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The fine blue mist was impossible to see falling from the night sky. It coated everything in its path: houses, cars, toys left in yards by children, the ground. By sunrise, it would be impossible to detect. The veil of toxic substance was thin, but it was enough to do the harm for which it was intended. Anyone unlucky enough to be outside at the time of contamination would die. The airplanes that flew that night would be some of the last to ever fly.

The darkness of night would give way to morning light, as it always had. People would awake in search of a lazy weekend breakfast. Mothers would begin preparing children for a day of play. Dogs would whine to go outside. The dead would rise. God’s Grace would be lost.
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The sun was rising over the Cascades, painting the horizon in hues of pink and orange. As a child, my father had always told me that a morning this color hints of a storm to come. With the heat of late summer leftover from the day before, and the sound of birds welcoming the new one, I refused to believe the perfection of such a day might be ruined. My lifelong friend, Adam Boggs, was home from college for the summer and we had agreed to spend time with each other.  We had grown up together, our parents being close friends and neighbors. Boggs was three years my senior and used to watch over me like a big brother. When he left our home town of Silvana to go to school across the state I had felt utterly lost and alone. We wrote to each other for months until his letters slowed and eventually stopped. He had been painfully absent during the worst event of my life, the unexpected deaths of my sister and our parents, as well as my last two years of high school.

He had written to me earlier in the month letting me know he would be in town and wanted to see me. I had mixed emotions, but agreed to spend a weekend with him. My life was fairly boring so I didn’t have an excuse to stay away. I had graduated from high school just two years before and was still living off what my parents had left me in their will. I didn’t have a job, but spent much of my time volunteering with kids on the local Indian Reservation. My father was from a nearby American Indian tribe and had given much of his heart to the children there. Continuing his cause helped me to cope with the emptiness in my life.

Boggs and I now sat on the porch of an old cabin in the woods, long ago abandoned. It was a place we had spent many hours talking and playing cards. The small one-room cottage had been void of furniture and full of dust when we first happened upon it as children. At some point in our teenage years, we had added an old two-seat wicker sofa and a folding table and chairs. We had spent hours here sharing our hopes and dreams and making up stories about who had once lived there. Every summer we’d spend at least one night a week at the cabin, building a fire in the old stone fireplace and roasting marshmallows or hotdogs. Sleeping on the cold wooden floor was miserable, and we always managed to wake in time to watch the sun rise.  It had been a sanctuary when life had been harsh. It seemed fitting now that it be a place of healing for our friendship. 

The wood bench we sat upon was familiar, smoothed with age and bleached by the sun. We hadn’t engaged in more than small talk the night before. Instead we had sat around the old fireplace drinking beer, our grown-up version of s’mores.

“It’s good to be back here, Zoe. I’ve missed this more than I can say.”

I smiled softly at him. “Me too, Boggs. I’m not sure it will ever feel the same as it used to, though. Remember when we were kids?”

My once best friend looked at me with his pale blue eyes. His shaggy hair was dark brown, almost black, and always had two or three loose curls out of place. I used to brush them aside without giving it a second thought, but now that felt wrong. I must have pouted a bit, because he sighed and stood up.

“Zoe, we’re not kids anymore. Life’s complicated.”  He took a deep breath and shoved his hands into the large pocket on the front of his black hoodie. I drew my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. At five-foot-two I’m not big, but I was feeling even smaller at the moment. “There’s stuff that’s happened. Things are just...different...now,” he continued.

“Stuff you can’t tell me about? We used to be best friends, Boggs. What did I do to make you so distant?” I was still hugging my legs, and had the start of tears welling in my eyes. Boggs came back to the bench, hands still in his hoodie, and sat down beside me. He took a deep breath, took a hand out of his pocket and placed it around my own. His hand was rough and warm, and much larger than mine. His touch reminded me of the closeness we used to share and sadness filled my heart.  

“You didn’t do anything, Zoe.”

“Then what?” I used my sleeve to dab at my eyes.

Boggs looked down at his lap, and seemed thoughtful for several moments. “Last year at college I met someone. Her name was Susan. Is Susan. She’s the friend of a friend and I was drinking one night.” He stopped talking, let go of my hand, and stood again. Facing away from me, he continued. “She got pregnant, Zo.”  He took a deep breath and hung his head.

I sat quietly waiting for him to continue. I wasn’t sure what to say.

