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An old gas station looms on the side of the road, squat and dreary in the daylight. Its gray cinderblock walls are lifeless and unwelcoming. The darkened windows serve as a sober reminder of how much the world has changed. Dull paint bubbles and peels near the back of the building.

Across the street, in front of the store, a long, wooden sign leans at an angle. Old bullet holes pepper the letters; no doubt a favorite hangout for target practice after dark—once upon a time. Even with the weathered, vandalized wood, the writing’s still legible.

Welcome to Denton Valley, Texas.

Texas Living at its Finest!

Home of the Burkett Pecan Pie Festival.

Population 661.

“Denton Valley, I hate to be the one to break it to you”—the tips of my fingers trace the flaking paint on the letters—“but now it’s Population 0.”

My feet slap the pavement and disturb a layer of dust covering the dry, cracked asphalt. The green metal sign in front of the station draws my attention. Cursive yellow letters announce this place once belonged to a guy named “Big Al”.

“Well, Al, I hope the inside of your store fares better than the outside.” A sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach tells me I’m in for another fruitless scavenge, though.

A slight gust of wind sends a wadded piece of trash tumbling end over end across the empty parking lot. Big Al’s sign swings. A soft squeal creaks, sending a shiver up my spine.

Above the gas island, a rusted canopy sags, as if it can no longer take the weight of the world. The structure, built to protect customers from rain and snow while gassing up their vehicles, now lies in wait for unsuspecting victims who venture too close.

Under the awning, grime-coated, lifeless fuel pumps sit fifteen feet from the store’s front door. At this angle, walking up to the side of the building, my attention wanders to the entrance. Therein lies the difference between food tonight or starvation tomorrow.

“Come on, Tilly, you can do this.” This pep talk gives me a push of courage. Yeah, I can do this.

It’s midday, and the inside of the store, dark and forbidding without electric lights, seems to frown at my impending intrusion. With one last glance over a shoulder, I slide along the outer wall, careful to keep away from any windows. The ridges sticking out between each brick bump against the soft material of my t-shirt—tiny fingers grasping to hold me back and keep me in place. The steady whoosh of blood in my ears competes with the chattering song of birds and the loud buzz of cicadas in the trees.

My hand strays to the little .9mm in my waistband, not to pull it out, but to reassure myself it still rests snug on my skin. The feel of the cold silver metal calms my nervous fingers.

On the ground, near my feet, squeezed into a seam between the wall and weeds, lies a pocket-sized bible. The little book’s faux white leather, dirty and swollen from alternating bouts of heat and rain, looks like it’s seen better days. It’s the same kind of bible once left in the nightstands of motel rooms. The thought of motels causes an unpleasant memory to stir, and I freeze with fear, unable to take a breath. Squeezing my eyes shut, I fight down the wings of panic that threaten to take flight.

No. Don’t think about that. Focus on here and now. You’re a survivor, that’s what matters.

Eyes open, I grit my teeth, forcing the unpleasant recollection to a vault into my mind and then lock the door.

Water and food. That’s what’s important now.

The fear recedes, a little, and my chest loosens to allow clean, country air into my lungs. With each cleansing breath, black tendrils of fear loosen their hold and exit my body.

Better. I can do this. I haven’t survived the end of everything just to let fear determine my damn future.

The end of the world didn’t happen with a loud boom or fanfare, but with more of a whimper. Most of humanity didn’t figure out the enormity of what had happened for a few days when it became evident the entire world collapsed.

Two years ago, large electromagnetic pulses, EMPs, took out our technology, rendering anything with circuitry or electronics useless. With the loss of technology, civilization as we knew it was at a standstill. No ringing phones. No blaring televisions. No honking cars.

Overnight, the planet tumbled back to the dark ages. Larger cities had made out the worst. Rioting, looting, and killing ran rampant in the large metropolises. Those of us who lived in rural areas fared better than city-dwellers because we already knew how to live off the land—at least in some small way.

