff? 
 
    I go to turn off the screen. The video starts to play. I jump. My hand springs to my chest. Dang auto play feature.  
 
    People scream and run around with a naked fear gripping their faces. The footage shakes as if it is a handheld camera. 
 
    “Oh, my gawd, check this crap out,” the guy recording says with a horse growl.  
 
    He zooms in on a handful of cops circling a guy that has blood all over his face and body. The camera shifts to the side some, and moves down.  
 
    A cop is prone on his back on the ground. His face is severely bruised and swollen. The top portion of his skull is smashed in. His light blue shirt is torn open. Portions of his flesh are missing from his chest and stomach.  
 
    “Put your hands on top of your head and get to your knees, now!” one of the cops yells. 
 
    Now, I know this is fake and all. It seems like a low budget zombie flick that someone threw together to just shock the crap out of people.  
 
    For some strange reason though, my heart beats a little faster—my nerves getting the better of me. These people are really selling this. And that guy the cops are surrounding, his eyes are all red and bloodshot. A distant expression of wild rage fills his face. He seems unafraid of all those guns pointed at him. 
 
    “I am not going to say-” 
 
    The man lunges at the police officer. Their gun discharges, triggering a salvo of bullets that tear through the man’s flesh. 
 
    “OH, MY GAWD! OH, MY GAWD!” the man recording the dramatic footage screams. You can hear him scrambling about and breathing heavy. The camera’s video becomes distorted. “I don’t know what the hell is happening, but I’m gone. I hope this is all recorded ‘cause I’m not going to try to get anymore.” 
 
    Silence ensues. No screams or gunfire. Just the unsettling pants of panic from the distance as the man’s breathing slows back to normal.  
 
    The camera’s view is more stable now. It points at the concrete, but you can hear the man working back up to his feet. 
 
    “I’m going to make sure it’s clear before I jet.” 
 
    Bringing the camera back up and around, the man screams as a police officer’s body is laid out on the back of his cruiser. His face is covered in blood and his eyes peer deep into the lens. 
 
    “James?” 
 
    I nearly jump out of my skin at my dad’s voice.  
 
    “What are you doing? I’ve been calling you for the past few minutes.” 
 
    My eyes stay focused on the screen. I tilt my head slightly to the left, and respond. “Sorry. Guess I didn’t hear you. Dawson sent me another one of his conspiracy theory videos he found on the internet.”  
 
    “Well, turn that mess off and come on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    My dad heads back downstairs. He totally scared the crap out of me. I didn’t even hear him enter my room. Stupid video. I’m so going to get Dawson back for that. I still think it’s all bogus, but it certainly did give me a jolt of fear. 
 
    I shut my monitor off, and grab my pack from the floor. Tossing it over my shoulder, I turn off my light and head down the stairs.  
 
    The smell of coffee brewing, and Dad’s normal hunting breakfast, fills my nose. Mom always tries to slip the decaffeinated stuff in when Dad isn’t paying attention. Most times it works, but on occasion, he lets me have the other. Just our little secret though. 
 
    Duke’s waiting by the door patiently, his head going from side to side, that yellow, bushy tail wagging about happily. I drop my pack, and saddle up to the bar to eat.  
 
    Dad’s normal hunting breakfast consists of three eggs, over easy, bacon that’s not too crispy, a bowl of oatmeal, and a glass of orange juice to wash it down. Protein for the hunt is what he calls it.  
 
    There is no savoring, or taking your time to eat. You just clean the plate like it could disappear at any moment. I can enjoy it later, I guess. 
 
    I scrape my plate for any leftover food, rinse it off, and place it in the dishwasher. Dad’s got my mug ready to go. The steam from the warm coffee billows up from the lid’s single slit. The scent grabs my nose. I inhale. 
 
    “Come on, Duke,” Dad says as he cracks open the door. 
 
    Duke bolts out into the chilly morning air. He runs about and sniffs for a good place to relieve himself.  
 
    I snatch my pack from the floor, and with my coffee in hand, I head outside. It doesn’t matter how many times we go out in the Oregon winter, the chill of the cold, crisp air always seems to find a way to seep between my hunting attire. Dad tells me regularly I’m overreacting, and that it isn’t that cold. I just roll my eyes and hold my tongue. 
 
    “I got you the good stuff this morning. Your mom has been on my case about giving you that caffeinated coffee, but a young man needs his morning jolt before a long day.” Dad lifts his arm up and flexes. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you know Mom has a nose like a blood hound, and the instincts to go with that. When she finds out, you’ll for sure get it.” I nudge him in the side, winking at him as we watch Duke search the blades of grass. 
 
    “What? You think I’m scared of your mother?” Dad cuts his eyes over to me. A coy smile slithers across his face. 
 
    No response is needed. We both know the answer to that question.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    “You want to drive?” Dad tosses his pack into the back of the Bronco. It hits with a dull thump.  
 
    “Really?” I respond with a hint of jubilee in my voice. 
 
    Dad nods. “Sure. We’re going back up through the trails, so I think it would be good practice for you to drive some while there’s still some night left.” 
 
    I’m hesitant. I’ve never driven at night, just during the day, and that was around the house and on flat land. Never up rocky terrain that snakes up through the hills and into the forest that swallows you up.  
 
    “The trails seem hard to navigate and all. Not sure I’m ready for that.” 
 
    Dad dismisses the hesitation lingering in my voice with a wave of his hand. “That’s why we need to get some practice in.” I guess Dad could see the doubt on my face in the dark by his reassuring words. That, or it was my silence that gave it away. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine, James. The Bronco here has been through a lot over the years, and it’s still going strong. I think it can handle a fifteen-year-old boy.” 
 
    Dad pounds his fist against the side of the Bronco’s passenger side wheel well. I can narrowly see him smile, which he rarely does. “Come on, Duke. It’s time to go. James is driving today.” 
 
    Bark! 
 
    Duke rustles through the bushes on the other side of the truck. The noise makes me think of that video—something lurking in the shadows, ready to jump out and pummel anything in its path.  
 
    Chasers.  
 
    Oh, man, Dawson’s so going to get it on Monday. That’s for sure. 
 
    “Here you go.” Dad hands me the keys. “Get in there and fire it up. Might need to idle for a few minutes in this cold weather.” 
 
    I grab the keys from Dad, and head for the driver’s side. The cold air tickles my lungs. I take another swig of coffee, hoping that it’ll warm me up.  
 
    Duke leaps out of the bushes, and rushes to my side. His tail is wagging, and that large pink tongue of his drapes over his left jaw. He gives a good shake as I rub the top of his head. He’s covered in stickers and leaves, but that doesn’t seem to stop him from being happy. 
 
    “Come on, boy, hop in.” 
 
    Duke turns about, takes a single jump inside the cab, and sits down next to Dad. I get in and close the door. The cab is just as cold as the outside, but at least now, there’s no breeze to contend with. 
 
    I slide the key into the ignition, and place my foot over the gas pedal. I pause, then glance over at Dad. A simple nod from him tells me I’m on the right path. 
 
    Pumping the gas twice, I start the truck. It grumbles like an old man, acting as though it doesn’t want to start. It idles rough. The grogginess of the engine is felt through the tremors sent through the frame of the vehicle. Finally, it slowly subsides to a gentle purr.  
 
    Dad stares out the window, and up into the sky. He takes a sip of coffee as he rubs the back of Duke’s coat. Hopefully, we won’t run into any crazy people out there today,” he says with a smirk. 
 
    “Very funny, old man.” 
 
    “Thought you’d like that.” 
 
    We both smile as I rub my hands together rapidly. The cold seems to be finding its way through the gloves I have on, which always makes these trips so dreadful. I try to keep my complaining to a minimum, as to not irritate Dad.  
 
    “Go ahead and kick on the heat. Might be cold at first, but it’ll warm up quick,” Dad suggests.  
 
    Thank gosh. 
 
    I turn the heat on, and point two of the vents in my direction. The air is cold, but I can feel it getting warmer. 
 
    My hands hover in front of the vents, anxious for the warmth. “So, what are we hunting today?” 
 
    Dad sips his coffee leisurely before responding. “I thought today we’d set some traps and take it easy some. Maybe go over some survival stuff. I know you enjoy that sort of thing.” 
 
    Take it easy?  
 
    Easy is generally a four-letter word that Dad never spoke or even believed in. Or at least I thought he didn’t. Usually, whenever I complain or offer a simpler solution to a problem, Dad is quick to say that taking the easy way out makes one soft and complacent.  
 
    Life’s not always easy, and you can’t always take the easiest path, James. Sometimes, you have to roll up your sleeves and get dirty to get ahead. 
 
    It makes me wonder if everything is ok with Dad. He’s being semi easy going this morning. I hope that trend continues throughout our trek. I’m kind of liking it. 
 
    I stare at him baffled, and wonder if the invasion of the body snatchers is happening right now, and my dad is the first to be taken over. 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you’re thinking, James, where’s Captain hard ass,” he says. 
 
    “Actually, yes. That’s exactly what I’m thinking.” 
 
    Dad pauses for a moment. His hand rests on the back of Duke’s neck. He takes another sip of coffee. That hard, rigid exterior that has always been my father is now something else. Something that I’ve rarely seen, and only wondered if he even had a softer side.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, my dad is one of the toughest and bravest around. Seeing the stuff he did when he was in the military, would mess with anyone’s head. He doesn’t talk about it, though. He just pauses, clears his throat, and quickly changes the subject.  
 
    I guess for some it’s hard to let your guard down when you’ve been put into situations where there’s someone waiting to kill you on a daily basis. Kill or be killed. But to see Dad, dare I say it, emotional, is really confusing me right now. 
 
    “You’re not dying, are you?” I finally ask with a worried tone. 
 
    “Dying? Gosh no.” Dad snickers. “Listen, I know it seems as though I’m being rough on you at times, and dragging you out on the weekends to hunt and whatever else, but I see it as a building block to your character, son. A stepping stone to you becoming a man, and a contributing member to our society. The world can be a very unforgiving place. We have to be ready to face those moments. I only want the best for you, James. Always have, and always will.” 
 
    If I didn’t know any better, I would think my dad is on the verge of crying. His eyes are getting all glassy. He runs the top of his hand across the rim of his nose. I won’t dare ask that question, though.  
 
     For the first time since I can remember, I feel as though we are bonding on a different level. And to be honest, I like it. 
 
    “I know, Dad.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    The cab is getting warmer, finally. The cold air is being pushed back outside where it belongs. I place my hands over the vents again.  
 
    Dad’s head is turned toward the window. His left-hand wipes what I can only imagine to be tears from his face. “All right, enough of this mushy crap. How about we get things moving here, and get our day started?” Dad clears his throat, and secretly dabs his eyes once more.  
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    After our little bonding session, I don’t mind as much being out here with Dad and Duke. I hope we have more moments like this. 
 
    I put my seat belt on, turn on the headlights, and place the Bronco into drive. Steady hands grip the warm wheel. My nerves lessen some as we get moving. 
 
    “Just remember, take it slow and easy. We’re not in any kind of rush, so take your time.” Dad coaches with a calm and relaxed tone as he points straight ahead. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I make a U-turn, and follow the grass-covered tracks that lead behind the house. They fade off into the distance. I notice the gas gauge is right around a half a tank. 
 
    I tap the fuel gauge. “Do we have enough fuel?”  
 
    “We’ll be fine. I topped off the gas can strapped to the back just the other day. You just worry about keeping your eyes ahead and not killing us.” Dad winks.  
 
    “Ha-ha. Very funny.” 
 
    Dad pats me on the shoulder, and offers a jubilant smile. Duke’s bad breath blasts me in the face every couple of seconds. Smells like rotted meat being vented over a heater. I plug my nose. My face contorts in disgust. Yuk!  
 
    “Breathe in Dad’s face, dude. When we get back, I’m going to get you some doggie mints or something.”  
 
    Bark! Bark! Groan! 
 
    “I hope you’re excited, because you need it BAD.” I peer into the driver’s side mirror, and watch as our house fades into the distance. The field we drive through is just as rough and bumpy as the trail going up through the woods. The leftover ruts, from past endeavors, send the Bronco violently jostling about.  
 
    It’s hard at times to keep the car steady, as I’m not able to gauge when to slow down, but Dad just looks out the window, enjoying the ride, I guess. He sips his cup of coffee and continues to stroke Duke’s coat. I sure hope he doesn’t spill any of it on him. Wouldn’t be a good way to get our day started. 
 
    A little more daylight has lit up the pasture. The thick clouds break up the sun’s strident rays, leaving dark patches in our way. Thunder rolls in the distance, and I think I hear a crackle of lightning follow right behind. 
 
    “We should be away from the storm. Supposed to be heading in the opposite direction from where we’ll be.” Dad leans toward the window, and tilts his head upward. 
 
    “If it does rain, we’ll just tough it out. A little rain never hurt.” I try to refrain from any negative notion so as to not spoil our current mood. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” Dad replies with a smirk. 
 
    The woods ahead are dark and eerie. Parts are cast in dark pockets of blackness that make it hard to tell what’s lurking inside. Even before watching that stupid video Dawson sent me, this always gave me the creeps. 
 
    “There’s a deep rut right before you hit the base of the trail heading into the woods. Slow down, and allow the Bronco to ease into it, but don’t let off the gas too much.” 
 
    I can’t see the rut due to the tall grass growing out of the dirt where the tire tracks run. But I do as Dad says, and tap the brake. The Bronco slows down as the front tires drop into the rut.  
 
    It feels as though we have fallen into the earth. The front portion of the truck slams into the ground, and quickly pops back up.  
 
    The steering wheel jerks about violently, but I keep my hands locked on it, and finish the ride. I don’t remember it being so rough in the passenger side. 
 
    The back end of the truck bottoms out with a hard thud. The Bronco climbs out of the ground, and onto the base of the hill. I stop, and shift the truck into park. 
 
    Dad glances over at me with a raised brow. 
 
    “Everything all right?”  
 
    “You sure you don’t want to take over?” I’m trying to stay confident, but my nerves are getting the better of me. 
 
    “I’m sure. Besides, you’re doing a great job, James. I doubt this messy old hill here can conquer you.”  
 
    Dad is really acting strange and all. I’m not used to him being this laid back. Don’t get me wrong, it’s better than him being uptight and stern, but still weird. 
 
    I take the Bronco out of park, and hit the gas, sending the truck lunging forward. It rolls up and over rocks and who knows what else. We’re thrown around wildly. The truck shifts from side to side as I try to stay on the fading trail. 
 
    My head bobbles about loosely. “So, where are we going first?”  
 
    “Head up to Broken Nose. Let me know when we get there.” Dad leans his head back against the ripped headrest. He lowers his camo hat over his eyes, crosses his arms over his chest, and settles in. 
 
    “Really? You’re going to sleep now?” 
 
    “Yep. Gonna have a long day, so figure I better get some shut-eye while I can. Don’t worry, if you need anything, Duke here knows these woods better than anyone.” 
 
    Bark! Duke gives me a single lick on the side of my face. His matted tongue gets the full scope of my cheek. Lord, his breath is rancid. 
 
    “All right, dude, I’m trying to drive here.” I wipe the slobber free from my face with my shoulder. “I guess since you’re my navigator, keep a watch out, all right?” 
 
    Groan! 
 
    And really, what I mean is if you spot anything that closely resembles that thing from the video, then bark like crazy. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly enough, the trek up through the woods has not been as bad as I thought it was going to be. Don’t get me wrong, I feel as though I’ve been put through a blender. The truck doesn’t have much give when it rolls over rocks, logs, or anything else lying about.  
 
    The sun breaks through the thick canopy of trees, and sheds some light in what would otherwise be a dark place. Looks like the clouds have moved out as well, like Dad said they would. Good thing too. I didn’t want to be wet all day. 
 
    “What you think, Duke? You ready to get out and stretch those legs?” I rub his head as he whines and fidgets in the seat. 
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    “Thought so. Me too.” 
 
    Up ahead is a rock formation that we have dubbed Broken Nose. It’s a massive round face with two deep impressions that look like eyes glancing off into the distant sky. In the middle of the rock, and where a person’s nose would be, a section has been busted off. It’s been that way for as long as I can remember.  
 
    Dad is big on finding formations up here and giving them names as a way to help kind of navigate the hills. We’ve come up with a number of odd formations that to anyone else might look like nothing. Angry Tree Beard and the Hand of Earth are a few that we have named. 
 
    “Well, we made it. It wasn’t too bad, huh?” Dad says as he runs his hands over his face. 
 
    “How were you able to sleep through all that? Every time I looked over at you, your head was bobbling around all crazy like,” I inquire perplexed.  
 
    “When you’re really tired, you can sleep anywhere. Or at least I can.”  
 
    I park in front of Broken Nose. Duke’s tail wags faster. He groans and moans as he looks from side to side.  
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    “Someone’s ready to get out of this truck.” 
 
    Dad opens his door, and gives Duke the customary nod. He leaps over Dad’s lap and hits the ground running. He sniffs the grass, and finds the perfect spot to relieve himself before surveying the area. 
 
    “Here’s the keys.” I hand Dad the keys to the truck.  
 
    He shakes his head and pushes my hand back. “You hold onto them. You’ll be driving us home as well.” 
 
    I pocket the keys. “So, I’m your chauffeur today, huh?”  
 
    He nods. “That you are.” 
 
    I hold out my hand, fingers wiggling for the payment I won’t be receiving. “Tip?”  
 
    “Don’t eat yellow snow or run from a bear. Oldies but goodies,” Dad replies with a chuckle as he exits the cab. 
 
    “Somebody’s full of jokes this morning,” I say while stepping out of the truck. 
 
    “I try to pick my moments when I can.” 
 
    Duke runs up to my side in a mad dash. He nuzzles his nose into the palm of my hand. His body brushes up against me, and his tail wags ninety to nothing. 
 
    “I know you’re ready to get going, but just hold on,” I say. 
 
    We walk to the back of the Bronco where Dad has the tailgate down. He looks over the gear he has thrown into the back.  
 
    The man prepares for anything and everything. The kitchen sink may be somewhere under all that mess. Fishing polls, guns, camping gear, MRE’s and a slew of other items take up the space. 
 
    “How long are we going to be up here?” I lean forward and take stock of all the items he brought. 
 
    “Today, and we’ll head back sometime tomorrow. Are you ok with that? I don’t want to get that girlfriend of yours upset because you haven’t called, texted, emailed, or whatever it is you kids do nowadays.” 
 
    “Well, there won’t be any worrying about that,” I respond bluntly, hoping that he drops the issue. 
 
    Dad digs my pack out. He tosses it out onto the ground by my feet. “Why not? I thought your mother said that you had a girlfriend. Kim, Kimberly or something like that.” 
 
    I scoff at the subject. “No, she isn’t my girlfriend.” The last thing I really want to do right now is talk about my non-existent love life with my father. I love him and all, but if I even wanted to dive into that mess, Mom would be more at the top of my list of go to people. Maybe even Duke. There’s never any judgment there. 
 
    “So, what all do we need to bring with us?” I ask to change the subject. 
 
    “We’ll take our gear, rifles, and some MRE’s just in case we don’t catch anything.” Dad pulls my rifle out and hands me it. 
 
    It was my grandfather’s gun, a classic, and one that Dad used when he was a kid. A Remington 740 Woodsmaster with a scope that Dad added way back when. The stock has been restored a few times, but the deep embedded scratches and scuffs still remain.  
 
    When my grandfather was still alive, he wanted us to keep the gun as original as possible to remind us of the past, and the times we all spent up here.  
 
    Both me and Dad miss him terribly, and at times, we reminisce about the hunting trips we had with him. Those were times that I will always remember and cherish.  
 
    “Here’s an extra box of ammo.” Dad hands me the box. The cartridges clank against each other. 
 
    I take a knee and load the magazine. I place the remainder in my pack. Dad quickly loads his gun, and pulls his pack and other items from the Bronco. He slams the tailgate shut and closes the window. He straps his gear to his back, and rests his gun against his right shoulder. 
 
    He takes a deep breath, and looks out through the clearing that falls off into the valley. He doesn’t say a word, his eyes just taking in the view. 
 
    “You ok, Dad?” 
 
    “Yeah, just thinking of your grandpa, and how much he loved this area. He loved hunting with that rifle.” 
 
    “Yeah, I miss him too.” 
 
    Dad seems to get back to normal as he peers up into the sky. His hand rests on his forehead as the sun tries its best to sneak through the canopy of trees above us. 
 
    He cuts his eyes down at me. 
 
    “Do you want to take point this go around?” 
 
    I shrug. “Sure, why not.”  
 
    “Well then, by all means lead ahead.” 
 
    Dad gives me another smile as he motions for me to go ahead.  
 
    “Come on, Duke.” 
 
    Bark! 
 
    Duke bolts, and disappears quickly around Broken Nose as Dad and I trail behind him. He always likes to scout ahead, checking out the terrain and letting us know with a bark if there is something we need to pay attention to. That dog is a mess, but I love him regardless. 
 
    “I hope we get something today. I don’t feel real keen on chowing down on those MRE’s. I really don’t see how you do it.” My face contorts with disgust, as if I have entered a stall in the boy’s locker room after one of the football players did their business.  
 
    “You eat to survive. When I was in the service and out on missions, we didn’t have the luxury of a cooked meal. Those meals were the only food we had most days,” Dad says. 
 
    “I guess. Just hope we don’t have to bust them open is all.” 
 
    We round the boulder, and head down into the thick woods below. There are trees as far as the eye can see. The sound of pinecones crunch under our boots, breaking up the eerie silence of nature. Duke is off in the distance. His yellow tail points straight up in the air, and darts from side to side. 
 
    “So, where are we going exactly?” I ask. 
 
    Dad grips the strap of his rifle. He gives it a tug. 
 
    “Just keep following the trail. We’ll set some traps along the way. Then we’ll head up a bit farther, and make camp.”  
 
    “What traps are we setting?” 
 
    “Figure we’ll do some 110s and 220s. We need to check the dog proof conibear boxes before setting the traps to make sure it’s all safe for Duke.” 
 
    I remember the first time Dad showed me how to set one of the 110 traps. He did it first, going step by step. He kept telling me how dangerous they were. From there, he went on to show me the 220 and the 330 conibear traps.  
 
    To me they looked like nothing more than a weird piece of steel, but after Dad fixed the trap and set it off with a stick, I quickly thought otherwise. 
 
    The 110 did some damage, denting the stick while the 220 and 330 were much more severe. To be honest, I didn’t want anything to do with the traps for fear of getting my hand chopped off. Perhaps I was being dramatic, but better that than to not take the traps seriously. 
 
    Dad hands me the setting tool, and points where he wants the traps to go. I still struggle a bit on the 220 and 330 traps, but I get the job done. 
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    “I wonder what Duke’s come across,” Dad says as his attention is pulled in the direction of Duke’s bark. 
 
    “Who knows. Hopefully, he got a rabbit, has already skinned it, and dressed it out for us,” I reply with a chuckle. 
 
    “Wishful thinking on that, my boy,” Dad counters. 
 
    We quickly wind down the trail, and spot Duke off in a thicket of grass where only his tail is showing. He darts out onto the trail and spins around, barking and going back into the grass. 
 
    “Must be something of importance or at least to him anyway,” I say. 
 
    We veer off into the grass, and slow our pace. We cautiously approach where Duke is barking and moving about in a circular frantic pattern. His ears are perked up. The muscles in his body are tight. 
 
    Dad draws his gun and shoulders it. He places his hand on my shoulder, stopping me in place. “Wait right here.” 
 
    Duke jumps about, barking as he leaps into the air, then disappears again in the grass. I’ve rarely seen him this fired up unless something has him on edge, or he has found something out of the ordinary. 
 
    “All right, boy, take it easy and show me what you got?” Dad says as he approaches. 
 
    Duke’s barking subsides as Dad takes his free hand and moves the grass about, trying to locate the cause of Duke’s meltdown. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Dad mumbles under his breath. “James, call Duke over and put his leash on.” 
 
    “Duke, come here boy,” I call out, not questioning his order. 
 
    He gives a few more barks and growls before he breaks and trots over to my side. I remove the leash from my gear. He sits next to me, allowing me to attach the leash to his collar. 
 
    “What is it?” My voice is thick with hesitation and worry as Dad’s demeanor suddenly becomes more focused. 
 
    He’s quiet. His posture tenses as he bends down into the thick brown brush. His hands part the grass to either side. It must be something really strange or bad, as I hardly ever see Dad this focused. 
 
    I tie Duke’s leash to a tree near us, and tell him to stay put. He’s still beside himself, moaning and pacing as far as the leash will allow him to roam. 
 
    All sorts of things run through my mind, sending my imagination running on overdrive. I couldn’t imagine it would be any worse than a dead animal, as I’ve seen more of those than I’d like to admit. But with the way Dad is acting, I’m starting to think otherwise. 
 
    “Dad,” I sputter with a tremulous voice as I stop behind him. 
 
    “Here, James.” Dad hands me his rifle without even looking back at me. I take it from him and look on. His head is fixed straight ahead and down. I step to the side, and try to find what is keeping his attention. 
 
    “Is that ...” My eyes widen. My mouth gapes open at the grizzly sight. 
 
    “It is.” Dad replies flatly. 
 
    Now I have killed many animals and dressed them, but this is totally different. Being fifteen, I’ve seen a lot of stuff in movies and video games, but nothing like this in real life. Not the way I wanted to get my morning started off. 
 
    “Why would there be backpack and bloody clothes just lying in the woods?” I finally inquire. 
 
    “Well, there are black bears, cougars, and wolves that roam these parts. Whoever this was could’ve walked up on one of these animals and not been able to get away. I wouldn’t worry too much about it though. It’s pretty dried on so whatever was around here, it’s safe to assume it has moved on.” 
 
    My stomach churns. I feel Dad’s power breakfast acting as though it wants to be set free. Dreadful thoughts of how the owner met their demise flood my mind. 
 
    He peers back at me. “You ok?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    I drop my hand from my mouth, and clear my throat as Dad pulls a bandana free from his gear. He grabs the backpack with great care. I cringe at the sight, wanting to divert my gaze, but curiosity keeps me looking. 
 
    He brings it in closer, why I do not know. He glances around the outside, then proceeds to open it up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I balk, pointing to the bloody bag. 
 
    “Trying to find out who it belongs to.” Dad rummages through the contents. “Maybe an ID or something to tell us who this was.” 
 
    I cut my eyes down and watch while Dad goes through the stranger’s contents. “Any luck?” 
 
    “No. Just some clothing and camping gear. Nothing with a name on it though.” 
 
    “Do we need to report this?” 
 
    Dad removes his hands from inside the pack and rest them on his legs. “Yeah. When we get back, I’ll give Frank a call.” 
 
    Frank is the local sheriff and one of Dad’s oldest friends. They’ve been all over these woods more times than I can count. From the stories I’ve heard, they have seen some pretty messed up things. Not sure if they’ve ever seen anything close to this, though. 
 
    Dad drops the backpack where he found it, and stands up. His head swivels around the small clearing we’re standing in. He turns back and grabs his gun from me, checking to make sure it’s ready to fire. 
 
    “You still want to go on?” he asks. 
 
    A bit shaken, I shrug. “Is it safe to go on?” 
 
    “Yeah, it should be.” Dad offers a reassuring smile. “We can turn around and go home, James, if you want. It’s ok. I can imagine this may be a little unsettling to you, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, but I am good to go on if you think it’s okay to do so.” 
 
    “I do. We’ll be fine. Especially with mad dog over there.” Dad nods in Dukes direction. 
 
    I think Dad could tell by the uneasiness in my voice that it did freak me out. One thing I can say about him is that he always treats me like a man. It is his way of trying to make me strong for anything and everything. 
 
    Right now is one of those times I don’t want to cave in and make him think otherwise. I don’t think he would be disappointed if I wanted to leave. I just think I would be disappointed in myself. 
 
    I give Dad a reassuring smile, and walk back to Duke. He groans and whines, pacing back and forth. I get down to one knee, and knead the top of his head. He licks my hand, then snuggles his head up against me. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder in Dad’s direction. “Do you want to leave Duke’s leash on?” 
 
    “Nah. It should be fine. We’ll let him scout ahead some more. Just need to not let him get too far in front of us.” 
 
    “Don’t go too far, boy, ok?” I remove Duke’s leash from his collar. He licks the side of my face. He darts off past Dad and the bloody gear. I un-tie the leash from the tree, and place it back in my pack. I sure hope the rest of the day goes better than the way it’s starting out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Dad’s asked me to stay close, and not get too far ahead of him. To be honest, he didn’t have to make that request. I was planning to do that anyway. 
 
    Venturing deeper into the hills, and the massive trees blocking out the sky, everything’s surprisingly silent. Almost as if nature has been put on mute. 
 
    We finally catch wind of some birds chirping, and the occasional rustling off the beaten path. My head tilts upward toward the canopy of branches that hang overhead. My eyes shift from left to right in search of the cause of the disturbance. Turns out to be nothing more than squirrels. Thank goodness. 
 
    We stray from our trail, and set up our conibear traps. I sure hope to have something caught soon. I’m getting hungry, and the thought of digging into those MREs is holding my appetite at bay. Well, that and the thought of how that hiker must have met his fate. From the amount of dried blood all over that pack and clothes, I would say it didn’t end well for him. 
 
    “We’ll come back a little later, and check our traps. I know how much you’re looking forward to eating the MREs for supper, and possibly breakfast.” Dad chuckles. 
 
    My hand palms my stomach as it growls from hunger. “I might have to find some wild berries or something just in case.” 
 
    “If you do that, remember what I taught you. Don’t want to get sick or have the runs being all the way up here.” Dad offers in warning. 
 
    Yeah. I learned that lesson the hard way. I never want that to happen again. 
 
    So far, we haven’t come across any tracks that would indicate any large predators are in the area. Duke’s been relatively silent. He’s only rustling around in the foliage when he’s looking for a place to relieve himself. 
 
    Our campsite is up ahead, and I’m more than ready to take a breather and sit down. Out of the many campsites we generally use, I especially like this one. The view is awesome, and the massive boulders that encompass the area tend to shield us from the chilly night air. 
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    “Sounds like someone is happy we arrived,” Dad mentions as Duke trots about the site. 
 
    The trail winds downhill and feeds into an opening that leads into our campsite. Duke’s got his nose planted to the ground. He sniffs, and goes around the perimeter before changing direction on a whim. 
 
    My body trudges along, the bulk of the pack on my back becoming heavier with every step I make. “I’m ready to drop this gear. It’s killing my back.” 
 
    Duke barks and runs toward me. His tail wags, and his breathing is labored some. I grab both sides of his face and rub. His moist, sticky tongue narrowly catches my right hand. 
 
    “Come on, boy. Let’s take a break. You’ve been going all out since we got out of the truck.” 
 
    We race down the trail and into the camp. Duke leaves me in his dust as always. I unlatch the gear from my back, and drop it to the ground. I plop down on a log we moved in last time. Duke’s nowhere in sight, but the frequent bark and rustling lets me know that he’s close by. 
 
    “You look a bit winded, James,” Dad says as he strolls in like that hike was nothing. “You’re not tired already, are you? We’ve got a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    “Not at all. Gym this past week has been a killer. Coach Burns has been having us do bear crawls and running for almost the whole period. Not sure what his deal is, but I wish he would let up some.” 
 
    Dad removes his gear from his back, and leans it against a tree that he likes to sleep under. “All that exercise is not a bad thing. I would imagine that many of those kids probably need it.” 
 
    He is right about that. I do have some plump friends that could stand to shed a few pounds. 
 
    “Before we head out, did you want to go ahead and set up camp?” Dad stands in front of me with his hands resting on his waist. He glances at the ground, looking left, then right. 
 
    “Heck yeah. Not sure how motivated I’m going to be when we get back.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Let’s get everything in order and when we’re done, we’ll leave.” 
 
    I stand up, and we get to work. We pitch our tents, and get everything in line pretty quickly. We prepare our fire pit, and remove what we need for our trek. Our gear is stored inside our tents. Duke watches us, his ears standing straight up as his tail wags from side to side. 
 
    “Make sure you got plenty of ammo on you,” Dad says as he points at my rifle. 
 
    I grab some extra ammo, and slip them into a smaller pack that I can easily carry over my shoulder. I’ve got my knife latched in its sheath, and my Remington loaded and ready to go. 
 
    “Where are we heading to now?” 
 
    Dad points off to his right. “I figure we’ll head off this way, and see what we come across. It’s been a while since I’ve checked that trail. The last time I did, I was with Frank. I remember seeing some cranberries I think.” 
 
    “Really?” My eyes light up as my tongue subtly slides across my lips. The thought of some fruit, despite it being cranberries, fills me with excitement. I’d prefer anything to those MREs. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. We’ll just need to keep an eye out for them. Don’t eat anything until I’ve checked it out first though, ok?” Dad gives me his normal stare, head tilted down some and to the left as he waits for my reply. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How are you doing on water?” 
 
    “It’s about half way full,” I respond as I shake my bottle. 
 
    “We’ll fill up when we come across a stream or something.” 
 
    I double check to make sure I got everything, patting down my coat to my pants. I feel something in my right coat pocket. Feels like a candy bar or something. I remove it and look it over. It’s a Power bar with a note wrapped around it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    James, 
 
    I know your father likes to “rough it” when the two of you go out, but here’s a little something for you. I know how much you like the peanut butter chocolate ones. Have a good time, and we’ll see you in a few days. 
 
      
 
    Love you, 
 
    Mom 
 
    P.S. Don’t let your dad see it. Wouldn’t want to make him jealous. :) 
 
      
 
    My mom is great. She always knows what I need at the right time. And right now, I want nothing more than to break open this wrapper and devour every last morsel. But I think I’ll wait till later on. If we come up short on the traps, then this will definitely come in handy. 
 
    Dad slings his rifle over his shoulder. “You ready, James?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Dad cranes his neck, and looks ahead. “Where’s Duke?” 
 
    “Duke!” I call out. “Come here, boy. We’re about to head out.” 
 
    Bark! Bark! Duke explodes out of a set of bushes, and rushes toward me. I really wish I knew where that dog gets all of his energy from. I could really use some right now. 
 
    He rushes to Dad, and sits next to him. He anxiously waits for his pat on the head, and rub under the chin. His sweet spot. 
 
    Dad points at the trail in front of him. “James, you take point. Keep your head up and your eyes on everything around you.” 
 
    I nod, and pat my leg with my hand. Duke bolts from Dad’s side and runs in front of me. His nose is glued to the ground, sniffing anything and everything. 
 
    Shouldering my Remington, I follow behind Duke while Dad brings up the rear. We head off in the opposite direction and down a trail that we haven’t really explored in some time. 
 
    The foliage around us is much thicker, making it hard to see anything clearly moving around on the inside. The trail has grass growing up through it, portions gone and reappearing at random spots. 
 
    “So, why are we going this way?” My hands glide over the tall grass, the blades brushing over my gloves. 
 
    “Frank told me that he has had some luck with big game down this trail. Thought we’d give it a shot.” 
 
    The grass covering the trail stands on end, not laid down like when it’s been trampled consistently. My boot discovers an impression in the dirt. I part the weeds and peer down. Are those hoof indentions? I can’t tell how fresh they are. 
 
    “When’s the last time he came this way? Doesn’t look as though anyone’s been down here in a while?” 
 
    “He didn’t say. Besides, that might be a good thing. More animals might be passing through since there doesn’t seem to be much human activity.” 
 
    Not sure why, but I get an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. The whole ambience of this part of the trail is working on my nerves. The intermediate call of birds chirping, and the occasional snapping of branches stops me cold. I search for the culprit. 
 
    “What was that?” I tremble. My fingers tighten around the Remington. My body tenses and my eyes widen. 
 
    “What was what?” Dad responds, all calm and collected. 
 
    “That noise. Sounded like footsteps or something over that way,” I reply, pointing to the thicket off to our right. 
 
    Dad stops behind me and looks. 
 
    “I don’t see anything, James. You sure you’re ok to go on,” Dad asks once more. “If you want to turn back and head home, we can.” 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just this creepy trail messing with me. That, and seeing that bloody back pack has me on edge.” 
 
    “We’re fine, James. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Just relax, and keep your eyes out for any deer. Don’t want to scare them off. Unless you just really want some of those MREs.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will be us scaring them off. This area is doing a good enough job of that on its own.” 
 
    Dad tries to lighten the mood some as he nudges my shoulder playfully. It does little to curb my thoughts of what could be out there lurking in the dense forest, but I hold it together and “man up,” as Dad would say. I get moving, trying to ignore the random sounds that creep into my ears. 
 
    Images of that horrid thing from the video I watched this morning seem to catch my eye from within the thicket of trees and bushes. I really want Duke next to me. 
 
    “Duke!” I sternly call out. 
 
    Bark! 
 
    Here he comes, barreling up the trail with something latched inside his mouth. Can’t tell what it is from here. 
 
    “Let me see what you got there, boy.” 
 
    Duke drops what appears to be a boot at my feet and sits down. His head swings around to his back and digs his teeth into his fur. I bend down and pick it up. 
 
    I instantly look for a foot wedged inside. Fortunately, there is none. 
 
    “I wonder if this belonged to that hiker?” I hand Dad the boot. 
 
    “Not sure. From the looks of it, seems like it’s been up here a while.” 
 
    The boot is dingy, covered in mud and has tear marks along both sides of the black leather. Granted, any animal could’ve had its way with it, biting and pawing with its claws. 
 
    “Come on, James. Let’s get moving,” Dad says as he walks past me. He discards the boot without a further thought on the matter. 
 
    I stand up, and we get back on our way. Duke’s staying close, walking right in front of me. It feels the further we venture down into the woods, the more my nerves get rattled. Today is going to be a long day. That’s for sure. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    It’s been about three or so hours since we left our campsite. We still haven’t seen any deer or animals that I would want to cook over an open fire. I caught wind of a skunk that Duke wanted to go investigate. I had to hold him back by his collar until the smell dissipated. Obviously, for him, it took much longer. 
 
    “Either Frank was blowing smoke up your butt or we’re just that unlucky today.” I toss a stick into the bushes to my left. 
 
    “Patience, son. Sometimes, you have to let the prey come to you,” Dad calmly replies. 
 
    “Well, I wish it would come already. My stomach is starting to rumble. Can you not hear it?” 
 
    I turn toward him. I place my hand on my belly again. He doesn’t respond. No chuckle or laugh. Makes me think he’s getting aggravated with me about all the complaining I’m doing. 
 
    “Sorry, Pop, for all of-” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Dad snaps in a lone muffled tone. 
 
    He suddenly stops and crouches down. His gaze is fixed to our left. I immediately follow his lead and hit the dirt. Duke paces about and sits down next to us. 
 
    “What is it?” I worriedly ask, thinking of those chasers in that video. 
 
    “Look to your left some and down a little. Tell me what you see in that cluster of trees in the clearing?” 
 
    I follow Dad’s finger down to a clearing that has a handful of pine trees arranged in a half circle. Inside the dense foliage, I spot Dad’s target—a white-tailed deer. 
 
    It’s hidden well. Its tan fur blends in with the trees and other foliage. Most probably wouldn’t have seen it, but Dad’s eyes are keen to the wild. I hope I get as good as he is some day. 
 
    I keep my voice low and glance over to Dad. “How big do you think it is?” 
 
    Dad shrugs. “Not sure. Can’t get a good enough look from here. Let’s move down this hill some, so we can get a better view.” 
 
    Duke’s been trained for this most of his life. He doesn’t need any coaching or being told to be silent. He instinctively stays by our side and his body low, waiting for me or Dad to give him the green light. 
 
    We stay within the thick brush and trees as we come to the edge of the clearing. The deer pauses. Its head points straight ahead in the opposite direction of us with its ears standing on end. 
 
    “Is he picking up our scent?” I whisper softly. 
 
    “Maybe, but the wind is blowing out of the other direction. I don’t think it’s us he’s worried about.” Dad pulls his binoculars from his pack. He scans over the area for any other hunters or predators that might be lurking about. “I don’t see anything that would be scaring it. Go ahead and take it down.” 
 
    “Ok.” I remove the Remington from my shoulder and take aim. Taking a deep breath, I wait for the deer to show its head, and preferably, face me. 
 
    Dad taught me that it’s always better to try and kill the deer in one shot. Doing so helps in preserving the meat, and keeps the deer from spooking any others that might be in the area. 
 
    There are too many branches in the way. I’m still learning to take my time and wait for the shot to present itself. I want to impress Dad by nailing this deer between the eyes. I haven’t been able to do it yet, but practice makes perfect, right? 
 
    “That’s it, James. Wait for it to give you the shot. Don’t force it.” 
 
    The wind is picking up some. It feels as though it’s changing direction. I’m trying to keep my arm steady, but it’s being slightly pushed to the left by the gust of wind blowing through. 
 
    Hurry up already. Let me kill you so we can move on. 
 
    “Don’t get impatient, James,” dad calmly coaches. 
 
    He must’ve heard me breathing hard, then sighing. It’s my telltale sign that my patience is wearing thin. I don’t like to wait. I want it to happen immediately. But Dad’s right. If I wait, the deer will give me my shot. Patience is key. 
 
    After a few more minutes of watching it graze in the thick brush, and poke about the foliage, it finally moves enough to give me a chance at a clean shot. 
 
    “There it is. He’s almost ready. You got this, son.” Dad places his hand gently on my back. 
 
    Duke moans and groans, whining some from the anticipation of tracking the animal down. Duke and I are like two peas in a pod. Impatient. Not sure how Dad stands it sometimes. 
 
    I keep pace with the deer, the crosshairs hovering about its head. My finger hugs the trigger. I don’t want to jump the gun, but I totally want to nail this. Rub it in Dawson’s face. Not that he’d care or anything, but it’d be nice to have a kill shot like that under my belt. 
 
    The deer looks up at me, grass hanging out of its mouth. Here it is. I fire. 
 
    A single shot rings out. The sound crackles in the clearing as the deer jets out of the thicket of trees and grass in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Dang it, I missed!” I snarl. 
 
    “No, you didn’t. Looks like you got him in the chest area. Come on, let’s see if we can track him down.” 
 
    Dad gets his feet under him, and straps his binoculars back to his pack. I sling the Remington over my shoulder and stand up. Duke’s panting hard, and moaning between breaths. 
 
    “Come on, boy. Let’s see if we can track down that deer.” 
 
    Duke springs to his feet and takes off into the clearing with me and Dad following at a much slower pace. He darts into the woods on the opposite side, disappearing from sight. 
 
    “Guess I need to practice a lot more, huh?” I pose to Dad as we follow after Duke. 
 
    “Practice does make perfect, but that was still a hell of a shot,” Dad replies. “You’re getting much better and with time, and patience, you’ll slip right into those shots.” 
 
    I think Dad is being nice, and padding my self-confidence here, but I’ll take it. 
 
    I point to the ground where the grass and dirt is stained red. “Is that the deer’s blood?” 
 
    Dad stops and stoops down. He brushes his hand over the green and brown blades of grass, and rubs one of the blades between his fingers, smearing the dark red over them. 
 
    “Seems to be bleeding pretty well. It shouldn’t get too far.” Dad is a pretty good tracker. He’s been showing me the ropes for some time now. Actually, since I’ve been coming with him on these hunts. It’s been years now, I think. He’ll show me what to look for, and has always made it a point to pay attention to everything. 
 
    The moment you get careless, you can miss the smallest detail that can make or break finding your target, he would say. 
 
