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Chapter 1






In retrospect, I suppose it was the fried chicken
that started it all.

Under normal circumstances, I was all about the
greasy, artery-hardening goodness. It was a weekly ritual for
pretty much everyone in town, what with the local chicken farm.
Seemed everyone owed the owners of the farm their soul, because
those chickens were so damned good. I've never seen another town
that was so involved with the local economy the way ours was with
the chicken, but every week the local groceries (all both of them)
carried the fried chicken from Zeke's place.

But the night in question, I found myself feeling a
bout of intestinal distress. In layman's terms, I felt like shit.
Literally. It sucked. I told mom that I wasn't feeling up to her
Fried Chicken and Ridiculously Over-Seasoned Mashed Potatoes night,
which earned me the stink eye. Of course it did. Mom hated it when
I didn't want to eat, like I was down in my basement eating junk or
watching porn (I usually was.) Or worse yet, doing drugs (I didn't
know anyone who did them, let alone anyone who would dare sell to
the likes of me. I was always broke.)

I'm not a narc. I'm not. But I'm not exactly known as
a bad boy, either. I s'pose I should introduce myself. The name's
Thomas, Kyle Thomas. Doesn't that just strike fear into the hearts
of evil doers? Yeah, not really. But then, to look at me, I
couldn't even strike fear into the heart of my younger sister. She
was a mean-ass little thing and would beat anyone who so much as
looks at her cross-eyed. Which I have. And I bear the scars as
proof of the deed.

I was your average, ordinary, everyday guy. Nothing
exciting to see here folks, just keep moving. But then, if I was
average and ordinary, would you be reading this? Probably not. I
know, you're wondering why I've bothered to write this at all. What
prompted a nobody to write a memoir of his life when there was
nothing to write about? Well, I'm getting to that.

As I said, I guess it was the fried chicken that
started it all. I could hear my folks upstairs eating and laughing,
while I hid away in my basement lair. I'd closed the door, because
even the smell of the chicken was making me ill. But I could hear
them through the vent ducts. Dad had never bothered to install the
drop ceiling in the basement, though I'd begged him year after
year. So I could hear far more than I really wanted to. Like the
way they laughed about how I was missing a damned fine meal, but
that they wouldn't bother to save me any because I was a pansy.

Assholes.

It's a running joke that I was adopted. Sometimes I
think they're serious. I mean, I don't look anything like the rest
of my family. Mom and Dad were both blond and gorgeous. Hell, even
Kelsey was blond and very attractive, even for her age. Not that I
paid much attention to her, except when calling her 'troll face,'
or something equally repugnant. But then there's me. Lanky, tall
and dark. I hate cutting my hair, so it's nearly shoulder-length
and dark. Not black, but like a dark wood. Mahogany or something,
maybe? I'm not sure. I don't pay attention to shit like that.

Anyway, I was sprawled on my beanbag chair, staring
at the laptop screen and IM'ing one of my buddies in England when I
heard something heavy hit the floor above my head and roll. I
tapped out a quick 'brb' and set the laptop down on the
nearby table. Standing, I started for the stairs. Maybe it was
nothing, but mom and dad were usually pretty anal about us dropping
shit on the floor. And the thump was pretty heavy-sounding.

I'm not sure what it was, call it intuition or just a
severe case of the heebie-jeebies, but I took the stairs quietly.
One at a time, I ascended, and tried to make no noise. Looking
back, I can't remember why I was so determined to be so quiet, but
I was. I paused at the door and leaned my cheek against it, eyes
shut. I concentrated, wanting to listen and see what had happened.
Were they going to give Kelsey the what-for for dropping something?
Or maybe mom was going to read dad the riot act for being a clumsy
dork. Who knew?

But instead, there was silence. Nothing. Not even
mom's radio was playing.

Sometimes, mom would turn on the radio to give
atmosphere to our dinners. Kelsey and I usually just laughed
it off, but it made her happy. It was like playing the music gave
her life some meaning or something existential. But there was just
nothing. And again, I guess it was my nerd-senses tingling or
something, but I opened the door slowly and as quietly as I
dared.

It took a full minute to comprehend what I was seeing
at the table.

The dining room was just down the hall from my
basement lair, in the kitchen, and I could see the table clearly.
Sitting at her normal spot was Kelsey, covered in something red and
thick-looking. I didn't see dad anywhere. And mom... mom was laying
on the floor. Or at least her head was. I could make out the
bloody-blonde hair and god only knew what else spreading out from
where the head had been ripped from the body. Said body was nowhere
to be seen. And Kelsey just sat at the table, like it was no big
deal.

Curiosity, and no small amount of stupidity propelled
me forward. It was like all those goddamned horror movies, where
you wanna shout at the actor on the screen to just get the fuck out
of there. I should have just ducked back down into my lair and
locked the door from my side and called the cops. Should'a,
would'a, could'a, am I right? But I ventured out,
leaving the door ajar, and started down the hallway. The smell hit
me less than halfway down. Meaty and metallic, it was unlike
anything I'd ever encountered in my life. And while I might not be
the most worldly of individuals, having something so new and weird
assaulting my senses was enough to make me react violently. I
gagged a little and covered my mouth.