He stuffed his hands back into his sweatshirt pocket. I could tell he was crying. I stood and walked to him, and laced my hands around his arm. He looked at me briefly, sniffling. “She told me about it a week after she had an abortion. I didn’t love her. I didn’t even really know her.” He looked at me, this time meeting my brown eyes with his blue. My hair and skin were pale like my mom’s, but I had my dad’s dark eyes. “It messed me up pretty bad, Zoe. There’s no going back to being kids. Being carefree. I haven’t told anyone about this. It’s too hard to talk about. And I never wanted you to be disappointed in me.”

I wrapped my arms around him and whispered near his ear “I’m sorry, Boggs.” I could feel his tears on my neck. He smelled like the woods and the fire we had built last night. He had always talked about wanting kids one day. Boggs was a sensitive guy despite his rugged looks. We stood there for several moments in an embrace between friends. A breeze picked up and we both smelled it at the same time. The offensive and unmistakable stench of death. We looked at each other curiously, and the moment was interrupted by the sound of a twig snapping. Our heads both turned in unison toward old Mr. Anderson, the owner of Silvana Farm and Feed. Mr. Anderson had been in a fatal car accident four days prior and was due to be buried over the coming weekend. It was the biggest news in our small hometown, the accident being caused by drunken teenagers who fled the scene and were caught the next day. He was the shade of gray only death can clasp in its icy grip, his brown twill funeral suit falling forward from its false backside. He seemed to be looking in our general direction with clouded, unblinking eyes as his body swayed unnaturally. His left arm hung limply at his side. He had congealed blood dripping from his slack jaw and with each shambling step an inhuman moan escaped from his chest. In his right hand he held what looked like medium length blonde hair laden with bits of earth, leaves and blood. He was at the tree line that surrounded the cabin and moving toward the porch upon which we stood.

I felt goose bumps spread along my arms and up my neck while Boggs instinctively tightened an arm around my waist. “Mr. Anderson?” I called in a disbelieving and hushed tone, not yet fully realizing that the impossible was before us. Boggs took his arm from my waist and gripped my hand, starting to pull me inside the dilapidated cabin. “Mr. Ander...” My voice broke off.

“Shhhh, Zoe,” whispered Boggs. “Don’t make a sound!”

The dead man reacted to Boggs’ voice with a terrifying scream. I was pulled the rest of the way into the little cabin. Once we were both inside, Boggs closed the door and leaned against it, looking tousled and panicked. We looked at each other, wide-eyed. We could hear Mr. Anderson’s clumsy footfalls approaching the cabin as he walked through the tall dried grasses and weeds that were long ago a manicured lawn. His awkward screams had turned to moans of desperation.

“Boggs?” I whispered. “That was Mr. Anderson, right?” I asked, still not fully understanding the gravity of the situation. I could hear Boggs taking shallow breaths, as well as the sounds of the dead man approaching. “Is this some kind of joke?  He’s dead,” I whispered.

Boggs leaned close to me, holding my shoulders in his strong but trembling hands. “I know Zoe. I’m not sure what’s going on but we need to get the fuck out of here,” he said very quietly. He looked at me for some sign of understanding and I nodded quickly. The insulting smell of death invaded the room in which we stood, stinging our noses. “Grab your backpack and let’s go out the back,” he urged. Again I nodded.

Mr. Anderson was on the porch now. We could hear the sound of his feet dragging across the creaky old boards as he got closer to the entry. Knowing there was no lock on the old weathered door, Boggs dragged the wicker sofa over and blocked the entryway. The noise seemed to agitate the old man, who began scratching and thumping against the door. The light-weight sofa was no match, and the door began to open inward. “Now, Zoe! Out the back window,” shouted Boggs as he began to drag me by my shirt sleeve. One of the only windows in the cabin faced west. Glass panes were long since broken and curtains hung in tatters. Boggs took my pack and tossed it outside, sneaking his head out to glance around. “Go, now, and run for the woods. I’ll be right behind you!” As I sat on the sill and swung my legs out in one fluid motion, I felt Boggs push hard on my back in encouragement as I dropped the few feet to the ground and rolled to the side. My hip ached from the impact, but I ignored the pain and forced myself to stand. I grabbed my pack as Boggs landed beside me, and began to run. I could hear Mr. Anderson’s moans begin to fade and focused on the rhythmic sound of our feet running through the forest.

Out of breath and my side aching, I slowed once we were deep into the woods. I knew Boggs was running slower than he could the whole time, making sure to stay at my side. Coming to a stop to catch my breath, I reached down to touch my shoes and stretch. After a pause, I looked up at my friend and swallowed hard. “Sorry.” I tried to slow my breathing so I could speak. “I had to stop.”

He nodded his head, not fighting for air as hard as I was, and answered “It’s ok. We have to keep moving, though.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Home’s only about a mile or so south of here. I think we should try for it. I’m not sure if he’s following us, but we better get moving. My place will be closer than yours. I left my cell phone at home since there’s no reception out here anyway. Let’s just get there and call for help.”