That first attack had happened right before I was to graduate High School. Before the alien arrival, the plan was to go to college, like my older sister, and become a science teacher. Now, the only career path left for me is as a scrapper—a survivor.

Refocusing on my task and pressing a shoulder to the outside corner, I lean my head out to scope the entrance. So far, no sign of movement inside.

My eyes scan the sky, which remains crisp and blue. Nothing but flying birds and dancing insects as far as the eye can see. No black spheres in sight.

Wait. What is that?

Something dark and round hovers above the treetops farther along the road, from the direction I came. Flattening my back against the rough stone wall, I will my body to meld into the porous surface of the bricks. If I try to duck for cover, the movement will draw the sphere to my presence. The only thing to do now is to become a statue—and hope.

Half a mile away, the orb begins to float along an unseen path while it scouts the area. Its black shadow trails along the asphalt below its smooth surface. The ebony image of the silhouette in the azure sky shoots a new tendril of fear into my body when it turns and heads in my direction.

“Get the hell away.” My words are soft, even though anger and fear war within. Grabbing its attention would ensure a quick, painful death, and that’s the last thing I want to do right now.

My white shirt and faded jeans should blend into the dirty, gray wall behind me. If, by some chance I could manage to outrun its weapons, even hiding in the store won’t mean safety. The orb might be too big to enter the building, but there’s nothing to stop it from waiting me out or shooting up the place. I have one option if I want to avoid its lasers—hide in plain sight and pray.

Making this decision, I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. Desperation claws inside my brain, sure its alien sensors, or whatever the hell it uses, will pick up my human presence.

My eyes fly open again. I breathe through my nose to force tiny breaths into my lungs, keeping the rise and fall of my chest minimal. Before I can blink, the black sphere races toward the store, something piquing its attention. The orbs can move fast when they want, and something has caught its proverbial eye.

Oh, God, don’t let it be me.

The undulating song of the cicadas hiding in the forest stops, no doubt sensing this alien invader. All becomes still and silent. Even the occasional gust of wind stirs no longer.

Up close, the dull orb dominates as it hovers a few feet above the road, the soft whir and zing from within its depths punctuating the silence. The ominous presence of its hidden weaponry prickles the hairs on my scalp.

No one knows for sure what’s inside the craft since humanity has never seen its alien conquerors. The best guess is they are artificially intelligent drones sent here for who knows what. Well, besides exterminating humankind.

Afraid to turn my head, I move my gaze to track its course when it continues to follow the road past the store, out of my vision. The soft sounds become fainter while it travels farther away.

I sigh a breath of relief. That was close, too close. 

Usually, the spheres scout at night and catch unsuspecting groups of humans while they sleep, but there are still occasional daytime sightings. I try to travel roads with plenty of foliage nearby for hiding spaces in times such as these.

The sound of the departing sphere fades, and I swallow, mouth dry and hot.

These guys don’t backtrack an area once they’ve performed an initial patrol, so this location will be alien-free for a while.

I hope.

Tension creates knots in my neck, and I rotate my shoulders to ease the discomfort. It’s time to finish what I came here to do. I palm the little pistol from the waistband of my jeans and point it at the ground.

My legs bend into a crouch and I twist around the corner. Gulping a deep breath, I step onto the concrete sidewalk that lines the front of the building. Balancing on the balls of my feet, I reach my empty hand to the hard wall to steady my balance. The muscles of my thighs protest at this awkward, crab-like position, and strain the denim of my jeans.

One deep breath in and I propel myself to the entrance before I chicken out.

The buzzing song of the cicadas returns, and the cry of a lone hawk circling high above rises in competition.

Broken shards of glass, from the front door, trail out onto the pavement. As sunlight hits the sharp edges, tiny prisms of light bathe the sidewalk in miniature rainbows of color.

Angling my head to get a closer peek inside without exposing myself, a layer of thick, brown dust covers the floor.

No sign of footprints. Good, there’s no one here, unless they came through the back door. Be on your guard, Tilly.