    I’m still learning, but getting better with time. Just like everything else, I guess. 
 
    The sun has peaked in the sky, and is now heading down. The day has slipped away from me, the hours ticking down like minutes. The cool air is creeping its way back in. 
 
    We’ve tracked the deer’s hoof prints, and Duke’s paw impressions, which follow right in line, well into the woods. With us losing daylight, and the darkness taking hold, it’s becoming increasingly harder to track the deer. The impressions slowly morph to black, concealing the animal’s movements from our eyes. 
 
    “Where has the day gone?” I ask. 
 
    “When you’re up here, time can slip away faster than normal. It’s not like being in the normal everyday hustle and bustle of life.” Dad bends to go under a branch. 
 
    My stomach has been growling at me for a while now. I ate my care package Mom stowed away in my coat when Dad wasn’t looking. It didn’t fill me up by any means, but somewhat curbed the rumbling. 
 
    Duke barks repeatedly, which doesn’t sound too far away. Dad has me as the point man, letting me track my deer. I’m not sure how much farther I want to go as the dense woods and us losing the sun is not setting well with me. I would much rather be back at camp sitting around our fire with Duke and Dad, eating on whatever we caught in our traps. At least, I hope there is something in our traps. 
 
    “There’s Duke,” Dad says as he comes up alongside me. 
 
    Duke bolts around a set of boulders, and quickly rushes to my side. He licks my hand and wags his tail fiercely. 
 
    I knead his head for a moment and pat his side. “Where’s the deer at, boy?” 
 
    Bark! Duke takes off again, but this time at a much slower pace so that we can keep up. There is no trail, just more rocks and massive tree limbs that litter the thick grassy area. Duke stops up ahead. He turns back to us. 
 
    Dad places a restrictive hand on my shoulder. “We need to approach quietly. We don’t want to spook it again, and have it run off.” 
 
    “Well, if that happens, I’m done.” 
 
    Dad and I lessen our pace. We creep up to where Duke is. He’s crouched down in the grass, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “Good job, boy.” I rub his head, thankful that he found the deer. I dig out some treats from my pack. 
 
    He scoops up the jerky style meat from my hand, and wolfs them down. I don’t think Duke had time to savor any of the flavor. All that running around must have zapped his energy. 
 
    Dad points down into a small opening in a cluster of trees and rocks. “There it is, James.” 
 
    The deer is laying on its side. Its body twitches from the wound. Its breathing appears to be labored. Its body is illuminated in the dying light as it kicks its legs wildly and thrusts about, but the wound from my gunshot keeps it down. 
 
    I remember the first time I came with Dad, and he shot a deer. It made me feel bad, watching another living creature dying from what we had done to it. But Dad explained to me that it was only wrong to kill these animals for fun. Meaning, not taking the animal for the meat it would provide. Still, it was rough for me. Now, it has become second nature. I don’t feel bad anymore, just thankful. 
 
    “Do you want me to finish it off?” I ask. 
 
    Dad nods. “Yes. No need to let it suffer any longer.” 
 
    I remove the Remington from my shoulder, and take aim at the deer’s head. Dad grabs the barrel of my gun and pushes it down. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I inquire. 
 
    Shush!


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Dad presses his index finger to his chapped lips. He doesn’t speak a single word. His eyes narrow and fix on me, and a look of concern floods his face. He leans in closer to whisper in my ear. 
 
    “Don’t move or make any sounds what-so-ever.” He grabs my chin, and turns it to the right. A figure looms in the shadows of the brush. He doesn’t appear to be a hunter or hiker. There’s no visible weapon or backpack that can be seen. 
 
    He stays low, crouched within the thicket of foliage. He slowly advances forward, taking great care to not alert the injured deer to his presence. His precise movement’s mimic that of a cougar watching its prey. Dissecting and plotting his point of attack from his concealment. 
 
    After a few moments, he sprints out of the darkness, and stumbles into the little bit of light that remains. 
 
    He stops at the deer, his hoodie concealing his face. 
 
    The deer continues to thrash. It kicks its legs wildly. It struggles to get off the ground as the man looms over the animal like the grim reaper. 
 
    The woods around us are silent. It’s almost as if the other animals in the area know an apex predator of some sort was lurking in the shadows. 
 
    “Dad, I think we should leave. I’m not getting good vibes from the creepy guy.” My heart pounds harder. 
 
    Dad doesn’t respond. His attention is focused on the mysterious person. 
 
    One last yelp of pain is all the deer can muster as it falls to the ground. The man buries his head into the deer’s throat. Like a wild animal, he bites and tears into the deer’s hide. 
 
    Its legs stop moving. Its body is now motionless. Its eyes are wide and full. The man pulls chunks of meat from the deer’s throat, and shovels it into its mouth. 
 
    I place my forearm over my mouth and nose. My stomach churns from the ghastly sight. I feel as though I could toss my lone candy bar and breakfast at any time. 
 
    The man pauses with a portion of the deer’s insides dangling from his blood-soaked hands. 
 
    Dad grabs the top of my head, and shoves me down closer to the ground. “Damn it.” Dad’s voice is thick with frustration. 
 
    I peer through the blades of grass and find that the man is looking in our direction. He throws the grimy hoodie back and reveals his face. 
 
    A sudden jolt of terror floods over me. The man looks like the psycho from the video. Half of his face is severely injured; a small portion of his right jaw is showing through the missing flesh. I can’t make out anything else, but to be honest, I really don’t want to. 
 
    “What are we going to do? He’s just standing there looking this way,” I frantically whisper as I try to move. 
 
    Dad stays silent as he palms my back, keeping my body prone to the dirt. 
 
    Duke growls, his side vibrating against my hand. I gently rub the crown of his head, whispering to him to settle down. 
 
    “Get ready to move back to camp,” Dad flatly orders as he grabs a rock from the ground. “Be quick. Don’t stop for anything. Am I understood?” 
 
    Through chattering teeth and in a timid tone, I acknowledge, “Yes sir.” 
 
    The man peers to his left for a brief moment, allowing Dad to chuck the rock toward the trees on the opposite side. It clatters along the ground. The man springs to his feet, honing in on the disturbance. He dashes away from the deer to investigate. 
 
    Dad whispers low in my ear, “Ok, let’s go.” 
 
    I quickly but quietly get my feet under me, and head back to camp. Another figure emerges out of the trees near us, and tackles me. We both hit the ground hard, the wind pulled from my body. Duke growls, and I catch sight of him biting the man’s leg and pulling. 
 
    “James!” Dad smacks the man in the temple with the butt end of his gun. His bulk presses down on me. I push up on his torso with all of my might. The blow rattles him enough for me to get back to my feet. 
 
    “Take Duke and get your ass back to camp. If I’m not there shortly, get to the truck and go home,” Dad orders as he points back the way we came. 
 
    “Dad, I’m not leaving you up here.” My hand brushes over my face, wiping the dirt free of my skin. Shadows plague the thick brushes and dense foliage that encompass us. 
 
    Dad snaps back with a horse growl. 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, James. Now get moving!” 
 
    The figure lunges for me again, but Dad tackles him this time. Both of them disappear from sight as they fall into the trees and bushes. 
 
    “Come on, boy, let’s go.” My boots punish the ground as I leap over rocks and dart around the trees that are in my way. My legs are on fire, and my heart is beating a million miles a minute. I can’t remember the last time I ran this hard. Duke keeps pace with me, staying right by my side. 
 
    The image of the enraged man attacking us, and Dad tangling with the voracious individual, has me worried about him. 
 
    My fearful eyes strain to probe the ether of darkness in search of any more of those chasers. Perhaps that is what’s driving me on. Dad better be on his way right now. I can’t believe I just left him there with those chasers. Regardless if he ordered me to go, I should’ve stayed. I should’ve helped. 
 
    Two consecutive gunshots ring out. I stop cold. 
 
    “Dad!” I hope to hear his voice telling me he’s ok, but there’s nothing. Just silence. 
 
    A part of me wants to go back and make sure he isn’t hurt, but fear has sunk its teeth into me, and won’t let go. I try to move my legs back in the direction of Dad, but they don’t respond. As much as I want to disobey Dad, I can’t. 
 
    “Let’s go, Duke.” 
 
    We finally make it back to camp. I’m panting hard. My hands rest on my hips to regain some energy, but there isn’t any time for that. I have to keep moving. 
 
    I franticly gather everything I can, and latch it down on my pack. My sides hurt from running all the way here. My legs are like Jell-O, but all I’m thinking about is Dad. 
 
    Duke’s ears remain perked and on end. His head trains in the direction of Dad. He releases a short burst of ruffs from his snout. 
 
    Twigs snap. The sound of footsteps rapidly approaching the camp tightens my nerves. I remove the Remington from my shoulder, and take aim. 
 
    “Come on, Dad, please be you. I’m not leaving you up here,” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    My hands shake. The Remington is unsteady in my unsure grasp. 
 
    Duke has his ears lowered back. A deep throated growl sounds from deep within him. He does not like it either. 
 
    “Take it easy, boy. It may be Dad,” I say as calmly as I can. 
 
    It’s getting closer, working up the blind trail and into the line of my fire. My heart beats like a drum with my finger resting on the trigger. My inner voice beseeches me to take a deep breath and calm down. 
 
    I try to steady my arm, and keep it from shaking so much, but it’s like it has a mind of its own. 
 
    Snap! Snap! 
 
    I ready to open fire. Dad emerges out of the darkness of the trail. He holds up his hands in the air. “Whoa, James, it’s me.” Dad is winded. He places his hands on his knees and gasps for air. “Let’s get-” 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    I catch the vague silhouette coming up behind Dad. I fire a single round in his direction. Dad seizes up as his hands fly into the air. The bullet whips past him, grazing his right shoulder. He stumbles to the left in search of cover. 
 
    He grumbles some choice words as he narrows his eyes in my direction. “What the hell are you doing, James?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Dad,” I sputter. “One of those things was coming up behind you.” 
 
    I point to the ground. Dad glances to his right at the dead body lying face down in the dirt. A small hole resides in the back of his head. His blond hair is coated with chunks of flesh and bone. 
 
    His brow unfurrows. “Are you ok, James?” 
 
    My eyes swallow the corpse. The realization of what just transpired hasn’t registered yet in my head. I keep the rifle up for a moment longer before lowering the barrel. “Um, yeah. I think so.” 
 
    Dad comes over to me. He places his hand on my shoulder, and gives me a single nod. “You did what you had to do, son. Don’t second guess your actions.” 
 
    Even with that said, it still doesn’t lessen the burden of taking a man’s life. Regardless if he was in his right mind or not. 
 
    I nod, sling the Remington over my shoulder, and give him a hug. 
 
    “Aww,” Dad mutters in discomfort. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” I step back and look him over, franticly searching for any wounds. 
 
    There’s blood splattered all over him. I can’t tell if it’s his or the chasers. 
 
    “This one got me good on my shoulder. I thought I killed him. I managed to take the other down though.” Dad’s shirt is ripped and torn open. His shoulder has a wide, bite-size indention in his flesh. 
 
    “We need to dress this to keep it from getting infected,” I stutter. I reach down to unlatch my gear. 
 
    Duke growls. In the distance, I can hear heavy footsteps beating the earth. Something is coming for us. 
 
    “There’s no time for that right now. We need to get back to the truck and down the mountain to your mom and sister. You still have the keys on you, right?” 
 
    “Yes sir, right here.” I remove the keys to the truck from my left pant pocket, and show them to Dad. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Some low growls and moaning creep up from the darkness. Barking and growling, Duke starts to advance forward, but I sharply order for him to stop. Although hesitant, his legs shifting in place, Duke groans and stays put. 
 
    “Come on, boy. We’re not staying any longer.” I grab Duke by the collar, and pull him backward. He pulls in the opposite direction, but then complies. Dad grabs his gear, and we’re on the move. 
 
    “You sure you’re ok, James?” Dad inquires with a painful wince. His body shifts away from any branches looking to probe the injury. His palm comes up, and he tries to conceal the bite marks. 
 
    “I’m good, Dad. Let’s just get down the mountain.” My voice trembles with dread, my body filled with a fight or flight response as my mind thinks of the deranged people we have encountered. “It’s the chasers, Dad. Dawson told me about them this morning. How did they get up here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but everything is going to be all right.” Dad tries to reassure me as calmly as he can. He offers a jovial smile that struggles to break through the painful expression on his face. “Let’s just get back to the Bronco.” 
 
    “Do you think Mom and Cindy are ok?” 
 
    “Yes. I bet they’re snuggled in bed as we speak, sleeping the night away.” 
 
    I hope so. 
 
    More twigs and branches snap in succession from behind us. We stop and listen. They break, one right after the other. Is their more than one? 
 
    “How many do you think there are?” My voice trembles with fear. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we don’t need to find out. Keep moving.” 
 
    We pick up the pace, and double time it to the truck. We throw our gear in the back, and jump into the cab. My hands shake, my heart beating so fast that I struggle to focus on sliding the key into the ignition. 
 
    I miss the narrow slit not once but twice. I curse under my breath. My eyes cut out through the window in search of the chasers. 
 
    “Calm down, James,” Dad says in a weak tone. 
 
    Even in the dark of night, I can see Dad’s not fairing too well. His voice is becoming fainter, and he’s sweating so much. I’m not sure what’s wrong with him, but we need to get back to the house as fast as we can. 
 
    I do as Dad says and take a deep breath. Duke pants hard in my face. 
 
    I slip the right key in the ignition finally. I slap my hands together in jubilation. I fire up the Bronco. The headlights spring to life. In the distance, two figures appear. I point straight ahead at the two men standing in the woods. 
 
    “Um, Dad.” 
 
    Duke barks, bearing teeth and growling as they advance. 
 
    “Drive, James!” 
 
    I shove the Bronco in drive and hit the gas. The back tires spin out as the truck lunges backward. Bouncing over rocks and broken tree limbs, I move up to a narrow clearing that’s just big enough for me to turn around in. 
 
    “Watch out!” Dad warns. He lifts his injured arm and points through the pain gripping his body. 
 
    The chasers recklessly run into the driver’s side of the Bronco as I make the turn. The impact shatters the window and dents in the door. I lose control for a few seconds. My arms cover my face to shield it from the airborne glass. 
 
    “James, the wheel!” Dad reaches across and jerks the steering wheel hard to the right. 
 
    One figure slips under the back wheel with a brief moan cut short as the Bronco finishes him off, while the other holds onto the frame of the door. 
 
    His face is covered in blood, and portions of his skin have been ripped away from the busted glass. His right temple is bulging out from the impact. 
 
    He pokes his head inside the cab and snaps at me. He tries to bite my shoulder, but I move away. 
 
    “What do I do?” I yell. I keep leaning to the right as I try to get the Bronco back under control and on the trail. 
 
    Dad falls back into his seat, grimacing as he palms the wound. 
 
    Duke barks in my ear and growls at the chaser. It’s making it even harder for me to concentrate. 
 
    I reach down with my left hand and yank on the door handle. The dented door flies open with the chaser attached to it. He’s only there for a few seconds before he plows into a boulder. 
 
    The door tears free from the frame, the crunch of metal and the squelch of our unwanted hitchhiker playing in my ears. 
 
    The cool night air floods into the cab. My body jostles from side to side freely with nothing holding it in place. I don’t have my seat belt on. The roughness of the trail makes it difficult to get the buckle secured. With the door missing and the rigidness of the terrain we’re plowing over, I need to get it fastened. Bouncing from side to side, I finally latch myself in. 
 
    I’m still frazzled from the attacks. My breathing is labored. Dad is now completely passed out. His head is being tossed wildly about like a bobble head toy. 
 
    “Pop!” I grab his arm, and shake it hard. “Dad!” My eyes leave the trail for a split second while I focus on him. At this point, I’m more concerned with him not responding than anything else. 
 
    Duke barks, jerking my attention back to the trail. A tree looms in front of us, racing forward. I jerk the wheel. Too late. The front end smashes into the tree, bringing us to a grinding halt.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    My body is sore all over. My neck is stiff and my chest aches. Smoke from the engine filters into the cab, making it hard to breathe. Duke is barking, pausing every couple of seconds to lick my face before he continues on. 
 
    “All right, boy, I’m awake.” I push him away. 
 
    Duke hops over me to the outside and stops. He turns around and continues barking. He appears to be all right. He’s not walking with any type of limp, which makes me feel good. If anything would’ve happened to him, I’m not sure how I would’ve handled that. 
 
    “Ok, Duke. That’s enough, boy,” I mutter as I lean forward. Duke pauses his barking, giving me a reprieve from the noise. 
 
    How long have I been out? 
 
    The sun is coming up just over the horizon. I check the time on my watch. The numbers appear as smudges, unrecognizable at first. I blink to clear my vision. 
 
    6:58 A.M. Can’t believe we’ve been out for this long. To be honest, I really don’t know how long it’s been. Everything happened so fast that time seemed to stand still. 
 
    I glance over at Dad. He’s got a good size cut above his right eye now, and he’s still not moving. The color has left his face, and the gnawed meat on his shoulder is black and purple. It looks as though it is infected. 
 
    I unlatch the seat belt, and scoot across the bench seat. 
 
    I give him a subtle shake so as to not startle him too bad. “Pop, we need to get moving and get you back to the house, so Mom can take a look at you.” 
 
    Duke starts barking again wildly, making my head twist back. My stomach rumbles with fear. If more of the chasers are coming, I don’t see how we can get away. 
 
    “Duke, stop barking!” I snap angrily. He lowers his head and lies down on the ground. 
 
    “James...” Dad says in a weak voice. His eyes narrowly open. Both retinas are bloodshot. His face is painted with streaks of semi dried blood. 
 
    “Hey, Dad, I’m here,” I reply, feeling joy that he is now awake. 
 
    Disoriented, he blinks and shakes his head slightly. “What happened?” 
 
    “When we were leaving, more of those things attacked the Bronco. I managed to get rid of them, but ended up hitting a tree. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Dad puts his hand on my face. He tries to smile as he coughs up some blood. “Don’t be sorry, James. You did... good.” 
 
    “We need to get moving. If I have to, I’ll carry you down the rest of the way.” Tears fill my eyes. To be honest, I never thought I’d see him like this. To me, he has always been invincible. 
 
    Dad tries to move, but his body refuses to budge. I reach for his belt latch, trying to push it in, but it’s jammed. I fight and tug at the leather strap, trying to release him. 
 
    “Your seat belt is messed up or something. I can’t get it free.” 
 
    “James, don’t-” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I scoot out the driver’s side door and get to the back of the Bronco. I climb inside the mess, finding that all of our gear has been jostled around. 
 
    Where is it? 
 
    After digging through everything for a good five minutes, I finally find my knife buried under our camping gear. 
 
    “Bark! Bark!” Duke is going to attract more attention than what we need right now. 
 
    “Come on, Duke, you need to be quiet before-” I say sternly as I slip out the back of the Bronco. 
 
    Duke’s bearing his teeth and growling at the cab of the truck. 
 
    “It’s just Dad. Stop growling at him. He’s hurt and in no mood for that,” I scold as I shake my finger at him. 
 
    As I near the cab, I hear strange noises emitting from within—almost like the moaning sounds the chasers made. 
 
    Duke ignores my order and stays poised to strike. He’s bearing his teeth, body rigid with his ears folded down. 
 
    “Dad?” The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. A sinking feeling fills the pit of my stomach as I slowly peer into the cab. 
 
    Tears blur my vision at the sight of my father. He’s still strapped in, struggling to break free as he reaches for me. Both of his eyes are now completely bloodshot. The look of a raving lunatic is all that remains. A chaser. 
 
    Holding the knife even tighter in my hand, I’m overwhelmed with a wave of emotions. Guilt, sorrow, and heartbreak all rolled up into a feast that I just can’t digest. Truly, a bitter pill to swallow. 
 
    “Dad, if you’re still in there please give me some kind of sign?” I plead. It’s a fool’s question, but one that I am clinging to none the less. 
 
    He lunges forward, even more intent on breaking free and attacking me. Duke’s growling grows deeper with every move Dad makes. He doesn’t trust him anymore, and maybe now I shouldn’t either. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad, but I have to get back to Mom and Cindy. I love you.” 
 
    Those are my final words as I force myself to walk away and head to the back of the Bronco. Dad’s still going crazy, thrashing about the cab and moaning wildly. 
 
    I quickly dig my gear out and my Remington. I make sure it’s loaded. Tears drip from my cheeks and land on the butt end of the stock. I can’t leave him like this. What if someone else comes across him and he attacks them? What if they kill Dad? However remote of a possibility it is, I still must consider it. 
 
    Holding the Remington tighter than I think I ever have before, I glance at the thing that was once my father. I stare hard, trying to find some glint or spark that lets me know that the man he once was is still in there, but the longer I stay in his sight the more enraged Dad gets. 
 
    With every thrust and wild thrash, Dad manages to free a portion of his body. He’s now lying on the bench seat. His legs are snared in the seat belt as he reaches for me. 
 
    Indecision swirls inside of me. I’m lost as to what I should do. This is the biggest decision that I’ve ever been faced with, and I’m ill prepared to make it. After all, it’s my father’s life that hangs in the balance. 
 
    I spin away from the cab. I stomp my boots against the earth in anguish. My hand balls into a fist. Swelled with anger and sadness, I curse the sky with every colorful word that springs to mind. 
 
    Lost in the ether of darkness that consumes my mind, I hear a dull thump hit the ground behind me. Duke growls and advances forward, which turns my attention back toward the truck. 
 
    Dad is on the ground, prone on his stomach. He glances up at me. His eyes are wide, rage filling both as his teeth chatter rapidly. He reaches out for me. His fingers dig into the dirt. I snare Duke by the collar, and hold him at bay. I don’t want Dad to get injured, and I don’t want him to infect Duke. 
 
    I defuse Duke’s tense posture, and divert him away from Dad. I back away slowly as my heart pounds inside my chest. He pushes himself up off the ground. His balance is off, swaying from side to side as his chest heaves in and out. 
 
    I offer one last plea from a lost son to his father, begging for some sort of sign. 
 
    “If there’s still a shred of you left in there, Dad, you have to let me know now. Please.” 
 
    My words fall on deaf ears that are no longer capable of understanding. 
 
    There is no loving embrace here. I’ve gotten my answer. 
 
    I bring the Remington to bear with an unsteady grip. My face floods with tears. My emotions wreck me through and through. My stomach ties in knots, and acts as though it may release any food that resides within it at any second. 
 
    I train the crosshairs on Dad. 
 
    Part of me screams out on the inside. Yelling ”Stop!” and “What the hell do you think you are doing?” But I ignore that side. I am now put into a no-win situation that will only end in heartbreak. Regardless of what happens next, there will pain for me to bear. 
 
    He lunges for me with his arms outstretched in front of him. His boots hammer the grass covered hill briskly. 
 
    I pull the trigger. The Remington kicks back into my shoulder. One shot, through the middle of the head, and it’s done. Dad stops. He stumbles forward and falls face first onto the ground. 
 
    I lower the Remington to my side. My heart breaks into a million fragile, tiny pieces. My legs give out, and I fall to my knees, sobbing in my hands at my loss. 
 
    Duke nudges me. He gently licks the river of tears flowing down my red cheeks. I grab him by the neck and give him a big hug, thanking Dad for bringing him home that day. 
 
    Pulling myself together as best I can, I get back to my feet, and look in the direction of home. I know Dad would want me to get back to Cindy and Mom, and make sure they’re ok. 
 
    I give one final look to my father before we leave. 
 
    R.I.P. Pop! 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    I’m spent. The pack on my back feels like I’m lugging around boulders. It’s taken most of the morning for me and Duke to make it down the trail on foot. I had to stop a half dozen times to rest my burning leg muscles. 
 
    Reminds me of gym class where coach would make us run so much that you thought you were going to die. 
 
    Duke bounces around like he’s on crack. That tail of his wags constantly. His tongue dangles out the side of his mouth as he pauses and glances back to me. That dog is crazy. 
 
    Besides, the biggest weight of all that I’m carrying is guilt. I wish I could erase what happened up there. What happened to Dad. I’d give anything to have him by my side right now. Telling me everything will be ok. But he is not and never will be again. This shameful and lost feeling festering in my gut will be with me forever. All I can do now is live with it. 
 
    The brown and black of the shingles covering the roof of my house come into view through the mass of trees. Thin trails of smoke plumes from the chimney. I’ve never been so glad to see home before, yet so afraid. I have no clue how or what I’m going to say to Mom and Cindy about Dad. I guess the only thing I can do is to be honest and get it over quickly. Like ripping a band-aid that’s stuck to a moist scab, it’s going to be painful. 
 
    Walking across the field, I pause and take a knee. I whistle for Duke. He comes right to my side and sits down. Call it paranoia or whatever, but I pull out Dad’s binoculars and take a closer look. It might be home, but I want to make sure there are no chasers lurking about. Given what we just went through, I’m more cautious now. 
 
    Coast seems clear. There’s no movement of any kind except for the blades of grass swaying in the cool morning air. Such a relief. I just need to get a hug from Mom and have her coddle me like she used it. 
 
    I remove the Remington from my shoulder, and make for the front of the house. Everything looks as we left it. Nothing is out of the ordinary or hinting that something’s wrong. Duke’s not growling either, which is a good sign. 
 
    Before opening the door, my hand stops on the handle. A flood of panic washes over me as I think of telling Mom that Dad is dead because I shot him. Never mind the fact that he turned into something else which made me do it, but just saying the dreadful words out loud sounds horrible. 
 
    I sniffle and my eyes water. I’ve got to try to get it together the best I can before Mom sees me. 
 
    Duke licks my hand gently and peers up at me with those big eyes. 
 
    “Thanks, boy!” Taking a deep breath, I open the door and step in. The house is quiet. Like middle of the night everyone sleeping quiet. No TV going or Cindy running around playing Space Invaders with her dolls. 
 
    “Mom... Cindy?” I call out in a weak voice. 
 
    Nothing but the cold dead silence and the wind whipping about outside to greet me. 
 
    I wonder where they’re at. 
 
    I glance out of the window, and notice that Mom’s car is still here. But where are they? Perhaps she got called into work, and there’s something wrong with the car, and she couldn’t drive it. Wouldn’t be the first time that hunk of junk gave this family problems. 
 
    I settle on that reason as to why they’re not here. My imagination tries to get the best of me, conjuring up horrid scenes of them being chased by those creatures as they weep and call out for me and Dad. The mere thought of such a scenario does its best to rattle me, but I try not to let it. 
 
    Dropping my pack to the floor, and laying my Remington on the bar top, I head for the fridge. My stomach growls loudly. Guess it read my mind. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m going to feed you.” I open the fridge. A mountain of food greets my hungry eyes. My stomach rumbles once more. I pull out the makings for my favorite sandwich since I can remember. It’s basic, but it always manages to hit the spot. Wheat bread with mayo and honey mustard. Next, add some deli sliced black forest ham topped with Munster cheese. Yum. 
 
    Duke sits and just watches me. His eyes are fixed on all the food I’m bear hugging out of the fridge. 
 
    “I know you got to be hungry too, boy.” 
 
    Duke licks his chops. His ears stand on end. A serious expression rests on his face. 
 
    I grab his bowl and container of food and pour a mound inside the silver dish. He scoops up large amounts of the moist gravy and beef mixture. 
 
    I rub the back of his head and get back to my sandwich. I add a little more meat than I normally would and dive in. 
 
    I wolf down both portions in what seems like seconds. My stomach finally feels at peace. Between a full stomach and the long stressful day that I’ve endured, I’m feeling the urge to sleep. 
 
    Grabbing the Remington from the bar top, I head upstairs to my room. I lay the Remington on the floor and collapse on my bed. I dig my phone out of my pocket to find that the battery is nearly dead. I pull up Mom’s number and call her. 
 
    Two rings and it goes directly to voicemail. 
 
    “Hey Mom, it’s me. Just making sure you and Cindy are ok. Give me a call as soon as you get this and let me know where you are. Something’s happened to Dad. Love you.” 
 
    I hang up and put my phone on the nightstand next to me. I attach the charger and roll back over. Before I know it, I’m out. 
 
      
 
    Back at school already? Ugh! Where did the weekend go? It’s bad enough that I don’t feel good, but now I have to sit through hours and hours of boring dribble from these lame teachers. 
 
    Standing in front of the school, I contemplate going back home. Sneak into my room and crawl back into bed. If Mom or Dad finds me, I’ll just tell them I wasn’t feeling good. 
 
    James. 
 
    I look around for whoever called my name. I don’t see anyone at first, but finally spot Kimberly leaning against the main building to my right. She looks right at me, smiling and motioning for me to come to her. 
 
    Man, she’s so hot. That short, yellow dress she has on and her tan skin always has a way of making my thoughts drift. I better not keep her waiting. 
 
    I forget about leaving school and make my way over to her. As I get closer, Kimberly pushes off the wall and spins around. Her dress twirls in the cool breeze as she continues to smile before she disappears around the corner. 
 
    My pace quickens. My heart beats faster from the cat and mouse game she is playing with me. I’m liking school today. It should be like this every day. 
 
    I make the corner, and see her waiting in the opening of the school’s utility shed on the opposite end. I wonder how she got down there so fast. 
 
    Trying not to make it look like I’m so anxious, I walk down to the utility shed at a slower pace. I look in every direction, waiting for a teacher to yell, “What do you think you’re doing out here, James?” Not sure if they would like the answer. 
 
    “Come on in, James. I’m waiting for you.” Kimberly giggles as I reach the entrance. 
 
    I strain to peer through the black spots in the congested structure. Gaps of light from the outside sneak in, illuminating small portions of the shed. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Follow my voice, stud. I have a surprise for you if you can find me.” 
 
    She’s baiting me in like a mouse going after cheese. I bite and start my hunt. Forget the musty smell of lawn equipment and other tools, my only thought, at the moment, is finding Kimberly. 
 
    “You’re getting closer, big boy,” she playfully taunts. 
 
    I nearly trip multiple times over shovels and racks that have fallen to the ground. I hope Kimberly didn’t see any of that. 
 
    “Oh, my, you’re so close that you’re on fire,” she softly taunts in a seductive voice. 
 
    The excitement is on the verge of erupting inside of me, but I try to play it cool. 
 
    There she is. Leaning back against a pillar, part of her dress slips off her shoulder. I quietly move in. 
 
    “Where are you, stud? I’m waiting for you.” 
 
    Sneaking up behind her, I gently place my hand on her shoulder. I lean in and whisper in her ear, “Here I am.” 
 
    Kimberly turns around. Her face is contorted and her eyes are bloodshot like Dad’s. She’s breathing heavy, fluids dripping from her once beautiful, soft pink lips which are now cracked and torn. 
 
    I scramble backward, and fall over some racks and shovels in the darkness. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    “What’s the matter, James? Do you not want me now?” Kimberly asks in the most demonic tone I’ve ever heard. 
 
    I try to get up and run away, but I’m frozen from fear. Before I can lift myself off the floor, she jumps on top of me. 
 
    “AWWWW!” 
 
    I awake in a fit of panic. My arms are outstretched in front of me as I defend myself from my own tainted thoughts. I gasp, and expel the pent-up air from my lungs as I sit up from the mattress. It takes me a moment to realize it was just a bad dream, and that I’m actually in my bed. Duke just stares at me with a bewildered gaze as I try to calm down. 
 
    Man, what a way to mess up a great dream. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Running my hand over my face, I take a deep breath. Stupid nightmare. True, I was going to possibly hook up with Kimberly in a dream, but it would still be something. 
 
    I feel beaten down and tired. I grab my phone to see if I have any missed calls. One from Mom about five hours ago. 
 
    Crap! 
 
    It’s after 7 P.M. I didn’t even realize the time. I might have heard the call if I hadn’t had the ringer set to vibrate. Looks like she left a voice mail, though. 
 
      
 
    “James! I only have a few minutes before I lose my signal, and I can’t get a hold of your father, but if you get this, don’t go... We were seeing... fields. Your sister and I... are heading to our cabin. Tell your father and ...careful. I want the two... here with us. Love...” 
 
      
 
    The call ends abruptly, but leaves me feeling relieved that I have heard from them. Mom sounded stressed and frantic. I hope they’re all right. I try to call Mom back. I punch in her number when I hear something downstairs. My hand freezes. My ear listens intently to the disturbance. 
 
    Duke instantly gets to all fours. His ears stand on end. A low growl emits from his throat. I wrap my arm around his neck and pat his side. I whisper into his ear that’s it’s ok and to settle down. I don’t believe that it is, especially now that I know that Mom and Cindy are a long way from here. There is someone in the house, and I need Duke to be quiet. 
 
    I slip the phone back into my pocket. I slide out of my bed and gently place my feet on the floor. The dried mud caked to my boots chips off in chunks as I grab my Remington and head toward the door. I pause and listen. 
 
    From my room, I have some visibility to the downstairs area, but it’s limited. Holding tight, and with Duke by my side, we notice something quickly dash pass the staircase. It disappears into the hall that leads to the kitchen. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    Oh, crap! 
 
    Instantly, my palms become moist. My breathing goes into overdrive. I duck back into my room. The walls feel as though they are closing in around me. 
 
    Get it together, James. Come on. This is no time to chicken out. You don’t have that luxury anymore. 
 
    Not the best pep talk in the world, but it’s all I got. 
 
    Duke sits in the doorway next to me. His eyes are focused dead ahead as he keeps a watchful guard. The perfect sentry. He looks over at me and groans. 
 
    “Yea, yea. I know, Dad.” 
 
    This dog takes after Dad. That’s for sure. 
 
    “Stay!” I whisper to Duke, whose groaning and getting antsy. He moves his legs in place. He takes a step forward, but then suddenly stops and moves back. 
 
    Cautiously, I creep out of my room. I pay attention to my footsteps while keeping an eye out for whatever’s making the noise. Each room I pass, I carefully peer inside to make sure it’s clear. 
 
    With the daylight fading away, and the house now becoming darker with what seems like every step I take, I can’t help but become more worried. I can’t risk turning on any lights for fear of alerting whatever might be down there, or in the house in general. It could be nothing more than my bad dream still haunting me, but I don’t think it is. 
 
    Some rustling and banging around below stops me cold. I take a gulp of air. My hands tremble. My heart feels as though it wants to explode out of my chest and run the other way. 
 
    Man, I wish I had a flashlight or something on me, but that stuff was left in my gear downstairs. 
 
    I look down to the bottom floor. I train my ears and listen for the noise so I can pinpoint where it’s coming from. There’s nothing at first, but then it starts again. 
 
    Sounds like it’s coming from the kitchen, which is only accessible down a hallway that runs under the stairs. 
 
    Slowly and cautiously, I descend down each step. My footsteps are steady. I take great care to be as quiet as possible. A few of the steps squeak as I put pressure on them. The noise makes me pause and cringe. I listen for a reaction. There is none. 
 
    Making it down to the bottom rung, I peer over our large living room. Sometimes, I wish we didn’t have so much furniture in here. It’s so congested and makes it hard to see anything clearly. 
 
    I’ve told Mom and Dad they need to sell some of this crap off ’cause they’re looking like a bunch of hoarders, but they just ignore me. 
 
    A thin shred of light catches my attention down the hall from the kitchen. I step off the stairs and onto the hardwood floor. 
 
    The front door is wide open. The crisp, cool air blows in leaves from the outside. I know that was shut when we came in, wasn’t it? 
 
    A part of me says “Get out now while you have the chance,” but I can’t. My gear is in the kitchen. I need that pack. 
 
    I train the Remington dead ahead and push on. One cautious step in from of the other, I move toward the hallway. The house gets darker with every second that ticks by. I remove my cell phone from my pocket and turn it on. I sweep the room from left to right, bringing light to the void of darkness. 
 
    Nothing appears to be out of the ordinary or hinting that someone or something is loose in the house. Still doesn’t mean that I’m going to let my guard down. Not till I have my pack in hand, and me and Duke are out of here. 
 
    I approach the hall slowly and turn about. The light breaches the blackness lurking in the corridor. There is still nothing. Maybe it was my imagination playing tricks on me. Seems as though my fear got Duke all worked up as well. He’s in that ready to pounce stance. 
 
    My cell phone vibrates, startling me. It’s a text message from Dawson. 
 
      
 
    Dawson: 
 
    Dude, I told you this was real. Have you not been watching the news? You’re not a flesh-crazed psycho, are you? Lol. 
 
    James: 
 
    Not really a good time. Kind of in the middle- 
 
      
 
    I hear some clanging noise in the kitchen. I drop my phone. It hits the wooden floor hard, making more unwanted racket. Dang it. 
 
    I wait for something to explode around the corner in search of the source, but nothing comes. I grab my phone from the floor, then slip it back into my pocket. 
 
    As I near the kitchen, I hug the wall and peer around the corner. I don’t notice anything, but hear some commotion coming from the other side of the kitchen island. I can’t see what’s causing it, but it really doesn’t matter. 
 
    There’s my pack. Just where I left it. On top of the kitchen counter. 
 
    I tell myself to get it and go. No extra BS. 
 
    Quietly, I move to the island and grab my gear. I slip it on. I turn to leave and my curiosity gets the best of me. I know I shouldn’t, but I kind of want to know if I am losing my mind here or not. 
 
    Gripping the Remington a hair tighter, if that’s even possible, I move around the island to the other side. I pause for a brief second before committing to my actions of seeing what it is. 
 
    Hesitantly, I slowly peek around to see what it is. It’s a raccoon that suddenly comes into view, which scares the piss out of me. I jump and gasp. It rummages through the tipped over garbage. I breathe a sigh of relief and lower my gun. 
 
    “Man, you had me scared shi-” 
 
    I catch wind of heavy breathing. I know it’s behind me somewhere, but I’m not sure where. I cut my eyes to the right and twist my head some, trying to see if I can see it. My heart pounds hard. A tingling sensation courses throughout my body. 
 
    The wood floor creaks slightly in the dead silence as dense footsteps creep up to me. I turn around and fire. I completely miss whoever it is and hit one of the lamps in the living room. The light created from the muzzle shows a man’s face in all of its disgusting glory. 
 
    Half of the right side of his face has been scratched severely. Deep claw marks have ripped his flesh open, exposing the inside of his mouth. 
 
    He pins me against the kitchen sink. The only thing between me and his disgusting, rotting breathe is the Remington. 
 
    I struggle to get him off. He presses the Remington closer to my chest with his blood covered arms. Duke rushes in, grabs his leg, and pulls. His teeth rip flesh from bone. Duke manages to get the chaser off me and give me some space. With strips of meat laced between his teeth, Duke stands there poised to strike again. 
 
    Growling and his row of fangs being displayed, Duke lunges forward. He latches onto his arm and pulls, trying to drag the man away from me. Blood drips to the floor below as he peers back in my direction. 
 
    Fumbling with the Remington, my hands shake. I finally bring it back up and take aim. Ripping his shredded arm free from Duke’s mouth, the man comes for me once more. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    One shot this time and I don’t miss. Dead center and right between the eyes. The back of its head erupts in a mist of red. The wall behind him is painted in a mural of his blood. He drops to the floor before my feet, lifeless. 
 
    Duke gives himself a good shake and eases off. He trots over to my side and licks my hand. 
 
    “Thanks, boy.” 
 
    I rub his head and turn to the sink. I get some cold water and splash my face with it. It feels good. A part of me wishes I could go back to sleep and continue my dream. Well, without all the weird stuff. 
 
    Wiping my face down with a towel, I catch movement through the window. 
 
    “Come on, boy, we need to get out of here, now.” Stepping over the dead body, we bolt for the front door. I pause and take a peek, trying to get a good idea of where I want to go. 
 
    I know Mom and Cindy are heading for our cabin, but that’s a long way away. For the moment, we just need to get out of here, and find some place safe so I can have a few moments to plan out our route. 
 
    “Ok, Duke, when I open the door, you stay by my side and follow my lead. Am I understood?” Duke looks up at me and licks his mouth. “I’ll take that as a yes, then.” 
 
    I peer off into the woods on the right. There’s a trail that leads back some to a secret hideout that I used to play at way back when. I haven’t been there in some time and don’t know if the trail still exists, but it’s the only thing I’ve got. 
 
    One of the windows in the living room shatters. A body slams hard against the floor. I throw open the door and bolt out of the house with Duke by my side. 
 
    I try not to look around, and keep my eyes focused dead ahead. The grunting and rustling in the grass around us sends my head swiveling about. 
 
    A handful of chasers are going inside the house while one must have caught a glimpse of us, and is now in pursuit. 
 
    My legs are on fire again. Running as hard as I can with this pack on my back is making it challenging. The tree line seems so far away compared to where that chaser is behind us, but I keep going as hard as I can. Lungs combusting and limbs like Jell-O, we hit the woods. 
 
    “Yes,” I mutter, finding that the trail is still here. 
 
    Duke and I make our way up a bit and get off the beaten path. We hide from our stalker in a thicket of bushes. Sitting there, I try to catch my breath. I’m so winded and tired still that I just want to go back to sleep and forget this nightmare. 
 
    Branches snap. I seize up, paralyzed with fear. Duke rests his head in my lap. It’s close. The sound of the chaser’s heavy breathing becomes more defined with every second that ticks by. 
 
    I ready the Remington just in case, but hope I don’t have to use it. Not sure what else we’re going to encounter. I need to use what ammo I have sparingly. 
 
    It stops cold right in front of where we’re hiding. I’m not sure if it has picked up our scent or what, but it just stands there. 
 
    I bring the Remington up. The barrel trains in the general direction of where I think its head might be. Right now, all I can see is the bottoms of its torn jeans and muddy boots. 
 
    The chaser turns about in circles, trying to find where I went. Duke growls. I put my left arm over his side and pat him. I can feel the vibration coursing through his body. He wants to attack. 
 
    It pauses. It doesn’t make a single noise. With the Remington ready to go, I wait to see what it does next. The chaser takes a step forward. The cracking of branches to its left captures its attention. The chaser grunts and growls. It bolts in the direction we came from. 
 
    For a moment, I breathe a sigh of relief. Duke calms down as well. He licks my hand. His head tilts back, and he licks my face. 
 
    “Dude, your breath smells rancid.” Not that he cares or anything. 
 
    We hang in the thicket for a little while longer. I want to make sure there’s no more chasers roaming about before emerging and getting back on the move. 
 
    Forcing myself up from my crouched position, I push along the trail till we reach our destination. It’s not much, but it’s off the ground, and should give us some cover and security till morning. 
 
    I’m not sure if I’m really looking forward to another round of sleep, but I know I need it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    So much for getting any sleep tonight. I toss and turn and can’t relax any. I use my gear as my pillow. The ground is rough, but what kills it the most is my mind replaying the last twenty-four hours over and over again. I can hear Mom whispering in my ear to think happy thoughts. Not too much of that right now. The bad and evil I’ve experienced have trumped that easily. 
 
    Duke on the other hand slept relatively well. That is after he decided we were safe and could let his guard down. He spent most of the time snuggled next to my feet. Every time there was a noise, though, or something that didn’t sound right to him, he woke up and investigated it. I tried to tell him it was ok, but I guess he needed to check it out for himself. 
 
    The fire we had going has been extinguished. A small thin line of smoke trails up into the morning air. It’s pretty cold now that there’s no heat. I wrap my coat around me even tighter to keep the chilly air at bay. 
 
    I give a good stretch and yawn. My eyes water, and parts of my body ache that I didn’t know could. I sit up. The sun arches in the sky. I would much rather deal with anything in the daytime than at night. 
 