I trusted Boggs and nodded again. “Your place then,” I said, looking him in the eyes.

“Think you can run it, kid?” His old annoying nickname for me. Right now I took comfort in it.

“Faster than you, Boggs,” I joked in a strained voice. Neither of us smiled, but instead just looked at one another in a moment of understanding.

“Give me your pack? I’ll carry it.”

I handed the backpack to my friend, and we set out with a renewed sense of urgency to reach safety.

Ferns, vine maples, and huckleberry bushes blurred by us as we ran. I could hear my pulse in my ears and did my best to keep my composure. Fight or flight came to mind and I knew now was the time to flee. Eventually, we came to a lazy creek. We slowed as we approached the water, and looked at each other as we smelled death once again. It seemed stronger here, and we both had troubled looks on our faces. “Boggs?” I said quietly. He put his finger to his mouth. Things around us seemed unusually silent. I realized even the nearby Interstate was quiet. All we could hear now was our own breathing and the gently flowing water of the stream. 

Boggs held his hand out signaling me to stay still as he crept forward toward a large fallen tree. He eventually motioned for me to join him. I obeyed, crawling on all fours to crouch beside him behind the log. The ground here was wet, the moss forming a soggy blanket. We watched the back side of the neighborhood with which we were both familiar. There were only eleven homes in all, including both of ours. His was closest, backing up to the greenbelt where we now hid. We saw no movement, nothing suspicious. I felt Boggs’ warm breath on my cheek as he whispered to me. He still smelled faintly of the beer we drank last night.

“We need to stay quiet, Zo.”

“I know.”

“Let me walk ahead of you. I’m going to head to our backyard and we can go in through the sliding door. My folks never lock it.”

I felt him squeeze my hand, which I had been unaware he’d been holding. We stood slowly and Boggs straddled the fallen log, then turned back to help me over. Being a bit shorter, I had to sit on the massive old growth tree, swing my legs over, and slide down till my feet touched the ground.

As I landed on the soft forest floor, we heard a loud high pitched scream full of pain and agony. I felt a type of chill in my stomach which I had never felt before and the hairs on my arms stood on end. My feet didn’t want to move forward. I sensed danger in the direction we needed to go. Still holding my hand in his, Boggs forcefully pulled me forward. My hip complained again, and I winced. Boggs pulled me back to the floor of the woods, where we huddled together so he could talk to me.

“Zo, what’s wrong?”

“I landed on my hip. I’m sure it’s nothing, Boggs. Really.”

“Do you want me to carry you?”

“No way. Seriously, I’m fine. Let’s just get inside. Please?”

He studied my face for a moment, and then nodded in agreement. He stood and held a hand out for me.

We ran through the shallow creek that separated the forest from the nearby homes. Our surroundings blurred as our pace quickened, our target now in sight and coming closer. The screams cut off as quickly as they had begun. 

The freshly painted back porch of Boggs’ parent’s house was only strides away, but it seemed to take forever and a day to reach. Catching my own disheveled reflection in the glass of the patio door, I startled and began to scream. Boggs quickly clasped one of his hands over my mouth. He protectively put his other arm around me, holding me tight. I tried to slow my breathing, willing the heart pounding within my chest to slow.

In the distance we heard a loud explosion, moments later feeling the impact as a subtle pressure change in the air. I closed my eyes, holding back the tears that fought to escape. Boggs released his hand from my mouth, reaching back to open the door.  My ears now ringing, I barely heard the slider open. Still holding me tightly against his body, Boggs pulled me inside and quickly closed the door behind us. Loosening his grip on me, he slid the lock on the door into place and pulled the curtains closed. We were in his parent’s basement, which was cool and dark being set partially below ground level. My mouth was dry and my heart continued to beat wildly against my chest. We heard the squeal of tires outside followed by glass breaking and metal crunching loudly. The house shook with another explosion, this time much closer. A new set of screams began. I walked to the couch that sat under a small window that was situated halfway up the wall at ground level and looked out at the front yard. I had never been this full of fear. I knelt on the cushions of the faded brown and orange floral sofa and dared to look out to the front street. The shrubs were well established, blocking our view. Boggs knelt beside me in the same fashion. For the first time since entering the house one of us spoke.

“Do you think we’re safe here?” I asked, my voice strained.

“No,” was all Boggs said while he looked out toward the street. After a long pause, he finally turned to me. “I can’t see anything Zo, but I think we need to leave and find somewhere safe. My Explorer’s in the garage. I think we should pack what we can and leave.”