Survivors must’ve raided this place before the virus—and I have a sneaking suspicion there’s nothing left. Hope still flares, though. It’s all I have left, hope. Fear won’t hold me back, not this time.

The tip of my booted foot reaches out and crosses the threshold, and the other boot follows. The crunching of the glass under the rubber soles seems deafening in the silence. I’m afraid the sound will alert anyone hiding inside to my arrival, leaving me with a few precious seconds of advantage. It’s imperative to use this momentum as best I can.

Palms slick with sweat, I release my hold on the weapon before it slips. Stuffing it close to my skin and waistband, I wipe both hands over my legs to wick away the moisture. Now dry, I position the weapon for a tighter grip. The metal handle of the door is cool to the touch, and I step toward the unknown.

Glass grinding under my boots again causes me to cringe, but there’s no way to avoid the mess on the floor.

In one smooth move, I raise the gun shoulder level, spread my feet, and brace myself.

Varying degrees of darkness pepper the aisles. Near the end of a shelf to my right, close to the checkout counter, is a square sign sticking up. Black letters written with a Sharpie announce Buy One, Get One Free candy bars. Farther down the aisle, a murky round shape—that could be the head of a person or a cardboard cutout of a merchandise display—floats in the murky, cave-like store.

I try to scan everywhere at once, praying my daylight-attuned eyes adjust to the sudden lack of light. If I’m wrong, and one of these shapes is a survivor about to take my head off, I’m providing an excellent target with the light of the parking lot outlining my silhouette.

The soft flutter of panic stirs when I duck to a shelf on the right. Breathe in, breathe out.

Hair limp by the Texas summer heat, it clings to my forehead and hangs across an eye. Beads of sweat roll past my temples. I want nothing more than to turn tail and leave this dead store behind.

Don’t be a coward. You’ve survived worse than this. You can do it. Stop being an idiot.

A broad shelf to my left ensures better cover.

I steady my arm and swing the gun in another arc. Unable to shake the feeling of hidden eyes following my actions, I’m certain someone, or something, will lumber out of the dark before I can cross the open space.

In a hunch, knees almost touching the floor, I slide over.

I cover my mouth with a free hand to quieten my breathing, which seems harsh in the stillness. Both ears strain to filter any sound that might not belong.

The call of cicadas and birds outside grow fainter, but other than their song, all is calm and oppressive.

A musty, stale odor creeps into my nostrils, reminding me of old, wet basements and moldy bathrooms. Several minutes pass, but I stand rooted, listening for the tell-tale noises of someone in hiding.

All is quiet.

Spasms pull at the muscles in my neck, and I stretch while listening. The silence is encouraging, and I dare another peek down the closest aisle.

A mixture of grime, dirt, and who knows what else on the old tile floor tells this store’s history, which is the same as mine: we’ve been alone for a while. No one’s been in this building for months, from either the front or back entrance, or there’d be footprints by now.

Tipping my head back in relief at the knowledge no one’s going to jump out and attack me, I let out a small sigh.

Now that my eyes are adjusting to the dark interior, I take in the shelves. They’re bare of anything besides dust bunnies and an occasional piece of trash.

Well, surely there’s something left to use.

One by one, a methodical search of the nearest merchandise rack dampens my mood. Just because they appear empty, doesn’t mean it’s a certainty.

Pressing my knees to the floor, and placing my hands on the cool tiles, I peer into the crevice between ground and shelf, hoping a treasure lies in wait.

Sometimes, in their haste, raiders forget to check these tight, hidden spaces, where canned goods roll and get wedged.

A slight contrast in the darkness tells me something’s hiding, ready for me to find and claim my prize.

“Aha. I knew I’d get lucky.”

A container stuck midway between the shelf and floor is out of reach. Knowing food choices are dwindling at the moment, hunger pushes me forward. My fingers walk across the cracked tile, in search of the elusive item. I stretch the arm farther to push my palm into the fray.