But even that was enough. Kelsey turned and looked up
at me, a goddamned finger dangling from her mouth. She had been
snacking, not on chicken, but someone's hand. And then she
growled. She fucking growled at me! The finger dropped onto the
table and bounced onto the floor. I stared at it for a heartbeat,
wondering whose it was, before turning back to where she sat,
staring at me as though she didn't know who I was.

“Kelsey?” I croaked, from behind my hand, feeling
sicker and more disturbed with every passing second.

I didn't get a chance to see any more of the carnage
in the dining room and, to be honest, I'm kinda thankful for that.
She shot up onto the table, and crouched like some gory, morbid
thing. I backpedaled, too shocked to really comprehend what was
going on. She was up and moving toward me, far faster than I could
have anticipated. And when my shoulder hit the doorway to the
basement, I had just enough thought to kick the door as I fell down
the stairs, slamming it shut.

I had no idea if it locked, nor did I care initially.
The pain radiating through my body was taking all my attention. I'd
fallen down the stairs a couple of times in the past, but always on
my knees or my ass. Never had I gone down nearly head-first. I
landed, and struggled to get up, wanting to be as far from the door
as I could get. I could hear her banging on it, so it must have
locked when I kicked it shut. Thank goodness for small favors,
right?

I staggered around, wondering what the hell I was
going to do. I mean, what the hell? There are no manuals on how to
handle something so monumentally fucked up. Movies, yeah, but
nothing real. And I was no hero. I was a fucking
twenty-seven year old college drop-out, living in my parents'
basement like a blight on their existence. My idea of fighting was
yelling at the twelve year old kids on the army games online when
they spawn camped and ganked my sorry ass one too many times. Yeah,
I had mad skills in the virtual world, but out in the real world? I
couldn't even find a job. Granted, we lived in a small town in the
middle of fucking nowhere, but what skills did I have? None. And
now, I was faced with my sister losing her mind and possibly eating
my parents. How fucked up was that? I kept asking myself, as I
paced and limped, if what I saw was really what I saw. Did I
actually see my mom's head on the floor? Did I actually
witness my sister eating someone's fingers?

Or was I just losing my damned mind?

The latter was the most plausible explanation, but I
sure as hell was not going back up the stairs to find out. I
considered my options. Eben Drake, my best friend since
Kindergarten, lived not far from me. Maybe if I grabbed a bag and
headed over to his place, we could grab a couple beers and laugh
about it. He'd call me a bag of dicks, which was his newest
nickname for me, and we'd tool around 'til he had to work the next
day. He was a good guy. He'd remind me that I was just full of shit
and needed to calm the fuck down. And he, at least, had a job.

Nodding to myself, like one of the deranged homeless
men that lived under the bridge, near the edge of town, I began to
collect a bag. Random shit, too. I wasn't thinking clearly enough
to actually pack for survival or warfare or whatever. No, I grabbed
a pair of socks, three pairs of boxers, a shirt, my wallet and a
light coat. My phone was in my pocket, where it always was, so I
stood for a moment and patted myself down.

'Bag? Check. Phone? Check. Sanity? Sanity? We have a
runner, folks..'

I climbed out the window and into the night, making a
face as I did. My guts were still in a state of turmoil and I
wasn't even sure what the situation was going to be like when I got
to Eben's.













































































Chapter 2






It was quiet as I walked. Too quiet, as if the world
had taken a deep breath and was just waiting for something weird
and outlandish to happen. No one was outside walking their dog. No
kids were playing in their back yards. It was the weirdest, most
surreal bullshit I'd ever encountered. I hunched my shoulders and
moved more quickly toward his house. My boots made barely any sound
at all on the pavement, but my breath seemed to be way too fucking
loud. I could hear my heart beating in my ears, and was sure that
the entire world could hear it with me. Paranoid? Yes, yes I
was.

The whatever, that had made me so damned cautious at
the house, made the back of my neck tingle again. I was just about
to Eben's when I finally heard a noise. Looked like someone else
was outside, after all. I turned to see who it was and damned near
screamed when they growled and came tear-assing after me. It was
one of the older guys from the old folk's home a block or so from
my house. He reminded me of every zombie I'd ever seen in every
stupid zombie movie I'd ever watched. I tried to run, but the fall
down the stairs had me limping and hissing with pain. Thankfully,
he was too old to be fast. I dodged around a hedge and kept moving,
looking for the spot in Eben's folks fence that I could duck
through to get to his yard.

I slipped through and then around back to the back
porch. Out of habit, I scaled the trellis that rested against the
porch and onto the roof, making my way easily to Eben's window. He
kept it unlocked in the off-chance that I got into an argument with
my folks and needed a place to crash. The light was off, but I
could make out the shapes of his furniture in the room. The hall
light was on, illuminating some of his room for me.

I paused, fingers on the pane and just listened. Like
my house, there was nothing but silence to greet me. I closed my
eyes for a moment and focused. When I opened them, there was a face
staring at me from the other side of the glass. I squawked and
nearly shit myself as I fell backward onto the rough shingles, and
almost slid off the roof. I caught myself at the last moment,
gasping like a fucking fish and stared up at the window.

It was Eben.

His eyes were huge and terrified, and he was covered
in blood. “Kyle?" He asked through the glass. "Fucking hell, man..
what..?”
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