“Where will we go?” I asked, still speaking in a whisper. My body was trembling.

He shook his head back and forth, a bead of sweat dripping down his temple. “I don’t know. Let’s just start by seeing if we can get any news on the TV.”

I nodded. He crept down from the couch and crawled to the corner where the television sat on the floor. It was an old set, the kind that doesn’t have a remote control. Boggs turned a knob and we waited. Nothing happened.

“One of those explosions must have been a transformer,” I mumbled, now biting on my thumbnail.

“Yeah, probably.”

I was on the verge of spilling tears. Boggs came over and sat beside me on the tattered sofa. He looked me in the eyes, holding my head in his hands to make sure I was fully paying attention.

“We have to keep it together, Zoe. Ok?” 

I nodded. 

“We need to go upstairs, get water, food, clothes, cash, blankets. Like we’re going to be gone for a few days. Can you help me with that?” 

I nodded again, still fighting the tears. 

“Ok, let’s go. Stay away from the windows.”  He stood up, and held a hand out to me.

I took his hand and stood.

“Jesus, Zoe. You’re bleeding.” He was looking down at my pants. He knelt down to inspect where blood from my hip had stained my jeans. 

“It’ll be fine,” I said, sniffling. I didn’t want him to know just how much it was starting to hurt.

“We’ll need to look at it upstairs. No arguing.”

He walked to the far end of the room, toward the stairway, and I followed. We climbed the steps, Boggs in front. The landing that divided the staircase half-way up squeaked as we reached it, causing us to pause. Now directly in front of the main door to the house, we heard unearthly moans coming from outside. As Boggs stepped closer to the door to check the deadbolt, I took a step back.

“Boggs, your parents are still in Arizona, right?” I whispered.

“Yeah, why?”

“I thought I heard something upstairs.”

Boggs took his place in front of me again, hushing his own voice now. “Stay here, Zoe.”

Before I could argue, he let go of my hand and was halfway up the last set of steps. I felt my stomach drop, the bitter taste of bile rising in my throat. Sick with fear, I threw up on the next step down from the landing. I used the bottom of my t-shirt to wipe my mouth. I listened for some sign from Boggs, but only heard the horrible moaning coming from outside. I dared to look through the small pane of glass in the door that allowed for peeking at visitors. In the street I could see the car that had crashed, turned on its side with smoke coming from under the hood. It was down about half a block, halfway in the yard of an elderly couple that had lived there since before I could remember. The Robinson’s house sat across the street, next to my own. There was a woman lying face down on the lawn. She was wearing little white shorts, now stained red with blood, and a green and white flowered bikini top. By her flaming red hair I knew it was Nicole Park, the middle aged woman who had moved in last year. I could tell she was dead by her deeply pale skin and the massive amounts of blood surrounding her. Her left arm was missing, the stump sporting torn muscle and ligaments. The neighborhood ended in a cul-de-sac, which was only partly in my line of sight. I could see several figures kneeling around something. They moved in unnatural ways. Not far from them I could see a bicycle lying on the ground, its rear wheel still spinning, and a pair of legs that were not attached to a torso. There was so much blood. I must have been in shock, because I reacted by giggling. No one in their right mind would giggle at such a horrific sight.

“Zoe?” called Boggs. “You ok?”

I held my hand over my mouth, trying to stifle the chuckling that I knew had no appropriateness right now. My laughs turned to sobs, still muffled by my own hand.

“Zoe, shhhh. There’s no one upstairs. I checked everywhere.” He walked down the steps two at a time and joined me on the landing. He took my free hand in his and guided me up the stairs. In the back waistband of his jeans was his dad’s Kahr .45 caliber pistol. I had always hated that his family kept guns. Now, though, I found the sight of the firearm comforting.

Once in the living room, Boggs walked to an end table and picked up his cell phone. I watched as he punched a few buttons and listened. “No service, Zo. Let’s grab what we can and get out of here.”

“I’m not sure I can do this, Boggs. This can’t be real.” I could hear hysteria building in my own voice.

He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed. “We’ll do this together, Zoe. Just hold it together for me?” He kissed me on the forehead.

“There are more of them out there,” I said in a strained voice. “I saw them, out front.”

He nodded, and then kissed my forehead again. “Let’s get to the kitchen and look at your leg.”

We walked to the kitchen together. The room was lit by a picture window that overlooked the greenbelt from which we had just come. I stood looking out that window, watching tree leaves dancing from a light breeze.

“Zoe, take your jeans off.”  At any other time I’d make a joke. Instead, I unbuttoned, unzipped, and slid them off without saying a word as Boggs walked to the pantry.