Eagerness drives my digits to move faster, and the idea of seizing upon a ridged metal can, or the smoothness of glass spurs me on.

The image of fuzzy, lurking spiders also taking shelter in the small, cramped space causes me to pause. An overwhelming urge to jerk my hand free wars within, but my mother’s voice sounds in my head.

“They’re just as scared of you as you are of them.”

Highly unlikely, Mom.

The emptiness of my pack rekindles my search. A spider bite would be bad, but starving would be worse. I try to suppress a shiver.

Each time my fingertips brush a dust bunny, I cringe.

Please be fluffy pieces of lint and dust, and not hairy, bloated bodies.

Dirt, disturbed by swirls of breath leaving my nose, climbs its way into my nostrils. An insatiable tickling sensation begins. I wiggle my face to fight the beginnings of a sneeze.

My middle finger brushes across the object. Almost there. I shove my shoulder under the lip of the shelf to give my fingers a longer reach.

Need to go a little bit farther.

“Come on, stop playing hard to get.”

At last, cool glass brushes my fingertips and I seize it in exaltation.

“Ha. You’re no match for my scavenging skills.”

Careful to not lose my grip on the slippery glass, my fingers roll it closer. Finally, weak light hits the yellowed paper label, revealing either leaves or a flower.

I wrack my brain. What kind of vegetable or fruit uses leaves as part of their design? Spinach? Gross, but better than nothing. Instead, I pray for applesauce or cherries.

The anticipation of sweet fruit bursting open in my mouth makes me salivate.

Excitement causes my thumb to rub the label faster, and the picture reveals words underneath.

“What the hell?”

Oh great. It’s a damn jar of artichoke hearts. Seriously? You’ve got to be kidding me.

What self-respecting gas station stocks artichokes on its shelves? Before everything had gone to crap, who would’ve rushed to the local convenience store in dire need of artichoke hearts?

My lip curls at the thought of having to eat this disgusting vegetable, but then my stomach growls. I dump them in my pack.

With my spirit deflated, the next shelf beckons, but my expectations are a little lower than when this adventure started.

After several minutes of empty exploration, my wanderings lead me to the back of the store, where the paper goods and toiletries are—or used to be. Not much here now.

Toothpicks and dinner napkins lie in an untidy pile spread across the metal rack.

My gaze lands on a couple of boxes wedged on the middle shelf, near the back. Tampons and pads. Score.

How did women deal with their periods before the invention of sanitary napkins? Not relishing the chance of finding out anytime soon, they slide in with the rest of my loot.

A soft, barely audible sound comes from the front of the store, and the breath catches in my throat. I imagine the noise is the rasp of someone’s clothing while they try to sneak inside. The muscles of my arms and legs tremble.

Idiot. You let your guard down.

The attacker from the other night comes to mind.

Don’t let it be him. Hands shaking, the cold steel of the pistol lends a small amount of courage. Please don’t let it be him.

Flashes of the dingy motel room swirl in my head, along with the pain of groping hands pinching the soft flesh of my underarms; the weight of his body pressing me into the saggy mattress.

The fear these images invoke kindles a deep rage.

I’m sick of letting terror rule my actions.

“Come on out, asshole, unless you want some new piercings.” I hope the tone of voice matches the bravado of my words.

Turning to aim around a shelf, I use the taste of metallic fear to fuel the need to protect myself.

“I will shoot.” The gun bolsters my resolve.

Hand quivering a little, I set my sight on the entrance.

The darkness inside the store has become my ally, hiding me in its shadows. On the downside, though, in minutes it’ll become my enemy’s friend, too.

Pointing the end of the gun in the direction of the door, I peer over an endcap.

Somewhere inside, near the front door, something—a trashcan, possibly—clangs to the floor and shatters the blanket of silence.

Tensing already stressed muscles, the pad of my index finger slips across the trigger, ready to exert pressure if the unwelcome intruder refuses to surrender.

A moment ticks by and no other sounds reach my ears. Fighting a chill that raises the hairs on the nape of my neck, I scour the spaces between the aisles, searching for the barest signs of movement.