    Duke groans and gets to his feet. He gives his yellow coat a good shake. 
 
    “Did you get a good night sleep at least?” 
 
    He licks my face and sits down. His right leg springs up, and goes to work on the side of his head. He scratches intently, trying to relieve whatever’s bothering him. 
 
    “Well, I hope you did because we’re going to have a long day today.” 
 
    Duke turns about, and heads for the entrance of our temporary shelter—a make-shift cave comprised of multiple boulders that has us elevated off the ground. He pauses at the edge and looks down. His head pivots from side to side. Since he’s not barking, I guess the coast is clear. He looks back over his shoulder and just stares at me. 
 
    “Don’t go too far, boy, and hurry back.” 
 
    That tongue of his instantly rolls out of his mouth as he leaps from the edge to the ground below. He rustles about in the bushes. I grab my gear and open it up. 
 
    Man, I am starving. I hope I’ve got something left in here to eat on. 
 
    Digging through everything, I finally come across another power bar at the bottom. It feels squished, but I don’t care. It’s better than nothing right now. 
 
    I pull it free from my pack and tear it open. I waste little time in devouring the chocolaty mess. My tongue licks clean the leftovers from the wrapper’s silver insides. My canteen is roughly half filled as I take a big swig. It wasn’t the best breakfast that I’ve ever had, but considering the situation, it is better than nothing. 
 
    Now, what to do next. I know that I want to get to Mom and Cindy as fast as I can, but I’m not sure what the best approach to this might be. If I try to hike it through the woods, that will take forever and with the chasers roaming around, we’ll be more vulnerable. 
 
    On the flip side, finding some wheels and driving it will be faster, but could be much more dangerous. The risk of encountering more chasers will go up drastically when venturing into more populated areas. Or so I think. 
 
    Plus, my grand theft auto skills are a little rusty since Mom and Dad grounded me from my game system for my grades. Oh, and the fact that I have never really driven on the highways before. Can’t forget that. 
 
    Duke pops back into the cave, and trots back over to me. As always, he’s covered in those thick stickers that cling to his coat. He sits down in front of me, panting hard. I rub his side and start to pick off the stickers as I mull over what I want to do next. 
 
    Dawson? 
 
    Dawson’s place isn’t too terribly far away from here. We could easily make it over there in a few hours or so. Well, barring any of the chasers getting in our way. 
 
    I remove my phone from my pocket to check if I have a signal by chance. One bar is showing, and my battery is roughly sixty percent charged. Might as well give it a shot. 
 
    I pull up Dawson’s number and call him. The signal is a bit choppy. The ringing fades in and out. A crackling noise looms from the microphone. After about four rings, it dumps into his voicemail. 
 
    “Hey, Dawson, it’s James. Duke and I are coming over. When you get this message, hit me up. Later.” 
 
    I hang up and go to the text that Dawson sent me. I reply back to that as well, saying the same thing. 
 
    “I couldn’t get a hold of Dawson, but he should be home. I highly doubt that he would’ve left his house or anything. Are you up to heading over there?” 
 
    Duke gives a single bark and wags his tail. It’s not that he especially likes Dawson, but there’s a female Husky that hangs around over that way. 
 
    “Let me get situated, and we’ll head out.” I grab my gear and thumb through it quickly. I remove a box of ammo, and sit it next to the Remington. Everything else crammed inside is of little use right now. I do need to find a stream, so I can fill my canteen up, though. 
 
    I re-load the Remington and place the leftover ammo back in my pack. I’m still tired and hungry, but don’t have time to really dwell on my growling stomach. I would imagine Duke feels the same way. 
 
    Getting to my feet, I slip my gear on and move over to the edge of the cave we’re in. Peering out and down, I survey the area. I try to see if I can spot any movement from those things. 
 
    All seems to be still. The morning wind whips the trees and bushes about. Birds chirp and the squirrels in the trees nearby scurry up and down the thick tree trunks. 
 
    “All right, boy, you ready to get moving?” 
 
    Duke gets to his feet, and trots over to me. Even if he wasn’t ready and wanted to rest a little while longer, he wouldn’t let me venture out there by myself. He gives me a single groan and yawns. 
 
    “I know, I feel the same way. Maybe when we get to Dawson’s house, we can rest a little easier.” I rub Duke’s head and shoulder the Remington. I carefully work my way out of the cave, trying to be as quiet as possible. Even though I don’t see anything doesn’t mean that the chasers are not within earshot of us. 
 
    Reaching the ground, I slip the Remington off and whistle for Duke. With the thick brush and foliage around us, it’s hard to make anything out. I think we’re safe for now, though. 
 
    Duke effortlessly makes his way down the stacked rock formation and starts sniffing. He moves off to the right through the thicket of trees and bushes that lead back to the trail. 
 
    I keep close behind him, so he doesn’t get too far ahead. He pauses every so often. His ears stand on end. Not sure what he’s picking up, but it must not be anything to concern myself with. After walking for about an hour or so, we come across a stream. Duke trots over and gets his fill of water. Fortunately, the day has started off not as cold as it normally is, making this hike through the woods a bit more bearable. 
 
    Dropping to my knees next to Duke, I grab my canteen and hold it in the water. I pat his head as his tongue laps up the cool spring liquid. 
 
    “Thirsty, huh?” I ask as I take a drink myself. “Man, that is cold.” 
 
    I take a few more hefty swigs before topping the canteen off. I apply the cap and place it back on my gear. 
 
    “Well, we shouldn’t have too much further to go. If we keep our pace like this, we should be at Dawson’s place in the next hour or so.” 
 
    I wish I had something to give Duke to eat. I know he has to be hungry. He ate at the house while I wolfed my sandwich down, but with as much walking and running as we’ve been doing, I know he’s been burning a lot of that off. 
 
    “When we get to Dawson’s, hopefully, he’ll have something to eat for you. If not, we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Duke barks and sits down. His right foot springs up and he starts scratching his right side. That dog is crazy. He probably needs a bath. 
 
    Snap! 
 
    What was that? 
 
    It sounded like a branch breaking from the direction we just came. Not sure how far away it was, but it was close enough for me to hear it clearly. I grab the Remington and take aim. Duke stops his itching and whirls about. 
 
    “What do you think, boy?” 
 
    Duke lowers his head, and growls under his breath. He bears his teeth, a clear signal we need to get back on the move. 
 
    “Come on, Duke. Let’s get going.” I grab him by the collar and gently pull him with me. He resists at first, but finally obeys. We change our pace from walking to a dead sprint down the trail. It could’ve just been an animal or something moving through, but I didn’t want to take the chance. 
 
    Feeling the burn in my legs and sides already, we finally make the clearing which opens up into Dawson’s backyard. My hands fall to my knees as I gasp for air. Duke pants hard as well. His tongue drapes out of his mouth and nearly lies on the ground. 
 
    “We’re almost there, boy.” I take a quick once over of Dawson’s house, making sure it looks safe for us to approach. I remove my phone and try to call him again. Three rings and I’m dumped back into his voicemail. 
 
    “Dude, I’m in the woods behind your...” The phone loses its signal and cuts off. 
 
    I slide the device in my pant pocket. We make a beeline for the back of Dawson’s house. Duke’s by my side, stride for stride. The gear on my back bounces all over the place, making me unstable once more. I keep peering to the right, then left. I wait for something to emerge from the bushes. 
 
    Approaching Dawson’s porch, we step up on the wooden deck and make for the door. I try to be quiet as I don’t want to freak him or his parents out by making a lot of noise. Dawson’s dad is a hunter as well and is already paranoid enough. The last thing I need to have is someone shooting at us because we startled them. 
 
    The boards squeak from my bulk, regardless of how light of a step I make. I get my back against the wall and give a sigh of relief. Finally made it. 
 
    I peer out to the tree line in Dawson’s backyard and spot something emerging from the woods. I can’t tell if it’s a chaser or just a shadow being cast by the trees, but I do not want to find out. 
 
    Knock! Knock! 
 
    Come on, dude. Answer! 
 
    Duke and I wait for a few moments. My anxious eyes sneak back over my shoulder to the tree line. The figure stands motionless in the morning light. I rub my eyes, figuring that it could be me just imagining the whole thing. 
 
    Slow and subtle, it takes its time moving toward me. I knock again, a little louder as I scramble for my phone. It’s down to fifty-five percent. I need to charge it when we get inside. 
 
    I pull up Dawson’s text from earlier, and start thumbing the keyboard. 
 
    “Dude, seriously! Answer the damn door!” 
 
    The chaser breaks into a dead sprint, heading our way. Duke growls and barks. There’s no mistaking now that it isn’t a figment of my battered imagination. 
 
    I fumble for the Remington, and remove the worn strap that dangles over my shoulder. The chaser seems to gain ground by leaps and bounds. 
 
    I shoulder the rifle. My cheek rests against the stock. I take aim and line up the scope on its head. A hand grabs me by my shoulder and yanks me backward. I trip over the door jam and fall hard to the floor. The gun dislodges from my hands. Duke rushes in and the door slams shut. 
 
    “What the hell-” 
 
    “Shhhh,” Dawson replies as he heads over to the blinds. He stands there for a moment, watching what I can only guess is the chaser that’s tracking us. 
 
    “Dude, why didn’t you answer my text or calls?” I bark with a hoarse growl. 
 
    “Sorry, man, but as you can see things have gotten a bit crazy around here.” Dawson grabs my Remington and helps me off the floor. He heads to the kitchen and leans the rifle against the wall. His house is so dark that my eyes take a minute to adjust. 
 
    Duke trails Dawson. He’s probably hoping to snag something to eat. 
 
    “Hey, boy, you hungry?” Dawson asks. 
 
    Duke groans and moans as I slip my gear off. I sit it against the wall next to my gun. I look out through the blinds and find that the chaser has stopped in the middle of Dawson’s yard. 
 
    “It just stopped, dude. I wonder why?” I say befuddled by its actions. 
 
    “No clue, but I figured out that if I keep the blinds closed and the house dark then they don’t really bother with checking it out. I try not to draw attention to myself.” 
 
    Dawson cracks open the fridge and bear hugs a ton of food. He turns and slams the food down onto the island countertop. 
 
    Duke sits perfectly still. He licks his lips. His ears stand on end. His yellow tail wags from side to side. His groans become deeper, and he struggles to contain his excitement. 
 
    “Here you go, boy. I don’t think I’m going to be able to finish this myself.” 
 
    Duke grabs a massive piece of steak from Dawson’s hand. He takes it over to the corner of the kitchen and sits down. 
 
    “Where’s your parents?” I move away from the blinds and go over to the island. My eyes enlarge at the sight of the food. My stomach grumbles again, loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “I don’t know. They were heading into Portland the other day when all this started happening. I’ve tried to call them a half dozen times, but all I get is their voicemail.” Dawson rummages through the food, and scratches his head. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” I reassure. “After all, wasn’t all this mess steaming from Gresham?” I can’t help but think of Mom and Cindy. Man, I hope they’re ok. 
 
    “Yeah, I imagine they are,” Dawson responds half-heartily. “You hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. I’m starving. All I’ve really had in the last twelve hours is a power bar. My stomach isn’t too happy with me right now.” 
 
    “What would you like? Mom made me a lot of food to hold me over till they got back.” Dawson presents the array of food as if it’s a prize I could end up winning. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’m good with whatever.” 
 
    Dawson grabs a container of his mom’s infamous cheesy meat casserole. He opens the door and slides the food into the microwave. I can hear Duke over in the corner devouring that steak. I bet he’s savoring every little morsel. 
 
    Dawson leans against the stand the microwave rests on. 
 
    “So, why are you here and not with your parents and sister?” 
 
    “My mom and Cindy went to our cabin after all this went down. Me and my dad were out on a hunting trip when they left.” The smell from the food cooking grabs my attention. My nose probes the air. 
 
    Dawson looks around. He acts as though he might have missed him come in. “Where is your dad?” 
 
    My eyes glaze over almost instantly. The heartache and pain that I had managed to temporally stuff away comes back as if everything had just happened. I divert my gaze and rub my eyes, struggling to hold the tears back. 
 
    Dawson’s face becomes long and filled with sadness. I don’t go into any detail and keep my response short and to the point for fear of erupting into a cataclysmic meltdown. 
 
    “He... he didn’t make it.” I sniffle as I run my sleeve under my nose. 
 
    Dawson places his hand gingerly on my shoulder. “Dude, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I muster a slight nod as my palms try to dab away the tears. “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    Dawson retrieves a few plates from the cabinet near him as I regain my composure. 
 
    “What are you going to do, then? Last I heard, chasers are everywhere, and they’re multiplying like freaking rabbits. It’s been all over the news for the past day or so,” he says. 
 
    “I don’t have many options right now. I’m going to do whatever I have to in order to get to Mom and Cindy.” 
 
    The microwave dings. The smell venting from its sides makes my mouth water. Dawson’s mom, much like mine, cooks food that always tastes great. Whenever I would come over, she was always asking if I wanted a plate. Like she had to ask. 
 
    “Dude, if I remember correctly, that cabin is a long way away from here. How are you planning on getting out there with no wheels? Sounds like a suicide trip to me, bro.” Dawson opens the microwave door and reaches inside. He grabs the plastic container by the sides and pulls the food out. Steam vents out from under the lid that is positioned slightly askew. He hurriedly sets it down on the countertop. 
 
    “Maybe, but they’re the only family I have left, and I need to get to them,” I retort. 
 
    Dawson removes the lid. He jams a large silver spoon into the dish. He shovels out a heaping mound of the casserole on one of the plates and slides it my way. 
 
    My stomach growls, begging me to fill it full again. “What about you? What’s your plan?” 
 
    “To be honest, I think I’m going to try and ride this out here. So far, I haven’t seen too many chasers around the house. I think if I stay quiet enough, then it shouldn’t be a problem.” Dawson loads his plate down, and we both dig in. The conversation is tabled as the sound of fork to plate plays over the kitchen. That, and Duke is still working on that thick T-bone steak he was given. 
 
    “And what if that doesn’t work? What if they manage to get inside the house? They did in mine. We were lucky to get out when we did,” I pose as I take another bite. 
 
    “I don’t know, James. What do you suggest I do, then? For all I know, my parents are dead and the closest family I have are hundreds of miles away. Might as well be on the other side of the planet.” Dawson hisses. 
 
    “Don’t think like that. I imagine they are perfectly fine and safe.” I can understand Dawson’s point and his mounting frustration. We always thought and acted like we were adults—too grown up to have our parents coddling us like little babies—but in reality, we were just kidding ourselves. We aren’t ready to face the world on our own yet, and sure as hell not this, but we can’t sit by and do nothing. We don’t have that luxury anymore. 
 
    “Come with me and Duke to the cabin. Once we get my mom and Cindy, then we can figure out how to find your folks.” 
 
    Dawson polishes off the remainder of his food. He balks at the suggestion with a dismissive wave of his hand. He places the plate in the sink behind him and turns on the water. He shakes his head. 
 
    “Go to Portland? Are you thinking straight, bro?” Dawson’s eyes grow large at the notion, acting as though I offered an outlandish plan of action. “That sounds just as big of a suicide trip as going to your cabin. I want to find my mom and dad, but we’re not prepared for anything like that. Like this.” 
 
    “I know you’re scared, Dawson. I’m scared to death too. The past twenty-four hours has been the worst of my life. I didn’t think I would make it. But we can’t give up. We need to do what we can to get to our families.” 
 
    My voice grows more with every word that parts my lips. It probably isn’t the best idea to call Dawson out like that, but right now, I don’t care. Regardless of how big a prick Dawson can be at times, he’s still my friend. I’m not going to stand by and leave him behind, all alone. 
 
    He’s coming with us. He just doesn’t know it yet. 
 
    Dawson shuts the water off, and leans against the sink with his arms folded across his chest. I can tell my words don’t set well with him by the scowl on his face. It wasn’t my intention to piss him off, but desperate times call for desperate measures. Besides, I think we’ll both have a much greater chance if we stick together. 
 
    “Listen, I didn’t-” 
 
    “If you or Duke want some more to eat, get what you like. Just keep it down and leave the lights off.” Dawson disappears around the corner without speaking another word. 
 
    I hear a door slam in the silence of his home, which brings Duke’s head up and his ears on end. 
 
    “It’s nothing, boy. Don’t worry about it.” I finish the rest of my food off and place my plate in the sink. I contemplate getting some more as I’m still hungry, but don’t want to take all of Dawson’s food. I’m feeling content, at the moment, and that is good for now. 
 
    My phone vibrates. It scares me at first, causing me to shudder, but then I think that maybe Mom is sending me another message. I hurry and dig it out of my pocket. The battery is running low. I wish I would’ve gotten another phone when Mom mentioned it. The battery in this one doesn’t seem to hold a charge anymore. 
 
    I temporarily ignore the warning and dial Mom’s number again. I just need to hear her voice, whether it’s for a few minutes or a few seconds. It rings and then cuts to voicemail. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Mom, I’m over at Dawson’s right now. We’ll be getting on the road shortly. Hope you and Cindy are safe. See you soon. Love you.” 
 
    I move over to my pack and find that I actually had a charger tucked in a little nook in the bottom. 
 
    I get the phone attached to the charger and plugged in, then leave Duke to polish off the remainder of his steak. I head into the living room. 
 
    With it being as dark as it is, I’m starting to get sleepy again. I plop down onto the couch and sit there. My thoughts stretch in every direction. 
 
    Before I know it, I’m out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Bang! 
 
    What was that? 
 
    I jolt up from the couch in a manic state with Dawson lingering right there above me. He grabs me by the shoulder, and places his finger over his lips. 
 
    Duke’s fur running down his spine stands on end. His ears are folded back as he bears his fangs. I hear that all too familiar low tone growl coming from his chest. 
 
    “There’s one of those chasers at the back door,” Dawson whispers with a gun in his hands. 
 
    I blink rapidly, trying to erase the sleepiness from my eyes. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    Dawson whispers as his head trains towards the clatter, “About three hours or so. There was a group of them that moved through about an hour and a half ago. A few stopped and are hanging out.” 
 
    I dig the palms of my hands into my eyes and get to my feet. “Why didn’t you wake me up?” 
 
    Dawson keeps peering over to the windows beyond the kitchen. He looks worried, eyes large and hands tightening over the rifle. “Because, I was hoping they would just move on and didn’t want to take the chance of anyone making any noise.” 
 
    “I’m taking it since you have your gun that they aren’t just moving along then?” I inquire. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not.” 
 
    My gear is by the couch now along with my gun. My phone sits on top of my pack. I spot a portion of the charger hanging out of the top. I rub my eyes once more, trying to wake up and get ready for whatever might happen next. 
 
    I scoop up my pack from the floor and toss it over my shoulder. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan, then?” 
 
    Dawson briefly glances at me. “I’ve been thinking about what you said and I’m in.” 
 
    “In as you’re coming with Duke and me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dawson replies. “As much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, I am scared. Not knowing if my parents are alive or dead and with those things out there, I’m pretty stressed. I don’t want to be here by myself.” 
 
    I place my hand on his shoulder and offer an understanding nod. “I know, bro, I am too.” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The door rattles under the onslaught of the chaser’s bulk. Fists hammer away. The brass doorknob violently jiggles. The chaser groans and the sound of wood cracking nabs our attention. 
 
    I quickly retrieve my Remington and take aim at the door. 
 
    Dawson points to my left as Duke’s growling grows with every noise the chaser makes. 
 
    “There’s another vehicle inside the garage we can use. I’m not sure how much gas is in it. It’s my dad’s work truck.” 
 
    “Hopefully, there’s enough to at least get us out of here.” 
 
    I grab my gear and toss it over my shoulder while working my way toward the kitchen. The food that was sitting out is now in a big red igloo cooler. 
 
    “I packed some munchies for the trip,” Dawson says. 
 
    “Let’s grab the cooler and get the heck out of here, then.” I can hear the chaser moaning and breathing heavy through the door as it scrapes its fingernails down the wood. 
 
    Dawson grabs one side of the igloo and I the other. It’s pretty heavy. Its bulk makes it cumbersome to carry. At least we’ll have plenty of food this time. 
 
    Working our way out of the kitchen and through the hall that leads into the garage, Dawson takes the lead. Duke is in tow, pausing every time the chaser slams against the back door. 
 
    My muscle-challenged arms struggle to carry my end, shaking, and my fingers lose their grip on the white handle. 
 
    “Dude, did you bring the entire refrigerator? This thing weighs a ton.” 
 
    “You never know when you’re going to get the munchies, bro. Besides, would you rather have too much or not enough?” Dawson poses with a raised brow. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Dawson turns on the light to the garage and cracks open the door slowly. Although the outside door is down, it doesn’t hurt to play on the side of caution. With nothing stirring inside, we scramble in. 
 
    We get over to his dad’s truck, which I must say is much nicer than I remember. 
 
    “I thought your dad had some beat-up piece of crap that he drove to work?” I inquire as we shuffle our way to the driver’s side of the truck. 
 
    “He did, but it keeled over. So, his job bought a new truck and gave it to him to use.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    Dawson opens the driver side rear door. We slide the cooler in the back. I remove my gear, and throw it in as well. Duke jumps into the backseat, and I close the door. 
 
    “Crap!” Dawson slams his fist down on the side of the truck with a deep huff. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I need to get the keys. Hopefully, they’re where Dad generally keeps them in his room. Be right back.” 
 
    With the banging noise intensifying, Dawson bolts back into the house, vanishing around the corner. 
 
    Duke sticks his head out the window and barks at every noise the chaser makes. 
 
    I reach in and run my hand along his side. I gently pat him and give him some love. He eases off a bit. His tail wags, and the growling slowly subsides. 
 
    Crash! 
 
    “Dawson? What’s going on out there?” I skittishly ask, my voice thick with fear. 
 
    No response is given. The turmoil from within the house sounds as though the chaser has gained access now. Like a bull in a china shop, the bedlam of destruction increases tenfold. 
 
    Crap! 
 
    “Dawson! Dude, this isn’t funny. Quit screwing around and come on!” I shout. 
 
    I pull my arm free from the truck and train the Remington at the doorway. I hold steady. 
 
    This better not be some sick little prank that he’s cooking up. I’m not finding it amusing if it is. 
 
    More disruptive clamors escape into the garage. Sounds like someone or something is destroying the house. Duke growls again. 
 
    “Come on, man, answer-” 
 
    Dawson explodes from around the corner with a panicked expression on his face. “Get in the truck! We got to get out of here now!” he yells as he grabs the handle to the garage door and slams it shut. 
 
    I lower my gun to my side. “What happened?” 
 
    Dawson breathes heavily, his face flushed and full of fear. “The one at the back door broke in. Man, those things are fast and strong. I barely made it past him.” 
 
    “Did you find your dad’s keys?” I ask, my voice strained with stress. 
 
    “Yeah I-, oh, no.” Dawson feels his pockets. 
 
    I narrow my eyes and throw my hands in the air. “Oh no what? You better have those keys.” 
 
    Dawson pulls the keys free from his back pocket and shakes them at me. He exhales a sigh of relief while gazing upon the distressed look on my face. “Dude, I thought I dropped them back there.” 
 
    The chaser’s bulk slams into the door with a hard thud. Duke growls and barks once more as the chaser shrills and moans. 
 
    I quickly move around to the other side of the truck and get in. Dawson settles into the driver’s side seat as we shut our doors. 
 
    “I just thought of something. What if the highways and roads are covered with those things?” Dawson’s chest heaves. 
 
    “I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, but for now, we have to get out of here.” I motion to Dawson to start the truck. 
 
    “All right, here we go.” Dawson fires up his dad’s truck. The engine comes to life. That subtle rattle never sounded so good. I latch my seatbelt and place the Remington next to me on the floor board. Duke lays down on the back seat. 
 
    “Looks like we have about a half a tank of gas,” Dawson informs as he taps the fuel gauge on the dash. 
 
    His free hand grips the steering wheel tightly. A look of fear, panic, and uncertainty all roll up and smash together on his face. 
 
    “Well, that’s better than what I was thinking. Hopefully, that’ll be enough until we can find a gas station, so we can fuel up,” I respond. 
 
    “Okay, you ready for this?” Dawson glances my way, beads of sweat racing down his face. 
 
    “About as ready as I can be,” I reply. “Just do me a favor.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Don’t kill us.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Dawson is roughly a year older than me and has been driving forever. His dad was always taking him out on back roads and trails, letting him go wherever. I rode with him from time to time on those little driving lessons, which makes me reemphasize my point of not killing us. 
 
    He presses the garage door button that’s attached to his visor, but nothing happens. He presses it again with the same result. 
 
    “Damn it,” he growls, while glancing over his right shoulder. 
 
    “Why isn’t the garage door coming up?” I inquire. 
 
    “My dad was supposed to have fixed this already. There’s a short somewhere in the motor. He took it apart and thought he had found the problem.” Dawson keeps pressing the button with the same result. That scared and aggravated expression on his face grows more intense with each push. His eyes narrow and lips become taut as he smacks the controller against the palm of his hand. 
 
    “So, how do we get out of here?” I stare at Dawson, waiting for him to respond as the chaser continues its assault on the door. 
 
    “Well, aside from ramming the garage door and hoping nothing happens to the car from us doing that, we could disengage the motor and lift the door ourselves. That’s about the only thing I can think of.” Dawson points straight up and shrugs his shoulders. 
 
    As much as I want to just stay in the truck and have Dawson gun it, I don’t want to risk messing up the truck to the point it breaks down. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll get out and lift the door up.” I can’t believe those words escaped my lips, but they did. 
 
    “You sure?” Dawson asks with a surprised expression on his sweaty face. 
 
    “No, but we really don’t have a choice, do we? Can’t risk messing up the truck.” My hand takes hold of the door’s handle before Dawson stops me. 
 
    “To lift the door manually, you’ll need to pull the rope with the red handle down that is attached to the motor. You’ll hear it break free, and you should be able to lift it up then.” 
 
    “Got it.” Taking a deep breath, I grab my Remington and open the door. Duke gets to his feet and climbs over the center console. “Stay right here with Dawson, boy. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Duke sits down in my seat, groaning a little. I can tell he wants to get out with me, but he doesn’t. 
 
    “As soon as you get that door up, get your butt back in this truck,” Dawson urges from the cab. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” I reply. 
 
    Holding the Remington close, I flick off the safety and move around the truck to the other side. The chaser in the house is still pounding on the door. It doesn’t seem like it’s going to give up until it breaks through. 
 
    I spot the red rope with the red handle dangling from the ceiling. I reach up. My fingers lace over it and pull. It pops. The track for the door is now free from the motor. That was the easy part. 
 
    I turn back around and head to the garage door. I press my ear against the cool steel to listen for anything that might be on the other side. The truck’s engine is overpowering, making it difficult to hear. 
 
    Glancing back toward the truck, I signal to Dawson to kill the engine. It dies immediately. 
 
    He pokes his head out of the driver’s side window and asks, “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. I can’t hear over the engine going.” 
 
    Taking another listen, I press my head back against the door. It seems quiet. That doesn’t mean that there isn’t anything out there, but I can’t pick up on whether or not any chasers are close by. 
 
    I shoulder my Remington and lift up a little on the door. It’s not too heavy, but enough to where I can’t hold the door and take a peek outside. I lower it back down and glance back over my shoulder. I spot a stack of red bricks. An idea gels inside my brain. A way for me to assess the situation beyond the garage door. I snag a brick from the pile. 
 
    “What are you doing now?” Dawson inquires once more. 
 
    “I’m trying to prop up the door, so I can see if any of those chasers are close by. If I open this door and there’s a handful waiting on the other side, then I am as good as dead.” 
 
    I lift the door and slip the brick underneath. Prone on my stomach, I peer outside. 
 
    “Well? Are we screwed?” 
 
    The coast looks clear. I don’t see any in or around the house. I can’t see off to the sides though, but figure with the noise the truck was making and me lifting up the door, if there are any lurking about, that would have drawn them in for sure. 
 
    “I think we’re good.” I respond. 
 
    I get back to my feet and lift the door. The wheels squeal as they race up the track and stop. I spot movement just ahead. Time to go. 
 
    The door that leads into the garage from the house, pulsates violently, causing a lot of racket. The enraged creature on the other side continues its campaign to get through. Each dense crash against the obstacle causes me to cringe and flinch. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see numerous bodies barreling toward us from down his driveway. The door finally succumbs to the relentless aggression of our attacker and bursts open. The chaser stumbles down the few concrete steps and slams into the truck. Duke barks inside the cab. I keep the Remington shouldered and pick up the brick. I have to conserve my ammo. 
 
    Moving around the bed of the truck to the driver’s side, I slam the brick into the side of the chaser’s head. Its deformed skull cracks from the impact as it topples over onto its side. It isn’t dead, just dazed. It stumbles aimlessly in circles with no particular direction to head. 
 
    “Damn, bro,” Dawson exclaims as his eyes go wide. “That’s hardcore.” 
 
    “Start the truck. There’s more coming!” I kick the brick out of the way and head around the front of the truck. 
 
    “Ok, ok.” Dawson fires up the engine. His hands motion for me to hurry along. I swing the passenger side door open and hop inside the cab. 
 
    “Dude, that was amazing. You totally creamed that thing’s head.” 
 
    I give no reply as I peer into the side view mirror. I can see them charging this way. Their bodies have turned into some symbiotic creature full of rage and mindless aggression. It takes me a moment, but I recognize most of the faces within the horde. 
 
    “No way,” I mutter. “Ms. Granger. Mr. Larkin. Danny Thompson!” 
 
    “What are you rambling about, James?” Dawson glances into the rearview mirror and gasps. “Dude, my neighbors are chasers!” 
 
    Dawson puts the truck into reverse and slams the gas. The engine revs up, but we do not move. 
 
    “Why aren’t we moving!” I respond tersely. 
 
    “I don’t know! Give me a second to think,” Dawson yells back in protest. He slaps the steering wheel. He glances down and reaches toward the floorboard. “Forgot the parking brake.” 
 
    Multiple thuds resonate from the tailgate of the truck, sending both of our heads toward the back. There are three chasers staring right at us. 
 
    Ms. Granger’s pale and wrinkled face is peppered with blood as her mouth chomps up and down. Mr. Larkin and Danny Thompson start around the back end of the truck, then down the sides. 
 
    “Punch it, dude!” I urge as I move away from the door. 
 
    Dawson releases the brake and hits the gas. Ms. Granger disappears under the truck as we roll over her body. We jet out of the garage, and onto his driveway. She clamors on the concrete floor with both legs broken and her body mangled. She twists her head in our direction and reaches for us. 
 
    Mr. Larkin and Danny Thompson bolt out of the garage. Their arms claw at the air, mouths chomping up and down. Their eyes remain deadlocked on us. The chaser I smashed in the head gets to his feet and ambles after us as well. 
 
    A chaser rams into my side of the truck. The impact sends a jolt of fear down my spine, causing me to tense up. It beats on my window with its bloody fists. It opens its hands and scrapes its fingernails down the glass as it looks at me. 
 
    “Christ!” Dawson blurts out as he slams the brake. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” I yell, motioning for him to hit the gas. 
 
    Throwing it into drive, Dawson peels out in the gravel drive and heads toward the street. The back end of the truck fishtails, rocks firing from under the spinning tires like a machine gun. 
 
    A handful of chasers rush headlong toward us from the street. The creatures are multiplying rapidly. They run right into the front of the truck without pause. Dawson keeps his foot mashed to the floor as the chasers quickly vanish from sight. 
 
    “You might want to try to avoid hitting every single one of them. We don’t need the truck damaged to the point where it doesn’t run. Just a thought,” I offer as I glance back over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what. Next time, I’ll politely ask them to move out of the way. How does that sound?” Dawson counters in a condescending tone. 
 
    Dawson swerves and misses one chaser as we hit the two-lane street that runs along the front of his house. The truck gains traction and stops fishtailing. More of the creatures emerge from the wooded area to our left. They dash through the tall, swaying grass after us. The homes to our right show much of the same chaos, with the chasers in pursuit of any of Dawson’s neighbors that are trying to flee. There aren’t many, perhaps a handful who decided to brave it. Leaving his house and the chasers to fade off in the distance, we both exhale a sign of relief. 
 
    I glance at Duke who is laying in the back seat with his head draped over his front paws. 
 
    “You doing ok, boy?” I reach back and give his head a rub. He rises up to meet my hand. His coarse tongue gently licks my palm. He looks tired and worn out. I feel the same way. 
 
    “Okay, so I figure the closest gas station is roughly twenty or so minutes up the road. If it looks clear, we can stop and fuel up,” Dawson mentions as he points straight out of the windshield. 
 
    “And if it’s not? How far is the next one?” I pose. 
 
    “Not sure, but I know it’s a ways away.” Dawson shrugs his shoulders. 
 
    “Then let’s hope it’s not crawling with those things.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Sitting there, watching the trees and displaced vehicles flash by, I run my fingers through Duke’s coat. All I can think about is Mom and Cindy, and how much I miss them. I know they made it to the cabin. They had to. 
 
    Although, seeing all of the abandoned cars sprawled over the roads here, causes me to doubt they did. I try and not let it get to me, but it’s hard. If I could just hear their voices for a minute, or even a few seconds, then I think that would ease my mind some. 
 
    “You ok?” Dawson inquires. 
 
    “Yeah, just wishing I could get a hold of my mom.” My eyes won’t leave the screen of my phone as I cradle it in my palm. 
 
    “Have you tried calling again?” 
 
    “Not yet. The cell signal has been up and down for some reason the past day. Not sure what is going on.” 
 
    I show Dawson the screen and point to the zero with a line through it. It suddenly changes to having a single bar of service available. Not sure if it’ll be enough to get through. 
 
    “It’s probably because of all this mess going on,” Dawson replies as we pass a car with a few chasers trapped inside. They strike the dingy windows, their large eyes looming at us as we pass by. “Why don’t you try again? We’ll be at the gas station here shortly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it couldn’t hurt to try once more. I’m just getting tired of being let down. It’s wearing me out.” Reluctant, I pull up Mom’s number. A few bars of service appear on the screen. Hopefully, this time I’ll get through. Dialing her number, I say to myself, Please pickup, please pickup. It clicks, but doesn’t hang up. I’m connected. 
 
    “Mom?” A feeling of joy surges through me and I sit up straight. “Mom, are you ok? How’s Cindy?” 
 
    There’s no response. My phone dies. I lost the signal or something, but at least it connected. 
 
    “Well?” Dawson inquires as he adjusts the temperature controls on the dash. 
 
    “I got through this time, but she didn’t say anything. It could’ve been a bad connection or something, but at least it didn’t go directly to voicemail,” I respond. 
 
    “Oh, great,” Dawson mutters. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I look up from my phone and see the gas station ahead on my right. There are cars all over the place, blocking us from getting to the pumps. Looks like I’ll have to try Mom again later. 
 
    Dawson stops the truck in the middle of the road. We both just stare at the congested parking lot before us without saying anything. I don’t see any movement, but the gas station is big. With all the cars scattered all over, it’s hard to get a good idea if it’s empty or not. 
 
    “What do you think, James?” Dawson asks as he puts the truck into park. 
 
    “Not sure, but I really don’t like the idea of leaving here without getting some gas and possibly coasting in on fumes to the next station. If we even make it that far,” I reply as I glance over at him. 
 
    “How are we going to get the truck fueled up, then? I don’t see any way to get close to the pumps. And us trying to move these cars out of the way isn’t an option.” Dawson motions with his right hand, pointing out all of the deserted vehicles blocking our way. 
 
    “Does your dad have a gas can or anything in the back?” I point back to the truck bed. 
 
    Dawson’s lips purse together, brows slanted in as he strokes his chin. “No, I don’t think he does. Besides, do you know how long that would take running gas back and forth from the pump to the truck? That is, barring any run-ins with those things.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know it’ll eat up some time, but we really don’t have a choice in the matter right now, do we?” I turn in my seat to face Dawson. He’s leaning forward now with both forearms resting on the steering wheel. 
 
    “So, where are we going to find some gas cans at?” Dawson poses. 
 
    I glance to my right toward all the cars and the gas station itself. It should have one or more, right? 
 
    “So, we’re going to just go from car to car and search that building in hopes that there might be a gas can or two just lying around?” Dawson doesn’t seem to be on board with my plan. That much is evident from his large eyes and hand gestures. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “All right, screw it. Let’s do it.” Dawson removes the keys from the ignition and slides out of the truck. I give Duke’s back one last good deep rub and pat his head. “You ready to get out for a bit and stretch those legs?” 
 
    Looking up at me, Duke licks around his mouth and sits up. He hops up into the front of the cab and rests his body in my lap. 
 
    I open my door, allowing the mid-afternoon breeze to blow into the cab. Duke stands up and leaps from my lap to the ground. 
 
    “Stay close and don’t wander too far.” 
 
    Sniffing the air, and trailing his nose along the road, Duke runs over to a small patch of grass to handle his business. I slip out of the cab with only the Remington slung over my shoulder. 
 
    “No gas can back here,” Dawson informs from the bed of the truck. “And are we sure we want to walk through all of that?” he inquires one last time as he points to the jungle of abandoned cars. 
 
    “Right now, the only thing I’m sure of is getting to that cabin by any means necessary,” I retort as my hand grips the strap to the Remington. 
 
    “All right, bro, just thought I would ask one final time seeing that we’re more than likely going to get eaten alive. Remember when a chaser is cleaning the skin from your bones, that I told you so.” Dawson doesn’t crack a smile or anything suggesting he is being facetious. Even with the terse response, I know he wouldn’t let anything happen to me. Regardless of how much he may despise my plan. 
 
    “Ever the optimist, aren’t you?” I nudge him with my elbow. 
 
    “Just keeping it real, James.” Dawson walks past, stern face and all. 
 
    I remove the Remington from my shoulder and take the safety off. Dawson removes a handgun from behind his back and grips it with both hands. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had a handgun?” 
 
    “I don’t. This is my Dad’s. It’s a 9mm Berretta. He keeps it in his room next to his bed. I found it one day and so he showed me how to use it. I figured it would be better to have something a little smaller to carry around in case we get caught in tight quarters. I don’t plan on being made a meal by those things.” Dawson ejects the magazine and looks down over the ammo. He slaps it back in and cocks the gun then shoots me an irritated glance. “You ready to do this?” 
 
    “I’m ready to get the gas and get out of here,” I respond. “Do you want to take the lead?” 
 
    “I’ll let you take this one. I’ll get the next one.” 
 
    I whistle for Duke who weaves in through the cars to my side. I give him a pat on the side and rub his head. “Stay close, boy.” 
 
    He gives a good shake and trots ahead of me. His nose instinctively trains to the ground. I follow close behind him with Dawson bringing up the rear. 
 
    As we pass the abandoned vehicles, I peer into each one, looking for anything of value. Right now, I’m more concerned with finding gas cans and stuff of that nature than anything else. So far, we’re coming up empty. 
 
    Dawson stops and cracks open a door to a dingy white Nissan Altima. He leans inside and grabs a necklace that is hanging from the rear-view mirror. 
 
    I pause and turn toward him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You never know when we might need something to barter with out here,” Dawson retorts as he pushes the jewelry into his pant pocket. 
 
    I roll my eyes and keep going. 
 
    “What?” he asks with a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    We finish going through the rest of the vehicles as we near the pumps. Dawson has managed to pilfer some not so useful items. I keep quiet and let him do whatever. 
 
    “You know, I just noticed something, James.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I lift up a blue tarp from the bed of a gray truck and skim over the contents. 
 
    “There’s a ton of cars here, and we haven’t seen a single body, dead or alive.” 
 
    I lower the tarp, not finding anything of real use. “Maybe things got so congested here and they didn’t have time to wait for it to thin out and they left on foot. Who knows?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s just kind of weird. Makes you wonder how long ago all this happened. The government must have moved quickly to keep the media quiet.” Dawson stops. He leans forward to probe the inside of a white sedan. He suddenly yelps and jumps back. Shaken, he trains his pistol at the chaser who has her face pressed against the window. 
 
    “Don’t fire. She’s trapped inside and no threat. The sound could attract more that are close by,” I urge. 
 
    “I really hate this,” Dawson mutters as he lowers the pistol to his side. 
 
    Duke runs over to the store and sniffs around the front of the building. I check the pumps, which seem to be operational. The lights on all three are lit up, indicating they have power. 
 
    “Okay. So, looks like we need to head inside the store,” I say, pointing over to where Duke is. 
 
    Dawson doesn’t want to go inside. That much is certain from the concerned expression flooding his sweaty face. “Do we have to? I bet if we keep looking out here, we’ll come across a gas can or something.” 
 
    I retrieve one of the handles from the pump and squeeze the silver handle. Nothing happens. 
 
    “It’s not just the gas can. I think we have to turn on the pumps to get the gas.” 
 
    Dawson points to the green hue of numbers. 
 
    “The pumps are already on.” 
 
    “I know they’re on, but it’s like when you get gas, you have to let the guy inside know what pump you want and how much. He then does whatever and sets the pump where you can start pumping the gas. Have you never seen your parents get gas before?” I ask while setting the handle back in its resting place. 
 
    “Yeah, I have, but never paid attention to every single step the person was doing,” Dawson retorts. He removes one of the hoses from the pump station and squeezes the trigger, acting as though he doesn’t believe me. 
 
    Nothing happens. 
 
    He puts it back and gives me a look that says it all. “You know, for once I would really like to catch a break,” Dawson croaks with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Hey, we’re alive, aren’t we?” I respond. 
 
    “True, but taking risks like this may shorten our lifespan.” 
 
    “Do you want to wait out here while Duke and I check out the store, or are you coming with us?” I point in the direction of the store. 
 
    Dawson shudders at the thought of going inside the building. “No, I would rather be out here in the open than in there.” 
 
    “Ok. Keep an eye out for any chasers, and look around for some gas cans while you’re at it. If you see anything, let me know, all right?” I start toward the building as Dawson agrees with a tilt of his head. 
 
    “All right. Be careful in there.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    I walk away from the pump, and head for the front door of the store. Duke’s nose is still trained to the ground, until he sees me. He rushes over to my side and rubs against my leg. 
 
    I’m super nervous and scared, but I focus on what needs to be done. I take a deep breath. If I’m going to get to Mom and Cindy, I have to do this. That’s all that matters. 
 
    I test the door. It budges, but barely. I continue to tug, but it doesn’t open. Guess it’s jammed? Who knows. Either way, we’re not going in through the front. Damn it. 
 
    I sigh, and peer inside the dimly lit space. Most of the lights are out. Great. I press my face to the cool glass and try to look around to see if I can spot any movement. 
 
    Most of the store looks to have been tossed. Food and other odds and ends cover the floors. The shelves appear to be bare, ransacked of anything edible. 
 
    “Come on, boy. Let’s go around the side here, and see if we can get in.” 
 
    We leave the front door and head to the right. Duke trots ahead of me and stops at the corner of the building, waiting for me to catch up. He’s not growling or giving any signs that a chaser or some stranger is lurking about, which stays my nerves. 
 
    I cautiously poke my head out and take a look. The coast looks clear. We move on, keeping close to the wall. We make it around to the backside of the building and find a lone door. 
 
    Duke waits patiently at the edge of the store. His body is poised and tense, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. Dad did an amazing job of training Duke. I’m grateful for that right now. 
 
    I get alongside him, and take a look down the overgrown weeds that are pushed up against the building. It’s not too bad, but enough to possibly conceal someone that might be hiding within the vegetation. 
 