“My mom keeps a first aid kit in here. Let’s be sure to take it with us.” He walked toward the sink. “Can you hop up here so I can look it over and clean it, Zo?”

“Yeah, I think so.” I walked to the sink and put my hands on the counter behind me, and hoisted myself up, wincing from the pain.

“It’s hurting pretty bad?” asked Boggs.

“Not too bad,” I lied.

He bent down to look at the wound on my hip more closely. “It’s not big but it looks deep.”

“Great.”

“Have you had a tetanus shot?”

“Yeah, last year when I stepped on a nail.”

He opened a little flat square package and removed a small alcohol wipe. “Hold still Zoe, it might sting.” He used the cold wipe to clean the wound, causing me to hold my breath and make fists.

Boggs sighed. “Sorry, Zo. I know that hurt. It looks like a puncture. I’m just going to put some Neosporin and a band aid on it, ok?”

I nodded, but remained silent. I knew if I tried to talk I’d start crying.

Once I was slathered in antibiotic ointment and patched up with a band aid, Boggs helped me down and I sat at the kitchen table while he looked for empty boxes. It didn’t take him long to come back from the garage with two sturdy shipping boxes. He busied himself filling them with cans from his mother’s pantry.

“Mrs. Park is dead. She’s lying on the Robinson’s lawn.” My voice was lacking in emotion, which must have been what caused Boggs to stop and look at me.

“I have a feeling a lot of people are dead, Zoe. Let’s stay focused till we get out of here, ok?”

“’Kay.” I returned to looking out at the greenbelt. 

“Zoe.” Boggs’ voice calling my name was faint. I ignored it and kept looking out the window. “Zoe Kate.” I looked at him. “Go in the drawer under the microwave and grab the can opener? Please?”

In answer, I walked to the bank of kitchen drawers and quickly found the small hand appliance. I walked it over to the box where Boggs was busy packing supplies and dropped it in. 

“Are there any peaches?” I asked. It seemed like a mindless question.

“Yes.”

We worked together until two boxes were filled with canned goods and boxes of crackers and cereal. Silently, Boggs left the room while I searched the cabinets for any hidden treasures. I found a bag of brown sugar and tucked it into an empty spot between green beans and canned pork. I wondered to myself if anyone really eats canned pork. Boggs reentered the kitchen, holding a large blue and white Coleman ice chest that was familiar to me from camping trips our families had taken together in years past. For the first time, it made me think about my own parents. I felt guilty for feeling grateful they had died three years ago. They wouldn’t have to face the horrors we were now witnessing.

I looked at Boggs to break my train of thought. “Do you want me to fill the cooler?” I asked him.

He nodded yes in reply. “While you do that I’m going to the garage to get the rig ready. If you need me, if anything happens, I’m just down the hall.” He picked up one of the boxes of food and carried it with him. I opened the freezer first, and picked through what I thought might benefit us the most. I tossed in four packages of frozen bratwurst, and all the ice that was in the bin. I figured we could eat the brats cold since they were precooked. I left the popsicles and ice cream, already melting, behind. Boggs must have been eating well while his folks were out of town because pickings were slim. The refrigerator wasn’t much better, but I found a tub of margarine, nine eggs, some Swiss cheese slices, a head of lettuce, three onions, and cranberry juice. There was a twelve-pack of Coors Light tucked into the bottom crisper drawer, and I topped the cooler off with eight and secured the lid. I set three more on the counter and popped the tab on the last remaining can. I drank from it, only stopping once to breathe. The feel of the cold beverage in my stomach made it grumble loudly in protest from not eating. I decided to get the mint chocolate chip out, and a spoon. I sat at the kitchen table, spooning the melting treat into my mouth. Boggs walked back in and cracked a small smile.

“I have gear packed. Sleeping bags and a two man tent. We can add the cooler and rest of the food last. Can I have some?” He gestured toward the ice cream.

“Yeah, it’s melting. Grab a spoon.” 

Boggs took the spoon out of my hand, something that was like him to do. He grinned and shoved a scoop of green into his mouth. “Thanks.”

Usually I’d smack his arm and smile, but not today. We finished the partial container of ice cream in silence, taking turns with the spoon. I set the empty carton and the spoon in the sink. Boggs had popped open his own beer and was nursing it. Things had quieted a bit outside, but we still heard the occasional moan and growl. I sighed a bit louder than I meant to, and walked back to the window. 

“Where will we go?” I asked.

“I think we should head south. Then take Highway 2 east toward the mountains. I guess it depends on what we can find out about what the hell is happening.”