All is still—until it isn’t.

The silhouette of an animal stands near the checkout counter, its body motionless.

I freeze, heart hammering in my chest A pair of eyes—one ice blue and the other golden brown—both ringed in black—stare up at me.

Relief floods through my limbs, and I sigh.

A dog. It’s just a dog.

Though the hound is several feet away, even at this distance, the ridges and hollows of ribs make bumps under his flesh. Cockleburs cover the brown, matted coat in several different places.

I’m not the only one who’s hungry, and I pray he hasn’t yet had the opportunity to develop a liking for human flesh.

He raises his muzzle and catches my scent when he tests the air. Those mismatched eyes, intelligent and curious, shift to the door. His head swings back my way and the scruffy hair of his neck bristles.

“Whoa buddy. No need to be aggressive. I’m hungry, too.”

At the sound of my voice, the hair on his neck relaxes. The dog dips his head toward the floor, but his peculiar eyes never leave my face.

Is he showing deference? Or is he trying to trick me into coming closer so he can taste test this human?

Brown pointed ears flick back and he raises his head.

“Well? What’s it gonna be?” The sweat of my hand causes my grip to tighten. “I don’t have all day.”

His tail thumps once, and a small whine starts at the back of his throat.

“You wanna play nice?”

He lets out a woof and plants his butt on the floor.

“You wouldn’t be trying to fool me, would you?” I want to believe this big dog needs a friend, and not a fresh meal.

Stare into that face, though. Does it look like Cujo?

No, not really. There’s a slight grin on his muzzle.

I loosen the grip on my gun, not completely lowering my hand, but pointing the end of the barrel away from the canine.

“You know, I used to have a dog when I was little. My sister and I taught him to shake and play dead.” Even though he can’t understand what I say, it’s still good to talk to someone, even if it’s just a dog.

At my words, his eyes widen, and he stands.

The gun in my hand returns to aim at his face. A pang of anguish sears my heart at the thought of having to kill this beautiful creature.

He flops over onto his spine and sticks sizable paws up toward the ceiling. Rolling his head to face me, he closes his eyelids and hangs a pink tongue out of his mouth.

I tilt my head. What in the hell?

He lies on the floor, and the tip of his tongue kisses the dirty, white tiles.

“Dog. What’s wrong with you?” The urge to rush over and check on him is overwhelming, but I fight the impulse. He could be pretending.

Worry gnaws at my insides until realization blooms to life. I mentioned teaching my childhood pet how to play dead. Hearing this command, he acted on it. This dog is brilliant.

“Good boy.” I want to give a small clap at his performance.

Hearing my praise, he opens his eyelids and pulls his tongue back into his mouth.

“Did your owner teach you that trick?”

Whipping back onto his feet, he sits and watches me, grin broader than before.

I wish I had a treat to give him.

Coming to a decision, I lower my gun to my thigh and take a step toward him.

The movement startles the animal, and his back legs scrabble backward.

Disappointment colors my words. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Mistrust comes back into his eyes, so I stop my forward advance.

“Well, darn. So much for hoping we could become friends.” But I can’t say I blame him. If he’s seen the same kind of things I have, he has every right to be wary.

“Did those alien bastards kill your family, too?”

A nervous, high-pitched whine answers my question.

Sighing, I move away from the dog and continue to speak in a low voice. “Those flying machines released the virus on us, too.” A crack between two shelves appears promising, and I thrust my hand in between and feel around. Nope, empty.

“One of those spheres nearly caught me, about singed the hair off my head with its lasers. I was able to flee and make it back home to mom and dad. Two days later, they died from the virus.” Telling my story, even if it’s to a dog, has an unburdening effect.

Turning in a slow circle in the center of the store, I sweep my gaze back to the hound, who listens attentively.

“I had to bury them in the backyard, under their favorite persimmon tree.”

The dog woofs as if he understands how difficult it must’ve been.