    I pat Duke on his side, signaling for him to go on. He takes it slow and steady with his nose to the ground as I follow close behind. 
 
    A slight breeze whips the blades of grass in every direction. A bad smell claims the air. Something rotting perhaps? Similar to trash that has been confined to a trash can for some time. My face contorts in disgust. I keep my guard up. 
 
    Duke stops suddenly. His ears perk up. He’s motionless and staring straight ahead. 
 
    “What is it, boy?” 
 
    A low growl and I bring up the Remington. After a few seconds of waiting for whatever it is, I hear a rustling noise. 
 
    My heart beats faster. Blood rushes to the tips of my fingers and toes as I cautiously inch along the back side of the building. I hold my hand out to Duke, motioning for him to stay put. He complies. 
 
    Hugging the cool brick wall, I peek in the direction of the noise. My veins swell with adrenaline, pumping hard and fast as I crane my neck. My fingers grip the Remington tighter as I seek for the disturbance. A raccoon darts out from between two metal trash cans and runs past me. I mumble some choice words and try to catch my breath. I’m glad that’s all it was. Duke races after the coon. 
 
    “Come on, boy, let it go.” Duke halts his pursuit and comes back to my side. 
 
    The weeds turn to pavement. The trash stewing in the dumpster seems to be the source of the atrocious smell. I was thinking of food, but not anymore. Doesn’t seem to be bothering Duke any, though. He sniffs around the base of the trash and hikes his leg. My feelings exactly. 
 
    The back door to the building is on the other side of the dumpster. It’s ajar. Blood trails out and around to the opposite side of the store. 
 
    As we approach, I notice bloody hand prints around the door handle and wall. Not what I wanted to see. We could stop, get back to the truck, and make for the next station, but it could be just as bad, or worse, we could run out of gas and get stranded out here. 
 
    We’re here, and haven’t seen any chasers roaming around. We just need to keep our eyes peeled and ears open. 
 
    “Stay close,” I quietly speak to Duke. 
 
    Grabbing the door, I gently pull it open far enough for us to get in. Duke goes first, and I follow close behind. The back room is dark and quiet. Some light from the store’s main area shines through the two small windows on the double doors on the opposite side of the stockroom. 
 
    Water drips from somewhere, adding to the already creepy ambience. I reach for my pack to get my flashlight, but remember that it’s in the cab of the truck. I’ve got my phone in my pocket and a flashlight app that will have to do. 
 
    I pull it out and turn it on. Surprisingly enough, the phone gives off a good bit of light. It’s not as good as the flashlight, but beggars can’t be choosers at this point. 
 
    Bringing the phone up, I pause and sweep it over the periphery of the stockroom. There are all sorts of boxes and other miscellaneous junk scattered all over the stockroom’s floor. It’s in complete disarray. Looks like looters or whoever have already searched the area. Twelve packs of soda lay dented and dispersed on the unkempt off-white linoleum floor. Among the mess are crushed Twinkie packages. 
 
    I catch sight of the blood and follow it with my light. It veers off to the left. Duke’s tail wags. 
 
    “You got something?” I ask, carefully walking over to where he is. 
 
    I shine the light, and find Duke just staring at what seems to be a janitor’s closet. Blood is smeared all over the door with streaks running in every direction. I grab him by his collar, and gently pull him to the side. I’m debating on whether or not I want to open the door. It’s hard to tell what’s lurking on the other side. Whoever it is, the likelihood of them being injured appears to be high. The problem is, have they been bitten. 
 
    “What do you think, boy? Should I op-” 
 
    The door bursts open, knocking me backward into a tower of boxes. The Remington is freed from my hands. Duke growls at whatever emerged from the closet. His aggressive barking is quickly muffled by the door slamming shut, and sealing him inside the confined closet space. 
 
    “Hey, pal, if you’re here to try and kill me or whatever, it’s not going to work out too well for you.” A man tosses the boxes that are on top of me to the side, and grabs me by my shirt. “You’ll be lucky if I don’t kill-” He stops and just stares at me. 
 
    I don’t say a word. Not sure if it’s because I’m scared to death or just don’t want to get this guy any more riled up than he already is. 
 
    “You’re just a kid,” he states in surprise. He releases my shirt and stands up. He’s dressed in some camo military clothes. Some blood has stained his top right chest area—more than likely from whomever the blood belonged to on the outside of the door. 
 
    “You alone?” he asks as he holds his hand out. 
 
    I take it and get back to my feet. His lip is busted and his cheek bruised. 
 
    “No. My friend is outside. We’re looking for some containers to fill up with gas.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I got jumped by a few pricks, and then had some of those things chase me in here,” he says as he points to the cramped closet behind him. “You haven’t seen any of them out there, have you?” 
 
    “No one is out there. Chasers or otherwise,” I say. Duke barks and claws at the closet door behind him. “Can I let my dog out now?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Wait, it’s not going to attack me, is it?” he hesitantly asks. 
 
    “Well, you were kind of an a-hole and all so I make no guarantees.” The man narrows his eyes at me. His brow furrows and lips purse together. I stride over to the closet, where Duke is scratching at the interior of the door with his claws. I grab the doorknob and twist. Duke bolts out and rushes toward the stranger. His ears are lowered, his teeth visible from under his snout as he growls at him. 
 
    “It’s ok, boy. For now, he’s cool.” It takes Duke a minute, but he finally eases up and sits down. He stays close to my side, rubbing against my leg, while keeping his eyes on the man. I retrieve my Remington from the floor and toss it back over my shoulder. 
 
    He looks toward the double doors and back over his shoulder to the exit. 
 
    “Expecting someone?” 
 
    “No. Just keeping an eye out for, what did you call them? Was it chasers?” 
 
    “Yeah. At least, that’s what they were called on this video me and my friend watched,” I respond with a nod. “We didn’t see any out there, but they can pop up pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I really don’t want to hang around here for too long. Especially without a gun.” He cuts his eyes toward the Remington. 
 
    I grip the strap a bit tighter, holding it close to me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, kid, if I wanted to take your gun, I would have.” 
 
    That’s true. He had me dead to rights on the ground and could’ve done whatever. Doesn’t mean I trust him, though. “I’m James. This is Duke.” 
 
    “Tony.” 
 
    We shake hands this time, bridging the recent awkward gap. 
 
    “Do you know if the store out there is clear?” I inquire with a nod in the main store’s direction. If any were inside, we would’ve already found out with the racket we were just causing. 
 
    “No clue. I never made it inside. This is as far as I got.” Tony glances back to the double doors. 
 
    “I need to find the controls to the pumps so we can get the gas flowing. I’d think it would be behind the counter at the front.” 
 
    “You’ve got a vehicle out there?” Tony inquires as he cuts his eyes back to me. 
 
    I pause before responding. I don’t exactly want to give up too much more than I already have. Right now, that truck is the only thing that I have in order to get to my mom and Cindy, and I’m not sure if he is fishing for what we may have. 
 
    “We do a couple of miles back. Ran out of gas on the highway. Not sure if that’s it or if there was something else wrong with it.” I allow the lie to flow from my lips as if it’s the truth. 
 
    Tony nods, his eyes lingering in my direction. I can’t tell if he’s buying what I’m telling him, or if he’s plotting to kill me and Dawson. I hate to think wrong of people, but when things go south, good people can do bad things. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll give you a hand,” Tony finally says as he heads toward the double doors. 
 
    I’m glad he’s in front of me and not behind. I slip the Remington free from my shoulder, and we follow his lead. 
 
    Tony pauses at the door. He looks through the small window. His eyes roll from side to side. Duke groans a little, yawning and scratching his coat. 
 
    “You know how to use that gun, kid?” Tony inquires. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m a crack shot with it.” I may be over embellishing skillset some, but he doesn’t know that. “Do you see anything?” 
 
    “No, but that doesn’t mean there’s nothing in there. Stay close to me and watch our backs.” Tony pushes the door open. The hinges squeak in the cold, dead silence. He puts one foot in front of the other carefully and heads out into the store. I give one last look back down the stockroom before heading out as well. 
 
    Tony pauses while he holds the swinging door open for me. “You coming, kid?” 
 
    “My name is not kid. It’s James,” I flatly respond. 
 
    “Well, James, don’t get too trigger happy and shoot me in the back with that rifle.” 
 
    I place my hand on the door as Tony continues on. He seems to be a bit of prick, but that’s something I can look past for now since he is giving me a hand. Duke doesn’t care for him much either. I can hear him growling every so often under his breath as he stares at him. 
 
    We move out into the main part of the store, staying close to the refrigeration units along the wall. Drinks, food, and other items litter the floor. They’re crushed and ripped open, their contents spread all over the sticky white linoleum flooring. Shelves are barren of anything I’d want to investigate further. 
 
    The lights flicker for a moment. The store becomes dark, then slowly grows bright once more as we near the front. 
 
    “What was that?” I stop cold. The Remington plays over the open space as my hands tighten around the forestock. 
 
    “The backup generator might be on the fritz. Let’s just hurry up and get this done.” Tony stops suddenly, halting me with his hand. He points to the ground with his finger. A pool of blood sweeps off to the left and around one of the shelves. 
 
    “Wait right here,” he whispers. 
 
    I grab Duke by his collar and hold him near me as Tony inches toward the end of the aisle. By now, I’m just ready to get this done, and get back outside, so we can pump this gas and be on our way. 
 
    Tony pauses briefly, and then moves out. Duke and I slowly work our way up the aisle and stop. I glance around the shelving, and find Tony kneeling next to a man lying face down. He’s feeling his neck. I can’t tell whether the man is alive or not, but from the amount of blood pooled under his body, I would say no. 
 
    “Is he dead?” I whisper. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s pretty dead,” Tony replies sarcastically. He strips the corpse free of the knife that’s attached to his hip. “Wait right there while I get the gas ready to pump.” 
 
    The lights flicker again and go out. The emergency lights flood the interior in a red hue from the corners of the store. There’s still a good bit of daylight coming in from the outside, but the front counter looks to be in the dark. 
 
    “Christ, can I not catch a break,” Tony grumbles. Flipping the blade about, with the serrated edge facing outward, Tony approaches the counter with caution. He stops, then peers over the counter. 
 
    Duke groans and moans, then starts to growl under his breath as he twists his head back. 
 
    “What is it, boy?” 
 
    He breaks free from my grasp, and runs back to the double doors, disappearing from sight. 
 
    “Duke?” I quietly yell. “Duke, come here now!” 
 
    I start after him. I hear some rustling from within the coolers next to me. I take a few steps back and train the Remington at the refrigeration units. I scan over each section, trying to see what caused the sound. With the power out, the coolers are partially lit; leaving most of the units in the dark. 
 
    Click... click! 
 
    I track down the noise to the third cooler down from where I am and crack open the door. Cool air rushes out and brushes against my skin, sending a chill over my body. 
 
    Click! 
 
    The fan in the upper right corner twitches back and forth, but doesn’t budge. Guess with the power going out it messed it up or something. Not that this place looks like it’s in top running condition anyway. 
 
    “James?” Tony says aloud. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. Duke ran off after something, and I was going after him,” I glance back in Tony’s direction. 
 
    “I got the pumps primed and ready. We’re good to-” 
 
    A figure emerges from the shadows of the small kitchen that’s adjoined to the front counter and rushes Tony. It grabs him and forces him back up against the wall. It’s teeth chatter as it tries to get closer to him. 
 
    I bring the Remington up and try to get a clear shot of its head. Between it being dark and the figure thrashing about, I can’t line up a clean shot. 
 
    “I am seriously about done with this day,” Tony growls as he stabs the man multiple times in the stomach. It does little to phase the corpse who’s still surging forward. “You got a shot, kid?” 
 
    “If you can get a little bit of space between him and you, then I think I can take him down.” I struggle to obtain a clear shot. 
 
    The glass behind me shatters as something explodes out of the cooler and lands on my back. Its bulk knocks me hard into the shelving in front of me. Bottles of coke bounce off the floor. Some puncture and spray the sticky beverage all over me. 
 
    “Hold on, kid,” Tony shouts. The chaser grabs me from behind and pulls me free from the shelves. 
 
    Its warm breath brushes over my neck as it pulls me in closer. I struggle to break free, ramming my elbows into its side and thrashing about. Tony’s still fighting with the chaser behind the counter. I only get a brief glimpse before it places its hand across my face, distorting my view. 
 
    “Duke!” I yell, but my voice is muffled from its grungy fingers across my lips. 
 
    Tossing my head back in a frenzy of panic, I connect with its face and break its hold. I fall forward to the ground and scavenge through the smashed junk food in search of the Remington. 
 
    It should be right here close to me. Items that were on the shelf now litter the floor, making it hard to locate the gun. 
 
    There it is! 
 
    I knock the flattened bags of chips and open packages of candy out of the way, and grab the Remington. Getting to my feet, I bring the rifle to bear and fire. The blast tears half of the chaser’s face off, its flesh splattering against the glass. 
 
    The chaser stumbles backward, but doesn’t go down. I ready for another shot. Tony stabs it in the forehead and releases the blade. 
 
    “Save your ammo,” he says winded. 
 
    It crumbles to the floor, its mouth opening and closing a few more times before stopping. 
 
    “Nice work, kid. You held your own pretty good. There for a moment, I thought for sure you were a goner.” Tony pats me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks.” I place my hands on my knees and try to catch my breath. 
 
    “Where’s that dog of yours?” Tony inquires as he looks to his right, then left. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Duke!” I call once more, craning my neck to see if I can spot him. 
 
    He bolts around the corner. As soon as he spots me, he slows his pace and folds his ears down. He creeps up to me and glances up, giving that sad puppy dog look. I scold him with my finger. I’m pissed, but more so for the fact that I was afraid something had happened to him. 
 
    Bending down, I rub the crown of his head as he licks my face. “Don’t do that again boy, ok?” A single bark and a lick to my hand shows he complies. 
 
    “Well, now that you and Lassie have gotten that straightened out, let’s get out of here.” Tony grabs the blade buried deep inside the chaser’s skull and places his boot on its face. A single yank and it comes free. He wipes the thick blood off on its shirt and places the blade back into its sheath. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Dawson asks as we come out through the front doors. 
 
    “We’re fine. Had a run in with a few chasers, but we took care of them,” I respond while pointing to myself and Tony. 
 
    “I can see that. You got some blood on your face.” Dawson rubs his index finger up and down on his right cheek as his gaze shifts to Tony. 
 
    I lift my shirt and swipe it across my face, trying to remove the blood that apparently splattered on me. Hopefully, none of it got inside my mouth. Would that even matter? 
 
    “Who is this?” Dawson’s hand tightens a bit more over the Berretta. 
 
    “Tony; Dawson. Dawson; Tony,” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, kid,” Tony says, extending his hand. 
 
    “Yeah, likewise.” Dawson cautiously shakes his hand, his eyes narrowing at me. 
 
    “We got the pumps turned on and ready to go. Did you find any gas cans or containers?” Tony looks down at the ground and past Dawson. 
 
    “I haven’t found any yet. There’s a Humvee over there I haven’t gone through yet. I heard a gunshot from inside the store and rushed back over here. I thought something had happened to you.” Dawson glares at me. 
 
    “Man, I’m surprised the Humvee is still here. I thought for sure they would’ve taken it,” Tony says as he walks off toward the truck. “Be right back.” 
 
    “Where the hell did you find that guy?” Dawson whispers. His voice is laced with revulsion. 
 
    “He was in the stockroom of the store inside a closet. I guess some guys jumped him or something like that and some chasers were after him as well.” I point back to the store. 
 
    “Dude gives me the creeps. Looks shady and all.” Dawson briefly cuts his attention back over his shoulder to Tony, who’s looking at one of the vehicles. 
 
    “Well, he just saved my life, so I’m willing to give him a chance.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell him about the truck, did you?” Dawson narrows his eyes as he waits for my response. 
 
    “I told him that it broke down a few miles back, and that we weren’t sure if it ran out of gas or if it was something else,” I inform, somewhat irritated by the question. 
 
    “Okay, good. You might trust him, but I don’t. For all we know, he could kill us and take it.” Dawson’s tone increases with every word as he throws his hands up into the air. 
 
    “Will you chill the freak out,” I snap. I grab his arms and pull them back down. “The only person here acting like a psycho is you. Maybe he’s just trying to get out of town as well. For now, let’s give him a chance. If we see it’s going in the wrong direction, then we’ll cut him loose, okay?” 
 
    “All right man, but I hope you’re right,” Dawson replies with a shake of his head. “This is all on you, James.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I counter with a shrug. 
 
    “What does Duke think about him? That dog seems to have a good judge of character.” Dawson shifts his gaze down to Duke who’s sitting by my side. 
 
    “He’s still on the fence with him, but he was the same with you when we first met if you remember. Now he’s accepted you. Mostly.” I smile at Dawson and gently punch him in the arm as he tries to not smile back. 
 
    “More like tolerating me.” Dawson reaches for Duke’s head, but is met with a low growl and sharp fangs. He quickly yanks his hand back and shakes his head. “Yeah. He is super sweet on me.” 
 
    “Did he bite you?” I pose. 
 
    “No.” Dawson continues to look down at Duke. 
 
    “See. Progress.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Those guys that were after me trashed my Humvee. I got two gas cans, though that they didn’t take. Should be more than enough to get your truck some fuel and have some extra to throw in the back.” Tony says while holding two red gas cans in the air. 
 
    “Awesome. Let’s get this done, and get the hell out of here,” Dawson adds with jubilee. “I don’t like just hanging out here.” 
 
    Dawson grabs the cans from Tony and sits them on the ground next to each other. He removes the handle from the housing and starts pumping into the first can. 
 
    Duke’s ears perk back up, his body becoming tense once more. He looks to Dawson’s left and starts growling. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the dog?” Tony peers to the left, back toward the store. 
 
    “Whatcha got, boy?” I pat his side. Tony pulls a gun from behind his back. 
 
    “Don’t move.” Tony points the gun in Dawson’s direction. Dawson looks up, his face flooding with terror as his arms fly up into the air. 
 
    “I told you that we couldn’t trust this asshole. He went back to his truck and got that damn gun to rob and kill us.” 
 
    “Tony, what the hell!” I yell as Duke barks his head off. “So now you’re just going to kill two kids in cold blood like it’s nothing?” 
 
    Tony’s face is stone cold, his lips straight as an arrow. His hands are steady, eyes locked dead ahead at Dawson’s skull. 
 
    Before I get the balls to do something that will probably get us both killed, Tony fires a single shot off. I look away, unable to bear the thought of Dawson being shot in the head. He screams, which turns my stomach inside out. 
 
    Something heavy plops to the ground, and then Dawson mutters something. My eyes crack back open. I turn toward him. 
 
    “That was close, huh?” Tony lowers the gun to his side. “Pretty good shot too.” 
 
    Dawson’s right ear is bleeding. “What!” Dawson’s fingers dig inside his ear canal. He stares at me with a bewildered gaze. I point toward the ground as he looks behind him. 
 
    “Holy hell!” He jumps in the air and scrambles to get away from the chaser that is laying mere inches from his feet. 
 
    “Thanks to Duke here, I spotted it through the window of that Camaro over there and kept an eye on it. I was hoping it wouldn’t venture this way, but it did.” Tony places the gun behind him and reaches his hand out to Dawson who’s still messing with his ear. “Sorry if I scared you, kid. Didn’t want to cause any panic or anything, and have either of you do something stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. Now I have this damn ringing in my ear,” Dawson yells back. 
 
    “That should go away shortly,” Tony reassures. 
 
    Dawson takes Tony’s hand and shakes it one time before pulling his hand back. 
 
    “Listen, I might come across as an asshole, but I’m no murderer. Well, not of the living or people who don’t deserve it anyway,” Tony assures. 
 
    “Glad to hear it. You had me wondering.” I notice gas running out of the top of the gas can and let go of Duke’s collar. I retrieve the gas handle and remove the nozzle. I sever the flow as the potent fumes fill the air. I slide the nozzle into the remaining can and begin pumping once more. 
 
    “I’d hurry it up there, James. Looks like that gunshot attracted some unwanted attention.” Tony places his hand just above his brow. His head goes from left to right. 
 
    I top off the can I’m filling and stow the handle back into place. Screwing the caps on, I get to my feet and notice multiple chasers running through the tall weeds on the left side of the store. I count two, now three, no wait, five total barreling our way. 
 
    Duke’s nose is in the air and ears on end. He must’ve picked up their scent as well. His body is rigid, muscles taut as he stares at the group of chasers coming our way. 
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    I start to remove the Remington from my shoulder, but Tony puts a restrictive hand on the barrel. 
 
    “Save it, kid. Get your friend and fall back to the road,” Tony says. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I inquire, standing next to Tony. 
 
    “Hopefully, buy us some time. Now move!” 
 
    “Come on, Duke,” I call out while heading over to Dawson. He jumps when I grab his shoulder. “We need to get back to the road now! Grab one of the gas cans, will ya?” 
 
    Dawson shakes his head. His hand cradles his injured ear. We each pick up a can, and lug them through the maze of cars. I look back over my shoulder while on the move. Tony removes the gas handle from the pump and holds it out in front of him. 
 
    “Oh, no, he isn’t going to do what I think he is,” I mutter. 
 
    Tony sprays the gasoline all over the store’s front, and the ground in front on him. 
 
    “Pick up the pace, Dawson. We have to move faster,” I urge. 
 
    Dawson and I weave through the cars. We make it to the road, and stand alongside the truck. We toss the gas cans in the back. They hit the bed with a dull thud. Duke moves to my side, still barking at the incoming threat. 
 
    Tony jumps and slides over the hoods of the some of the vehicle while sprinting around the others as the chasers close the gap. 
 
    “Get in the truck, dude.” Dawson pounds his fists against its side as the stampede of infected charge our way. 
 
    I glance in Tony’s direction. “What about Tony? He’s going to know that we lied.” 
 
    “I’m more concerned with putting distance between us and this gas station. If he’s about to set this place off like a roman candle then we need to be on the move and heading in the opposite direction.” Dawson opens the passenger side and hops in. Duke quickly follows and sits next to him in the middle. 
 
    “Start it up, James!” Tony yells as a fire erupts in front of the store. 
 
    I get to the driver’s side and fire up the truck. Duke is still barking, which is kind of getting annoying. I quiet him down as Tony hops into the bed of the truck. 
 
    He slaps the back window repeatedly and yells, “Go!” 
 
    Slamming the gas pedal down, we peel out of there. A handful of chasers run right through the raging inferno, igniting their bodies. They make it a few more strides before falling to the ground, their clothes consumed by the flames. 
 
    The remainder of the pack veers off. They weave through the cars and onto the road. Tony nudges the back window open. The smell of gasoline fills the inside of the cab. 
 
    “That was close, boys,” Tony says as the gas station erupts in a massive blast, shaking the truck. 
 
    In the rear-view mirror, the flames engulf the vehicles and the surrounding area. The remaining infected chasing after us fall farther and farther behind as I speed up. Eventually, they’re nothing more than a spec in my mirror. 
 
    We drive about another fifteen minutes, and I pull over to the side of the road and kill the engine. The gas gauge hugs the empty mark. The warning light has been flashing for the last five minutes. 
 
    “How are your ears doing?” I inquire as I glance to Dawson. 
 
    He massages his ear and opens his mouth. “The ringing is not as bad now, but my head still hurts.” 
 
    “Well, take it easy. I’m going to fill up the truck and check on Tony. Then, we’ll get going again.” 
 
    Dawson leans his head back against the headrest. His eyes close and his hand rests on top of his forehead. Duke seems to have calmed down as well. He lays close to Dawson with his head resting in his lap. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t shocked at the sight. Never thought Duke would come around, but glad he has. 
 
    In the distance, thick black smoke billows up into the sky from the store. That dude is one crazy sob, that’s for sure. Better check on him. 
 
    I step out of the truck. Tony’s already filling up the gas tank. He’s sweating something fierce, beads racing down his face and mixing in with the dirt and grime coating his skin. I imagine the cool, brisk air will stay the heat he’s feeling. 
 
    “How’s your friend doing?” Tony inquires as he elevates the gas can higher. 
 
    “He’s fine. I think he’s more shaken than anything.” I glance through the back window. All I can see is the crown of his head. 
 
    “That’s good. Pretty lucky you came across this truck and all.” Tony shoots me a quick glance, our eyes briefly connecting before he looks away. 
 
    My body slumps over some and my deceiving eyes train to the ground. “Yeah, about that. Sorry about lying to you. Didn’t know if we could trust you or not.” 
 
    Tony meets my shameful expression with a shrug of his shoulders. “No worries, James. Can’t say I blame you. You have to protect what you have, especially now. Besides, when things go to crap, trust is a valuable thing. Without it, we’re just as bad as those things.” 
 
    I raise my head. “So, can we trust you?” 
 
    Tony gives the gas can a shake, draining what remainder of fuel is left inside into the tank of the truck. He removes the nozzle and tosses it back into the bed of the truck. 
 
    “What do you think, James?” Tony grabs the gas cap and secures it into place. 
 
    “No,” I reply. “I think you’re a bit on the crazy side, but if you wanted to kill us, you would’ve done it already.” 
 
    “Mind if I have a smoke?” Tony moves around to the back of the truck. He lowers the tailgate, and fishes about in his pant pockets, then moves up to his camo breast pocket that is bulged out. He removes a pack of cigarettes—Marlboro 100s, Gold pack. 
 
    “I haven’t had a smoke in nearly five years,” he says, hopping onto the tailgate. 
 
    I lean against the truck and lace my arms across my chest. “My dad used to smoke too when he was in the service. He always told me that it calmed his nerves and helped him stay focused. Took the edge off.” 
 
    “Your dad was in the service? What branch?” Tony inquires as he looks at me. 
 
    “He was in the Marines. He did a lot of black ops, off the books kind of stuff. I asked him many times about what he did, but he never told me. Partly because he couldn’t, but I think he also wanted to shield me from the things he did, good and bad,” I say. 
 
    “God, there seemed to be more bad stuff than good. After a while, it wears on you. The lines become blurred, and you start to lose yourself if you’re not careful. It’s important to remember that life is valuable, James.” Slapping the box against the palm of his hand, Tony tears open the top. He pulls a cigarette out. Staring off into space, he slips it between his lips and pauses. My dad had that same look at times when he thought about those days, remembering where he was and the things he did. 
 
    “You okay?” I softly inquire with a tilt of my head. 
 
    “Yeah, kid.” Tony ignites the red fluorescent lighter, and torches the end of the tobacco rich stick. Taking a deep drag, he closes his eyes and exhales the smoke. “Man, never thought I’d miss that.” 
 
    I ask, “Does everyone that’s in the service smoke?” 
 
    “Smoke, drink, chase a little tail,” Tony replies with a chuckle and grin. “It’s hard not to pick up some bad habits. Before I went into the service, I didn’t smoke or drink, but your dad was right. Sometimes, you just need something to take the edge off, regardless of what it is. Want one?” 
 
    Want one? The last time I attempted to smoke was a few years back. I got into Dad’s pack and snuck one outside. Before I could even light it up, Mom caught me and went off. Man, she was so pissed. I think Dad got an ear full as well. Still, I’m curious, though. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Tony tosses the pack to me. He has that white and gold stick clutched tightly between his lips. I pull one free and stick it in my mouth. It tastes bad already. The smell is less than to be desired, but maybe it’ll get better? 
 
    He gives me a light. My lips suck on the end. The smoke builds inside my mouth. It hits me hard, gagging me at first and making it difficult to breathe. I cough deeply and repeatedly, trying to get some air. 
 
    “The first time is always a bitch, kid. Take it slow.” Tony motions with his hands to pace myself. 
 
    Blowing the smoke out, I clear my throat and try to regain my coolness. I take another drag, this time taking it slow and not as deep. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply with a cough or two. It tastes horrible. I don’t recall ever having anything as foul as this in my life. Not sure why anyone would want to do this. I guess for some, you just get used to it. 
 
    Tony finishes off the last little bit of his cigarette. He presses the end into the tailgate, putting out the bud, flicks it onto the road, and hops down from the truck’s bed. 
 
    “Well, seeing that I no longer have a ride and we seem to be having a pretty good rapport here, would you mind if I tagged along with you and your friend?” 
 
    I know Dawson would probably say no before Tony could finish speaking, but I think it might not be a bad idea to keep him around. Besides, he didn’t really need to ask and if he wanted to, he could take the truck from us. 
 
    “I think we have some room in the cab if you want to come up there,” I offer. 
 
    “All right, then,” Tony replies with a smile. 
 
    Putting the tailgate up, I walk back to the driver’s side of the truck and open the backseat door. We have some food and other odds and ends in the seats which I shove over to give some room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Dawson moans from his semi reclined position. 
 
    “I’m making some room back here for me to sit,” I respond as I push our rations and other items to the side some. 
 
    “Why are you sitting back-” Dawson stops talking as he spots Tony standing outside next to the truck. I can tell he’s not happy by the heavy breathing and the long drawn out sigh. He’ll get over it. 
 
    “Tony’s coming with us. I figure it would be better if he drove since he’s an adult,” I say. 
 
    “Listen, James, as much as I want to pick up every-” Dawson pauses and looks over to Tony. “Can you give us a second?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tony replies, stepping away from the truck. 
 
    “As much as I want to pick up every random hitchhiker and pray that they don’t slit our throats the first chance they get, I don’t want him tagging along with us,” Dawson says. 
 
    “It’ll be fine. Don’t worry about it,” I calmly respond as I clear enough space on the seat. 
 
    “He nearly took my head off earlier,” Dawson sharply snaps. 
 
    “He saved your life too and just nicked your ear. Maybe you need to show a little gratitude, man,” I tersely respond back. “He stopped one of those things from making you a snack.” 
 
    “I am grateful. I just don’t want him tagging along with us anymore. Besides, this is my truck. Don’t forget that.” Dawson stares out the front window. 
 
    “You know, you’re right. This is your truck.” I grab my gear and remove it from the backseat. “Come on, boy.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Dawson’s head twists back toward me with a bewildered look filling his face. 
 
    “Walking until I can find my own transportation.” 
 
    Duke jumps out of the cab and rushes to my side. 
 
    In disbelief, Dawson shakes his head. “Really, dude? You’re going to walk to your mom and sister with those things crawling all over the place because I don’t want that creepy Marine guy with us?” 
 
    “If I need to, yes. You coming?” I ask Tony. 
 
    He says nothing as the three of us start walking, leaving Dawson alone in the truck. I might have overreacted a bit, but if I know Dawson, he’ll get my point. 
 
    “Listen, James, I appreciate the gesture, but I don’t want to cause any problems between you and your friend. I can find my own way from here,” Tony solemnly says. 
 
    “It’s not a problem, Tony. He’s just being a dick and hardheaded. Just like when we were in school.” 
 
    Duke runs ahead of us, sniffing the ground and trailing off to the left into a patch of weeds. I hear the squeaking of the truck door and Dawson’s ever annoying heavy breathing. 
 
    “James, hold up!” Dawson yells. 
 
    We keep walking. I don’t give as much as a twitch or turn of my head. 
 
    “Dude, seriously.” 
 
    “I already told you I’m done, man,” I shout back while keeping my steady pace and my focus dead ahead. 
 
    “All right, man.” Dawson grabs me by my shoulder. I turn around and peer at him with pursed lips. “Sorry for being a douche bag back there. There’s been a lot that’s happened in the past few days. To be completely honest, I’m scared out of my mind. Right now, you and Duke are the closest thing I’ve got to family, and I don’t want to lose that.” 
 
    “I get it. I’m scared too, but right now we need to stick together if we hope to make it through this,” I sneer. Dawson is my best friend, but right now, he’s just getting on my last nerve. 
 
    Tony moves off on the side of the road, giving us a little space. He pets Duke and plays fetch with him. 
 
    “Looks like he’s warmed up to him rather quickly,” Dawson comments as Duke runs after a stick that Tony threw. 
 
    “He’s different with everybody. Some he gets comfortable with faster than others,” I reply with a smirk, nudging Dawson in the side. 
 
    “Whatever, dude,” Dawson scoffs. 
 
    I ask, “So, we good?” 
 
    Dawson nods. “Yeah, we’re good.” 
 
    “Good. Now stop being a prick,” I say, playfully slapping Dawson in the face. I catch his wounded ear by accident. 
 
    “Christ, man.” Dawson clutches his ear with a grimace of pain. “Thanks a lot. It was starting to feel better.” 
 
    My hand covers my mouth as I grab his shoulder. “Sorry man, didn’t mean to get the ear, just your face.” 
 
    “Whatever. Can we get going now?” Dawson responds, his face contorted with discomfort. 
 
    “Sure. Let me get Tony and Duke real quick.” 
 
    Holding his black and blue ear, that is slightly puffy and caked with a thin layer of blood, Dawson heads back to the truck. 
 
    “Is everything ok?” Tony inquires as he kneels down. 
 
    I glance back to Dawson who is heading for the truck. “Yeah, we got everything straightened out.” 
 
    Tony rubs the top of Duke’s head, Duke’s tongue lashing out and trying to get his hand. 
 
    “Looks like you and Duke are getting along better,” I observe. 
 
    “He’s a pretty good pup. You’re lucky to have him.” Tony scratches underneath Duke’s snout. 
 
    “He can be a pain at times, but I don’t know what I would do without him,” I respond while looking down at him. 
 
    Duke gives a single bark and sits down on his hind legs. He flips around and digs into his backside, his teeth chomping through his thick fur. 
 
    “Come on, Duke, let’s get going.” I pat my leg which ceases his festering itch. He gets to his feet and runs over to the truck. Tony and I follow suit, watching Duke as he hops inside the cab next to Dawson who has his head resting against the seat, his eyes barely open. 
 
    I load up into the backseat and slam the door. “The keys are in the ignition.” 
 
    Tony gets in and shuts his door. He glances over at Dawson and holds out his hand. “Thanks for letting me tag along with you two.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem. Sorry for being an ass and all. Someone shot me in the ear.” Dawson replies, elevating his eyebrows. 
 
    Tony snickers. “Man, what kind of person would do that?” 
 
    We all chuckle. The mood changes from a storm of tension to that of a subtle breeze of easement. 
 
    “So where are we heading?” Tony adjusts the rear-view mirror, and moves his seat back some as he gets situated. 
 
    “Keep heading down this road. We’ll be on it for a while,” Dawson says. 
 
    “Sounds good.” Tony fires up the engine and puts it into drive. We take off, leaving the plume of black smoke behind us. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVETEEN 
 
      
 
    Deafening is the silence inside our heads. 
 
    That’s what my English teacher, Mrs. Pritchet, used to say to her students who didn’t pay attention, or who seemed lost in space. At the time, I never grasped what she really meant. Not until now. 
 
    Sitting here in the backseat, with my head resting against the narrow glass and my feet propped up on the seat, I try to relax and enjoy the first bit of peace we’ve had in the last twelve hours. 
 
    Dawson’s snoring up a storm. Duke is doing much the same. Tony’s got his window down and the radio scanning for any stations that come in clearly. Most are filled with static, or the crackle of a voice here and there. 
 
    My thoughts start to drift about, bouncing from the past to the present. Like a recap of my life, the good and the awful play inside my head. 
 
    I see Mom and Dad outside, standing together and looking out to the mountains off in the distance, while Cindy is on the couch next to me playing with her dolls. She’s so happy, singing some little kid song from one of those Disney channel cartoons. 
 
    “James,” a faint voice beckons. 
 
    I look to my left and find Dad trapped back in the Bronco. He has this blank stare in his wide eyes, full of the infection or virus or whatever it is taking hold of him. He reaches for me, clawing at the seat one minute and the next pleading for my help. 
 
    “James, please help me. Get me out of here.” Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Two different persona’s fighting for control. 
 
    I divert my gaze, wrestling with myself on what I should. I want to help him, but I’m scared. Dad keeps on, his voice carrying over the growls and moans that are reeling me in. I turn back around and find him standing right there with his mouth open. He lunges at me with a burning rage in the pits of his eyes. 
 
    “You all right back there?” Tony inquires. 
 
    Breathing heavy and disoriented, I run my hand over my face, and try to calm myself down. I’m looking for Dad, peering through the back window and into the bed of the truck. 
 
    I grumble. “Yeah. Guess I drifted off.” 
 
    Tony probes further. “Didn’t sound like it was too relaxing. Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “It wasn’t. And not really. Thanks anyways.” 
 
    I move to the center of the seat. The heals of my palms rub my eyes as Duke reaches up. He gives me a lick across the face. Thanks. 
 
    His breath smells like feet and butt, which is nothing new. Every morning I get woken up by that god-awful stench. 
 
    “All right, Duke, that’s enough.” I push Duke’s head back down and pat him on the back as Dawson looks back at me. His ear still looks nasty, but it’s stopped bleeding, which is good. 
 
    “How’s the ear?” I skim it over some more, leaning in closer for a better look. 
 
    “I imagine it doesn’t look pretty, but it’s not hurting as much anymore,” Dawson responds. He sits up and leans to his right. He tilts his head to the side and examines his ear in the side-view mirror. “You were out for a while back there.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look that bad,” Tony says. He glances back at me, his face slathered in guilt. 
 
    “Yeah, so says the man who shot me,” Dawson states. 
 
    “Would you rather that have happened or one of those chasers make a meal out of you?” Tony poses, slightly raising his right brow. 
 
    Dawson gets silent for a moment, pondering Tony’s rebuttal. He dismisses the question with a huff. “Whatever, dude.” 
 
    “Thought so,” Tony responds. 
 
    “Anyways, how far have we gone?” I ask, not recognizing the scenery. 
 
    “Oh, about thirty miles or so,” Tony informs. 
 
    I check the speedometer. He’s only going fifty. 
 
    “Fifty miles? That’s not too bad? Why are you going so slow?” 
 
    “We passed through a roadblock a few miles back when the traffic started to get heavy. I had to slow it down to get through the mess. The last thing we need is to wreck the one vehicle we know is working right now. Don’t need to chance it,” Tony says as he points to the deserted cars we pass by. 
 
    “Have you spotted any more chasers?” My gaze trains out the window, inspecting the stagnant cars as we drive past them. 
 
    “Not really. There were some bodies inside the cars, but it was hard to tell whether they were infected or not.,” Tony replies. 
 
    “It was creepy, dude. Some just stared at us while we drove by. Couldn’t tell if they were alive or if they died that way. Gave me the chills for sure,” Dawson quickly adds. 
 
    I lean back in my seat and retrieve my phone. I pull up Mom’s cell and dial her number. I know that her and Cindy made it to the cabin and that they’re safe and sound and waiting for me to get there, but seeing all of these cars and hearing about the chasers that are trapped inside brings a cringe of doubt to my assumption. 
 
    “Who you calling?” Tony asks. 
 
    “Probably his mom. That’s where we’re heading. They have a cabin up in the woods that is pretty badass. His dad was like a doom’s day prepper and all. Last time I was up there, place was stocked to the gills with all sorts of rations and supplies.” 
 
    No service, not even a single bar. Crap! I power off the phone to conserve the battery, and lean my head back against the glass window. 
 
    “Any luck on reaching your mom, dude?” Dawson probes. 
 
    “Hell no,” I hiss. My body slumps back into the seat. 
 
    “I bet they’re all right, James,” Tony offers in a reassuring tone. 
 
    I peer out the window and watch the trees as we drive past them. “I’ll just feel much better when I see them in person.” 
 
    “Great,” Tony says. 
 
    I lean forward. “What?” 
 
    “Well, this sucks. How are we supposed to get around this cluster flop of cars in our way?” Dawson groans. 
 
    Tony throws the truck into park and kills the engine. Slinging the door open, he hops out with Duke following close behind. 
 
    Dawson leans forward. He scans the parking lot of vehicles before us. “Dude, I’m not seeing any way through.” 
 
    I get out and walk up next to Tony. He’s got another cigarette burning between his dingy fingers. Duke roams around, sniffing the ground, and then darting off into the trees to our right. 
 
    “You see anything?” I ask. I skim over the abundance of stagnant steel blocking the road. 
 
    Tony takes a deep drag, slowly exhaling the smoke through his nose and mouth. “No. Might need to get a closer look up there, though.” 
 
    “Okay. Be right back.” I hurry back to the truck and retrieve the Remington from the back seat. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dawson asks. 
 
    “Not sure yet. Tony thinks we should see what’s going on. You coming?” I respond. 
 
    Dawson slumps back into his seat. He has no desire to get out of the truck. “I’ll hang here. I’m still feeling out of it and all.” 
 
    “All right. Keep an eye out for any trouble. If you spot something, honk the horn or whatever. We shouldn’t be too long,” I advise. 
 
    “Just hurry up,” Dawson sharply retorts. 
 
    I shut the door and hear the locks engage. I get back to Tony who’s got his handgun in his hand. His cigarette is nearly out. I double check my ammo. I’m good to go. 
 
    “Stay close.” Tony takes point with me shadowing his every move. Duke barrels out of the tall weeds, giving a quick shake, then races to my side. I wish I had some treats for him. He’s been doing very well with obeying and I would like to reward him. Next time we come across a store or something, I’ll hook him up. 
 
    My stomach growls and cramps. I’m also feeling a little lightheaded. It’s probably because I haven’t eaten well since all this has gone down. I’m really craving Mom’s cooking right now. Well, maybe not her meatloaf, but anything else would do. 
 
    Instead of going through the thick of the cars, we veer off to the left and get in the grass. I peer into each vehicle, looking for something dead lurking inside. 
 
    The wind picks up, rustling the trees about. The branches creak and scrape against one another in an unsettling manner. 
 
    Not sure as to why, but these vehicles have bullet holes all over them. Why would that be? Who would’ve been firing at these people? 
 
    “You seeing this?” I ask, stopping at a dark blue Chevy Avalanche. The windshield has numerous holes with two dead men inside. They don’t appear to be chasers, but regular normal people. 
 
    Tony inspects the vehicle, leaning in close, and probing the holes with his finger. He looks out over the others with a concerned stare. He grips his handgun a little tighter. 
 
    My hands grip the Remington tighter as well, if that is even possible. I whisper to Tony. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. Thought I heard something. Come on.” 
 
    We get back on the move and head toward the bridge. 
 
    Duke runs up in front of us. He stops just shy of where the bridge would’ve started. It’s nothing more now than a pile of rubble resting in the raging waters below. 
 
    Mangled pieces of rebar protrude from the ground on both sides. Chunks of concrete cling to the ends. 
 
    I rest the barrel of the Remington against my shoulder and point to the vacant space. “What happened to the bridge?” 
 
    I move closer to the edge, peering over the busted rubble and to the water below. Duke does the same, his front paws clutching the jagged edge. I grab his collar and pull him back, making sure he doesn’t go too far. 
 
    There are a few cars resting at the bottom, submerged as the swift moving current flows over the contorted vehicles. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have to backtrack and find another way around.” Tony discards the remnants of his cigarette with a flick of his fingers to the water below. 
 
    Honk! Honk! 
 
    “What’s that?” Tony spins about on his heels and brings his pistol up. 
 
    My head snaps back over my shoulder as I bring the rifle to bear. “It’s Dawson. I told him to let us know if there was any trouble.” 
 
    “Great!” Tony mumbles. 
 
    We book it back to the truck, sprinting as the horn continues to blare. Off to my left, I spot some movement within the cars. Something stirs within the trees. 
 
    Duke runs ahead of us and cuts to the left. He darts behind a red Dodge Ram pickup. He growls and attacks something, struggling with whatever it is. 
 