“I guess we should head out then, huh?” I said, trying to sound brave. The thought of leaving the house was scaring the daylights out of me. I turned back from the window to face the inevitable. “What else do we need?”

“We need to fill some bottles with water. I’ll do that. Can you run upstairs and grab some towels and toilet paper?” He looked at me a bit quizzically, not sure if it seemed prudent or not.

“Good idea.” 

“I haven’t pulled the shades up there. Keep away from the windows, ok?”

“Kay.” 

“And Zoe...”

I looked back at him. “Hmm?”

“Hurry? I want to get out of here.”

“I will.”

I redid my messy ponytail, and quickly ascended the last short staircase in the tri-level home. Once at the top, I made my way down a short hallway toward the bathroom that sat at the back of the house. It had a small window covered in a sheer beige lace curtain. It wasn’t very large, so searching didn’t take long. I opened the small under-the-sink cabinet and scavenged seven rolls of generic brand toilet paper. I hadn’t thought about how to carry it all, so I left the rolls of soft paper on the floor by the door and walked across the hall to Boggs’ bedroom. I thought it was silly that in his twenties he still slept in a twin-sized bed with glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. I walked to the bed and took his pillow in my hands. I slipped the case off to use as a sack for what I had pillaged. Thinking twice, I took the pillow with me as well. On his desk sat a 5x7 photo of his parents and him when he graduated from high school. The sun was shining in the picture, and his parents both had grins full of pride at their only child getting his diploma. I slipped it, frame and all, into the empty pillow case and returned to the hallway to gather the toilet paper. I tucked the rolls into the make-shift sack, and arranged the frame between the quilted squares for protection. I knew deep down I wouldn’t have a chance to return to the comfort of my own home. There would be no photos for me, nothing but the faded memories in my mind.

Feeling as if I was intruding, I continued down the hall to Mr. and Mrs. Boggs’ bedroom. I was only looking for one more pillow, but they all sat on the bed under a large window that overlooked the street. I dared risk going for it, dropping to my knees. I crawled the few feet to the king sized bed covered in down and satin. Boggs had always said his mother was unnecessarily extravagant. I took a smallish pillow from a pile of about ten, and dared to peek outside through the window. The car fire down the street had begun to fade. I glanced toward the Robinson’s house and saw that Nicole Park had moved. She was no longer lying in the grass, but was now sitting next to a fire hydrant. One of her legs was bent at an unnatural angle and underneath her. In her remaining hand she held part of a cat. It laid limp, blood dripping from what remained of its carcass. She chewed sloppily, the bloody mess splattering. I turned away, beer and ice cream fighting to see the light of day once again. 

Still clinging to the pillow, I crawled along the floor until I was safely out of sight and in the hallway. I returned to the bathroom and rifled through the medicine cabinet. I added acetaminophen and ibuprofen to the pillow case, as well as a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. I studied my own image in the mirror, barely recognizing myself. My hair was snarled, my face dirty, and I looked afraid.

I used my hair tie to close the pillow case and made one last trip to Boggs’ room, where I found a pair of running shorts and slipped them on. I cinched the waist with the built in tie common to such shorts, and walked back downstairs to join Boggs.

When I walked into the kitchen, Boggs was studying an atlas. He looked up.

“Nice shorts, Zoe.”

“Hope you don’t mind,” was all I said as I set the stuffed pillow case and both pillows on the table next to the first aid kit.

“I’ll throw those in the car. And no, I don’t mind.”  He got up and carried the load to the garage. While he was gone I used the kitchen sink to wet a hand towel, and wiped my face and arms. I braided my dirty hair behind my head, and tied it with a rubber band from a collection that Mrs. Boggs kept in a small drawer below the microwave.

Boggs returned from his task in the garage. “It’s all packed.”

We sat together at the kitchen table drinking the Coors I had left on the counter. We hunched over the atlas, mapping a route. The plan was to head south, using smaller roads to shadow the Interstate. If Highway 2 was clear, we’d follow it east toward the foothills. I had never been good with using maps, and Boggs was well aware of that from past road trips we had ventured on. I would drive while he navigated, even before I was old enough to legally sit behind the wheel. He plotted the course with a black Sharpie pen, and then downed the last gulp of his beer. As he set the empty can on the table we heard the loud shattering of glass breaking somewhere below us. Instinctively we both stood, and my wooden kitchen chair fell over with a thud.

“Get to the garage, Zoe, NOW!” yelled Boggs as he grabbed the atlas from the table.