“When the sickness swept through our town and killed everyone, I packed what I could throw in my bag and left to find my sister. She moved to Florida to go to college, right before the EMP attack.”

At least, I hope she’s still in Florida—alive and well. Since I’m immune to the virus, I’m trusting she is, too.

I kneel on one knee. Offering a hesitant smile, I offer a hand palm out. “Maybe you’d like to go with me and meet her?”

Interest still shows on his face, and he doesn’t move any closer to the exit, but his eyes follow my every move.

“Or not.” Shrugging my shoulders, I stand and resume the perusal of shelves, but he stays in my peripheral vision. At least he hasn’t turned feral like so many other animals; he still remembers humans.

Feeling happier than I have in weeks, I hum a low tune under my breath and continue to scrounge.

Live and let live. If he doesn’t bother me, I won’t bother him.

Several travel-sized tubes of minty toothpaste sit on a shelf, unopened in their plastic and paper packaging.

“Oh, what’s this?” I grab the little tubes of toothpaste and hold them up to the weak light, turning the packages to face the dog.

“These little jewels are coming with me. Other survivors may not be concerned with dental hygiene at the end of the world, but I plan on having all my teeth when the bastards get me.”

If they get me.

The dog lets out a soft bark and lays his head on his paws, eyes glinting when the dim light touches his corneas.

“Besides, an infected tooth these days could mean death.”

My neck cranes back to check the ceiling. Old, water-stained tiles line the spaces above.

From the corner of my eye, the Shepherd-Siberian mix carefully wriggles his body closer

Not seeing anything of interest in the tiles above, it’s time for a break.

The dog stills.

My khaki-colored backpack, half empty, lies open on the floor.

Crossing my legs and plopping my ass on the floor, I lean an elbow on an empty shelf and take stock of my dwindling food and supplies.

“Wow. Tonight’s entree will consist of a can of corn, a jar of artichokes, and a piece of old, tough beef jerky. Yum.”

I wiggle my toes in his direction.

He tilts his head at the movement, then slides forward an inch. The package of jerky sticks out of the bag. That floppy tongue licks his lips, then he sweeps his bushy tail across the floor. The movement creates a half-circle in the thick dirt.

“Apparently, I survived the loss of technology, the arrival of alien spheres, a lethal virus, and an attack at the hands of a lunatic just to perish from starvation.” An arm moves back to rest on my knee, and I prop my chin in my hand. “The irony.”

Wind gusts outside. A tiny dust devil swirls through the broken front door and dies, but not before it stirs a few small pieces of trash and dirt. “Some days, like today, the weight of everything wrong in the world hangs so heavy around my neck, I don’t even know if there’s still a point.”

His left front paw reaches toward me as if offering a hand in comfort. The little black toenails scrape against the floor when he pulls his foot back to his body and rests his head.

Stop it. The whole point of this journey is to find Sissy. She’s the only one who matters. Are you going to let this little hiccup stop you from finding her?

“Sissy, where are you? Did you survive?”

My eyelids close for a moment, and her face comes to mind, so unlike my own; pale blonde locks wrapped in a loose ponytail, blue eyes sparkling in amusement.

“Dog, you’d like her. Hell, she’d spoil you rotten within a day. She never could say no to strays. It drove our parents nuts.” I don’t know if she’s still alive, but I have to try.

She is alive. I won’t accept any other alternative.

Turning back to the items strewn out on the ground, I reassess my meager possessions. One food item I haven’t pulled from the bag is a small jar of strawberry jam that’s traveled with me since I left home. My fingers trace the little piece of red- and white-checkered cloth that graces the metal lid on top.

“Now this—” I hold the item up, “—this is special. It’s the very last jar left from mom’s homemade preserves. I’m hanging onto it for a rainy day, when there might be something worth celebrating in this shithole of a world.”

Something cold and wet touches my arm.

A glance downward shows curiosity finally overcame temerity.

When our eyes meet, his shiny black nose pulls back, and he crouches. Backing away, he’s now out of arm’s reach.