    “Duke!” I yell. I catch the sound of an engine revving up and tires squealing. 
 
    “Go check on Dawson. I’ll get Duke,” Tony instructs as he moves around the truck. 
 
    Duke’s fighting with a chaser, biting at its legs as it tries to grab a hold of him. It stops for a moment and looks in our direction with its one eye. Bullet holes riddle its body, carving out large amounts of flesh. It starts to come for us with Duke pulling on its leg. Each step is labored and sluggish, but it still moves slightly forward. 
 
    Fire spews from the end of Tony’s handgun, nailing it in the middle of its forehead. 
 
    “I got this, James, now move,” Tony barks. 
 
    Two more chasers appear a few cars ahead and head our way. They’re just as disfigured as the one Tony just took down. 
 
    I leave Duke with Tony and make a mad dash to see what’s going on with Dawson. He’s still inside the truck, positioned in the driver’s seat. More chasers claw and batter at the windows, trying to get in. One moves around to the front of the truck and Dawson guns it. He rams it into the vehicle ahead of him. The force nearly cuts it in half. Dawson throws it in reverse and backs up. 
 
    “Stop before you mess up the truck!” I yell while waving my arms frantically in his direction. 
 
    Dawson stops and guns it again as the chaser struggles to get its feet under it. I can’t tell if he can hear me or not. 
 
    Going full throttle, he mows the chaser over and crashes into the car in front of him once more. Smoke billows out from under the hood. The remaining chaser turns its attention to me. Without pause, I bring the Remington up and fire, connecting right between its eyes. It crumbles to the ground in mid stride. 
 
    Dawson slings open the door and steps out as I race over to the truck. 
 
    I lower the Remington and place my hand on his shoulder. “Are you ok?” 
 
    “Yeah, they came out of nowhere and I panicked,” Dawson replies as he struggles to catch his breath. He’s got a small gash above his right eye now. 
 
    “Is everyone ok?” Tony asks as he and Duke rush up to us. 
 
    “We’re good.” I love on Duke for a moment as Tony peers at the truck. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” He inspects the truck closer, running his hand over the crumpled-up metal. 
 
    “Dawson took out a chaser,” I say. 
 
    “I’d say so.” Tony drops his hands to his sides. 
 
    A slight moan comes from the wreckage. The chaser leans to the left, and grabs the hood with the bloodied tips of its fingers. It pulls and growls, but doesn’t budge. Tony holsters his pistol and checks the back of the truck. He pulls out a crowbar. 
 
    “Come here, let’s sit down for a minute,” I say to Dawson. 
 
    I lead him over to the side of the road and take a seat in the grass. Some thunder crackles to the south of us. Thick clouds roll in, blotting out the sun and casting some shade over us. 
 
    “Come here, you ugly piece of crap,” Tony growls. 
 
    Grabbing what little hair it has on its scalp, Tony yanks its head back and rams the crow bar through its skull. It stops moving and drops its head to the hood of the truck. 
 
    “That’s one tough bastard,” Tony says as he walks over to us. 
 
    “Man, what I wouldn’t give right now to be in my room with the door closed, some metal playing, and an ice-cold cola next to me. Laid back in my chair and playing some video games,” Dawson dreams. 
 
    “No kidding. I wouldn’t mind playing a zombie game instead of being in a real-life version of it,” I add. 
 
    Dawson cuts his gaze toward me and nods in agreement. “I know, right? But think of the stories we’ll have to tell. There will be so many girls throwing themselves at us that we won’t know what to do.” 
 
    “That might be a stretch. Besides, what if everyone we know is a chaser by the time this is over with?” I pose. 
 
    “Please. Like you still wouldn’t want to get with undead Kimberly if she came chasing after you, looking for a meal. You’d be all over that. Come here Kimberly, give me some of that infectious tongue.” Dawson sticks his tongue out and wags it about. 
 
    “Dude, you are truly a sick individual,” I reply. 
 
    “Yeah, well, the truth can be sick sometimes, bro,” Dawson adds with a wink. 
 
    “Whatever, dill hole.” I punch Dawson in the arm and quickly get to my feet. 
 
    “Damn, dude, that hurt, you ass.” He grabs his arm and tries to kick my legs. I move out of the way. 
 
    Tony gets inside the truck and turns it over. The engine sounds pitiful, but comes to life. Spitting and sputtering, he backs it up. The dead chaser slides off the front of the truck and plops to the ground in a heap of contorted flesh and busted bone. 
 
    “It sounds horrible,” I say as smoke plumes out from under the hood. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m going to need to pop the hood and see what the damage is like.” Tony kills the engine and hops out. He steps over the chaser and gets in front of the truck. He waves his hand in the air at the smoke filtering out through the grill. Popping the hood, the pent-up smoke belches out into his face. 
 
    Choking, and waving his hands in front of him, Tony takes a step back. “Christ,” 
 
    “What do you think?” I inch my way toward the engine. 
 
    Loosely holding his hand over his nose and mouth, he points inside the truck. “I think the radiator is screwed among other things. It’s got a crack running right down the center.” 
 
    “Just from that?” I respond, shocked by the thought. I’m no mechanic, but I figured it would take more to do that than what Dawson did. Then again, I’m just a kid. 
 
    “It could’ve already had a hair line fracture in it. Who knows. Bottom line is, we’re not getting anywhere in this thing. It’s toast,” Tony flatly responds. 
 
    Dawson gets to his feet and gingerly walks over. His head hangs low, and a look of embarrassment floods his face. He stands next to me, silently. 
 
    “Sorry about the truck, dude,” Dawson finally says in a low mutter. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. You’re the one going to have to tell your dad that you messed up his truck. I don’t want to be around for that discussion.” I jab my elbow into his side, causing Dawson to grunt and step away. 
 
    Tony grabs another cigarette, his second, third, I don’t know how many in the last couple of hours and lights it up. Taking a drag, he peers over at us. 
 
    “Way I see it, boys, we’ve got two options here. We can go over each of these cars and hope that one starts, and we can back track and find another way around.” 
 
    “Or?” I pose. 
 
    “Or, we can grab what gear we can carry and head into the woods and find a place to cross. Probably will be much quicker, but we’ll be exposed. Maybe we’ll find an abandoned car on the other side.” 
 
    “I’m leaning to find a car and back track. Being out in the woods with the chasers running around doesn’t sound too tempting,” Dawson says. “I think we’ll have a much better chance in a car.” 
 
    “What do you want to do,” I ask, peering over at Tony. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter to me either way. We just need to make up our minds and get moving before-” Tony pauses. He holds his right arm in the air and makes a fist. 
 
    Snap! 
 
    “Did you hear that?” My head pivots to the left as a rustling noise in the woods captures our attention. 
 
    Duke instantly gets to his feet and starts walking to the edge of the road. His ears are perked, his body tense, and muscles tight in his chest and hind legs. He lifts his nose in the air and sniffs. 
 
    “Can anyone see anything?” Dawson inquires as he narrows his eyes. He cranes his neck and strains to penetrate the dense tree line before us. 
 
    “Yeah, I got two coming out over here.” Tony removes his sidearm and walks toward the grass. Taking aim, he fires two shots, nailing both chasers square in the head. They drop instantly, their bodies sliding over the tall verdure. 
 
    Dawson fires five shots behind us, finally taking down a woman heading our way. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to have time to mess with the cars, boys. Looks like option one is off the table now.” Tony moves back around the front of the truck to the driver’s side door. “We’re gonna have to double time it.” 
 
    I look back to the woods and hear more rustling. There’s no telling how many are coming this way, and I really don’t want to find out. 
 
    Digging the gear out from the back seat and tossing it at our feet, Tony slams the door and starts picking up what he can. “Grab what you can carry, but don’t overload yourself. We’re going to be moving quickly, so keep it as light as possible.” 
 
    We grab what we can, trying to be conservative as the moans from the woods carry our way. Duke barks, staying at the edge of the road. He advances forward, but then stops. I have to yell at him a couple of times, trying to calm him down. 
 
    “All right, that’s enough. We got to go.” Tony sternly orders. 
 
    “But there’s still a lot here,” Dawson retorts, still rummaging through the pile. 
 
    “Leave it,” Tony snaps, firing two more shots. His gun clicks empty with the sounds of the chasers still closing in. He reloads without hesitation, swiftly ejecting the spent magazine and slapping in a fresh one. 
 
    “Forget it, Dawson! Come on!” I urge, standing next to him as my hands bat the air near him. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “But nothing. We’ve got to move now, or we’re going to end up dead.” I grab Dawson by the scruff of his shirt and pull him away as Tony continues to fire. 
 
    “Are we ready to move?” he calls out. 
 
    “Yeah. Duke, come on, boy.” 
 
    We turn to head in the opposite direction. A chaser emerges from the tall weeds at the end of the woods. It pauses for just a moment before sprinting toward us. I scramble for the Remington, trying to get the strap free of the extra gear I’m hauling, but it’s bound up. I franticly tug at the strap. Dawson takes it out. 
 
    “Good shot, dude,” I praise. 
 
    “Well, you were taking too long, as usual,” Dawson counters. 
 
    “Come on,” Tony barks, backing up to the grass. 
 
    We head for the woods, running hard and fast. Duke takes point while Tony brings up the rear. I don’t see any movement in the woods, but its dense foliage makes it hard to see in some areas. 
 
    Tony stops and opens fire. “Keep moving and find a place to cross the river. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    I stop briefly. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got this. Now go.” 
 
    Seeing the multitude of bodies heading our way sends a ripple of unease down my spine. My feet instinctively respond. I head down toward the bank where I find Dawson and Duke waiting. 
 
    “Why the hell did you stop? Where’s Tony?” Dawson screams out as he waves me toward them. 
 
    “Buying us some time. He’ll be along shortly,” I yell back. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    The gunshots cease, and only the moans and snapping of limbs remain. I fear that Tony has met a gruesome end trying to save us. A moment later, he appears through the trees sprinting down the hill directly toward us. 
 
    “Go, go!” Tony yells as he runs right into the river. 
 
    The chasers emerge at the top of the hill and race toward the bank. Duke barks and growls, bearing his teeth. I grab him by the collar and drag him into the water. 
 
    It’s pretty deep but not too bad. The added weight pulls me down as I tread water. Dawson’s nearly across, moving rapidly. He steps out of the river onto the bank and turns toward me. He waves his arms franticly at me, urging me to move faster. 
 
    “Come on, James! They’re closing in,” he calls out, his voice thick with fear. 
 
    The current moves swiftly, trying to carry me downstream, but I fight it with everything I’ve got. Man, this water is freaking cold. It sends chills to my core, but I press on. 
 
    Duke makes it to the other side and shakes the water free from his coat. I hear multiple splashes behind me. 
 
    My arms swing faster. My legs kick harder. I glance back and only see the tops of the chasers’ heads as they disappear below the water line. 
 
    I take on a big gulp of water, choking as I hit the bank and grab hold of the thick grass. Tony and Dawson grab my arms and pull me out. I cough hard, water exiting my mouth as I glance back toward the river from the flat of my butt. 
 
    “Hopefully, they’re not good swimmers,” Tony says winded. 
 
    “There!” Dawson exclaims, pointing downriver. 
 
    They appear, caught among the wreckage. The current keeps them pinned among the cars. Not sure how long they’ll stay put. 
 
    “You okay?” Tony asks while helping me to my feet. 
 
    I place my hands on my legs, trying to catch my breath. The wind brushes against my wet skin, making me shiver. Duke comes over and gives me some love, nudging his head against me. 
 
    “I’m fine, just tired is all,” I sputter. 
 
    “That was close, dude.” Dawson pats me on the back as he gulps for air. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not use to having to tread water with gear on my back,” I reply, standing up straight. 
 
    “We probably need to get moving. It’ll be dark here after a while, and we need to find a good place to hole up. How are the both of you stocked for ammo?” Tony inquires with a tremor to his voice. 
 
    “I’ve got maybe an extra magazine in my pack somewhere,” Dawson replies. 
 
    “Not sure how much ammo I have left for the Remington,” I add. 
 
    “We’ll need to use what we have sparingly until we can find some more.” Tony rubs his hand over his wet face, swiping the water from his skin. 
 
    “Use it sparingly? So, are we not to shoot at those things?” Dawson blurts out in protest. 
 
    “No, just make every shot count,” Tony clarifies. 
 
    “Ok, Duke, that’s enough,” I say, patting his head and pushing him away. I’m cold and wet now and don’t feel like being licked to death. 
 
    “Guys, I think we need to get going,” Dawson says flatly, pointing to the top of the hill on the other side of the river. 
 
    We look back and find a chaser staring down at us. Out of the trees and bushes emerge two more, then four more. 
 
    Dawson pulls his handgun up, but Tony grabs the barrel and pushes it back down. 
 
    “Conserve your ammo. Besides, the noise might attract any on this side of the river,” Tony says. 
 
    The chasers start moving down the hill to the bank as we run off into the woods. I give only a single glance back and watch as the bodies vanish under the current of the river. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Have you not found a spot yet?” Dawson whines. His upper body is hunched over, arm swinging lifelessly as he huffs and sighs. “I’ve seen a half dozen or more that look fine. My legs feel like they’re about to fall off, dude.” 
 
    “I’m getting tired too, Tony,” I quickly add. “We haven’t seen any more of those things since the river, and it’s nearly nighttime.” 
 
    Tony’s not as talkative now as he was before. He trudges through the woods ahead of us as puffs of smoke billow into the air in front of him. He’s acting weird. I can’t quite put my finger on it. It’s more of a hunch, I guess, since he’s not really acknowledging us at the moment. He’s more distant and colder now, like the wind blowing through the trees. Who knows what’s going on. 
 
    “How you doing, boy?” I ask. Duke’s panting hard, his tongue reaching to the ground as his pace lessens. “I know, boy.” 
 
    The sun dips down over the tree line, taking what little warmth it offered with it. Now, the bitter dark of the night air is able to take hold. Out of all the things I would love to have right now, a warm blanket and fire are at the top of my list. And perhaps one of Dad’s MREs. Can’t believe I just thought that. 
 
    “There,” Tony says, pointing to a small patch of ground to our right. “That should do us for the night.” 
 
    “Thank god.” Dawson nearly knocks me over as he rushes past us in pursuit of sitting down and taking a rest. Duke follows close behind. 
 
    “Keep it down, just in case,” Tony calls out. 
 
    Dawson falls to the grass in grand fashion. His pack bounces off the ground. The contents inside clatter against one another loudly. He can be a drama queen at times, that’s for sure. During athletics, he could run circles around most of the guys. I guess when there are no girls watching, he doesn’t have to try as hard. 
 
    “Damn, man, I said keep it down,” Tony snaps. Dawson raises his thumb in the air with no words, his face still planted in the grass. “I’m going to check the perimeter out to make sure there aren’t any chasers lurking around.” 
 
    “You want some company?” I ask tiredly. I don’t really want to go, but figure I should ask. 
 
    Tony dismisses the offer with a wave of his hand. “Naw. Why don’t you three get some rest? Maybe get some wood close by so we can get a fire started. Feels like it might be a cold night.” 
 
    “Isn’t it every night?” Dawson mutters through the blades of grass impairing his speech. 
 
    Tony walks off, vanishing into the trees and thick brush directly behind us. 
 
    “James, will you please tell Duke to stop licking my face. His breath smells like a combination of butt and feet,” Dawson pleads as he tries to fend off Duke’s affection. 
 
    “He’s a dog, dude. That’s what it’s supposed to smell like.” 
 
    Dawson covers his head, shooing away Duke with his hand, but he thinks it’s a game. 
 
    “All right, boy, that’s enough,” I say, dropping my gear to the ground. “Ease up on Dawson. He’s not in the mood right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, get butt-breath out of my face,” Dawson beseeches. 
 
    I pull Duke away, patting him on his side. He gives a gentle shake of his coat and walks off. I plop down on the ground. My feet ache and my tense legs indulge in the relief. 
 
    I lean back against a small plot of wood and ask, “So, what do you think is going on with Tony?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dawson flips over onto his back. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s acting really weird now. Ever since we came across those cars on the road, he’s just been acting… strange.” I glance in the direction he walked off in, wondering what might be going on with his sudden shift in mood. 
 
    “Dude, that guy is strange. No acting needed. I’ve been telling you that since we came across him.” Dawson settles in against a tree across from me. 
 
    “It’s just when we noticed the cars with the bullet holes and the bridge being destroyed, his mood changed or something.” I scratch my head, my mind chewing on the puzzle before me. 
 
    “Well, that right there seemed crazy. I mean, who the hell would blow up a bridge and then open fire on innocent people trying to cross it. Smells funny, dude,” Dawson adds. 
 
    “I agree. Do you think it was the government trying to contain the virus or whatever this is?” I ask. 
 
    “Probably. I read some stuff online saying that the government was involved in cleaning up and containing the biohazard, but nothing was confirmed,” Dawson says, partly confirming my suspicions. 
 
    Although I take what he reads online with a grain of salt, the government would be the only logical solution. They would have the firepower and pull to keep these sorts of activities under wraps. 
 
    “Biohazard is definitely the right term. And besides, I know what sites you frequent,” I say with a skeptical tone. 
 
    Dawson crosses his arms. “Hey, there might be a lot of BS on those sites, but the video I sent you seems to be legit, huh?” 
 
    I hate when Dawson makes a valid point. It irritates the crap out of me. “Well, if the government is out there killing innocent people then that’s pretty screwed up.” “It’s the government, dude. They’re all screwed up in a bad way. My dad complains about how shady they all are all the time,” Dawson says. 
 
    “Who’s screwed up,” Tony asks. He drops some wood to the ground. Our bodies tense up and a frightful gasp escapes our lips. 
 
    “We’re just talking about everything going on and how messed up it is,” I reply quickly. 
 
    Tony says nothing at first, staring at us with a blank stare. “It’s extremely screwed up. Never thought anything like this would ever happen, much less here in the states.” 
 
    “What I want to know is how did this get started?” Dawson asks while digging through his pack. “Is this like judgment day where we are being punished? Or is this some sort of alien invasion master plan to have us kill each other off so the little green men don’t have to?” 
 
    “Dude, you have got to stop reading that stuff. You’re starting to sound like some of those nut jobs or religious freaks,” I jab as Duke walks over to me. 
 
    “Too late,” Dawson replies with a mouth full of food that he had stuffed in his pack. If he doesn’t slow down and conserve it, he’ll plow through it in no time. 
 
    Duke nudges up against me, and rests his head on my legs. Tony digs out a small area of the ground. The chit chat has ceased. The sound of the wind blowing and the creatures of the woods chattering remain. 
 
    “Need some help?” I start to stand up. 
 
    Tony halts me with his hand once more, stopping me in place. “No. I got it.” 
 
    Arranging the wood over the hole, and placing some tinder along the bottom, Tony ignites the pile with his lighter. It doesn’t appear to catch, with the wind picking up and trying to extinguish the flames, but it finally does. 
 
    The wood crackles and pops. The warm orange glow of the fire illuminates our campsite. The smell takes me back to those times where we would be sitting in the living room around the fireplace, watching old movies. My mom loves those. 
 
    I’d be near the fireplace, planted on the brick mantel with Duke right by my side. Mom would tell me not to get too close, but I loved to feel the heat on my face, especially on those cold winter nights. 
 
    “Hey, you ok?” Tony asks, nudging my boot as I stare off into space. 
 
    “Yeah, just drifting is all,” I solemnly respond. 
 
    My eyes well up, vision cloudy and the sadness that I’ve managed to suppress creeps back. I brush my sleeve across my face and struggle to stay the hurt, but it’s extremely hard to do so. 
 
    Tony scoots back and leans against a rock. He fires up another cigarette, tossing the empty pack onto the fire. He inhales deeply, slowly releasing the smoke into the air as he tilts his head back. 
 
    “You missing your folks, huh?” he says. 
 
    “Missing everything is more like it,” I answer. 
 
    “War is a bitch, kid. No matter how you slice it, and regardless of the enemy, it makes it that much tougher when it’s going down in your own backyard.” 
 
    Dawson’s obnoxious snoring gains strength in volume. It is getting on my nerves with every breath he takes. I don’t recall it ever being this bad. Perhaps it’s because he’s tired and not wearing one of those nose strips. He might not survive the night. 
 
    “In some ways, this all seems like a bad dream. Like I wonder if I’m actually lying in my bed, Duke down by my feet, and the rest of my family is safe and sound in the house. I’m hoping to wake up anytime,” I say. 
 
    Tony digs into his pack, rummaging through its contents. A noise catches my attention off to the left. I grab my gun and bring it to bear, trying to find the cause through the dying of the light. 
 
    “I think what you need is a good night sleep,” Tony suggests with his back turned to me. 
 
    After a few seconds of skimming the dense foliage, I lower the rifle. “I haven’t been able to really sleep sound since all this crap started. I’m tired, but my mind won’t slow up.” 
 
    “Here, maybe this will help you relax.” Tony tosses me a silver container and nods. “That should do it.” 
 
    “What’s inside?” I unscrew the cap, and take a whiff. The pungent odor is stout and sharp, biting at my nose. “Man, that smells like death.” 
 
    “It’s something that will help calm your nerves. After a few sips, you’ll get past the smell and taste.” Tony shifts his weight to get comfortable. 
 
    I slowly bring the silver flask to my lips. The potent aroma invades my nostrils, causing me to cough. I tilt the container slightly, allowing Tony’s concoction to stream into my mouth. 
 
    It tastes as bad as it smells. My face cringes with disgust. I look over at Tony who’s just sitting there watching me and puffing on his last little bit of tobacco. 
 
    All right, come on, James. Don’t be a girl. Just take another swig and get it over with. 
 
    I bring it back to my lips and down another small mouthful. I feel as though I’m going to gag. I cough and place my hand over my mouth as I gulp it down. It burns, scorching the inside of my throat. My stomach rumbles as the liquid invades it. 
 
    I hand the flask back to Tony who holds up his hand and stops me. 
 
    “Get one more.” 
 
    Really? One more? I’m not even sure if Tony has tasted this crap before. Not sure any human should consume something as vile as this. But being the impressionable teen that I am, I go against my better judgment, and take another swig. 
 
    The second is not as bad as the first, but it still tastes horrible. I hold it in better this time, coughing some as I gulp it down. I hand the flask back to Tony and shake my head. 
 
    “Smooth,” I say in a disgusted tone. My eyes water and the after taste is just as bad as the liquor itself. 
 
    Tony takes a big gulp and doesn’t flinch. I imagine he’s gotten used to the strong bite of the drink. 
 
    After a while of sitting there, and sharing a few more drinks with Tony, I start to feel a bit more relaxed. I’m still thinking about Mom and Cindy, and what happened to my dad, but it’s not as crushing as it was before. 
 
    “Feeling better now?” Tony pokes at the fire, moving around some of the wood to keep the flames going strong. Duke groans and fidgets on the ground. He passed out next to Dawson who’s still sleeping sound. 
 
    “Yep. Feeling pretty damn good,” I respond with a slight slur. “So, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure.” Tony cuts his eyes over to me. 
 
    I cross my legs and fold my arms over my chest. My head tilts to the side as I dive into the matter. “So, what’s the deal?” 
 
    “Deal?” Tony retorts. 
 
    “Yeah, deal,” I respond again. 
 
    “Not sure what you’re getting at.” Tony stares at me with a befuddled expression as he continues to probe and poke at the wood. 
 
    “Since we came across those cars and the bridge, you’ve been acting different. I can’t quite pinpoint it, but it just seems as though you know more about this than you’re letting on. I mean, you’re in the military and all, and I would assume that they are involved in this in some sort of way. Just seems like something they’d have their hands in.” 
 
    Tony sits there, speechless, and stares at me with a stern look. I can’t tell if he’s pissed, surprised that I’m busting his chops, or what. After a few moments of the awkward silence, Tony grabs his gun and removes it from its holster. 
 
    My eyes go wide and I gulp. 
 
    Tony looks at me with a blank stare as he sits the gun down on his gear and adjusts his body. He flicks the now extinguished bud into the fire as the chirping sounds of the birds and insects cease. 
 
    The wind nips at my exposed flesh, becoming colder. I shiver, and pull my arms tighter over me. Saying that there’s tension now around our little campsite would be an understatement. 
 
    “Did your dad ever tell you what it was like to take another person’s life?” Tony stares at me with a vacant look, his once inviting demeanor more rigid now. 
 
    I gulp. “He told me some stories of what he went through while overseas. Nothing about killing or anything like that, though. I know he did whether he said it or not.” 
 
    “Well, killing a person, regardless if they’re a scumbag terrorist hell-bent on blowing up a school or driving a car full of explosives into a convoy carrying food and medicine, is still something that you never get used to. That shit stays with you for the rest of your life,” Tony flatly says. 
 
    I nod in agreement. The people I have killed, regardless if they weren’t in their right mind or not, were still people. It’s definitely something that I’m trying to cope with. 
 
    “How many people have you killed?” I probe further. Considering the current state of things, I imagine I’ll be doing it a lot more since the infected seem to be sprouting up everywhere. 
 
    Tony pauses for a brief moment, his gaze sliding up to the sky as he downs another swig. He hands me the flask, which I refuse with a simple gesture. 
 
    Tony shrugs. He sucks down the remainder, appearing to savor the last little drop of the God-awful liquid as he licks his lips. “Let’s just say, James, that I’ve killed more people than I would’ve liked to. Most deserved it, but some just got caught in the cross fire. They call that collateral damage.” 
 
    Perhaps it’s the alcohol swinging through my system, and making me so brazen, but I press further. “Did you have anything to do with those people being killed at the bridge?” 
 
    “No, I did not,” Tony replies with a solemn tone. The light from the fire brings to life his glassy gaze. Tears fill his eyes to the point of rushing down his cheeks. 
 
    “So, why the sad response to my question, then?” I stare at him in my intoxicated stupor, waiting for him to confess more of what is eating away at his conscience. 
 
    “I was part of a top-secret platoon deployed onto U.S. soil to help contain and control the biohazard. By any means necessary.” Tony brushes the back of his hand across his eyes, wiping away the guilt and remorse. He clears his throat. 
 
    “The mission was straightforward. Contain any infected areas and control the population. If containment was not possible, then extreme measures were to be exercised.” 
 
    “As in blowing up bridges and shooting innocent people?” I say. 
 
    Tony just nods. 
 
    “That’s crazy. I can’t believe the government would do something like that,” I protest. “How are they able to cover that up without people finding out?” 
 
    “Believe it, kid. The government can be extremely persuasive when they want to be. The media is in their back pockets. They’re perfectly at peace with bending the truth and giving the public a bogus story. Anyone goes astray and decides to grow a conscience, they get dealt with. After about our third deployment, that’s when I had enough of the sludge and decided to split,” Tony said. 
 
    “So, they just let you leave like that?” I inquire. 
 
    “Not exactly. The military never lets one of its own just walk away, especially when something like this is going down. It’s called being AWOL. Plus, they really don’t want the deep, dark, nitty gritty stuff we were ordered to do getting out. They’ll be coming for me soon enough.” 
 
    Tony stokes the fire a little more. He shuffles around the wood and adds some more tinder to the base. The warmth from the flames is comforting, and makes me that much drowsier. 
 
    “You need to get some rest. We’re going to have an early start tomorrow morning.” Tony gets to his feet. 
 
    “Yeah, ok,” I reply through a yawn. I lean to the left and rest my spinning head against my pack. I briefly hear Tony rummaging about as his footsteps trail off into the brush behind me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    James get up. GET UP NOW! 
 
    “Dad!” I call out. 
 
    Startled from the intense sensation that he’s so close, I sit up, looking franticly around for him. My breathing is labored. My heart pounds so hard that it almost hurts. He’s here, I know he is. 
 
    After a few moments of searching for him, I finally realize it was nothing more than a tormenting dream. Deflated, I lay back down. 
 
    My head feels like it weighs a ton. It hurts to almost process a single thought. My body feels much the same from sleeping on this rough ground. 
 
    “Duke!” I call out. The night has surrendered to the strident sun rising. I squint, then close my eyes. It makes my head hurt even more. “Duke?” 
 
    Where is he? He’s always near me in the morning, regardless if we’re out camping or in the house. 
 
    “Dawson, have you seen-” 
 
    I look over at Dawson’s pack and he’s gone. Tony’s vanished as well. The fire we had going has been smothered, but looks like it happened recently. I can feel a small bit of heat still emitting from the charred wood, a thin line of smoke trailing up into the air. 
 
    Snap! 
 
    I sit up, trying to find the source of the disturbance. It could be an animal moving through or something else. I wouldn’t put it past Dawson to try and freak me out, though. We’ve always tried to one up each other. 
 
    My head throbs so hard that I close my eyes and place my hands on my temples. I squeeze to relieve the pressure, hoping that the lightheadedness will wane. The next time I’m offered a drink, I think I’ll pass. 
 
    Snap! Snap! 
 
    “All right guys, this isn’t funny anymore. Stop messing around and get out here!” I hiss. 
 
    Feeling less than ok, I sluggishly grab the Remington and take the safety off. When I find those two, I’m gonna kick their asses for sure if I don’t shoot them first. 
 
    I move toward the bushes and trees. My pace is slow and sluggish. I hold my right hand in the air to block the sun from hitting my face. The rustling suddenly stops. I pause only for a moment before moving around to the back of the thicket. 
 
    “Gotcha!” I yell, but there’s no one there. I guess it was an animal scurrying off. Where are they? 
 
    Anxious, I quickly back up, and scramble to grab my gear. The barrel of a gun presses against my temple. 
 
    “Don’t move, boy,” a gruff voice demands. 
 
    The Remington is ripped free from my hands. A creepy cackle plays behind me. I look around for Tony, Dawson, and Duke, but don’t see any of them. 
 
    “He looks scared, Roy.” A man chuckles off to my right. 
 
    “Yeah, boss. I wonder if he’s going to piss his pants,” another voice chimes in to my left. 
 
    “Will you two idiots shut up?” Keeping the gun mere inches from my head, the man steps right in front of me with the gun now dead center at my skull. “You must be James.” 
 
    I say nothing. The fear of having a gun pointed at my head steals my response. I stare at the burly bearded man. He’s big, not muscular, but more fat and plump. His face is covered in dirt, and the foul stench of not bathing coming from his body is overwhelming. He smiles, revealing his yellow-stained teeth through his crusty and cracked lips. 
 
    “I think this is the kid, boss. Looks just the way his friend said he would,” the man to my right says as he points at me. 
 
    Excited, I ask, “You’ve got my friends?” 
 
    “We sure do. Picked them off a while ago down by the stream,” the man to my left snickers. 
 
    “Aw, he can speak. And here I was thinking he was a mute or something,” Roy says with a smile. “Now, James, you’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?” 
 
    “No, sir,” I remark while keeping still. 
 
    “Sir? Wow boys, did you hear that?” Roy glances to his left, then his right at the other two as he chuckles. 
 
    “He’s just sucking up ’cause you got that canon pointed at his face,” Benny says. 
 
    “Regardless, perhaps you two could learn a lesson here from our friend, James.” Roy lowers his gun. He holsters the weapon while keeping his eyes locked on me. He digs into his pocket and removes a half-smoked cigar. He runs it underneath his hairy nostrils and inhales. He exhales deeply through his mouth as he slips it between his lips. He ignites the charred end and stares at me. “Benny, tie him up,” he orders with a wave of his hand. 
 
    Benny comes toward me with a thick piece of rope. He grabs my arms tightly, smiling the entire time with a goofy grin. He’s randomly missing a few teeth. His lip is busted, and he has a black eye to round out his unsavory facial features. 
 
    He smells just as dreadful as Roy. His clothing is torn and ripped, and it looks as though it hasn’t been washed in ages. He stares at me while bounding my hands together. A vacant gaze lingers within his eyes. I can’t tell if he’s all there or not. 
 
    “Pete, go check their campsite. See if there’s anything useful we can take with us,” Roy demands. 
 
    “Sure thing, Roy,” Pete replies. He glances at me briefly with a big smile as he heads over to our campsite. 
 
    Benny finishes binding my hands together and gives the end of the rope to Roy. On the inside, being at the mercy of these seemingly backwoods hillbillies has me scared to death, but I try to keep my fear in check. I’m doing a lousy job from the way Roy keeps looking at me and smiling. 
 
    “Go help Pete and make it fast,” Roy says. 
 
    Benny leaves to go help Pete, leaving us alone. 
 
    Roy removes the cigar that he’s been gnawing on and discards it. “So, I asked your friend Dawson where you boys are heading. He said no place in particular.” 
 
    I’m hesitant at first to say anything, afraid that he might see through any false story that I may tell him. But my silence might say more than my words. 
 
    “It’s true. We had to leave our homes in a hurry because of the chasers. Not sure where we’re going. Any place that isn’t overrun with them,” I respond. 
 
    “Where are your parents at, boy?” Roy inquires as he tugs on the rope some. 
 
    “They’re dead,” I reply quickly, my eyes becoming glassy. 
 
    “Dead, huh. How did they die?” Roy asks in such a way that it seems overly creepy, almost like he wants to hear the details or something. 
 
    “They got infected. I had to do what I needed to do,” I answer in a weak voice. 
 
    Roy places two of his fingers against my forehead and says, “Did you shoot ’em in the head like this? You know that’s the only way to kill those sons of bitches.” 
 
    “I did,” I reply softly, not giving this sick, inbred piece of crap the satisfaction of hearing any more of the painful details. 
 
    “I had to release my old lady. We got overrun, and she got bit on her arm. It hurt me to no end, but I had to put her down before she became all feral,” Roy says with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
 
    “Was it hard to do? Shooting your wife like that?” I ask. 
 
    “Once she got infected, she was no longer my wife. So, no, it wasn’t.” 
 
    To Roy it appeared to be matter of fact, showing little to no remorse or sadness from his loss. He acted as though it was his duty, and that he did her a favor. Perhaps he did the same as me with dad. I guess you could say it’s the human thing to do. Still, doesn’t make it any easier. At least, not for me anyway. 
 
    “Are you boys done yet?” Roy squawks. 
 
    Pete and Benny rush back over with armloads of our supplies. It’s pretty much everything we have, nothing left to show that we were even here. 
 
    “They got anything good?” he demands. 
 
    “Some clothing, food, and a little bit of ammo,” Pete replies as he displays the arms full of our gear to him. 
 
    Roy grunts as he thumbs through our belongings. “I was hoping for more, but it’ll do. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Where are you taking me? Where are my friends?” I protest. 
 
    “Don’t worry, James, you’ll see them soon,” Roy replies, tugging at the rope. “Keep an eye out, Pete. I don’t want any of those chaser things sneaking up on us.” 
 
    Pete gives the goods he’s carrying to Benny and gets to the back. Roy takes point with Benny behind me as we get on the move. He tugs the rope, pulling me along at his whim. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    We’ve been walking through the woods for a while. I’m tired. My head has finally stopped hurting, but I’m thirsty and getting hungry. I’ve kept quiet, keeping to myself and trying not to interact with the crude men. 
 
    “How you doing back there, James?” Roy calls out. 
 
    “I’m thirsty. You got any water?” I reply. 
 
    “There’s a stream up ahead. You can get a drink there,” Roy answers. 
 
    I notice a canteen hanging from Roy’s side, bouncing off his hip every time he takes a step. There’s probably no water inside, just booze. I smelt the stale liquor emitting from him the moment we met. 
 
    “You know that friend of yours, Tony, is not as good of a guy as you think,” Roy says. “He’s not this boy scout that he claims to be.” 
 
    “He never said he was a boy scout,” I correct. 
 
    “So, you know the things he’s done? Innocent people he has killed?” 
 
    “Yes. He told me last night about what he was ordered to do.” 
 
    Roy holds us up and points to the left at a stream. “Go get a drink, boy.” He keeps a hold on the rope, giving me just enough slack to get to the edge of the stream. I dip my dingy hands into the chilly water. I first splash some on my face, followed by a handful straight to my mouth. 
 
      
 
    I take a few more drinks, savoring the cool and refreshing water as Roy chuckles behind me. Pete and Benny kneel beside me, dipping their canteens into the stream. 
 
    “Following orders, huh? So, he told you about what he and those other military boys were doing to us Americans?” Roy follows up. “All in the name of protecting us.” 
 
    “He didn’t give any specifics, but he clearly conveyed what they were ordered to do if things turned bad.” I run my cool hands through my hair and to the back of my neck. 
 
    “Uncle Sam. Never thought I’d witness the day that the good ole U.S. of A. would resort to such third world country tactics. Killing its own people instead of helping us in a state of emergency. But don’t you worry, boy. We’ve got something planned for those murderers,” Roy continues. 
 
    I glance back toward Roy. “What do you mean by planned?” 
 
    “Just what I said. We’re gonna serve up some good old-fashioned justice. That’s for sure. All with the help from your pal, Tony.” 
 
    Roy tugs on the rope. He jerks me back from the stream and causes me to trip over my feet, face first into the damp grass. I look up at him and notice something moving about to his left. 
 
    “Come on, get off the ground. We need to-” 
 
    “Boss, watch out!” Benny yells, drawing his pistol and taking aim at a chaser emerging from the bushes behind him. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” Roy orders while motioning to Benny to lower his weapon. 
 
    Dropping the rope, and pulling his knife free from its sheath attached to his right thigh, Roy turns about just in time to engage the chaser. 
 
    The chaser chomps and reaches for any meaty part of Roy’s obese body. He stabs it repeatedly in the gut. Its insides spill to the grass below with a wet thump. It continues to fight, wrestling with Roy like nothing happened. 
 
    Two more emerge from the thick foliage to our right. Benny and Pete fire, bullets flying wildly. They can’t shoot for crap, hitting everything else but their targets. 
 
    I’m caught in the middle and think of getting to my feet and bugging out, but find that my legs refuse to move. They keep me grounded, and unable to get away. I’m stricken with the paralyzing thought of getting shot or eaten. I’m unarmed and bound, at their mercy. 
 
    I keep to the ground and scoot off to the side, waiting for them to finish off the chasers. As much as I want them dead, I need them to take me to Duke and the others. 
 
    Roy manages to better the chaser, bringing his knife back and drilling the tip into the middle of its head. It sinks in deep, half the blade burrowed inside its skull. The chaser goes limp. Roy grips the handle and pulls hard while kicking it in the stomach. 
 
    “Christ! Can you two morons not shoot straight?” Roy scolds. 
 
    After wasting what I would consider a full clip of ammo, Pete and Benny finally find their mark. The bullets tear through the chasers’ heads and blow out the backs of their skulls, sending them to the ground motionless. 
 
    “Sorry, boss. They were moving so fast, and we couldn’t get a clear shot,” Benny replies apologetically. 
 
    “Whatever. You managed to shoot up all the damn trees around us, and you nearly shot me in the process!” Roy wipes the blood free from the blade on his stained blue jeans. He places it back in its sheath as he gives Benny and Pete the evil eye. They don’t look happy being scolded like children, but they remain silent just the same. 
 
    “Hey, boy, I figured that you would’ve tried to run away or something.” Roy grabs the rope closest to my hands and yanks me up from the ground. 
 
    “I thought about it, but decided to stay put. I didn’t want to get shot by one of your goons over there,” I snidely remark. 
 
    “Well, I can’t say that I blame you for that.” Roy cuts his eyes back over to his men, his stare fierce and disapproving. “But I am glad you listened to me earlier. Running would’ve only gotten you in a much worse place than you are now. Besides, you’ll be much safer with us than out here on your own.” 
 
    I highly doubt that. 
 
    “Roy, I think there are more of them coming,” Pete says while pointing across the stream. 
 
    Off in the tree line we see multiple figures staggering about, coming closer to the water. The stream doesn’t appear to be very deep at this point, making it possible for them to cross it with ease. 
 
    “Come on, boy.” Roy jerks the rope hard, and we leave the stream. Just in time too. I peer over my shoulder and see chasers stopping at the water’s edge, looking around for any warm bodies to feast upon. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    The chatter among us has all but ceased, leaving nothing more than silence and the sound of nature. Roy’s kept to himself mostly, not even looking back at me. Since we left the stream, all I’ve seen of him is the back of his sweaty head and smoke flowing over his shoulder. Seems like he’s all business now, not wanting to flaunt how much he’s in charge anymore. 
 
    My wrists are red and chaffed, sore to the touch and aching from the rope continually rubbing back and forth. Roy’s kept the rope tight, giving me little slack. I’ve managed to keep my mind off the pain by thinking of Mom. and Cindy, and my friends. 
 
    “Man, I’m so ready to sit down and relax. Hell, I might even have a beer if there’s any left,” Benny says with a snicker. 
 
    “There probably won’t be any. You know how they are. We go out and do all of the dirty work, and they sit on their fat, lazy asses doing nothing and drinking all the good stuff,” Pete quickly adds. 
 
    We come out of the woods to a clearing that has a chain link fence running the perimeter with multiple bodies lying lifeless next to it. 
 
    Roy pulls a two-way radio from his pocket. “Turn off on five.” 
 
    Roy waits for a few moments before touching the metal gate. Is the fence electrified? He grabs the rubber handle and slides it to the left and heads in. Pete’s the last one in, stopping and securing the gate back in place. 
 
    “I’d watch what you touch, James,” Roy cautions. 
 
    “Yeah, you might be ‘shocked’ by what you find,” Benny jokingly adds, snickering under his breath. 
 
    “When can I see my friends?” I inquire. 
 
    “I’m taking you to them right now,” Roy advises. 
 
    Benny and Pete split off and head to the right toward a cluster of buildings while we keep straight. I’m not sure where we’re at. The grounds are covered in overgrown weeds and buildings are clustered all around. They appear as though they have been abandoned for some time now by the holes in their sides and the worn paint. 
 
    “Way back when, this used to be some kind of processing plant. The economy went belly up and they had to close it down. The owners put up that fence till they could figure out what to do with the place,” Roy says as he points to the structures ahead of us. 
 
    “Why did they make it into an electric fence? Seems a bit of overkill to protect a bunch of condemned buildings,” I add as I take in the drab buildings. 
 
    “They didn’t. We tied some generators we salvaged to the fence. That’s the only power here for the most part. So far, it’s working really well in keeping those things from getting inside.” Roy stops to talk to a big, burly man covered in dirt and grease. I take a look around, trying to get a sense of the place. I only spot a handful of armed people trolling the perimeter of the fence and others walking about, free of any visible weapons. 
 
    It’s getting late in the day. The sun dips over the horizon. I didn’t realize it was as late as it was. This day has escaped me and pushed me farther back from getting to Mom and Cindy. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I demand once more. 
 
    “To your friends, just like I said I was going to do,” Roy calmly answers. 
 
    We come to a small, shed-like structure with an armed man standing next to a ramp that leads up to a door. It almost looks like a hen house or chicken coop, but much larger. 
 
    Roy stops. He removes the rope from my wrists. The skin is raw and red from the friction of being pulled on. He grabs the handle, and opens the door. 
 
    “Go on, get in there,” Roy orders. 
 
    I’m hesitant at first, looking up into the darkened space. I do not see or hear anyone stirring about. Duke pokes his head out from the side and instantly folds his ears down after seeing me. 
 
    “Hey, boy!” I exclaim, racing up the ramp and wrapping my arms around his neck. 
 
    “James! Glad to see you’re all right, bro,” Dawson says relieved. 
 
    “You ok, kid?” Tony asks. 
 
    “Keep a close eye on them, all right,” Roy orders. “If you have any problems with them, come get me.” 
 