I was frozen in place from fear, and he gave me a shove toward the cold concrete room that housed our mode of escape. The sound of the dead grew louder, moans rising from the basement. The accompanying stench filled the house, causing us to move faster to the waiting vehicle. Boggs directly behind me, I stumbled on the carpet that was fraying at the threshold to the garage. We tumbled to the concrete floor in a heap, the sound of danger close behind. The guttural moans were terrifying. Boggs was on his feet before I could gain my own footing, so he grabbed me by the arm and hoisted me upright. Boggs had readied his handgun as I ran for the closest car door, the passenger side, and slid in. I could see in the side mirror that the first of the creatures had reached the door from inside the house. The sound of the Kahr expelling a bullet was deafening, and the corpse was launched backward into three more of the creatures. I covered my ears with my hands and screamed. I felt a whoosh of air as Boggs scrambled into the driver’s seat, and felt the car shake from his weight. I kept my ears covered and my eyes shut, trying to crawl into an internal black hole.

The engine roared to life as the creatures slammed into the rear of the car in pursuit of us. I felt the SUV lurch forward and closed my eyes tighter as I felt the impact of metal against metal when Boggs drove into the large aluminum door his parents had installed only a couple of years back. We were nearly blinded by sunlight, our eyes having become accustomed to the darkness inside the house.
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“Zoe, take the gun.” My hands were still over my ears. Boggs was hurriedly driving down the gentle slope of the driveway, and became irritated. He smacked my left shoulder and yelled. “God damn it, Zoe! Take the gun!”

I looked at him, in shock by both his tone with me and from the unreal events of the morning. He reached over and set the gun in my lap, and I placed my left hand over it. Tears were streaming down my face. Boggs slammed his fist against the steering wheel with a sound of frustration deep in his throat.

Turning to the right, away from the earlier car crash, Boggs headed down the road while I sat useless.  I was trying to hold in my sobs before I lost all control. I wiped my eyes with an old tissue that was shoved between the center console and the driver’s seat. Boggs slammed his fist into the steering wheel again, causing fresh tears on my part. I wasn’t familiar with this side of him and it scared me.

“Zo, don’t cry. I just need to think. I need to get you out of here safely.”

I reached forward to turn the radio on, but was met with a broken knob. 

“The damn radio’s broken,” said Boggs in a frustrated tone. “Only the CD player works. Fuck. We need to know what the hell is going on. Damn it.” He beat the steering wheel with his fist again.

I dabbed at my tears some more, and turned away from him to look out the window as we drove. We had cleared our small neighborhood and were headed south along a roadway that served a handful of farms. The road was oddly absent of vehicles, and our path was clear. To the east was a hay field that had recently been harvested. Rolled bales covered in white plastic dotted the hillside. We continued to drive in silence, the shock of events causing me to tune out Boggs as he mumbled under his breath.

Not wanting to face him, I kept watching the countryside pass by. A large pasture came to view. A Black Angus calf lay in the distance while the rest of the herd was in a far corner. I could see four human figures crouched over the animal’s body, ripping into its hide with bare and bloodied hands. They were cramming chunks of flesh into their mouths and feasting while the dying calf flailed in pain and protest. 

I looked away and wiped my runny nose with a bare arm, leaving a trail of slime and tears. In a monotonous tone and now looking out the windshield I spoke to Boggs. “They eat animals.”

“I saw.”

“I need to pee.”

“Me too. I’ll stop soon, but we’ll need to hurry. We’ll need to watch out for each other. And you need to know how to shoot that pistol, Zo.”

I nodded, and picked it up.

“Ok, Zoe. First rule. Never point it at someone unless you intend to shoot them. Second rule. Never squeeze the trigger unless you mean to shoot. Third rule. Don’t be afraid of it.” He looked at me. “Got it?”

I nodded. 

“You’ll do best if you hold it with both hands. Keep steady, aim by looking down the sight. Take a deep breath, exhale halfway, and then hold your breath while you fire. Once you’re sure your aim is steady, that’s when you squeeze the trigger. Don’t hesitate, just squeeze. And keep your eyes open. If you close your eyes your aim will be off.” I was already overwhelmed. “There’s ammo in the clip and I’ll teach you how to get a bullet into the chamber later on. It’s going to kick when you fire, but you’ll get used to it. Go ahead and just hold it up and aim in front of the car to get used to the sight. Just don’t actually shoot yet.”

I held the pistol in my right hand, lifted it toward the windshield, and held my left hand to my right wrist for support. It felt heavy. Nothing about it felt right.

“Now close one eye and look down the sight on top. Aim at that lone fir tree in the field to your right.”

I did as instructed.

“Try to keep your arms steady.”

I took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly trying to steady my arms. It wasn’t easy in a moving car. The sight bounced no matter what I did.

“Boggs.”

“Hmm?”