    The shabbily dressed man guarding the building nods. 
 
    “Hey, Tony!” Roy says. 
 
    “What?” Tony replies angrily. 
 
    “You may want to reconsider your position on the matter we discussed. I’d hate for something horrible to happen to those boys you’re with,” Roy suggests. 
 
    “Go to hell,” Tony snaps back. 
 
    “You first, solider man.” Smiling and chuckling, Roy slams the door, sealing us back into the building. 
 
    Dawson offers a high five as I carefully raise my hand to meet his. “Dude, I didn’t know if they killed you or if you managed to get away.” 
 
    “They got me when I was looking for ya’ll. Are those the people you were talking about back at the gas station?” I ask Tony. 
 
    “Yeah, unfortunately,” Tony responds, his voice thick with disgust. 
 
    “How did they find us?” Dawson asks while trying to peer through a tiny sliver of wood on the front of the building.” 
 
    “Dumb luck I would imagine. I didn’t think they’d be over by where we were,” Tony replies. “Are your wrists ok?” 
 
    “They hurt, but I’ll live,” I respond. 
 
    Duke licks my face, his tail wagging as I keep hugging his neck. I let go and lean back against the wall, thinking of Mom and Cindy. I remember my phone is in my pocket. I wonder if the battery is dead. 
 
    I fish it out and turn it on. The screen illuminates the dark, dank building, but I don’t waste any time on looking around. I have but one bar missing. It’s probably because I haven’t used it any since we had to ditch the truck. And of course, there’s no service out here in the backwoods or wherever we are. 
 
    Dawson points to my phone. “I’m surprised they didn’t take your phone.” 
 
    I show Dawson the screen. “Wouldn’t do them any good or us for that matter. No service out this way.” 
 
    Duke places his head and front paws on my lap and relaxes. He lets out a deep breath from what I can only imagine is relief in finding me. I feel the same way. I stroke his back and pull up a picture of Mom, Dad, Duke, and Cindy from our last vacation. That was such a great time. 
 
    Tears well up in my eyes. I wipe them away before I bust out into a blubbering mess, and notice I’ve got a text message. 
 
    Mom: James, I haven’t gotten a reply from you yet. Please let me know that you and your father are all right and on your way. Be careful. I love you both. 
 
    I know I don’t have any service, but I reply anyway, hoping that it will reach Mom and Cindy somehow. 
 
    James: We love you too and can’t wait to see you. We are doing everything we can to get to you and Cindy. I will call next chance I get. Love you. 
 
    I hit the send button. The blue round circle spins aimlessly, trying to find a signal. I turn off the screen to try and conserve the battery, and pocket the phone once more to conceal its presence. 
 
    “I’m not overly keen on the way that guy used horrible and boys in the same sentence,” Dawson states with a shudder. 
 
    “Yeah, Tony, what did he mean by that?” I quickly add. 
 
    “Nothing good, that’s for sure,” Tony replies while walking around the building. He stops and peers out the tiny cracks in the wood. 
 
    I fold my arms across my chest and narrow my eyes at Tony. “What is he wanting you to rethink, exactly? It must be something pretty important for him to kidnap a couple of kids, and threaten to do bad things to us.” 
 
    Silent, Tony continues to peer out through the opening in the wall. At last, he sighs and looks back toward us. “He? They, want revenge.” 
 
    “Revenge? Against who?” My head tilts slightly downward, confused by Tony’s response. 
 
    “The military. The government. Anyone who had a hand in what happened at that bridge,” Tony answers. 
 
    “But you had nothing to do with that,” I respond. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter if I did or not. I’m with the military and that’s close enough.” Tony shrugs. 
 
    “So, what do they want you to do, exactly?” Dawson poses as he leans back against the wall. 
 
    “They want me to give up the locations of the platoons we have around the country for starters. Plus, caches of weapons and anything else they can get their hands on. Apparently, there are other militias out there that they’re working with that have the same goal,” Tony says. 
 
    “Do it,” Dawson flatly remarks. “Give them what they want, and they’ll let us go, right? Not sure why you’re not helping them. After all, the government is a bunch of tools killing their own people.” 
 
    “Regardless of how I feel about the military, or even the government, right now, I’m not going to betray my country to a bunch of backwoods hillbillies,” Tony hisses with a hint of indignation layered on his words. “Besides, giving those psychopaths military grade weaponry and other confidential intel would just exacerbate the already problematic state we are in.” 
 
    Dawson leans to his left and whispers to me, “What does exacerbate mean, exactly?” 
 
    “Basically, make everything ten times worse,” I respond. 
 
    “Yeah. We don’t want that for sure,” Dawson grumbles as he straightens up. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan, then?” I pose. 
 
    “I don’t know, James. I just... don’t know.” Tony places his hands behind his head and sighs in frustration. He drops them down to his sides and begins pacing the length of the space we are in. 
 
    Back and forth he goes, mumbling to himself. His hands move about in front of him. His fingers draw at the air. 
 
    Dawson and I watch the silent madness before us, hoping he’s formulating some sort of escape plan. 
 
    Duke’s passed out in my lap, snoring. Actually, it’s more like a whistling noise that comes from his nose. It’s annoying and yet kind of cute at the same time. 
 
    “I really hope all that talking to himself and acting all weird pays off, bro. Right now, I’m not feeling too optimistic.” Dawson drops to the unforgiving, dirty wood floor. He props his head up with his arm. “Wake me when he has a plan, or when the rednecks come back.” 
 
    Dawson grows silent as Tony finally stops pacing. He vigorously rubs both hands against his face and growls in aggravation. His body deflates and slumps back against the wall. He plops down to his backside and mutters some choice words. 
 
    Visibly pissed, he presses his teeth together and bangs his head against the wall. He reaches into his left pant pocket and removes another pack of cigarettes. He opens the lid and chuckles under his breath. “One left. Perfect time as any to stop smoking, I guess.” 
 
    “Probably for the best. Those things will kill ya,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah, among other things.” Tony glances my way with a long face. “Sorry, kid, for getting you and your pal mixed up into all this. Wasn’t my intent.” 
 
    I shrug. “Is what it is. Life doesn’t seem to be fair right now to any of us. I’ve had more bad crap happen to me these last few days than I have my entire life.” 
 
    Tony agrees. “It only gets better, kid.” 
 
    Even being as young as I am, I pick up on Tony’s sarcasm. 
 
    His gaze drifts off to the left as I continue to stroke Duke’s coat. With no one else to engage my thoughts, I sit anxiously and wait. 
 
    For what? That remains to be seen. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    As night sets in, and the building we’re trapped in gets darker, I stare off into the void of my nothingness. Both Dawson and Tony are out, leaving me to my restless thoughts. 
 
    I haven’t been to sleep. I’ve closed my eyes, but never drifted off. How could I? Every time I do now, I wake in a panic from the dread that plagues me. Regardless of where I go, it follows me constantly. 
 
    I try to curb the impulse to check my phone every second in the hope that my text got out, and Mom has already replied. I know the battery is inching down every second that goes by, and when I turn on the screen, ZAP! There goes even more power. I didn’t even realize that my hand was already cradling the phone. 
 
    I slip it back into my pocket, resisting the temptation. My face disfigures in anger. My fingers want to ball into a fist and punish something, anything for the way I feel. I struggle to maintain my composure, and refrain from lashing out. 
 
    I’m still just a kid, and it’s not fair. I know most kids complain that they want to be an adult and are ready for such grown-up things, but this is way more than I can bear. 
 
    Something stirs just outside the wall and catches my attention. The distraction frees my mind and gets my focus back. I listen closely, pressing the side of my head to the narrow gap in the building. There it is again. What is that? 
 
    “Hey guys, get up!” I say, but they don’t budge. Duke lifts his head and stares at me. “Did you hear that, boy?” 
 
    Duke groans as he yawns. His fangs glisten in the brief shred of light that slips in through the narrow cracks of the walls. 
 
    “Daw-” 
 
    The door unlocks and swings open. A foul stench invades our space before a large, overweight man enters our lavish accommodations. 
 
    “Hope ya’ll are ready to give the boss what he wants. For your sake, anyway,” he says with a halfhearted chuckle. Another one of Roy’s fetid henchmen. Great. 
 
    We say nothing. 
 
    “Get up!” He slams the butt end of his gun on the wall, startling Tony and Dawson out of their slumber. Duke begins to growl, bearing teeth and folding his ears back. 
 
    The man trains the rifle at Duke. “I’d watch that dog, boy. If he tries anything, I’ll put him down.” 
 
    “It’s all right, just settle down,” I say to Duke while glancing up at the man. His face is mostly blocked out with shadows, leaving only a hairy round outline for me to view. 
 
    “Wake up and get down here. You have two minutes.” The man and his stench leave the building as Dawson and Tony shake the sleepiness from their faces. 
 
    “All right,” Dawson croaks. He laboriously gets his feet under him. “Stinky prick.” 
 
    Tony’s lips remain sealed as he rubs his face. 
 
    I run my fingers through Duke’s coat a little more before standing up. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Dawson whines. 
 
    “I guess Roy doesn’t want to wait any longer.” I glance at Tony. “Tell me you have a plan to get us out of this?” 
 
    Tony looks in the direction of the door and strokes the thick black stubble on his chin. “I’m sorry, boys. I-” 
 
    “Get down here now,” the man bellows from outside the building. 
 
    Tony takes the lead and walks toward the doorway. He steps out and down the ramp, followed by Dawson, then Duke, and myself. 
 
    A handful of armed men stand off to the side, their darkened faces void of any sort of jovial expression as they hurry us along. 
 
    Dawson stops at the opening. He glances back over his shoulder at him, his eyes wide with a look that he’s thinking intently on something. He grabs the door jamb on either side of him and barks, “What are you going to do with us?” 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough, pretty boy, if Captain America here doesn’t give up what the boss man wants to know” the man replies. “Now get on down here.” 
 
    “Guess he’ll have to wait then ’cause I’m not going anywhere until you tell me where you’re taking us,” Dawson demands. 
 
    I lean in close and peer over Dawson’s shoulder. Tony is pulled off to the right and held at gunpoint. 
 
    The man on the left narrows his eyes in Dawson’s direction. His tongue plays across his pursed lips as he spits off to his left and responds in a gruff baritone, “Boy, if you don’t get your ass down here now, I’m going to break every bone in your body slowly.” 
 
    I whisper into Dawson’s ear, beseeching him to do as instructed. The man’s intense gaze is deadlocked onto us as he points to the ground. 
 
    “Are they ready?” Roy asks over his two-way radio. 
 
    “Don’t test me, boy. You will regret it,” the man threatens. Dawson turns his head to the right in Tony’s direction, who has the barrel of a rifle pressed against the back of his head. After a few seconds of pondering the alternative, Dawson steps out. 
 
    “Yeah, boss man. Got them heading over right now.” 
 
    “Good. Send them over to the pit. Hopefully, soldier boy has had enough time to make the right call,” Roy says. “For those boys’ sake, anyway.” 
 
    The man to our left grabs Tony by the shirt and throws him forward. “Move it, military man.” 
 
    Pissed, Tony stops, and turns around. He walks toward the man. The butt end of a rifle hits him in the face. The impact rattles Tony, dropping him to one knee. 
 
    “Chill it, big man, before you get your compadres killed over there.” The man presses the barrel of his rifle against Tony’s head. Two more guns click from behind us, the sound of the weapons sending a tremble of fear down our spines. “Now move!” 
 
    Tony complies without any further objections. The man’s gun stays fixed in the middle of Tony’s back. 
 
    We’re led through the thickness of the damp, cool night air through the tall weeds. Two bright lights illuminate the ether of darkness up ahead. 
 
    “What is the pit?” Dawson whispers. “Pits are never a good thing.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. “If we stay calm and don’t do anything stupid, we’ll be fine.” I’m not sure I believe that, but I want to keep Dawson from freaking out. Just wish I had someone to stay any impulses I have. 
 
    Roy huddles underneath the bright lamps with some of his men. He swats at the insects that are drawn to the light’s radiance. 
 
    Roy waves us over as he dismisses his men with a flick of his hand. They fan out, keeping their rifles pressed to their chests as their shadowed faces create a frightful silhouette. 
 
    “Morning, boys,” he says. His voice is laced with jubilee. “I trust everyone slept well and took that time to make some really smart decisions.” 
 
    We stay silent. Our eyes pointed toward the dirt as we’re halted by fingers grabbing our clothes a few feet from the pit. I can hear something moving within the hollow opening, but I can’t see what it is. I gulp. 
 
    Roy waddles over. He tosses his arm over Tony’s neck and says, “So, tell me something good. Something that I want to hear.” He leans in closer to Tony, and tilts his chin down some and slightly to the right. 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to tell you,” Tony flatly responds. 
 
    Roy nods. 
 
    I gulp louder as he glances toward us. 
 
    Roy removes his arm from around Tony’s neck. He pats him on the shoulder, and motions to one of the armed guards to his left. “Give me your side-arm.” 
 
    The guard complies. 
 
    Taking the weapon, Roy comes over to us. Duke growls, bearing his fangs and folding his ears back. Roy points at Dawson. 
 
    “Come here, boy.” 
 
    “Uh, no. I’m good right here,” Dawson says as he scooches close to me. 
 
    “I don’t recall asking.” Roy nods to the guard to my right. 
 
    He grabs Dawson by the arm and drags him over to Roy. Stiff and rigid, his arms by his side, Dawson stands perfectly still. 
 
    Wielding the pistol in his left hand, Roy glances at Tony. “Let’s try this again, shall we?” 
 
    Tony’s fists clench tightly as he narrows his eyes at Roy. “Let the boys go. This is between you and me. They have nothing to do with any of this.” 
 
    “Wrong place, wrong time.” Roy brings the pistol up and presses the barrel flush against Dawson’s temple. “Last time I’m going to ask. Give me what I want, and you and these boys are free to go. Simple as that.” 
 
    Dawson’s tremulous voice squeaks. “Come on, Tony. Just tell him, will ya?” 
 
    “Yeah, Tony. Just tell me,” Roy quickly adds. 
 
    The muscles in Tony’s arms contract. He goes to speak, then stops. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not a kid killer,” Roy says as he lowers his gun. “You got me. You called my bluff.” 
 
    I exhale a deep sigh of relief as Dawson cuts his eyes over to me. His face is flush, beads of sweat racing down from his hairline as Roy hands the pistol off. 
 
    “I’m a sporting man. I believe everyone should have a chance in this world. Regardless of who they are.” Roy aggressively grabs Dawson’s wrist. He shoves him backward toward the pit, stopping him just shy of the opening. 
 
    The chasers inside the pit of doom whip up into a feeding frenzy. Their insatiable pleas for Dawson’s body radiate from the gaping hole. 
 
    Dawson yelps. His eyes go wide with shock as his body leans over the gaping hole. 
 
    “Wait!” Tony shouts as he reaches for him. 
 
    “Now, I am done messing around. You give me what I want, or I will drop this kid into this pit.” Roy foams at the mouth, spit spewing from his lips like the chasers do when spotting their prey. “Perhaps the chasers that I have down there will cushion his fall.” 
 
    “James, do something!” Dawson pleads as his free arm grabs at Roy. 
 
    “You got two seconds to make your mind up,” Roy threatens. “One... Two-” 
 
    The report of a rifle crackles in the early morning sky. A low buzzing noise swarms in our direction. The single shot hits one of the armed gunmen closest to Roy, sending him stumbling backward into the pit. 
 
    The gunmen shoulder their rifles and search for the source of the shooter. I drop to one knee and cover Duke. 
 
    Roy releases Dawson’s arm as he drops to the ground and scurries away. Dawson struggles to keep his balance as he teeters on the edge. Tony takes two big strides and reaches out for Dawson as he falls back, and disappears from sight. Hitting the ground, Tony reaches down into the pit. 
 
    “Dawson!” I yell as another gunshot sounds off. Another of Roy’s gunmen goes down. 
 
    “Who the hell is firing at us?” Roy growls as he struggles to get his feet under him. 
 
    “Not sure, but we have chasers inside the fence!” Pete screeches as he helps Roy up. 
 
    “What the hell are you waiting for? Go take care of it.” Roy grabs Pete and pushes him forward. “The rest of you, go kill something.” 
 
    My fingers come across a board in the grass as Roy barks orders at his men. He pays me no mind, his back is turned to us. 
 
    The volcanic emotions stirring inside me brim on the verge of erupting into a violent display. This fat swine killed my best friend, endangered Duke, and is responsible for the crap storm that we are all swallowed up in now. 
 
    My hands tighten around its moist edges. I pull it free from the weeds. Standing up, I charge Roy. I unleash my pent-up feelings, striking him in the side of the head with the stout block of wood. 
 
    The impact is harsh and brutal. Roy stumbles to his left, and drops to the dirt in a heap of unconscious blubber. 
 
    “James, give me a hand, will ya?” Tony calls out. 
 
    He slowly pulls Dawson up from the bowels of the pit as his fingers claw at the dirt. I run over and grab his other arm. We pull him up the rest of the way and drop him to the ground. 
 
    Panting and breathing hard, Dawson lays prone on his stomach. I plop down on my butt as Tony gets to his knees. 
 
    “You ok, bro?” I inquire. Duke comes over and licks Dawson in the face as he rolls over to his back. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine,” he huffs. “All right, Duke.” Dawson pushes Duke’s face away as he gets up on his knees. 
 
    “We need to go while we can,” I urge. 
 
    Tony stands up, and peers into the direction of the rifle reports. “You boys go on and get out of here.” 
 
    “Aren’t you coming with us?” I ask. 
 
    “I can’t.” Tony rushes over to the slayed gunman. He relieves the dead body of his rifle and pistol. “I need to make sure they don’t follow you.” 
 
    Dawson climbs to his feet, and places his hand on my shoulder. “James, we have to get moving, bro.” 
 
    I stand up as flashes from the gunmen’s rifles light up the fading darkness like fireflies. Screams of panic and distress fill the air. Dawson’s ready to go, shaking his hands as his gaze looms over the field. 
 
    “Don’t worry, James. Everything is going to be all right, but I need for you to go, now.” 
 
    A chaser runs toward us through the weeds. Tony shoulders the rifle and fires. He takes it down with a single shot—right between the eyes. 
 
    “Get to your mom and sister. Be safe, boys.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
    Tony is gone. I can no longer see him as the darkness of night surrenders to the rising sun. The cool, crisp air brushes against my sweaty skin, sending a shiver that slithers down my body. 
 
    The crackles of gunfire continue to sound off. Dawson collects any weapons the downed gunmen may have before we leave. Duke sniffs Roy, pawing at his unconscious body. 
 
    “Duke, get away from him and come here, now.” I sternly pat me leg. Duke shakes his head and complies. 
 
    “All right. We’ve got a rifle, hatchet, and some extra rounds of ammunition. Pick your poison.” Dawson shows me the weapons. I take the hatchet. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask him. 
 
    “More than ready. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    We take off running away from all of the chaos and gunfire. Duke is by my side stride for stride, and Dawson follows close behind us. We make a beeline for the buildings up ahead. 
 
    Roy’s men are nowhere to be seen. I glance to my left, then my right. Nothing but wide-open fields with the weeds swaying from side to side. 
 
    Visibility is getting a bit better as the sun continues to grow brighter. I can’t wait to be out of here. 
 
    We slow and stop for a moment behind one of the buildings. Dawson doubles over with his hands resting on his knees, breathing heavy. Duke pants hard, his tongue dangling out of his mouth. 
 
    I rest my arm against the wood siding of the building. My chest heaves out, then in as I try to refill my lungs. Winded, I ask, “Ready to move?” 
 
    “Dawson shakes his head. “No, but we need to get while the getting is good.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I carefully slide down the left side of the building. Duke stays by my side. Nearing the edge, my fingers wrap around the hatchets handle tighter. 
 
    We make the corner and head down the narrow space between the buildings. Our pace quickens. We shuffle along, through the silence. We are almost in the clear. We’re going to make it out of this nightmarish place in one piece. 
 
    A chaser bursts from an open doorway and tackles me. The impact dislodges the hatchet from my hand, leaving me defenseless. 
 
    Dawson brings his rifle to bear, but struggles to obtain a clear shot. “I can’t fire without hitting you, James.” 
 
    “Then hit the damn thing, will ya?” I exclaim as its rancid breath blows into my face. 
 
    Duke bites its arm, clamping down and pulling. Blood pours from the wound, racing down its mangled arm and dripping onto me. It pulls its arm free of Duke’s mouth and backhands him, knocking him hard against the building next to us. 
 
    “Come on, man, do-” 
 
    Dawson rams the butt end of the rifle into its head, momentarily breaking its hold. I quickly look from side to side. I search the ground, trying to locate the hatchet. Dawson tries to strike it again, but is knocked off balance by the chaser’s wildly erratic movements. 
 
    Still on top of me, blood flows freely from its head and mouth, splattering my face. My right hand skims across the hatchet’s handle. Staring deep into my eyes, it comes for me once more. 
 
    I bring the hatchet up swiftly and bury the bit deep inside its skull. Its bones crunch. The trickle of blood turns into a flood and coats my face with the warm substance. Lifeless, it falls forward on top of me. 
 
    “Dude, get this thing off me!” I yell to Dawson, feeling panicked and trapped. After a few seconds of trying to bench press the dead weight off me, the body is pulled up and tossed to the side. 
 
    “Are you ok, kid?” an unfamiliar voice asks me. 
 
    In shock, I lay there. My hand palms the warm, thick blood on my face as I notice a figure standing over me. I’m not sure if I want to throw up or scream right now. 
 
    Oh, crap, what if I swallowed some. What does that mean? “Did I swallow any of its blood? I don’t know if I did. Am I going to turn?” 
 
    “Calm down, kid, you’re fine,” the man says. He grabs my shoulders and tries to get me focused. 
 
    “Who are you? Get off me!” I push and shove at him, scooting away in a fit of panic. 
 
    He puts his hands in the air. “All right, kid, just calm down, and shut up before you attract any more attention.” 
 
    Duke comes over and gingerly sits next to me. He’s got a bit of a limp to his walk, but otherwise he seems fine. He growls at the stranger as I hug his neck. 
 
    “Christ. I’m about tired of being the piñata of the group,” Dawson growls in annoyance. “You ok?” 
 
    “I think so.” My fingers swipe across my eyes, removing any excess blood from them. 
 
    Dawson’s face distorts in disgust. “Oh, crap dude. That’s gross.” 
 
    “Here,” the man says, handing me a red and black bandana. 
 
    I take it and vigorously rub my face. “Who are you?” 
 
    He extends his hand toward me. “The name’s Snyder.” 
 
    A little leery, I shake his hand. “James. This is Duke. That’s Dawson.” 
 
    Synder grips the bill of his green John Deer hat and nods. “Good to meet you, boys. Here, let me give you a hand there.” Snyder grabs my arm. 
 
    Duke growls, bearing his teeth. 
 
    Snyder quickly releases and takes a step back. 
 
    “It’s ok, boy.” I pat him on the side gingerly and stand up. “Why are you helping us?” 
 
    “I’m no kid killer,” Snyder remarks. He retrieves Dawson’s rifle from the ground and hands it back to him. “Roy has taken this initiative of his too far. He had some of my good friends killed because they wouldn’t follow along with his ideology. I’ve been biding my time for the moment to strike back. Plus, I’m not about to start killing innocent Americans because of his revenge trip.” 
 
    “So, it was you who was doing the shooting earlier?” Dawson inquires. He holds the rifle close to his chest. 
 
    Synder turns toward Dawson. “It was. Like I said, I’m not about killing kids.” 
 
    Gunfire ensues, which grabs Snyder’s attention and his head twists over his shoulder. He removes his John Deer hat and runs his fingers through his moist, brown hair. 
 
    “I need to get you boys out of here before someone spots us. There’s a place in the fence that’s pretty well concealed from prying eyes.” He glances at Dawson. “You know how to handle that rifle, kid?” 
 
    Dawson narrows his eyes at Snyder and scoffs. “Yeah, I think I’ll manage just fine.” 
 
    “Here, I managed to grab this rifle from the belongings they brought back.” Snyder removes a rifle from his shoulder and hands it to me. It’s my dad’s Remington. “I packed a few more boxes of ammo in this pack.” 
 
    He tosses my gear at my feet, which I quickly retrieve. “Thanks. I didn’t think I’d ever see this again.” I slip the pack over my shoulders. 
 
    “Here, take this too.” He pulls a pistol from behind his back and hands it to me. 
 
    “Don’t you need it?” I ask. 
 
    Snyder pushes me to the side, pulls out another pistol, and fires a single shot. A chaser falls to the ground behind me. 
 
    “I’ll be good. Now come on, let’s get going.” Snyder blows past me down the side of the building. I take off after him, following close behind with Duke by my side. Dawson brings up the rear. 
 
    We stay close and shadow every step Snyder makes as he leads us through the maze of buildings. He pauses frequently to scope out the area for Roy’s men or any chasers. Even though I’d say that they have their hands full right now, I really don’t want to take the chance. 
 
    “Snyder, have you gotten eyes on those damn kids?” a voice crackles in over the air. 
 
    Snyder stops and holds us up. Grabbing the radio clipped to his side, he responds. “Not yet. Been dealing with those things mostly. Has anyone had a visual on their last whereabouts?” 
 
    “They were last spotted running through the field to the east toward the buildings,” the man replies. 
 
    “Oh, crap, dude. They’re still looking for us. We need to get out of here now,” Dawson says in a panic. 
 
    “Chill out, man. Stay calm and keep it together,” I remark. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll keep an eye- watch out!” Snyder fires his gun behind us. The bullet zings past Dawson who falls to the ground in a panic. It grazes a man who is charging our way on the arm. 
 
    Snyder engages. 
 
    The two men collide. The sounds of struggle come from both as Snyder is pushed backward against the building. We keep our distance as they fight. Duke runs to intervene, but I stop him. I don’t want him to accidentally get hurt in the process of helping. 
 
    “James, I think we should get going while it’s good,” Dawson says while getting to his feet. 
 
    My arms go up in the air. “We don’t know where to go. Without him, we’re just wondering around.” 
 
    Snyder is punched in the face and thrown to the ground. The man wraps his arm around Snyder’s neck, and yanks him off the ground, squeezing with all his might. Snyder looks in our direction as he rams his elbows into the man’s sides again and again. 
 
    The man releases his hold. Snyder takes a step forward and throws his right elbow into the man’s face. Grunting in pain, the man clamps his hands to his face as he stumbles backward. 
 
    With one fluid motion, Snyder zips about and discharges his firearm. He puts two in the man’s chest and one in the head. 
 
    Snyder grips his throat and says, “All right, come on.” 
 
    “Dude, that was badass and kind of scary at the same time,” Dawson whispers to me. 
 
    “It was,” I respond. 
 
    Snyder continues to massage his throat as he walks past us. He doesn’t really say much of anything, looking beyond the building’s edge and out over the open field. I can see a thin stream of blood trailing down from the top of his forehead and dripping from his chin. 
 
    “You ok?” I inquire. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll live. Things will probably get wild before I’m able to get you two free outside the fence. So, when I tell you to go, you book it! Understood?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Dawson adds. 
 
    Staying low to the ground, Snyder slips out from behind the building. He signals us with his hand behind his back. He never turns around. 
 
    His head pivots from side to side as we work our way across the back section of buildings. It’s overgrown with tall weeds. 
 
    Every little twig snapping or scurrying sound sends Duke on the defensive. I give him a gentle pat on the side, indicating that it’s ok. His deep throated growling subsides. 
 
    Snyder stops suddenly, making a fist behind him. He scoots to the side and grabs me by the shoulder. Pulling me forward, he points out into the open field. 
 
    “Twenty paces straight ahead. There will be a portion of the fence that will be loose. You’ll be able to get out through there.” 
 
    “Isn’t this an electrified fence?” Dawson asks. 
 
    “It is, but I’ll take care of that,” Snyder ensures. 
 
    We hear some voices in the distance. Snyder’s arm spans across my chest, pulling me back up against the building. He looks out beyond the building’s edge. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “You three wait here. When you see your opening, run.” 
 
    “How will we know what the signal is?” Dawson asks. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll know what it is,” Snyder replies with a coy smirk. 
 
    “What about you?” I ask. 
 
    Since losing Dad, and Mom and Cindy being on what should be the other side of the world, I’m finding myself holding onto that thin piece of humanity. True, we don’t know this guy, but it feels comforting to have someone not wanting to kill us or feed us to the wolves. Well, chasers in this case. 
 
    “I’ll be all right. You just worry about surviving and getting to wherever it is you’re going.” Snyder turns and gives us a nod. He heads back in the opposite direction. He stops and looks back over his shoulder. “Remember, run like hell.” And with that, Snyder vanishes around the corner. 
 
    Dawson and I stare at one another for a few moments, still a tad confused by this plan. 
 
    “Man, that guy seems almost as crazy as the other. I think he figured it wasn’t worth getting himself killed over a bunch of kids and a dog. That’s why he split,” Dawson says. 
 
    “Let’s be ready in any case. If we have a chance to get out of here, we need to take it.” 
 
    The voice of the armed men sends us back up against the building, and our nerves on edge. Duke scrambles to his feet, ears folded back and making for the field, but I hold him tight. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that he’s had enough of all of this himself. 
 
    “Calm down, boy,” I say while stroking his dirty coat. 
 
    “Hey! Look!” Dawson exclaims, pointing out into the field. 
 
    The armed men patrolling head away from the fence and us. The area clears quickly, leaving nothing in our path. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” I say as I ready to make a mad dash. 
 
    “Dude, are we sure about this? What if this is all part of their sick twisted plan?” Dawson points out to the field as he makes his case. “We run out and they pick us off.” 
 
    “Do you want to wait here and watch me and Duke?” I ask. 
 
    Dawson shakes his head emphatically. “Not really.” 
 
    “Then come on. We’re wasting time.” I peer around the corner, double-checking that there’s no one lingering about. More gunshots fire off into the air, but this time in rapid succession. 
 
    “Come on, boy.” I release my hold from around Duke’s collar. We bolt from behind the building. I keep as low as possible, counting in my head the twenty or so paces that Snyder said the fence opening was. 
 
    15, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 20. 
 
    I come to an abrupt stop, which nearly causes Dawson to bulldoze me over. 
 
    “Sorry, James. I thought I had a chaser running after me. Guess it was nothing,” Dawson apologizes. 
 
    I look over the fence, trying to find the opening that Snyder was referring to. “Where is it? I don’t see anything.” 
 
    I get closer. My eyes roll over every inch of the chain link fence. At first glance, it appears to be intact. Taking a second look, I find the opening within the tall weeds toward the ground. 
 
    “Found it!” I exclaim. I reach for the steel. 
 
    Dawson grabs my arms. “Hold up, man. We don’t even know if the fence is still live or not.” 
 
    I forgot about that. 
 
    I look down around my feet for something to throw at it. The weeds are thick, making it difficult to see through its base. I run my feet over the ground and hit what I think is a stick. I retrieve it and toss it, hoping for the best. The wood bounces off with no sparks or signs of life. 
 
    “Guess he didn’t bail on us after all,” Dawson says. 
 
    It’s nice to see Dawson eat his words again. 
 
    I grab the corner of the fence that’s dislodged in the bottom right hand corner and pull up. I whistle for Duke, who gets low and squeezes through. 
 
    “Come on, man, your turn.” 
 
    Dawson slides the rifle through first. He drops to his belly and army crawls through the small gap. He inches the rest of the way out and pulls his feet in. 
 
    I bend down to get in position. 
 
    “Hurry up, there’s a chaser coming this way!” Dawson takes aim with the rifle. 
 
    “Don’t fire. It’ll give away our position.” 
 
    Dawson shuffles his hands in a manic fashion. “Then hurry the hell up, slowpoke, unless you want to be on its menu.” 
 
    I peer back over my shoulder and find it rushing toward me with a slight limp. From here, it looks injured, but I still don’t want to take the chance. A single bite is all it takes for you to become a chaser. 
 
    I shove my pistol through the opening along with the Remington. I pull up as hard as I can on the fence, trying to give me some more room since I don’t have a spotter. 
 
    “Dude, come on!” Dawson exclaims. 
 
    I drop back to my knees, then to my stomach. I try to maneuver around the jagged ends of the fence that are trying to rip me apart. Catching on my clothes, the ends rip and tear them to shreds. 
 
    The chaser stumbles and falls into the high weeds, disappearing from sight. 
 
    “How far is it?” I ask in a panic. 
 
    “Dude, it fell. I can’t see it. Move your butt!” Dawson urges. 
 
    Its bone chilling moans and gurgling sounds creep up my back, sending a wave of goose bumps flooding my skin. My legs kick wildly, trying to move me through the tight space faster. 
 
    “My pants are caught on the ends!” I hiss. 
 
    The weeds shift in all directions. The crunching of the creature’s bulk is right on top of where I am. Duke barks, going ballistic as he jumps on the fence and sends the pointed ends of the fence further into me. 
 
    “Dude, screw your clothes, man. Rip it and get out of there.” 
 
    Dawson drops to his knees and grabs the fence. After a few seconds of pulling it back and forth, he manages to free it from my pants. 
 
    “I got it James, now move,” he orders with a winded tone. 
 
    Struggling to hold it up from the position he’s in, I move as fast as I can. My pant legs get caught on the sharp edges, but I keep going. 
 
    “Oh, crap, dude, pull your legs in!” 
 
    I pull the remainder of my legs in from the other side without pause. They get shredded some, but not too bad. Dawson lets go of the fence as the crawling corpse reaches for my feet. 
 
    Dawson swipes his hand across his forehead. “Man, that was close.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I reply. I’m sweating badly, my heart pounding in my ears. 
 
    The enraged chaser presses his face firmly against the metal as his one good eye locks on us. He tries to reach under, but I give him a solid kick to the face. His nose crunches under the impact, his head snaps back. It’s dazed, but only briefly. It shakes off the blow and presses on. 
 
    “Forget about him, James. I doubt he’s going to be able to get through there.” 
 
    He advances once more. Thick dark blood oozes from his face as he makes contact with the fence. The chaser’s body sparks and ignites. We all scurry away from the live fence, watching as he burns. 
 
    “Duke, you ok, boy?” I frantically ask, looking all around for him. 
 
    He comes over next to me and nudges his head against my chest. He gives me a few licks to the face and sits down. 
 
    “All right, man, we need to jet. I think they’re coming this way.” Dawson points to a handful of armed men who are heading in our direction. He helps me to my feet. I catch a rustling noise in the woods behind us, and glance back. Great. More chasers emerge through the dense foliage. 
 
    Dawson points to my thighs. “Dude, your legs are looking kind of gnarly man.” 
 
    I don’t bother looking down. “I’ll be fine. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    With the compound fading into the morning sunrise, we stop and take a break. 
 
    Duke pants hard, his long pink tongue dangling from his snout. Dawson looks like he just ran a marathon. I can’t say that I look or feel much better. My legs are killing me. They sting and burn from the cuts that I suffered from the hands of the fence. 
 
    “All right, man, I’m officially wiped,” Dawson grumbles. He drops to the ground and rolls over to his back. “How are your legs doing?” 
 
    I take a seat on a log and rest the Remington next to me. I carefully pull up my right pant leg, taking care not to disturb the injuries. They don’t look that bad, just throb like hell. There’re streaks of dried blood racing down my leg, turning my once white socks to a dingy, dirty red color. My left leg is much the same. 
 
    “They hurt some, but I’ll live.” 
 
    “That’s good. Can’t say I want to keep trudging through these god forsaken woods by myself,” Dawson snickers. 
 
    “I appreciate the concern,” I reply. 
 
    “Don’t ever think that I don’t care, man.” 
 
    My pant pocket vibrates. My body jolts and seizes up. Maybe it’s Mom trying to call me. 
 
    I frantically reach in and pull it out, hoping to find something good happening for a change. 
 
    Low Battery! 
 
    It’s on its last leg. The only connection that I have to Mom and Cindy will soon be severed. 
 
    My eyes shift to the top left of the phone’s screen for any text messages that I might have received from them. Hope against hope, I guess. And of course, there’s nothing new. Feeling defeated, my face falls. 
 
    “You ok?” 
 
    “My battery is nearly dead and I still haven’t heard from Mom and Cindy.” 
 
    Dawson gets up on his knees. “Stop beating yourself up, James. I bet they’re safe and sound at your cabin.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “How far away are we now?” Dawson asks. 
 
    I sigh. “Not sure. These stupid hillbillies took us out of the way a bit. Definitely added a lot more to our trek.” 
 
    Looking up at the dimly lit screen, I start to type a message to Mom, but stop. What’s the point? They’re more than likely dead or a chaser now. My messages are probably just lost in the ether of digital space. 
 
    I tear up, sadness mixing with rage and anger. A dangerous mood to be in right now. I feel myself slipping, caring less and less about what happens to me. 
 
    Hell, I’m to the point of just running into a herd of chasers and taking down as many as I can. Screw it right? If I die, so be it. If I become a mindless sack of flesh, then my mind will be free. Or so I think. Either way, I’ll be released from the torment of knowing that my family is gone. 
 
    “Dude.” Dawson places his hand gently on my shoulder and sits next to me. He reaches for the gun that I somehow have clutched tightly in my hands. “Give me the gun, bro.” 
 
    Tears race down my face, and gather at the bottom of my dirty chin. One by one, they fall to the screen of my phone. Seeing my reflection in the blank screen, I turn and look at Dawson. I try to speak, but feel if I do, I may explode with emotion. 
 
    “It’s okay, James. We are going to make it to your mom and sister, and you’ll see that they’re fine,” he comforts with a soft voice. 
 
    “How do you know that they are?” I counter. 
 
    “I just have to believe it, man. Like I’m hoping that somewhere my mom and dad are ok. I know I talk a lot of crap and all, but deep down, I’m just as worried, man.” 
 
    Dawson pats my shoulder and smirks. I rarely, if ever, see him this raw and open. Like all kids our age, we put on this façade that we’re untouchable, and that we can handle anything, regardless of what it is that comes our way. Truth be known, I think we’re all scared little boys. I won’t say this out loud of course. I still have a reputation to uphold. 
 
    A branch snaps on the other side of the clearing where we are sitting in the woods. Duke quickly gets to his feet. He bears his teeth. A deep growl pulses from his partially open mouth. Before we can react, a voice comes from the cover of the trees. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    “Come out slowly with your hands up,” Dawson orders. He’s got the handgun trained dead ahead. 
 
    The figure rustles about in the brush before coming out to the right. It’s Tony. 
 
    “You boys ok?” he wearily asks. 
 
    “Yeah. Just a little banged up is all,” Dawson replies while lowering his weapon. 
 
    Limping and with blood covering his torn shirt and pants, Tony takes a seat on a rock. He’s visibly winded, breathing heavy and sweating profusely. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you made it out or not.” I’m glad to see Tony’s alive and that he found us. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy, but I managed to track down what info Roy had on the military’s movements,” Tony grimaces. “I destroyed what I could and tore ass to the fence. I barely made it over before it went live again.” 
 
    Tony clutches his right arm. His shirt is ripped. Blood seeps out over his grimy hand. I get to my feet. My legs ache and scream for a moment’s peace as I head his way. 
 
    I reach for his wound. “Here, let me bandage that for you.” 
 
    Tony holds up his blood-covered hand and stops me cold. “Don’t come any closer, James.” 
 
    I now see the wound. A good size chunk of his flesh has been torn and ripped free from his bicep. Duke starts toward him. I snag him by the collar. 
 
    “Aw dang, man,” Dawson mutters. 
 
    Tony looks down at the teeth marks in his flesh. “It happened when I was trying to get out of there. A chaser came up on me from behind and took a chunk from my arm before I could do anything.” 
 
    “So why the hell did you come find us, man? Kind of seems like you should’ve kept rolling on, dude,” Dawson snidely inquires. 
 
    “Dawson!” I snap. 
 
    Dawson shrugs. “I’m just saying, James, if he’s infected, then he could be turning at any time.” 
 
    “He’s right. The only reason I sought you out was to make sure you were ok. Probably was a stupid decision, but I needed to know.” Tony crumbles to his knees. He coughs violently, hacking up blood that dribbles to the dirt. He’s looking worse by the second. I limp over and lift him up. I lean him back against the rock. His eyes are barely cracked open. The whites of his pupils are fading into the blackness. 
 
    “Come on, James, we need to get back on the move,” Dawson urges. 
 
    “Listen to your friend. I spotted a few of those things just over that ridge.” Tony lifts his unsteady arm and points dead ahead. 
 
    I grab Tony’s hand and grip it tightly. Tears stream down my face once more, turning the dirt to a gritty mud mixture. I lower my head, embarrassed. I’m trying to hold it together the best I can, but it’s slipping away from me. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, kid. I’ve been in tougher situations than this.” Tony coughs and hacks again, each one sounding more painful than the last. He releases a nasty blood mixture from his mouth, hurling it to the grass. Seemingly spent, Tony’s head falls lifeless back against the rock as he stares up to the sky. 
 
    Snap! Snap! 
 
    Branches snap and crunch from behind Tony. I peer up through the trees and bushes, but spot nothing. The noise remains, creeping closer to us. 
 
    “Dude, come on.” Dawson grips my shoulders, the urgency potent in his tone. 
 
    I reach around and pull out the handgun Snyder slipped me. I hand it to Tony. “Take this. I’m not asking.” 
 
    Tony lifts his arm up slowly, acting as though it’s a chore just to flex his limbs. I meet his hand, placing the grip in his palm. I give him a single nod, with no words to follow. 
 
    Dawson is breathing heavily as his feet shuffle in place. His hands rap on my shoulder, trying to get my attention. “James, I can see them heading this way.” 
 
    I strain to get back to my feet. My legs burn with a desire to just stop any sort of movement. 
 
    Dawson tosses me the Remington as he approaches Tony. He offers a single nod, placing his hand on his shoulder. “Thanks for everything.” 
 
    Tony nods back. 
 
    The sounds of the dead creep closer by the second. Duke trots over, licks Tony’s face, and turns tail, heading in the opposite direction with Dawson. 
 
    “Hey, James,” Tony wearily says. I stop and look back over my shoulder. “Make sure you do whatever is necessary to get back to your family.” 
 
    “I will.” And with that, I limp off after Dawson and Duke. I don’t dare look back. I might change my mind and make a foolish decision if I do. 
 
    Tony was a brave man, much like my father. He might have done some bad things, but in the end, he saved our lives. 
 
    I am grateful for that. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    The guilt of leaving Tony lying there holds me down like weights shackled to my ankles. Every step I take is labored. I contemplate going back and freeing him, knowing what being bitten by the creatures turns a person into. 
 
    He did so much for us. I feel as though we abandoned him at a time that he needed us. We should’ve stayed, regardless of the dangers. 
 
    A single gunshot echoes through the cloudy sky. 
 
    I slow my pace, eventually coming to a halt. 
 
    Dawson moves to my side. “Do you think he actually did it?” 
 
    I place my hands on my knees, panting. My head dangling toward the ground. Duke’s by my side, his breathing labored as well. I shake my head gingerly. “I don’t know.” 
 
    I glance back the way we came. The moans and sounds of the chasers roll over the terrain like brutal waves of terror. I hope Tony’s at peace now. 
 
    “Dude, I know that sucked and all, but we need to keep moving. Those things are probably right on our heels,” he cautions. 
 
    I’ve never understood how Dawson can just push his feelings to the side, and not let it get to him. I’m trying, but it’s so hard to just bury it deep and move on. It almost seems like we’ve got one foot in the grave at all times now. 
 
    Depressing? Perhaps, but that’s the way the world is now. Dark and grim. 
 
    Duke nudges my hand. His head slides under my palm as he awaits his loving pat. I bend down and give him a hug. The report of a gunshot cracks through the air, followed by a thud directly behind me. 
 
    I whirl around, finding a chaser lying face first in the grass mere inches from my boots. The back of its head has a gaping hole. The blades of grass are painted in a thick red. 
 
    Dawson lowers the rifle. “There’s more coming, James.” 
 
    My wake-up call. Kick in the ass if I ever needed one. Dealing with the turmoil I’m suffering with will have to wait. I can’t let it bog me down. Not now. 
 
    “You good, bro?” Dawson asks. 
 
    “Yeah, man. I think I’m good to go,” I say. 
 
    Dawson reaches out his hand to me. I take it willingly and get up. The wounds on my legs still burn and sting, but I ignore the nagging pain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
    The day wears on. The temperature feels as though it drops a degree with every step we take. The wind picks up, slicing through my dirty clothes and nipping at my flesh. I cross my arms and lace them across my chest in hopes of keeping warm. It does little to fend off the stinging bite of the cold. 
 
    “How far have we gone?” I ask Dawson. 
 
    “I can’t tell. Feels like we’ve been walking for hours, though,” Dawson responds. 
 
    Trudging through the dense woods, in unfamiliar territory, has made it hard to tell if we’re even heading in the right direction. 
 
    Dawson’s been leading the way using the compass his father gave to him last year. At the time, he said he’d never have a use for it, seeing as he hardly ever went out on an adventure. To be honest, I never thought to ask if he even knew how to use it. 
 
    Dawson pauses. He holds the compass up in front of him, and moves it to the left, then the right. 
 
    “Your dad showed you how to use that, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, he did, person of little faith.” Dawson lowers it and closes the lid. “I finally figured out that we were heading in the wrong direction about an hour ago and changed course.” 
 
    “What?” I snap. 
 
    Dawson snickers. “Just kidding, James. Just wanted to ruffle your feathers again. Sometimes you make it too easy, bro.” 
 
    “Not cool, man. Not cool at all.” I grouse. 
 
    Duke’s nose is glued to the ground as he sniffs about. He darts in and out of bushes, looking for who knows what. 
 
    So far, we haven’t seen any more chasers, but that does little to stay my nerves. Just in the short time we’ve been walking, I thought I saw a number of them. Hiding in the trees, laying low in the bushes. Ready to strike and devour us. Thank goodness, it has only been a figment of my imagination, or perhaps it’s my body’s way of keeping me sharp. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Dawson freezes. His head tilts to the side slightly. 
 
    I stop and listen. It’s dead silent. I’m not picking up unusual noises, which makes me wonder what he heard. “I don’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Come on!” Dawson dashes off to the right and down a small embankment. 
 
    “Dude, wait up.” I trail after him. Duke stays by my side as we sprint through the swaying grass. 
 
    Dawson’s not letting up, running as though his life depends on it. “Almost there, man. I can hear it more clearly now.” 
 
    “Hear what?” I yell. 
 
    Dawson disappears behind a thicket of trees. I’m still unable to hear whatever it is that has him so excited. We make the bend, and I find him on his knees next to a steady flowing stream. 
 
    Winded, the palms of my hands resting on my knees, I ask, “Water? This is what you heard?” 
 
    Dawson cups his hands together. He submerges them into the stream and brings the water to his mouth. He sucks it down. Beads of the liquid race down his mouth and drip from his chin. 
 
    He nods and swipes his arm across his mouth. “Yeah. Wasn’t sure if I was hearing things or not. Glad I was right.” 
 
    I step to the bank’s edge and look over the water. “Does it taste all right?” 
 
    “It tastes like it’s better than nothing,” Dawson replies as he gulps down another mouthful. “Do we still have a canteen?” 
 
    “Let me check.” I remove the pack from my back and open it up. I can’t remember what’s inside. I dig around for a few seconds only to find nothing of use. “I got nothing.” 
 
    Dawson pats the grass next to him. 
 
    “Oh, well. Guess we better get our fill while we can. Take a load off, brother.” 
 
    I plop down next to Duke who’s still going to town. His tongue laps at the water, his fur under his chin becoming soaked. 
 
    He pauses for a brief moment and glances at me. He leans in and licks me across the face. Generally, I would push his head away, not wanting his spit and whatever else on me, but I take his loving gesture with open arms. 
 
    Dawson points to our left. “So, I figure if we follow this up stream, then it should get us back on track.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” I ask, finally stopping Duke from tonguing me to death. 
 
    “When we were being taken to hillbilly haven, they followed this stream. It’s not too much farther before we get to where we were,” Dawson informs. 
 
    “Wow, I’m impressed. Why couldn’t you pay attention like that when we were in Ms. Johnson’s science class?” I ask half-jokingly. 
 
    Dawson holds up two of his fingers. “Two reasons, my friend. One, she was boring as hell. Two, there were too many hot girls in our class that drew my attention. So, to be fair, it really wasn’t my fault at all. It was the school’s.” 
 
    I try to contain myself, but bust out laughing from Dawson’s ever so predictable response. He tries to hold on to some serious expression, but quickly waivers. We get a good chuckle in. 
 
    “You are right about that. Ms. Johnson had all the hot girls in her class. It was about the best part of going there,” I say. 
 
    “Hey, I was just thinking. Not sure why, but do you think Kimberly’s a chaser or not?” Dawson asks. 
 
    My face crinkles in confusion. “I don’t know. What brought that up?” 
 
    Dawson shrugs. “Just wondering if she is a chaser, if she is still hot.” 
 
    “Probably not, man. Have you not been paying attention to those things? Looks seem to fly out the door once you’ve turned,” I respond. 
 
    “So, does that mean if you came across her and she was in mid transformation, you wouldn’t make out with her?” Dawson looks at me with a stare that has me baffled. He looks serious, and yet he is smiling at the same time. Not sure what he’s getting at here. 
 
    “I don’t know, man. Depends.” 
 
    “Damn. Dude, that is gross. I know you like that chick, but dang, that is pretty bad,” Dawson chuckles. 
 
    “I said depends, butthead.” I punch him in the arm. It’s actually kind of nice having my mind diverted from the current dead state we are trudging through, but a big part of me is still riddled with so much guilt and hurt that it feels wrong to being doing such things. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Dawson swipes his arm across his mouth, wiping away the water dripping from his chin. 
 
    “Sure, bro.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s wrong for us to be talking the way we are? As if nothing is wrong and people haven’t died?” 
 
    Dawson takes a moment and mulls over my question. His brow furrows as his right hand fetches an itch on the back of his neck. 
 
    “To be honest, man, I don’t know. I’m just trying to cope with everything the best way I can. Is it wrong? Maybe, but sometimes to keep from crying and breaking down you need to inject some humor. It may be a dick move, but I don’t know how else to process it all. We are out of our depth here.” 
 
    I nod in response. In some small, weird Dawson way, what he said kind of makes sense. This whole event has completely obliterated my world, and I’m lost to know how to deal with the feelings tearing at my insides. For now, we need to remain as sharp as we can. Our lives depend on it. 
 
    We sit there for a few more minutes, talking and cutting up while I splash some water on my face. The water is frigid, but the coldness on my skin does much to keep me alert. 
 
    I clean the wounds on my legs. They still look gross, but the water washes away the dirt and dried blood. After all, they don’t look as bad as I had guessed they would. 
 
    “Closest thing to a shower we’ve had in days, huh?” Dawson splashes water on his face and head. 
 
    “Not really. Remember that crossing we had to do? It was a quick, cold dunk. Although, this has been a little more refreshing. At least we aren’t currently being chased by those things and get to enjoy this some.” 
 
    Duke pauses from drinking any more water. His ears perk up. His head rotates back, and he looks in the direction we just came from. He’s frozen, eyes peeled dead ahead. His body becomes tense. 
 
    Dawson huffs. He rolls his eyes. “Well, that was nice while it lasted.” 
 
    “It could just be some animals or whatever,” I reply. 
 
    Whom am I kidding? 
 
    The disturbance grows louder, coming closer with every second we sit here. 
 
    Dawson gets to his feet. He gives me a hand up. Duke tries to charge the rustling noise, but I stop him. 
 
    “No, boy. Stay with us,” I command. 
 
    Duke barks once, followed up with a growl. He tugs a few more times, but ultimately complies with my command. 
 
    We head off in the opposite direction, quickly moving up stream and away from the disturbance. I keep peering back over my shoulder to see if we’re being pursued, but find nothing in our wake. 
 
    “I don’t see anything back there. Like I said, could’ve been an animal or something making all that racket,” Dawson says. 
 
    “Did you really want to take that chance?” I inquire while glancing over at him. 
 
    “Not really. I’m good with leaving it a mystery.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The day wears on, which feels like an endless loop of us trudging through the woods. The sun fades behind the thick clouds rolling in just to the east of us. 
 
    We continue upstream, passing where we were and getting back on track. I’m surprised that we’ve kept the pace we have. We haven’t had much in the way of sound sleep, and a full meal has eluded us since this whole thing started. 
 
    Chatter has been null. Not sure if it’s because we’re both tired or the day’s events are wearing on us. With the stillness of the forest invading my mind, I start to think of Mom and Cindy. I know my phone is probably dead, but I still want to look. 
 
    Wrestling it out of my pocket, I notice it looks rough. The corners are all beaten up. The screen has a nice crack running right down the middle. I don’t see any point in getting mad or upset, considering what I’ve put it through. Even if the battery isn’t completely drained, the damage alone is probably enough to keep it from working. 
 
    I hold the power button on the side for a few seconds. To my surprise, the broken screen comes to life. I didn’t think it would, but I’m glad it did. It boots up and splashes the manufacturer’s logo across the screen. A warning message appears. 
 
    You have 1% battery life remaining. Connect to charger now. 
 
    The screen goes blank, along with any hopes of hearing from my family. I don’t see any reason in continuing lugging this thing around. I might as well just chuck it in the woods, but I don’t. I slip the paperweight back into my pocket. 
 
    Breaking it into a million tiny pieces would only soothe my anger and frustration for a short bit. It’s the only thing I have now that is tethering me to my family, whether they be dead or not. 
 
    “Everything ok?” Dawson asks. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” I flatly retort. 
 
    Dawson pushes a low-lying branch out of his way as he walks under it. “I heard you sigh like you sometimes do when you are really stressed or aggravated.” 
 
    I groan. “It’s nothing. Just my phone is cracked, and the battery is completely drained now.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, bro. If we keep hitting it at the pace we’re going, we should be to that cabin in no time,” Dawson reassures. 
 
    I was so caught up in my self-loathing that I didn’t realize where we were. Looking about, I quickly remember the times Dad and I came out here to hunt while Mom and Cindy hung back at the cabin. 
 
    We would venture well beyond what Mom was comfortable with. It always made her worry, but she wouldn’t say anything. Dad told her he didn’t want her coddling me too much, and that it was good for me. There was normally some good game around these parts too. 
 
    My stomach growls. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Heck yeah, dude,” Dawson exclaims. “I’ve been starving for the past few days. Just haven’t said anything.” 
 
    “Let’s find a place to hole up for the night. We’ll see if we can catch something to eat,” I suggest. 
 
    “My hunting skills aren’t as good as yours. Just not my thing, bro. If it’s not deep fried and in a bucket, then I’m pretty much screwed.” 
 
    “It won’t be up to par with Colonel Sanders, that’s for sure,” I add. 
 
    Dawson shrugs. 
 
    “At this point, as long as it’s cooked and edible, then I’m good. Hell, it might not even need to be cooked.” 
 
    We hold up for a moment, so we can survey the land for a place to make camp. Dad and I never stayed in these parts of the woods. I do recall a few areas that looked like they’d provide a good place for us to hole up for a bit. 
 
    “Over there.” I point at a thick group of trees that’s layered with bushes and other foliage. “Let’s check that out and see if it’ll work.” 
 
    Duke decides he’s going to take point. He stays a few steps ahead of us as we work our way over. I remove the Remington from my shoulder. Dawson pulls out his pistol as we near the site. 
 
    We pause at the outer rim of the thick, prickly bushes, trying to see what it looks like on the inside. With the clouds seemingly following us, and keeping us in a constant state of gray overtone, it’s difficult to tell what’s lurking within. Looking it over, I find a narrow, almost hidden path that snakes inside. 
 
    I bend down and rub Duke’s head. “Ok, boy. Go in there and check it out.” 
 
    Wagging his dingy, yellow tail, Duke disappears into the thicket of bushes while Dawson and I wait anxiously by. 
 
    Shocked, Dawson says, “Wow, man, you let him go by himself. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” I reply with a sarcastic expression. 
 
    I bend down and look through the narrow opening, trying to get eyes on him. It’s quiet, except for the occasional rustling from what I can only assume is Duke. I’ve got the Remington lying across my legs. My finger rests against the trigger. 
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    Springing to my feet, I bring the Remington up and train it dead ahead. Dawson does the same. It sounds like he found something, but I can’t see what’s going on. 
 
    “Duke!” I call out. 
 
    “Dude, what do you think he found?” Dawson inquires. 
 
    “Not sure, but be ready,” I advise. 
 
    Patiently waiting, the disturbance comes for us. It rips through the bushes with a violent jostle. We back up quickly, holding fire for fear of hitting Duke. 
 
    “Duke!” I call once more, hoping for another bark or something. 
 
    The noise suddenly stops. We hold steady. I still see nothing, not even Duke. I try to find his yellow coat among the vibrant vegetation. 
 
    Did a chaser get him? I don’t know, and it’s killing me not hearing him. 
 
    I take a step forward. Duke bursts from the bushes with something clutched in his mouth as he runs up to me. 
 
    Dawson shudders from the sudden emergence. “Jesus, Duke!” 
 
    Duke drops a rabbit at my feet and brushes up against me before jetting off in the opposite direction. 
 
    I shoulder the Remington, and grab the rabbit by the ears. “Looks like dinner is served. Hungry?” 
 
    Dawson lowers his weapon, and makes a slightly disgusted face. “Not particularly what I was wanting to eat, but beggars can’t be choosers.” 
 
    “True. Not sure what you thought we were going to have.” I point out past the trees. “You want to gather up some firewood while I prepare this?” 
 
    “Dude, that was a given. There was no way I was going to de-gut or whatever you call it,” Dawson says with revulsion. “Are we still going in there?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. Duke didn’t find anything except for dinner. So, I’m good with that.” 
 
    “All right. Guess I’ll get the wood, then. Be back shortly.” 
 
    I glance up through the canopy of trees. “I would hurry. It’s getting dark quickly, and we probably want to get a fire going.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Dawson heads off through some trees as Duke rushes back to me. He sniffs the rabbit. He wags his tail, and his ears fold back. I know he’s probably just as hungry as we are. Having that animal in his mouth was just a big tease to him. 
 
    “Come on, boy, let’s go fix this up.” 
 
    Bark! Duke leads the way through the bushes. I follow behind on my hands and knees. It’s a tight fit, but I manage. I keep the rabbit in front of me, and away from the sharp ends of the branches. 
 
    I emerge and stand up. The area seems pretty well enclosed. There’s a narrow opening that heads off to the left through a maze of mounded rocks. I’m not sure where it leads to, and at the moment, I’m more concerned with getting this rabbit ready for roasting. 
 
    Laying the rabbit down, and well out of Duke’s range, I begin processing it. He quietly sneaks up to my left and sniffs the air. 
 
    “I’m working on it, boy.” 
 
    I’ve only done this two other times. It was some years back when Dad and I were out on one of our hunting trips. I generally don’t find myself overwhelmed by the process, but once you start cutting, it’s a whole different ballgame. 
 
    I remove the gear from my back, and set it on the ground. I unzip the top portion and peek inside. My hand dives in and retrieves my sheath. I remove the knife and take a deep breath. 
 
    I start cutting. Blood flows instantly and my stomach churns from the sight. I gag a bit, but hold down what little morsels of food might be swimming in my stomach. 
 
    Duke sits next to me, watching every move I make. I think he’s hoping I’m going to throw him a bone or something. 
 
    “All in good time, boy.” 
 
    Getting past the first few minutes of wanting to spew all over this dead animal, I find my rhythm and press on. I can’t remember if I’m doing it exactly right, but I guess it really doesn’t matter. 
 
    “You got that done yet, man?” Dawson asks as he drops an armful of branches and twigs to the ground. 
 
    “Getting there. If you want to get that pit dug and the fire going, we can get Bugs Bunny on there,” I respond. 
 
    “Duke, come here. Dig right here.” Dawson points to the dirt in front of him as Duke gives him a quick glance before looking back up at the rabbit. “Thanks for nothing, dude.” 
 
    Jamming the best-looking piece of wood from the bunch he gathered into the ground, Dawson digs out a good size hole. Placing rocks around the outer rim and filling the hole with tinder, he adds the branches. 
 
    Dawson places his hands on his hips and says, “All right. It should be good to go. You got any matches?” 
 
    I stick my butt out toward him. “I got a lighter in my back pocket.” 
 
    Dawson guffaws. “Yeah, dude. I’m not fishing that out.” 
 
    “Don’t be weird. I’ve got blood and guts all over my hands. I would prefer to not add anymore on my clothes.” Dawson hesitates. His hand reaches closer before he reels it back. “Come on, man, right back pocket. You’re not going to grope me, are you?” 
 
    “Funny. Besides, you’d only be so lucky.” Dawson reaches in and digs the lighter out fast. He shivers and backs away. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as I finish the rabbit off. “Done.” 
 
    Dawson strikes the lighter. He places the flame close to the tinder. It catches with relative ease. The wood crackles and the fire spreads throughout. Blowing on it some, Dawson nurses the flame until it’s going strong. 
 
    “Nice, man,” I compliment. 
 
    “Not bad for someone who’s not the outdoorsy type, huh?” Dawson stands up and admires his handy work. To be honest, I’m surprised he was able to do it. Like he said, he’s not the outdoorsy type. 
 
    “Yeah, man. Good job. Let’s throw this rabbit on there and get it going. Hopefully, it won’t take too long.” 
 
    It’s crude at best, but I ram a stick down its mouth and out the other end. We set up sticks on either side of the fire pit, and place the rabbit on top. It starts to crackle and pop from the heat cooking its flesh. 
 
    “Did you happen to see any water while you were out gathering wood?” I inquire. 
 
    “Yeah.” Dawson points back to the way we came in to our little sanctuary. “Keep straight and you’ll head down a hill. Then take a left at this janky tree. There’s a small stream running through the trees just on the other side.” 
 
    “Janky tree?” 
 
    Dawson shrugs. “Yeah. Weird looking. Not sure how else to describe it, man. Is what it is.” 
 
    “I need to clean my hands off. Be back shortly. Watch the rabbit, and turn it when it seems like it’s done. Come on, Duke.” 
 
    I get off the ground and retrieve the flashlight in my pack. I head out of our little secluded hiding place with Duke on my heels. It’s even darker now, which I didn’t realize while messing with that rabbit and sitting by the fire for a few. I turn on the flashlight, and follow Dawson’s less than stellar directions. 
 
    It’s quiet. The wind is barely blowing, and there’s hardly any animals, signaling that they’re in the trees or bushes. It’s kind of eerie to be honest. Duke doesn’t seem to care much. He just trots along ahead of me with his nose to the ground. 
 
    We keep on, passing Dawson’s “Janky” tree. We finally find the stream. I rush over and get to my knees. Duke is beside me, lapping up the water. 
 
    I submerge my hands. The coolness grips me tightly and sends a deep shiver through every inch of my body. 
 
    I don’t take too long in rinsing my hands clean, getting as much of the grime and blood free from them as I can. I cup my hands together and douse my face. It’s so cold, but refreshing at the same time. 
 
    Man, what I wouldn’t give for a shower right now. Cold or hot. Preferably hot. 
 
    Wetting my hair, the water streams down my neck to my back. I dunk the canteen. It fills up quickly, which I take a big gulp from. I add more and pet Duke. 
 
    “Drink it up, boy.” 
 
    He licks around his mouth and goes in for some more. 
 
    Something moves in the bushes directly across the stream, stopping us both cold. I fumble for my flashlight, knocking it around on the ground until I’m finally able to take hold of it. 
 
    The disturbance stops, but only for a few seconds. I shine the light frantically over the bushes, but see nothing. Duke wants to pursue, shuffling his paws in place as he groans, but I hold him back. I get to my feet. With my hand still clasped around Duke’s collar, I back up. 
 
    Duke growls, which I silence quickly with a stern shush. Back peddling away from the stream, we leave the disturbance and head back to our site. I check over my shoulder, not finding anything after us, which comforts me some. 
 
    Dawson sits there on the ground. He pokes a stick at the fire as he turns to me and asks, “You all right?” 
 
    I glance back the way we came. “Yeah, man. We heard something down by that stream and bugged out.” 
 
    “Did you see what it was?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. I think it was probably some coon, squirrel, or something like that.” 
 
    “Hopefully you’re right.” 
 
    Duke’s nose is drawn to the smell of the rabbit cooking, as is mine. I walk around and sit my canteen down next to the gear. I take a big whiff, inhaling the smell of the cooking meat. 
 
    Dawson points the end of his stick at the rabbit’s side. “I think it’s close to being done. I cut into it right there.” 
 
    Pulling the flesh back with my knife, I inspect the rabbit. “Looking good. Just a few more minutes and I think we can eat.” 
 
    Duke sits close to the fire. His eyes focus on nothing but the rabbit. I take a load off, and lean back against the gear I’ve been hauling all over these god forsaken woods. 
 
    I look up to the sky above. Through the narrow opening in the canopy, I spy a vast number of stars. They’re so vibrant. I can even see the Milky Way. It’s kind of peaceful. 
 
    I stroke Duke’s back while watching the stars shine in the blackness of space. 
 
    “All right, James. My stomach can’t wait any longer. I’m getting my grub on, bro.” Dawson gets his knife and cuts off a good-sized chunk of meat. He cautiously grabs it with the tips of his fingers, fumbling it back and forth in his hands while blowing on it. He takes a bite. 
 
    “How is it?” I ask. 
 
    Dawson chews the meat and nods. “Well, it could use some salt and pepper, but not too bad.” 
 
    I reach up and slice a leg off and give it to Duke. He snatches it out of my hand and goes to work, ripping meat from bone. I get me a part of the rabbit and start eating as well. 
 
    There’s still some fur that I didn’t get off, but it doesn’t bother me right now. I chomp it down without care and go back for seconds. 
 
    “If you would’ve asked me a few days ago if I’d be eating a rabbit in the middle of the woods while being chased by ravenous dead people things, I would’ve laughed my butt off and said you were crazy,” Dawson says, followed up with a deep belch. 
 
    “I find it amusing that you’d say that, Mr. Conspiracy theory.” 
 
    Dawson nods in agreement. “Well played, sir, well played. Although to the degree this has gotten, not sure I’d ever see anything like people eating one another.” 
 
    We laugh a bit and continue eating. For the next couple of hours, we cut up about our past school struggles, and what we think our fellow classmates are doing right at this moment. 
 
    The odds are not in their favor at all. Some we think might handle the walking dead apocalypse while the majority are either dead or looking for a tasty morsel. Oh, the deranged mind of a couple of teenage boys with nothing to occupy their time. 
 
    “I’ll just say this, James. If I turn into one of those things, please, oh please, put me out of my misery. They look horrible dead, and I am too damn good looking to suffer through that,” Dawson chuckles. 
 
    “One right between the eyes,” I reply. 
 
    I don’t take Dawson seriously, as there is no question that we are both making it through this. I don’t think of the “what if’s” of this nightmare. Or at least I’m trying not to. 
 
    Duke curls up next to me and falls fast asleep. That whistling nasal sound creeps back, which I try to ignore. I know it’s probably from him being so tired and worn out, but it still aggravates me. I massage the back of his head and behind his ears, his sweet spot, as we lay silent around the fire. 
 
    The rabbit is all but gone. Nothing more than bones and what meat we couldn’t shovel into our mouths remains. I think I ate too much. My stomach rumbles and gurgles from being filled to capacity. It could just be upset that a pizza or something deliciously sweet hasn’t come along in a few days. 
 
    Dawson is passed out as well, snoring along with Duke. I’m close, my eyes weighing heavy. Glancing back up at the sky, I think of Mom and Cindy and wonder how they’re doing. I’m hoping they’re ok, safe from those things. 
 
    I’m coming. Be there soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    It’s been hard getting to sleep. I have no clue how Dawson has checked out and turned deaf ears to the world. The silence is almost as bad as the scurrying and rustling sounds. 
 
    At least with those, I never have the chance to relax and let my guard down. But with the stillness surrounding us, my body wants nothing more than to recoup some much-needed sleep. I finally give in. 
 
    My mind fades and eyes clamp shut. Duke’s nostril whistling has reduced to a low snoring hum that’s actually not too bad. With him snuggled next to me, the added warmth on this cool crisp night is like a blanket I’ll gladly take. 
 
    My body goes limp and I’m toast. Before I can get to dreaming about anything exciting, I’m startled by Duke shifting his body. 
 
    “Come on, lay still will ya? I’m trying to sleep here,” I mumble half asleep. He persists, his fur brushing across my cheek and making it itch. “What is your problem?” 
 
    Groggy, I sit up. My back is full of knots, and I grimace from the discomfort. My eyesight is hazy and foggy from being so out of it. I jam my fist into my eyes, rubbing and trying to clear it out. 
 
    “All right, dude, what’s all the fuss about?” 
 
    Duke sniffs around where Dawson had been sleeping. I look about. That feeling from before when I woke up all alone creeps up on me. I try to stay the fear, but I’m losing that battle. 
 
    “Dawson. Where are you?” I whisper. “Dude, this better not be a joke because I’m in no mood for it.” 
 
    I get no response, not even a snicker or chuckle from wherever he’s hiding. Reaching for the Remington, I keep Duke close as I look over the darkness. 
 
    The flames from the dying fire whip about from the wind blowing through. It casts some oddly shaped shadows that ramp up my imagination. Taking the safety off, I get to my knees. Then my feet. 
 
    “Dawson!” I call out once more, checking the area where he was sleeping. Still, no response. 
 
    I’m clueless as to what to do. Do I go looking for him or stay put? Trying to find someone out here is almost like trying to find a needle in a haystack. 
 
    I look over the ground where he slept, trying to locate any clues. I really don’t know what I’m looking for either. To be honest, I could be overacting for nothing. He might have gone to use the restroom or refill his canteen down by that stream. I wouldn’t have alone, especially after the freak out session I had, but he might. 
 
    “Duke, what do you think?” 
 
    He groans and tilts his head to the side and sits down on his hind legs. 
 
    “Thanks. You’re no help.” 
 
    Something moves in the bushes around us, but I can’t tell where it’s coming from exactly. The Remington springs up as my finger instinctively moves to the trigger. I start sweating, the cool night air nipping at the beads racing down the back of my neck. 
 
    Duke growls, and moves up next to me. He starts advancing forward, but I hold him back. 
 
    We pivot in a circle, trying to locate the disturbance. Something grabs my shoulder from behind. I scream and whip about. 
 
    Dawson puts his hands in the air and exclaims, “Whoa, dude. It’s just me. Are you ok?” 
 
    “What the hell, man?” I bark. “You scared the crap out of me. Where were you?” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and walked around. I tried to tell you, but you just mumbled and rambled something I couldn’t understand. So, I just left.” Dawson points at the Remington. “Would you mind pointing that away from me, please?” 
 
    I lower the rifle back down to my side. “Holy crap, dude. I didn’t know if something happened to you. Duke woke me up and was growling at something in the bushes so my mind went wild.” 
 
    Dawson nods. “Yeah. It’s been pretty quiet for sure. I didn’t hear too much.” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m surprised that you went walking around, considering all that’s going on.” 
 
    “Well, I needed to get up and clear my head. My mom and dad are weighing heavy on mind and it was starting to rattle me. I’ve been coping with it as best I can, but my mind was going non-stop.” 
 
    “Do me a favor. The next time you want to go for a stroll in the creepy, dark woods alone, make sure I’m awake and lucid first,” I tersely retort. 
 
    “That I will do.” Dawson pats me on the back and nods as we sit back down around our dying fire. We pile some more twigs and leaves on the bottom and light it up, reigniting the flame. We both seem pretty well awake now. 
 
    Duke rubs up against me and licks my face a few times before darting through the bushes. I don’t bother with inquiring where he is going. He probably needs to stretch his legs and use the restroom. 
 
    We spend the rest of the night talking, both of us unable to get back to sleep. The rabbit gets picked clean a little further till there is nothing more than a skeleton dangling from the stick. 
 
    Morning breaks with the sun cresting over the mountains in the distance. The warmth hits our campsite, splashing Dawson right in the face. 
 
    Duke is asleep next to Dawson. It doesn’t seem to be bothering Duke any to have him so close. His dirty yellow coat lights up from the sun striking it. 
 
    “Man, I can’t believe it’s already morning,” Dawson says as he yawns and stretches. He gives Duke’s side a gentle rub and pats the side of his head. 
 
    “I know, right,” I reply with a big yawn of my own. My butt’s aching, and my back still hurts from resting against this rock all night long. “Now don’t be stealing my dog, ok.” 
 
    Skeptical, Dawson says, “I really don’t think you’re going to have to worry about that, James. You know how this dog feels about me.” 
 
    “Actually, I think he’s warming up to you,” I retort. 
 
    “And all it took was a plague of undead to bring us closer together.” 
 
    Duke groans and stretches his legs out in front of him. The fire we had going has died out. We don’t bother building it back up, but instead we push dirt inside the pit. 
 
    “You ready to bust it today so we can get to the cabin?” I ask. 
 
    “For sure, man,” Dawson responds with a thumbs up. 
 
    He gets to his feet and lends me a hand. My legs are sore and my back is still knotted from the uncomfortable sleeping position I was in. I think I should’ve found a better resting spot. 
 
    We gather up our supplies and pack, making sure the fire’s been extinguished well enough before we get on the move. Duke races and jumps around. It seems he was the only one who got a good amount of sleep. 
 
    “So, you think by the end of the day, we should be there?” I ask while stretching. 
 
    Dawson grabs his rifle and slings it over his shoulder. “I guess. If we keep a good pace and try to avoid stopping too much then that should work. You’re Mr. Adventure here. I’m just the city boy, remember?” 
 
    I strap my pack to my back. “I don’t know. You seem to be coming into your own out here.” 
 
    “What I would like to come into is a nice hot shower, a change of clothes, and a night out filled with stupid decisions. You know, the little things,” Dawson mentions. 
 
    “So, you basically want a normal day then,” I reply with a chuckle. 
 
    “Haha. Let’s not forget about the skeletons in your closet, dude,” Dawson reminds me with a tilt of his head. 
 
    He’s right about that. I have my fair share, although his are much more fun to talk about. 
 
    I rub Duke’s head. “This is true. You ready to see Mom and Cindy, boy?” 
 
    Duke wags his tail faster. He rubs against my leg and takes off through the bushes. 
 
    “Guess that’s a yes,” Dawson says. “Wish I knew how that dog has so much energy.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I reply. 
 
    Dawson heads out after Duke as I kick some more dirt over the smoking firepit, just to make sure it’s out. 
 
    “Hey, I’m going to get a drink from the stream before we get going. Do you want to come?” I inquire. 
 
    Dawson shakes his head. “Nah. I’m good.” 
 
    “All right. Be right back.” I sprint down to the stream, feeling much more relieved now that the sun is out, and I can see everything a lot more clearly. I didn’t realize how chilly it was this morning without being close to the fire we had going. 
 
    A shiver slides over my body as I kneel down at the stream. Dunking my hands and filling my palms full, I take another swig. I drink as much as I can and dunk them again. 
 
    Something moves in the bushes across the way. My body tenses up, hands spring up from the water. I get to my feet. I catch a glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye. It doesn’t look like an animal at all. It’s much larger, like a person. 
 
    Oh, crap! 
 
    My heart beats faster, and my breathing escalates. Fear grips me tightly. I manage to dart behind a tree before it looks back. I didn’t get a good look, but my intuition is screaming in my ears what it is. 
 
    Hands shaking like a leaf, I try to plot my exit. The chaser feels close, like it’s on the other side of this tree waiting for me to make my move. I remove the Remington. I take a couple of deep breaths. 
 
    I twist to the left, slowly rolling out from behind the tree to see if I can get a better look. It’s still in the bushes, thrashing about and messing with something on the ground. It pauses, and looks back this way. 
 
    I start to take cover again, but realize that it doesn’t see me. It’s looking in every direction and at nothing in particular. My nerves ease some. After a few minutes of it being curious, it turns and continues messing with whatever is on the ground. I really don’t want to know. 
 
    I jet from the stream and make a beeline back to where Dawson and Duke are waiting for me. 
 
    “You ok, bro?” Dawson asks. 
 
    I double over and place my hands on my knees. “I just saw one of those things by the stream.” 
 
    “Crap, dude. Was it chasing after you?” Dawson pulls his handgun from behind his back and points it in the direction I came. 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t stop to look.” 
 
    Duke comes over and tries to lick my face. I push him away. 
 
    Dawson stands on the tips of his toes and struggles to peer over the thick bushes. “I don’t see anything. Maybe now is a good time to get moving.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    Dawson backs up and heads off in the opposite direction with me and Duke trailing behind. I really want nothing more than to just get to the cabin and not have to worry about all this. I don’t really know if the chasers are there or not, but I’m trying to find a silver lining in this nightmare we are living. 
 
    “You know, I never thought I’d see the day I’d be following you through the woods,” I mention as I follow behind Dawson. 
 
    “I know. Your dad always busted my balls about how I needed to learn more about hunting and survival, and get my head out of those games and things,” Dawson replies. 
 
    We continue walking through the dense woods. The sun’s rays beam down through the sparsely covered branches above, making it less chilly. I don’t really want it to get too hot though, considering that we already smell horrible, and the stench will only get worse. Man, what I wouldn’t give to have a nice shower right now. 
 
    “How long you figure we’ve been walking?” I ask. 
 
    “Too long. My legs are tired, and my feet are on fire,” Dawson barks. 
 
    Funny how fast his mood has changed. 
 
    I think back to school and remember our days in athletics. 
 
    “Didn’t you run track and all that?” 
 
    Dawson scoffs. “I did, but not for three days straight, man.” 
 
    “We’ve had some down time here and there,” I counter. 
 
    “Down time,” Dawson replies with a sarcastic chuckle. He throws up a rock, and clubs it with a block of wood he’s been toting around. “Not exactly what I’d call down time, man. Being chased by those things and spending a night in Hotel De Hillbilly. I’ll take my bed and less than boring life over this adventure any day.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at Dawson’s bellyaching. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve done my fair share here as of late. Guess I’m glad that it’s him instead of me at this moment. 
 
    Dawson turns his head to the right and asks, “What’s so funny back there? I can hear you laughing, dill hole.” 
 
    “Nothing, man. Just figure it’s better to be laughing than feeling sorry for myself. You know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Dawson clubs another rock, sending it screaming off into the distance. The noise echoes through the canyon we are walking through. 
 
    “Hey, maybe we should take a break from home run derby. It seems to be causing a whole lot of extra noise,” I advise. 
 
    Dawson tosses up another rock and slugs it hard. “Don’t be jealous of my batting skills, James. I know you’re not much into the sport.” 
 
    “Ha ha. Very funny. We’ll see what kind of jokes you have when a chaser shows up because of the racket you’re making,” I say. 
 
    Dawson stops for a moment and digs into his right pant pocket. Duke continues on and disappears over a hill ahead of us. 
 
    “What are you digging for? Some more smartass comments?” I jokingly poke at him. 
 
    “Maybe.” Dawson removes a pack of cigarettes. The box is crushed and mangled. I didn’t particularly care for the taste or smell of the rancid things, but it seemed to take the edge off some. 
 
    Dawson hands me the pack. 
 
    “Two left. Want one?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I take one from the pack. Dawson grabs the other and discards the box to the ground. Litter bug. 
 
    I take out my lighter and ignite the end. I light Dawson’s as well. We both stand there in silence, puffing on the cigarettes. We take turns chocking on the toxic fumes while coughing the smoke from our mouths. 
 
    “So, you think your mom will be upset?” Dawson asks as he takes another drag. 
 
    My face distorts in disgust as I glance his way. “Upset about what?” 
 
    Dawson holds up his half-smoked cancer stick and points to it. “You smoking, fool.” 
 
    “I think she’ll just be happy to see me. This seems to be trivial compared to what’s happening.” Right now, I’m not even sure if the horrid smell of smoke lingering on my tongue would matter to her. 
 
    “Dude, if my mom and dad ever caught me smoking, there is no place I could run and hide. I don’t even think they’d care about the dead rising and trying to eat us. It would just be nagging about why I had to try smoking cigarettes or whatever.” Dawson folds his arms across his chest and contorts his face to look like his mom’s. Brows slanted inward and a furrowed frown as he points and scolds the air. 
 
    “Yeah, I could see that. Your parents are ball busters for sure. But deep down, they love you a lot, Dawson.” I reassure him with a smile. 
 
    He scoffs and shrugs. “If you say so, James.” 
 
    “Actually, mine can be just as tough and hard on me. Guess that’s their job and all. To make our lives miserable for eighteen years, or to make sure we don’t end up like Nick Colson, the high school dropout who does way too much drinking and drugs. Last I heard, he was in jail.” 
 
    “Lord! Amen to that.” Dawson nods. “That dude is a basket case. He’s definitely not going to make it through the apocalypse.” 
 
    To be honest, I really miss Mom and Dad worrying all the time about me and being nosey. More so Mom, but in either case, I wish things were different. 
 
    “Ok, man. I can’t take any more of this thing.” Dawson chokes on the smoke as it comes blowing out of his mouth. He tosses the snuffed-out cigarette onto the ground, and stomps it out. 
 
    I take one last drag and do the same. The smell is annoying me, and the smoke filling my lungs burns. 
 
    “Not sure how great of an idea that was,” I say with a scratchy tone. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
    My mouth is dry, full of cotton. I wish I could vanquish the bitter taste of the cigarette. The rich tobacco has done little to calm my nerves, but instead has made me more hyper. 
 
    Dawson turns and heads up the hill. I swish what fluid I have in my mouth and spit, trying to rinse out the disgusting aftertaste, but it does little good. 
 
    A noise in the distance stops me cold. My eyes shift in the direction we just came. I’m so paranoid now that every little bump, creek, or strangely odd noise that’s carried on the back of the wind sends my guard up. I take heed of the eerie feeling overcoming me. 
 
    Everything around me falls silent. I listen intently, tilting my head slightly to the right. There it is again, but this time louder. 
 
    My nerves tighten, and I reach for the Remington. My fingers brush against the wooden stock. A rabbit hops out of a bush to my right. It doesn’t pay me any mind, hopping past me and darting off into the thick trees and bushes. 
 
    “Dude, you dying down there?” Dawson calls out. 
 
    “Nah. I’m coming.” I make my way up the hill and over the peak, catching up to Dawson and Duke. We get back on the move, stopping only when necessary and not messing around. Duke’s been ahead of us for a while, hopefully scouting and not chasing any animals he comes into contact with. 
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    Dawson squints. He brings the edge of his hand up just above his brow. “Why is he barking?” 
 
    "Probably just signaling where he is so we can find him.” We race down through the overgrown brown weeds and push our way through the low-lying branches in search of Duke. His barking becomes louder, more focused every step we take. 
 
    I get in front of Dawson, my ears honing in on each gruff noise he makes. 
 
    “Duke!” I call out. I catch sight of his dingy yellow coat through the thicket of verdure. He’s standing in place, and barking with his head tilted upward toward the sky. “We’re here, boy!” 
 
    Pushing the remaining branches out of our way, we make the clearing. I head for Duke when I suddenly spy the wide openness of sky and the void of any land. I hit the brakes and put my arms out to stop Dawson from going any further. 
 
    My feet slide over the loose dirt and rocks as I glide near the edge of the cliff. Dawson grabs me by the shoulders and pulls back. “Whoa, dude. That’s a long way down.” 
 
    I exhale a sigh of relief. “Yeah. That’s a trip I sure don’t want to take.” 
 
    Duke ceases his barking and comes over to us. He licks our hands and sits down on his hind legs. My heart races, and my breathing is labored. 
 
    I’m not a big fan of heights. Never have been and never will be. Going to amusement parks was a nightmare. Everyone always wanted to go on the biggest, tallest, scariest rides, and I just had to suck it up and deal with it. On the outside, I tried to look as though it was fun, but on the inside, I was crying like a little baby. 
 
    “Well, this sucks,” Dawson says plainly. 
 
    He carefully inches toward the edge and peers over. Just watching him is rattling my nerves. 
 
    “Can we back track and find another way around?” I suggest. I’m up for anything, really. 
 
    Dawson shrugs. “Guess we could, but I have no clue how far it would be or where to even go.” Dawson looks to either side. He raises his hand in the air to blot out the sun. “Or we could just cross right over there.” He points to his left to a shady bridge that’s swaying in the wind. From here, it looks like it has seen better days. 
 
    Dawson and Duke head over to the bridge. I take a couple of deep breaths and follow along. 
 
    The wind howling through the gorge before me sends a frightful shiver of fear through my body. I tell myself over and over again that if need be, we are crossing that bridge for Mom and Cindy, despite my fear. 
 
    “James, come here,” Dawson yells, motioning me to him. 
 
    Remember, you’re doing this for Mom and Cindy. For Mom and Cindy. So, get over there. 
 
    I walk over to the bridge. It sways back and forth, the wind picking up even more the closer I get. Is Mother Nature out to get me as well? 
 
    Dawson takes a couple of steps out, pressing his foot down on each board to test it. “Feels pretty solid to me.” He jumps up and down. My anxiety goes just as high. “I don’t see any bad spots really, but we’ll need to be careful when walking across. What do you think?” 
 
    My eyes are focused on the bridge, and of course, the worst possible scenarios—a board snapping under us or the ropes giving way and sending us plummeting to the ground below. Stupid, I know, but I can’t help it. 
 
    “James?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You good with this? You got that same look as when we went to that park and rode the Iron Maiden,” Dawson reminds me. 
 
    Thanks. I had forgotten about that. 
 
    Slowly backing away, I feel as though I am hyperventilating. Placing my hands on my knees, I take a couple of deep breaths. This is for Mom and Cindy. I just have to suck it up and get it over with. 
 
    Duke growls. His ears fold down onto his head. My muscles become tense and swollen with angst. My eyes widen as I search for the cause of the disturbance. His growling becomes more violent. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” Dawson asks, backing further onto the rickety bridge. 
 
    As I glance to the side, something blunt smacks me in the back. The impact sends me to the ground hard. 
 
    “James!” Dawson yells. 
 
    “Hold it right there, boy,” a familiar voice curtly demands as he fires a single gunshot into the air. “You and Koojo there keep your asses where they are.” 
 
    Oh no, is that... Roy? 
 
    Dawson grabs Duke by the collar. Duke barks fiercely, bearing teeth and growling under his breath. 
 
    “Man, I sure could use a dog like that. Would come in handy for sure,” Roy mentions. 
 
    As I lay face first in the dirt, Roy grabs the Remington and pulls it free from me. I try to get up, but get a boot in the small of my back that sends me back to the dirt hard. 
 