“We’ve been driving for over an hour. I really need to pee.”

“Ok. I’m stopping. When I do, you go first. I’ll hold the gun and cover you.”

The car slowed and came to a stop in the middle of the highway. There wasn’t much to speak of in sight. Boggs put his right hand on my left arm, catching my attention.

“Once I unlock the doors, get out. Don’t wander from the car. Just squat and pee here, ok?”

“Just don’t watch,” I said.

He pushed the unlock button, and I opened my door and stepped out. The breeze had turned to strong wind gusts, and the heat of the asphalt hit me like the thermal from a just opened oven door. I untied my shorts and pulled them down to my ankles and followed with my panties. I squatted there with my door still open. It took several long moments before my bladder would release itself. It took longer for the stream to finish, my body finally setting free the coffee, ice cream, and beer from the morning. I stood and pulled my pants back up. I looked over to Boggs to tell him I was done, and caught him looking at me. Typical man.

“Your turn, Boggs,” I said without enthusiasm. The muscles in my body were beginning to feel the stress from the day along with the confines of the Explorer. My hip was starting to throb.

Boggs set the handgun on top of the car and gently pushed it to within my reach.  He faced away from the car while doing his business. I scanned the horizon watching for danger. It looked like any normal day in the Pacific Northwest. Dark clouds were rolling in from the south and there was an electric charge to the air.

“There’s a storm coming, Boggs,” I said while looking up at the sky.

“Looks like a big one,” he replied. “We should get moving. Nothing here feels right and the tank’s low. There’s a gas station a mile or so up the highway. I used to stop there on my way to the university.”

Boggs picked up the Kahr and got back into the driver’s seat. I joined him, and locked the doors. The engine was still running, and the car lurched forward when put into drive. The next three quarters of a mile were uneventful as we drove in silence. The mountains loomed in the distance to the east, their jagged tops hidden by the gray cloud cover. We saw human figures dotting the land from time to time, all walking or crawling in awkward and unnatural motions. The highway veered to the east and the ARCO station came into view. There was an old condemned farmhouse in the backdrop of the newer convenience store. Its green paint was fading and peeling. The windows were boarded in graffiti covered plywood. Blackberry bushes had laid claim to the backside of the old house, seemingly trying to pull it into the earth. Boggs pulled the car to a slow stop in front of a pump marked “4” and shut the engine off.

“Zo, I’m going to try the gas pump. I need you to watch my back, and if I have to go inside I want you to lock yourself in the car.”

“No way, Boggs,” I said adamantly.

Boggs shushed me. “No arguments, Zoe. Just watch the parking lot.” He unlocked the doors and stepped out, grabbing the wallet out of his back pocket. I got out of the car and stood on the running board to get a better view. I looked over to see my friend sliding twenty dollar bills through the self-pay center next to the pump. He waited for a few seconds then stepped back to the car. He gave me a “thumbs up,” put the nozzle into the gas tank, and set the latch for automatic filling. He walked over to me and leaned his back against the passenger door.

“I think I should go inside, Zo. See if they have a TV or radio. Heck, see if there’s anyone in there. We’re lucky the power’s on and the pumps are working.”

“I want to come with, Boggs.” He looked at me and shook his head in a gesture of ‘no.’ Before he could say the word, though, I spoke up. “Listen!” I raised my voice as much as I dared. “It’s always safer in numbers. In the movies the people who die are always the ones who split up.” He looked at me in disbelief that I had said something so ridiculous.

“Ok, Zoe. But we’re in and out in five minutes or less. No screwing around. If there’s any of those things inside we shoot to kill and leave. And stay behind me.”

“Agreed.”

“I’m going to drive around to the front window and we can start by just looking in. I want the car close by so we can get out fast.”

“’Kay. Fair enough.”

The sound of the gas pump clicking signaled the tank was full. Boggs walked around and put the pump handle back on its hook, screwed the cap back on the tank, and we both got back into the car. It roared to life and we crept forward to peek into the large glass windows of the convenience store. Not seeing any movement, Boggs parked in front of the double doors marked “enter” and “exit.” He shut the motor off and we looked at each other. “You ready?” he asked.

“Yeah. Let’s do it.”

“Five minutes or less,” he reminded me.

“Five or less,” I echoed and took a deep breath.

Boggs took the gun and went first. I followed close behind. I randomly wondered if the Slushy machine was working.

We both peered in through the slightly darkened windows, shading our faces with our hands to avoid the glare from the glass. The lights within flickered a few times, but nothing else seemed amiss aside from the lack of people milling about.

As Boggs opened the door we heard the traditional ding! ding! that such stores are known for.
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