    Unable to assess the situation from where I am, I try to reason with him. “Listen, just let us go. We didn’t have anything to do with what transpired back at your compound.” 
 
    “Toss it over here, boy!” Roy orders Dawson. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Dawson holding his handgun in his free hand. With a scowl, he tosses it over. It hits the ground right in front of me, kicking dirt into my face. 
 
    Roy bends down and retrieves the weapon. He takes a moment before demanding that I move. 
 
    “Get your worthless hide off the ground slowly, boy.” He lets up his foot that is pressed in my back. He grabs my coat, and yanks me off the ground. “And here I didn’t think I’d find you boys again.” 
 
    “I thought-” 
 
    “You thought I was dead or something!” Roy angrily snaps. 
 
    He flips me about face and jerks me toward him in a fit of rage. His breath still smells horrible, the stink worse than the trash dump we pass on the way to school. His face is covered with bruises and cuts, blood completing the palette. 
 
    Duke’s growls grow in intensity. His barks become deeper in tone. I look back over my shoulder, holding my hand up to try to calm him down. It doesn’t do any good as Dawson struggles to hold him back. 
 
    “Well, no thanks to you, kid! I came too just as a handful of those chasers were barreling down on me,” Roy growls. “Guess you should’ve taken another swing to make sure I wouldn’t get up.” 
 
    “Seems like your country ass and your fellow hillbilly friends got what you deserved,” Dawson hisses from the swaying bridge. 
 
    With my head bouncing all over from Roy jerking me from side to side, I mouth “shut up” to Dawson. 
 
    “Perhaps we did, smartass. But I guess it’s too bad that they didn’t finish me off,” Roy counters. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to track you boys down.” Roy shoves me away, my feet fumbling as I stumble backward onto the bridge. Dawson catches me by my arms and helps me back to my feet. Duke charges Roy, growling more fiercely than I’ve ever heard him before. 
 
    “Duke, stop!” I yell as Roy trains his gun at Duke’s head. 
 
    He complies, stopping immediately upon command, in what I fear is not a moment too soon. He continues to growl, bearing his glistening fangs for Roy to see. 
 
    “Man, that dog’s got a temper for sure,” Roy snickers. “I love me a mean and feisty mutt. You got him well trained, boy.” 
 
    “You ok?” Dawson asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” I adjust my clothes and gear. “So, what are you going to do to us?” 
 
    Roy rests the barrel of his gun against his shoulder and paces about. “You know, I’ve been thinking about that and couldn’t make up my mind. I could just kill you right here on this bridge, quick and fast. Kick your bodies over and down into that nasty little river below. Probably some nice jagged rocks to break your fall.” 
 
    “Or...” Dawson adds sarcastically. 
 
    Roy pauses and stares at him. “Man, kid, you sure got a pair on you. Hanging out to dry and you’re still running that mouth of yours.” 
 
    “Just want to know my options here,” Dawson remarks. 
 
    “Dude, what is your deal? Quit adding fuel to the fire,” I snap. “I’d like to see my mom and sister again.” 
 
    “Listen. We’ve been chased by dead people for the past few days. I’m tired of all this crap. Consider this my breaking point,” Dawson retorts. 
 
    “You two do realize I can hear you, right?” Roy asks. 
 
    We both shut up. 
 
    Roy brings the barrel back down and trains it in our direction. “Option two is less pretty and way slower, more painful, and time consuming. I won’t bore you with the details.” 
 
    Standing there, I catch something moving out of the corner of my eye. Duke growls again, bearing teeth and lowering to the ground. I glance at Roy, then back over his shoulder and find one of those things creeping over a boulder. 
 
    I reach back and tap Dawson on the leg and whisper, “Look behind him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The rock behind him. At the top,” I respond again. 
 
    Dawson glances up. “Oh shi-” 
 
    “What are you to girl’s gabbing about?” Roy angrily snaps. 
 
    “Nothing,” we both quickly reply, clamping our mouths shut. 
 
    “Are ya’ll trying to come up with some sorta plot here to try and escape? Because if that’s the case, I hate to break it to you, it will not work.” 
 
    The chaser. It’s gone out of sight as my eyes go from where it was to Roy and back again. 
 
    Where did it go? 
 
    A rustling in the bushes, closer to the ground and to Roy’s left, grabs his ear. Both Dawson and myself seize up as Roy turns swiftly around. He trains his gun in the general direction, but nothing is there. 
 
    I tap Dawson’s leg once more and take a step back. At this point, I’d rather take my chances on a rickety bridge. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Roy demands. “Don’t much think you want to mess with the widow maker here. She’ll tear you in two in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Slowly and quietly, we continue to back down the bridge. I’m trying to not look to either side and keep my focus dead ahead, but it’s hard. I catch glimpses of nothing but open space. My heart thumps faster in my chest and short bursts of air escape my trembling lips. The view rattles me, but I keep it together. 
 
    “It’s probably some damn varmint,” Roy mutters, spitting at the bushes. “Hey, and just where the hell do you think you’re going?” 
 
    We stop as Roy follows us out onto the bridge. He’s not as careful as we are. His heavy feet and plump stature test the aged ropes. The bridge sways, jostling us from side to side. Both hands grip the thick rope tighter. Duke stays in front of us, his body poised to strike. 
 
    “Looking a little green under the gills there, boy,” Roy chuckles. “Not a big fan of heights, huh?” 
 
    I give no reply. The terror on my face says it all. I grip the ropes so hard that it feels as though the blood is rushing from my hands, turning my knuckles a white, milky color. My lips tremble with fear. I try to shake it, but can’t. Being caught between certain doom has my fight or flight instinct working overtime. 
 
    “Well, at least I’m not about to die, dick head,” I snap through trembling lips. 
 
    “Oh really,” Roy replies, training the barrel of his gun directly at my head. “Seems as though I have made up my mind.” Smiling devilishly, he readies to fire. 
 
    The chaser explodes out of the thicket behind Roy. His gun discharges in our direction as the creature sinks its teeth into his left shoulder. I drop to the wooden slats, covering my head, but keep an eye on Roy. 
 
    He screams a curdling cry of pain as he struggles to rid himself of the creature on his back. Blood spews from the wound, racing down the front of his dirty flannel shirt. 
 
    “Uh, James,” Dawson mutters from behind me. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder to find Dawson on his knees, both hands covered in blood as he cradles his stomach. 
 
    “Oh, Christ!” I scramble to get up and check on him. “Oh man, oh man, oh man.” 
 
    The bridge sways violently. I grasp the rope and Dawson, trying to keep him from slipping over the edge. 
 
    Tears flowing down his grungy cheeks. I’m lost as to what to do. I don’t want Dawson to die. 
 
    “Dude, let me see.” His hands shake as I move them out of the way, trying to get a better look at the wound. There’s so much blood, and with everything going on behind me, I can’t really gauge how bad it is. “We need to get you off this bridge, now.” 
 
    Getting to my feet, I grab Dawson by the arm and try to help him up. Another gunshot rings out. 
 
    The bridge shifts to one side. I drop down on top of Dawson, covering him up and keeping him from slipping off the side. I glance over my shoulder. Roy has blasted the left side post. 
 
    The rope holding the bridge steady tears through the shredded wood like a hot knife through butter. I brace my feet in a small opening on the slats as I try to figure out what to do next. 
 
    “Hold on bro, just please hold on,” I whimper in a quivering mumble. 
 
    I want to yell for help, but my cries and pleas would only fall on deaf ears. The chaser has overtaken Roy. He’s just a few feet from us now and is feasting on Roy’s dead body. I can’t say that it’s not bittersweet for him. 
 
    In all of the commotion, I must’ve lost track of Duke. Franticly looking down below us, I fear the worst. 
 
    Bark! Bark! 
 
    I look to the opposite side of the bridge and find him pacing back and forth, barking his head off. 
 
    Thank God! 
 
    The chaser continues to rip and tear through Roy’s dead corpse, pulling chunks of flesh and his insides out. I’m not sure how much longer it will be occupied with him, as his body is partially hanging off the side of the bridge. His right leg is intertwined with the rope and his foot has somehow slipped through one of the slats. 
 
    “All right, man, we need to get moving now.” My voice is overtaken with uncertainty and dread. 
 
    I get off Dawson and stand up. He’s losing color in his face fast and is appearing weaker by the second. I struggle to pick him up, but the bridge bounces all over with the slightest move we make. I try to keep my eyes focused on him and the solid ground, and not the massive gorge below us. 
 
    “Come on, bro. I need you to try, man,” I plead. 
 
    Dawson hacks and spits up a nasty blood clot, the life fading from his eyes right before me. I’m doing everything I can to try and save him, but I’m not sure it’s enough. 
 
    Roy’s mangled and ravaged body finally slips from the snare his leg was caught in. Confused, the chaser slurps down the juicy meat clutched between its teeth as it looks for him. 
 
    “Christ, dude. We have to go now!” I grab Dawson by the scruff of his shirt and try to pull him off the bridge. I struggle to do so as Dawson is not a small person, and the bridge is now at an angle. He helps some, but not much. Glancing back over my shoulder, the chaser’s attention focuses in our direction. Its eyes narrow in on us. 
 
    “Dude, I need you to try and get up.” Tears flow freely down my cheeks in my helpless predicament. “I can’t do this by myself.” 
 
    Dawson’s body finally goes completely limp. He’s semi-conscious, eyes glazed over as he lifts his hand in the air. 
 
    He mutters. “Get… off this… bridge and to… your family.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you, man, so come on.” I strain to lift him up again. I can hear the chaser coming closer and closer. Its heavy breathing and moaning creeps along the bridge toward us. 
 
    “James… go.” As much as it pains me, I give in and grasp Dawson’s hand. He’s lost so much blood, and I can’t get him off the bridge in his current fatal state. He digs in his pocket and hands me his compass. “So you can… find your… way. Promise me… you’ll make it.” 
 
    “I promise,” I somberly reply. Tears pour from my swollen red eyes. 
 
    Standing back up, I carefully step over Dawson. I grab the rope in front of me and shimmy along the narrow slats of wood around him. I try not to give the chaser a second look. I keep my eyes focused on Duke who is still barking and growling. 
 
    The wind picks up, throwing the bridge back and forth with a violent shake. I pause for a minute as my eyes catch the open air beneath us. By now, I’m partly straddling Dawson. His breathing has become shallower with every second that goes by. 
 
    Come on, James, you got to move. 
 
    I go to take another step. Something grabs my ankle, causing me to lose my balance. With both hands clutching the rope for dear life, I spin around. The chaser lays across Dawson while holding my leg. Panicked, I kick and thrash, hoping to free its grasp on me. 
 
    It moves its bloody hands up my leg, trying to get a better position. I continue to kick, but with the way I’m dangling here, I have no leverage to break free. 
 
    “Get off me!” I yell. 
 
    My panic-stricken tone sends Duke into a barking frenzy. 
 
    Dawson is motionless now. His eyes are closed, and I’m not sure if there’s any life left in him. I try to kick the chaser with my other leg, but can’t. 
 
    Looking at me with its soulless hollow eyes, I fear that I’m going to die on this God forsaken bridge. If it really wants me that bad, then it’s going to have to work for it. 
 
    I continue to fight with everything inside of me, cursing the chaser and flailing around wildly. Dawson’s body jolts under us. He grabs the chaser and breaks its hold on my legs. 
 
    “Go,” Dawson grimaces in pain. Blood streams out of his mouth as the chaser turns its hungry gaze to him. 
 
    I pull my legs in and move back some. The boards creak and pop under what I can only guess is stress from all the commotion and decades of decay. The rope slipping through my hand feels tattered and worn, hurting the palm of my hand. 
 
    The chaser takes advantage of Dawson’s weakened and near-death state, and digs into his right shoulder. 
 
    Dawson cringes and writhes in pain. He gives me one last look, eyes glassy from all the tears, before he mutters his final words. 
 
    “Rock on, brother.” Clutching the chaser close to him, Dawson leans forward and slips through the ropes. The chaser pays no attention to the fact that they’re falling, continuing to feast on Dawson’s body. 
 
    “No!” I yell as they plummet to the watery grave below. 
 
    I dare not watch the impact, feeling as though the guilt of not being able to save him might be too much for me to withstand. 
 
    Goodbye, brother. You will be missed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    Duke’s been stuck to my side like glue since leaving the bridge. He hasn’t run ahead or wandered off in search of whatever he wants to explore. 
 
    I think he can tell how my current mood is. He licks my hand frequently, and rubs against my legs in that loving manner he has. I knead his head and try to break a smile, but can’t. 
 
    I’ve lost track of time, wandering around what feels like in circles for hours. I’m hungry, starving in fact, but I don’t care. My stomach is just going to have to deal with it. 
 
    I have to rest. 
 
    Tired, I stop, and plop down on a log that is nearly swallowed by the tall grass trying to take it over. It’s uncomfortable, but my butt and legs don’t whine. Duke sits at my feet, still staring at me with a sad look. Ears folded back, he lays his head and front paws on my boots. 
 
    My head hangs low from the crushing weight of Dawson’s death. I gently glide my fingers over his fur before breaking into tears. Hands cradling my face, the loss spills out of me. 
 
    Sobbing and weeping for all that has been lost due to this plague of death, I bellow out for friends and family. I feel as though I’m cursed, and that anyone around me is doomed to fall victim to those horrid things. My dad, Tony, and now Dawson. 
 
    Maybe I should just stay away from Mom and Cindy. Not even bother with going to the cabin. Since death feels it necessary to walk in my blind spot, I’d be doing them a favor. No reason to subject anyone else to my curse, or at least, anyone that doesn’t deserve its wrath. 
 
    Wiping the tears from my eyes with the back of my hand, I pick up a rock next to me, and throw it as hard as I can into the trees in front of me. It knocks and clocks off the bark, striking a few rocks before falling silent. 
 
    “Good throw, for a girl I mean,” a voice says near me. 
 
    “What the hell!” I yell. Startled by the familiar voice, I quickly scoot down the log. “Dawson?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude. Surprised to see me, huh?” 
 
    He’s sitting there, smiling at me, and acting as though nothing has happened. The gunshot wound to his stomach still looks fresh and raw. The bites from the chaser ooze blood and other fluids from his shoulder. It all seems so surreal that I can’t tell if I’m dreaming or not. 
 
    Hesitant, I ask, “You’re alive?” 
 
    Dawson scoffs. “Heck no. You did see me take a nosedive off that bridge with that thing latched to me like a face hugger, right? It kind of made me feel like Sigourney Weaver from that movie Aliens, bro.” Dawson snickers while acting that part of the movie out. “Besides, dude, this is your hallucination, not mine.” 
 
    “So, you’re not real, and I’m tripping right now?” 
 
    “Tripping pretty damn hard, my friend,” Dawson chuckles as he springs up from the log. 
 
    “You’re not giving up, are you, son?” my dad asks from behind. His presence sends me scrambling to the weeds. 
 
    “Pop?” 
 
    He peers at me with that sad look that he used to have when I let him down. I try not to look beyond his unscathed face to his ravaged and broken body. 
 
    “I know things are tough right now, and the road ahead feels impossible, but you must keep going,” he says with that firm but caring tone of his. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can,” I somberly reply. “What if Mom and Cindy are dead, or worse even, turned into one of those things? I don’t think I have it in me to do what is needed.” 
 
    Feeling myself on the brink of another breakdown, I peer over to Duke who’s looking at me with a bewildered gaze. I know he’s probably thinking that I’ve lost my mind, and to be honest, I think I have. 
 
    Dad smiles at me. His eyes are full of hope. “But what if they aren’t, James. Your mom and sister will need you to make it through this. I know you’re scared, but you’re stronger than you realize, son.” 
 
    “Weak!” another familiar voice chimes in to my left. “You might as well give up, boy, and just let those things tear you apart, or better yet, become one of them because you ain’t got the stomach or nerve to finish this out.” 
 
    Glancing over, I find Roy standing near the log with a cigar clutched between his teeth. His upper torso has been ripped open in multiple spots, allowing the smoke to escape from the wounds. But that doesn’t seem to keep him from smiling and being a dick in the afterlife. 
 
    “Face it, boy, your family and best friend are all gone, and you weren’t strong enough to do a damn thing about it. You couldn’t stop it. Again, weak.” He chuckles, the flab on his arms and stomach jiggling. 
 
    “SHUT UP!” I yell, feeling my blood boil. “I am strong enough to save them.” 
 
    “Then prove it, ’cause all I’m seeing and hearing is a little boy who’s not man enough to handle what needs handling.” 
 
    Tired of Roy running his mouth, I bolt to my feet and charge at him. I take a swing, but get nothing but air. I fall flat on my face. He laughs. The smell of his cigar fills my nose as I spit out grass and dirt. 
 
    “Like I said, boy, weak and pathetic. Do them a favor and just give up.” 
 
    “STOP SAYING THAT!” I roar in contempt. I scramble to my feet again with a fire raging inside of me. “You’ll see that I am-” 
 
    There’s no one there except for Duke and myself. I franticly look around, trying to find Roy, my dad, or Dawson, but come up empty. 
 
    My feelings of sorrow and guilt have changed into pure rage and determination to save my family. They will be alive when I get there, and nothing’s going to stop me now. 
 
    In my imaginative fit, what little gear I had left jostled free from my pack and has been tossed all over. Feeling more focused, I quickly gather up the miscellaneous supplies and take a deep breath. 
 
    I don’t have my Remington anymore. Lost it while on the bridge. The only weapon I have left is my knife, which is tucked neatly inside its sheath on my left leg. 
 
    “You ready to get to Mom and Cindy, boy?” 
 
    Bark! Bark! Duke gets to his feet and stands at the ready. If I didn’t know him any better, I’d think he was waiting for me to get over myself and back to reality. 
 
    I nudge his head with my knuckles and rub the side of his face. He licks my hand and takes a stab at my face, which I gladly take. 
 
    “Let’s go home, boy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 
      
 
    Day is turning into night. The sun dips down over the mountains as the valley’s light lessens. I’ve got my flashlight out, but the beam isn’t as intense and bright as it should be. I think the batteries might be going out on me. 
 
    Duke and I have been running in what seems like a dead heat for the better part of the evening. We’ve only stopped at streams to rest and to get a drink. 
 
    He’s panting hard. His tongue dangles loosely from his mouth as he laps up the water from the chilled stream. I check the compass. 
 
    It looks like we’re heading in the right direction, but I’m not 100% sure. It’s been a while since we’ve been to the cabin. The scenery looks familiar, but it has for the last couple of days. Trees, bushes, and thick blades of grass are everywhere. 
 
    I cup my hands and dip them into the water. I scoop up the chilled water and get a drink. Something stirs to our right. I pause. 
 
    Lowering my hands, the water spills from my hands and splashes the ground. I can’t completely make it out and don’t want to take the time to try either. 
 
    “Duke, come here, boy,” I whisper to him, trying to keep his attention focused on me and off whatever is rustling about. 
 
    He happily comes to me, and licks my hands as I hold him near. With my fingers laced around his collar, I get moving. 
 
    Snap! Damn it. I stepped on some twigs. I pause for a moment and glance back over my shoulder, but don’t find anything in pursuit. 
 
    I let loose of Duke’s collar. Something explodes out of the bushes. A chaser. It knocks me down hard, sending me sliding into the stream. I dip under the water for a few seconds before my head pops back up. It’s freaking cold. My body shivers as I lift up out of the chilled water. 
 
    Bearing teeth, Duke charges the chaser. He grabs it by the leg and pulls, twisting his head from side to side as blood flows free from its leg. He digs in deep, chunks of flesh being torn free as it falls to its knees. 
 
    “Duke, get away from it, boy!” I yell. 
 
    In a jerky and creepy tilt of its head, it glances back at Duke. 
 
    “No! Let it go, boy,” I yell, fighting to get out of the stream. 
 
    He doesn’t listen, continuing to attack the chaser viciously. Dad taught him, as a pup, that he is to protect his family at all cost. 
 
    “Hey, I’m right here, you dead freak!” I yell, trying to get the chaser’s attention. It reaches for Duke, but stops and puts its focus back onto me. “Yeah, that’s it, come and get it!” 
 
    Bear crawling toward me, his soulless eyes peering deep into mine, he comes for his meal. Duke’s still holding strong, his growls muffled by the mouthful of chaser flesh. 
 
    I wade in the water, waiting for the chaser to get closer. 
 
    Almost there. 
 
    He reaches out and grabs my shoulder. He pulls himself in with his lipless mouth opening wide for his first bite. 
 
    “No meal here today,” I explode out of the water with my knife clutched tightly in my right hand. 
 
    I jam it hard into the base of his skull, sinking it in deep. He lets out one last gasp before becoming motionless. 
 
    Duke stops his attack. He walks around the dead body to me. He sniffs my face. I hold him at bay. 
 
    “I don’t think so, dude. Not till you get a drink of water and wash that nasty mouth of yours out.” 
 
    He groans and sits down briefly to scratch and lick himself before burying his snout into the water. 
 
    I finally manage to drag myself up the embankment. Drenched from head to toe, I flip over onto my back and peer up into the sky. Breathing a heavy sigh of relief, I lay there for a moment and take in the view. 
 
    There’s not a cloud in sight now, just hundreds or maybe thousands of stars sparkling in the vast space. Well, actually that one might be a plane or something since it’s moving. 
 
    Duke comes back over and gives me a good licking across the face. His mouth smells just as bad as ever, but I don’t complain. There are worse things to have this close, and right now, I’m lying next to one. 
 
    “I’m about ready to be at the cabin. How about you, boy?” 
 
    Bark! 
 
    The flashlight flickers and tries to go out. I smack it against my palm which brings it back to life, for the moment anyway. 
 
    Slowly and painfully, I get back to my feet and pull free my blade from the chaser’s skull. I wipe his juices off on his tattered clothing, and place it back in its sheath. 
 
    Not too much further. I hope, at least. 
 
    We get back on the move. I anxiously wait for the first glimpse of the cabin’s brick chimney. Smoke will be billowing out of the top, and maybe the smell of some home cooking filling the air. Granted, it is extremely late, and not sure why Mom would be cooking, but a guy can dream, can’t he? 
 
    The flashlight flickers once more, cutting in and out, as we make a mad dash over the open grassy plain. Continuing the pace, I slap the flashlight against my palm a few more times. It sparks back to life, but only for a few minutes longer. Eventually, it dies out. 
 
    I let Duke take the lead, seeing how he’s roamed all over these parts more than once. I keep close on his tail trying to keep pace with him. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he wants to get there just as bad as me. I have to tell him to hold up some as he starts to pull away, leaving me behind. 
 
    “Slow down, boy.” I pause to catch my breath. With my hands on my knees, I gasp for air. A smell hits me. Burning wood. Perhaps from a fireplace or something. It’s faint, but strong enough to perk me up. 
 
    Sniff! Sniff! 
 
    “I think we’re almost there, boy. Come on!” I take off. Duke catches up as we race across the grassy field toward a hill. 
 
    It’s all starting to come back to me now. Me and Cindy running around playing tag while Duke tried to keep pace with his stumpy little legs. The smell of Mom’s homemade pot pies drifting from the kitchen while Dad sat on the porch reading his books. 
 
    We scramble up the hill and stop at the peak. There it is. I can see the outline of the brick chimney through the darkness. The smell of burning wood tingles my nose, which brings a smile to my face. 
 
    “We’re here, boy!” I bust out in joy. I wrap my arms around his neck and hug him, feeling like I’m on cloud nine. “Come on, race you there.” 
 
    I get to my feet and race down the other side, nearly tripping over myself as I make a beeline for the front door. It almost seems surreal being here. I’m almost afraid that this is a dream, and as I get closer, the house will vanish. 
 
    Duke zooms past me and leaps over the stream that wraps around the cabin. I stomp my way through without care, seeing nothing but the front door and the back of Mom’s car on the opposite side of the cabin. 
 
    “Mom! Cindy!” I yell as I leap onto the porch. 
 
    My smile and new-found life are quickly dashed. The front door is ajar, and the glass windows are busted out. The jagged broken pieces litter the floor. 
 
    Duke stands at the entrance with his nose to the ground, sniffing the broken glass. His body is rigid, his tail taut. 
 
    “Be careful, boy. That’ll hurt you,” I caution. 
 
    I reach down and get my knife. I hold it tightly in my sweaty palm as I peer inside. I don’t see Mom or Cindy, or anything else for that matter. No sounds of movement at all. It’s dead silent. 
 
    “Mom? Cindy? It’s James,” I call out. 
 
    Still nothing. No response or sounds that anyone is in there. I feel like crumbling, but I hold it together. 
 
    “What do you think, boy?” I whisper to Duke who stares up at me. He groans and moves closer to the door, nudging the faded wood with his nose. “My thoughts exactly. Wait here.” 
 
    With my free hand, I gently push open the door. The hinges squeak from lack of oil. The broken glass crunches under my boots as I survey the interior. 
 
    It’s mostly dark. Shadows plague the space. The only source of light is the lamp off in the corner near Dad’s chair. It’s been knocked over and broken. The fire in the fireplace is almost completely out. The red ambers slowly fade away. 
 
    The entire bottom floor looks to have been turned over. Dishes thrown everywhere from the kitchen, and the living room is in disarray. 
 
    “Mom, are you in here?” I call out again. 
 
    The floor stretches with every step I take, creaking and crackling under my weight. I forgot how loud it was. 
 
    Duke waits patiently at the entrance. I can hear him moan and groan, his paws getting antsy as he paces back and forth. 
 
    My hands shake. I’ve got this knife clutched so damn hard my knuckles are white. Where the hell are they? Are they hiding? Oh, no. Are they... dead? 
 
    I search the entire bottom floor for clues. Anything hinting at what might have happened here, but come up with nothing but more questions. 
 
    A boisterous rap upstairs catches my attention. Duke rushes to my side. I don’t scold him, but keep him from dashing up the stairs to investigate. 
 
    I take a step forward and spot a pool of blood at the bottom of the stairs. It trails up. Boot size impressions from the looks of it and some that are not my Mom’s size. Bigger. More like a grown man’s shoe. 
 
    “Hello?” I call out. 
 
    The banging intensifies, becoming louder as I peer up into the semi dark space. The howling wind catches the front door and slams it against the wall, rattling my nerves even more. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure that I want to go up there. I might not like what I find. However, I didn’t come all this way and lose so much to stop right here. 
 
    “Let me go first. Stay down here, and if you see anything, bark your head off.” 
 
    Duke groans and licks his chops. He brushes up against me as he turns and walks away. 
 
    “Whatever you find up there, deal with it, James,” I whisper to myself. 
 
    Exhaling slowly, I cautiously hit the first step and begin my ascent. With every step I take, I crane my neck to get a better view of the room. Its Mom and Dad’s bedroom, and we weren’t really allowed up here to play, so I can’t entirely remember how it’s laid out. 
 
    The stairs creak, stopping me cold as the banging ramps up again. It sounds like it’s coming from their closet to the right, but I’m not entirely sure. It could be a chaser trapped, trying to free itself from the walls that confine it. That would explain the mindless constant banging noise. I don’t know, but I will soon find out. 
 
    I pause briefly, and look back over my shoulder to the first floor, getting a sense of what happened here. Duke’s still pacing about, his nose to the floor and stopping every so often to glance up at me. 
 
    I continue my ascent, making it to the landing. The commotion stops. The cabin falls silent once more. I really wish I had my Remington instead of this knife. I ready myself for what might come and what I might have to do to defend myself if need be. It won’t be easy, but I’ll have no choice. 
 
    Carefully, I enter their bedroom with the blade poised and ready to strike. The small flower lamp on my mom’s side of the bed has been thrown on the floor, casting a portion of the room in a massive shadow. I spot some hair poking out from the edge of the bed and race over. 
 
    “Mom, are you-” 
 
    One of Cindy’s dolls stares up at me. Actually, her favorite. I’ve never seen her without it. Mom and Dad tried to break her of carrying it with her everywhere she went, but failed to do so. That baby doll was stuck to her like glue. 
 
    I pick up the doll. There are streaks of blood covering its face. 
 
    Thump! Thump! 
 
    I whip around, facing the door. I discard the doll onto the bed and slowly approach. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Bang! 
 
    The closer I get, the more it sounds like one of those things. There are no muffled pleas for help or anything of the sort. Just intense banging. 
 
    “Hello?” I ask. 
 
    Standing next to the door with the knife poised, I exhale. 
 
    My head presses against the aged wood, listening for any reply. The floor creaks under my weight. The person inside is now silent. My free hand grips the bronzed handle that is worn and faded. My knife is at the ready. 
 
    I contemplate whether I’m ready for what I might see on the other side. To be honest, I’m not. I start to twist the doorknob clockwise. The thing on the other side screeches. 
 
    It slams into the door with a harsh thud. I feel each blow as the wood vibrates. 
 
    I take a few steps back and rethink my course of action. Wait. What is that? A piece of paper half hangs out from the bottom of the door. I retrieve it from the floor. 
 
    Opening it up, I begin to read. 
 
    First and foremost, your sister and I are safe and sound. The cabin was overrun by those things and we managed to trap one in our closet, so please do not open the door. 
 
    Sam and some of your other army buddies were up this way and came across us just in time. They’ve taken us to a temporary safe zone south of Portland that is currently under military control. I tried to get the location, but wasn’t able to. I wanted to wait for you, but we couldn’t. More of those things were nearing, and we had to leave. 
 
    Lord, I miss you two so much, and hope you’re safe. Be careful and take care of each other. See you soon. 
 
      
 
    XOXO 
 
    Mom 
 
      
 
    My eyes well up with tears. Happiness and sorrow fill me completely as I break down at the top of the stairs. I’m relieved that they’re safe, but knowing that they’re heading so far away, I feel as though they might as well be on the other side of the planet. I’m not sure I can get to them. How I’d get to them. 
 
    Overwhelmed and dead tired, I tromp down the stairs to where Duke’s waiting for me. I leave the chaser in the closet, paying no mind to its relentless beating on the door. It knows food is near, moaning and growling with delight. 
 
    “Eat your damn arm if you’re that hungry. Just shut the hell up!” I snarl. 
 
    Pointless, I know, but I need to vent. 
 
    I slam the porch door closed and slumber in Dad’s chair. It’s not that comfortable. The springs have all been worn out, but I guess that’s what makes it just right. Plopping down my lifeless body, I sit there in the corner, and watch the remaining flames from the fire crackle and pop. 
 
    The orange glow loses its intensity. Soon, it will be gone. I drive the blade of my knife into the old oak end table as Duke sits down at my feet. Rolling over to his side, he falls fast asleep. 
 
    Sitting there, I drift in and out of sleep. The wind slips through the many bullet holes in the walls, creating a low whistling noise. 
 
    The chaser continues its ravenous rant, still beating at the door. I don’t worry if it will get out or not. At this point, it doesn’t even matter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
    The next month trudges along. I think I’ve worn this chair out even more, if that’s possible. Every time I sit down or shift my weight, the springs creak and pop and act as though they’re going to release their tension. 
 
    The only saving grace is that it’s now silent. No moans or racket from the annoying chaser upstairs. I finally disposed of it a few weeks back. The door sounded as though it was weakening to the point of total failure. So, I set it free. And when I say free, I hit it in the back of the head with a hammer and sent it tumbling down the stairs. It got blood and brain goop everywhere, which I have yet to clean up. 
 
    The old oak floor is stained red and chunks of its skull remain. I doubt Mom will care, considering she’ll probably never see this place again. 
 
    I’m still unsure what my next move is going to be. I checked Mom’s car shortly after arriving. I found her keys lying on the floor in the kitchen. I wish that would’ve been the hard part. 
 
    Both front tires are toast, and a stray bullet caught the engine. Even if I could turn it over and it somehow miraculously started, I wouldn’t get far on just one spare tire. Riding on the rim isn’t an option. 
 
    I thought about us hiking out and heading toward Portland on foot, but decided against it, for now. It feels as though it’s on the other side of the world from where I am. That, and I really don’t know where I’m going anyway. I’m just a kid after all. Besides, Dad always did a good job of keeping this place stocked with food and water. 
 
    Hell, Duke and I have been eating like kings. That is, if kingly food is Spaghetti O’s and Frank and Beans. I’ve avoided the tuna. Can’t stand the taste. Gag. We aren’t complaining, though. Better than squirrel or some other rodent. 
 
    “Another one down,” I mutter in my lifeless tone, tossing the empty can across the room to the mounding pile. 
 
    Duke just lays there at my feet, about as worthless and lifeless as me. Fortunately, no more chasers have crossed the cabin. 
 
    Sitting here, lethargic and full from processed food, I drift in and out. The stench fuming from my body has driven me crazy for some time now. I still haven’t found the will to drag my lazy ass to the shower and remedy it, though. Yeah, a chance to take a semi luke warm shower and wash away all this filth, and I haven’t yet. Weird, huh? 
 
    Duke’s ears perk up, and he gets to his feet like something’s going on. He groans and moans, pawing at the door with unrelenting intent. 
 
    “What is-” 
 
    Then I hear it. A faint noise that is hard to make out. It almost sounds like a… vehicle. 
 
    Grabbing one of Dad’s many rifles from the cellar, I scurry to the kitchen window. 
 
    It’s midday, but you wouldn’t know it from the thick clouds hanging overhead. I haven’t really seen the sun much lately. I think that might have a lot to do with my current vegetative state. 
 
    Looking through the scope, I see a truck barreling over the top of the hill. It weaves from side to side, narrowly missing the trees. I don’t see anything pursuing the vehicle, so I’m not sure why the person is driving so reckless. 
 
    Pushing up the window a few inches more, I slip the barrel out. I shift the rifle to the corner and keep a keen eye on my visitor. 
 
    “Hold tight, boy,” I calmly say to Duke who is standing at the door. He peers over at me, then back to the door. 
 
    Taking the safety off, I wait patiently as the truck plows through the stream, sending a tide of water that spreads outward. It heads straight for the porch. 
 
    Dents cover the body of the dark blue truck. Smoke plumes from the grill as the tail end fishtails around the bend. 
 
    I can’t get a good look at the driver from where I am. The truck straightens out and heads straight for me. My finger slips over the trigger, ready to fire if it doesn’t stop. 
 
    The truck continues toward the cabin before it comes to a grinding halt. The tires lock up, sending the vehicle sliding over the grass. 
 
    The engine idles rough and loud for a few seconds. There’s no activity I can see from within. The man sits there with his hands latched to the top of the steering wheel. 
 
    Finally, the engine dies. 
 
    The door squeaks open. 
 
    A scruffy, burly man steps out. He stays behind the driver’s side door. Thick black hair crawling down from under his Trailblazers ball cap, obscures his face. 
 
    He looks around, first at Mom’s car and then to his right just past the cabin. I can’t tell if he’s scoping the place out or not. I’d like to give him the benefit of the doubt, but it’s hard trusting people here lately. It’s been a mixed bag of those that want to help and those that have tried to feed us to the chasers. Either way, I need to play this smart. My life could depend on it. 
 
    After a few moments of surveying the cabin, he steps out from behind his door, and walks toward the porch. That’s when I spot the shotgun he’s totting by his side. 
 
    “That’s far enough!” I yell. 
 
    Startled, he puts his hands up and stops. “Hello? I don’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “You plan on using that shotgun?” I yell back. 
 
    “It’s just for protection against the chasers. Wasn’t sure if there was any close by or not. You can’t be too careful.” He moves his head in such a way that I think he’s trying to locate where I am. 
 
    “How ’bout you toss that bad boy to the side and maybe we’ll continue our conversation,” I suggest. 
 
    “Sure thing.” He tosses the shotgun to the side while keeping his hands high in the air. He still doesn’t know where I am, his head searching every window in the front. I figure he’s probably thinking he’s dealing with a grown man instead of a kid and his dog. 
 
    I ask, “What do you want?” 
 
    He looks about in no particular direction. “I noticed the smoke and thought there might be people here.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I thought if there was, maybe they’d be kind enough to let me join them. Power in numbers, right?” he responds. 
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    “You alone?” 
 
    He gets silent. I can’t tell if he’s going to try something or what. “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you think, boy?” I say. 
 
    Duke groans and moans. His ears fold down on top of his mangy coat. He scratches at the door playfully. 
 
    He’s getting soft. 
 
    “We could use that truck. Seems to run and all. Could help us get to Mom and Cindy,” I say. 
 
    Duke barks and licks himself. I’m never too sure what his signals mean, especially the licking himself part. 
 
    “All right, stay right there and keep those hands held high where we can see them. If he moves an inch, kill him,” I yell to the fictional people living here. 
 
    I head to the front door with the rifle in hand. Duke gets excited. He turns around in place and wags his tail as I grip the doorknob. 
 
    I glance down at Duke. “Now, don’t go out there and lick him or roll over like some weenie. Bear some teeth and growl. Show this stranger you’re one bad mother and that he better not try anything stupid, ok?” 
 
    Bark! 
 
    I rip open the door and Duke dashes out, making a beeline for the stranger. He growls and barks but only for a minute. He stops at the man’s feet and rolls over onto his side, then his back, exposing his privates to him. 
 
    “Really?” I mutter in disgust. 
 
    “Keep them high, friend,” I yell. I step out onto the porch. 
 
    The man looks in my direction with his long matted black hair still covering a good portion of his face. He doesn’t say a word, but his head follows me as I make for his shotgun. 
 
    “I hope you know I mean you no harm,” the man says flatly. 
 
    “Duke, come!” I snap, retrieving the gun and pointing both in the man’s direction. Duke gets off the ground and runs over to me. “A lot of people have told me that here lately, so you’ll excuse me if I don’t exactly drop my guns.” 
 
    “I understand.” He nods toward the house. “How many are in the house with you?” 
 
    “Enough to cut you in half if you try anything stupid.” I step slowly and cautiously over to his truck. I peer inside the dingy cab. It’s empty except for trash and a box of shotgun shells strewn across the bench seat. 
 
    “Is the truck in decent shape? You were riding it pretty hard over that hill.” 
 
    “Yeah. It starts and gets me around. Sometimes it’s a pain in the ass. The radiator can be a bit temperamental, but hasn’t let me down yet.” 
 
    I nod my head, my mind working overtime. So many different thoughts and scenarios of what I’m about to ask play through my mind. I’m hopeful he’ll oblige and do as I ask. Either way, it’s going to happen. 
 
    “How do you feel about going to Portland?” 
 
      
 
    Dead State: Survival Road – Coming 05-16-2019. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    If Dad could see me now, what would he think? Would he be proud of my resolve, and how I’ve handled myself since the virus ripped him away from my family? Forced my hand to do the unthinkable. 
 
    To be perfectly honest, I don’t really know. He taught me to be strong. To be resilient. Sometimes, doing the right thing is hard.  
 
    I always thought he’d be around forever. Guess life had other plans. 
 
    The burly man before me shifts his eyes down to his shotgun which is clutched in my left hand. He remains still, though. Motionless. He’s getting antsy, though, from the slight twitch of his fingers and shifting of his weight. He tries to maintain his collected demeanor, but his fingers twitch. Lips purse together as he subtly shifts his weight from his left to his right leg. I double down, and hold the rifle firm in his direction. No head shots, just center mass placement for the living. Placing a bullet in the brains of the infected is really the only sure-fire way I have found to take them down quickly. 
 
    Duke, my faithful dog and companion in this nightmare, stays by my side—obedient, for now. 
 
    The man points at me. “Listen, kid, I’m not going to hurt you. I’d feel a bit more open to talk, though, if you pointed that rifle away from me. I’d hate for you to get excited, and accidently shoot me.” 
 
    Is it bad that I find his remark insulting? A sarcastic response tiptoes the edge of my tongue, but I hold my words.  
 
    “You’re not going to have to worry about that. I know how to handle a rifle.” My face remains stern, malevolent eyes locked with his. Life has taught me lessons that I never thought I would have to learn. Especially at this young of an age. But it has, and I fear the lesson is only beginning. 
 
    He glances back over his shoulder to his truck, then back to me. “I’m not sure why you want to go to Portland, but if you lower the weapon, we can talk about it.” 
 
    I’m hesitant to relinquish my advantage, but given the circumstances, and the lack of transportation options, I don’t have a choice. 
 
    I sling the shotgun over my shoulder, and train the rifle away from him. My finger remains over the trigger, ready to fire if need be. 
 
    “Just to let you know, I have no problem killing you if you try something. So, I’d keep that in mind,” I say. 
 
    He cuts his eyes to the cabin. No doubt in search of the other armed men that I told him were positioned at the windows. A little white lie to keep him from trying anything stupid. 
 
    He nods, and slowly lowers his arms down to his side. “Fair enough. You mind telling the others to lower their weapons as well?” 
 
    I briefly glance at the cabin. 
 
    “There’s no one else in there. It’s just us.” 
 
    The man cranes his neck, and narrows his eyes past me. Guess he felt I was being deceitful. “Well played.” 
 
    Duke groans. His back-leg springs up, and his paw digs into his dense, yellow fur. He works his way up his back to the side of his head. 
 
    The man points toward Duke. “I had a dog similar to him way back when. They can be headstrong, but great companions.” 
 
    My eyes cut down to Duke, who ceases his vigorous scratching. He glances up to me and licks around his snout. “Yeah. He can be a pain in the butt for sure, but he’s my pain in the butt.” 
 
    The man takes a single cautious step toward us. He extends his hand out. “My name is Lucas, by the way.” 
 
    Cautiously, I reciprocate the gesture. “James. This is Duke.” 
 
    Lucas trains his attention on Duke, who remains alert, with his ears on end, but doesn’t bear his teeth or crouch down. “May I?” 
 
    “Yeah. He doesn’t seem to think you’re a threat. After all, he did run up to you and roll over onto his back. Not exactly intimidating when they flash their junk at you.” 
 
    Lucas takes a few steps toward Duke and bends down. He extends his arm out slowly, gauging Duke’s temperament. A low, muffled growl emits from Duke, but only briefly. Lucas pauses. His fingers gently move in front of Duke’s face. 
 
    Duke’s nose tests Lucas’ scent. He licks the ends of Lucas’ dingy fingers. Duke leans forward, allowing Lucas’ palm to stroke the back of his head. 
 
    I scoff under my breath. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’re going soft there, boy.” 
 
    Duke’s ears stand on end and twitch. He gets up to all fours, and trains his attention to the woods to our right. No growling, but just a rigid, concentrated stance. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Lucas shoots up and follows his gaze.  
 
    “Probably just an animal. Generally, if there are chasers close by, he’ll get into more of a defensive position.” I lean the rifle against my shoulder, and place the side of my right hand just above my brow. I skim over the tree line, trying to penetrate the dense green and brown foliage. 
 
    Befuddled, Lucas cuts his gaze over to me. “Chasers?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what they’re called. At least, that is what I heard them called on the news back when all this first started. Seems fitting since they chase after you.” 
 
    Duke bolts toward the trees. His pace hastens. He closes the distance to the tree line fast. 
 
    “Guess he found something worth investigating,” Lucas mentions. 
 
    “Appears so.” I don’t give a second thought to Duke running into the unknown. He’s a smart dog. 
 
    Besides, since this nightmare began, I’ve had to change my view on things. More has happened to me in the last month than in my entire life. People I have loved were taken from me. Friends, new and old, are now just a thought that I carry with me. I’m not the scared, timid little boy that I was. 
 
    This event, whatever it is, has forced me to evolve. Forced me to harden my feelings, and not allow the sadness to cripple me. 
 
    Lucas focuses his attention back to me. “So, what’s in Portland?” 
 
    “Family.” 
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