“You’re a jumpy thing, aren’t you? It’s okay, though.” My voice drops to a whisper. “I’m jumpy, too. Lord knows there’s plenty of reasons why we’re that way.”

A deep whine in his throat pierces the silence. Those eyes watch me, still curious but cautious, as if he might bolt at any sudden movement or loud noise.

When I make no move toward him, he slinks a little closer, but then hesitates, as if torn with indecision.

That’s right, come here. I want to pet that big head of yours and feel that fur under my hand—poor thing.

He lifts one paw, then another. The black toenails scratch the floor, and his feet leave pawprints in the dust. Forward two steps, then back one, fighting his fight-or-flight response as he tries to make up his mind.

Don’t do it, Tilly. You don’t need another mouth to feed—you can barely feed yourself.

“Hey boy.” I keep my voice right above a whisper, as soft and unintimidating as possible. “Are you alone, like me?”

That’s a dumb question, Tilly Morgan, of course he is.

Dark, pointy ears perk at the sound of my voice. He cocks his head, a question in those striking eyes. He stretches his neck forward in anticipation of a pat, but at the last moment, shies away and releases another whine.

Slowly, to avoid spooking the mutt, I move my hand into the backpack resting near my leg. Fumbling fingers search the contents, moving the supplies inside until they seize the package of old beef jerky.

“It’s okay. See? It’s food, that’s all.” I tear it open, careful to keep my movements deliberate and in plain view.

The dog, interested and nervous, dips his head lower, and his hind legs push his butt up in the air. He scoots a little farther away.

“Wait, no, come here. I’m not going to hurt you. This is for you—a treat.”

My soft explanation does the trick, because he stops his backward momentum a few paces from the exit and lays down on all fours. His head bobs up and down while following my hands.

“See?” The wrapper slides off with ease. “It’s yummy. All dogs like beef jerky, don’t they?” I hold the dried meat out to the dog, hoping its enticing scent will pique his interest enough to return. “Come here.” I wave the tubular stick back and forth. “It’s really tasty. You know you want some.” My tongue clicks the top of my mouth a couple of times.

Blue and golden-brown eyes glance between my offering to my face, back and forth. The black and pink tongue sneaks out, sliding along his teeth and up his lips to lick his whiskers.

“Oh yeah, it smells good, doesn’t it?” It’s so old and dry, my inferior human nose can’t identify anything, but I’m hoping his ultra-sensitive sense of smell can still pick out its meaty goodness.

His black nostrils flare in delicate movements, testing the scent of the meat.

“Yum yum. A little bit closer and this treat’s all yours.” Twisting my wrist, I wiggle the stick a little faster.

He stands and turns his nose to the door he came through, as if to leave, but stops and swings his head back in my direction.

“Bet you won’t come across something this tasty again if you leave.” Come on, dog, I won’t hurt you. Stay with me.

Hunkering his body, he edges closer to my hand.

The half-crawl, half-walk he uses to draw closer rubs the brown fur of his belly on the scuffed floor. With a final sniff, he reaches with the end of his snout. Careful to not nip my fingers with those sharp, white teeth, he frees the meat.

“There ya go. I knew you were hungry.” Reaching my hand to a nearby shelf, I stand, careful to not scare the jumpy hound.

The jerky, ensconced between his front paws and the top of his mouth, allows leverage for a stable bite.

“See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

His mouth works its way down the stick of beef, but he keeps his attention on me.

I outstretch my hand, an unhurried gesture to give the dog a chance to observe the movement and my intentions. When he’s within petting distance, I take the plunge and hope like hell he doesn’t decide my fresh flesh might taste better than the old, dried piece of beef.

“Of all the stupid things you could do, Tilly Morgan, taking in a dog is at the pinnacle of the list.” A sigh slips between my lips. Shut up, I instruct the conscience sitting on my shoulder. I don’t care.

I stroke his head, and he pauses chewing for a moment. His mouth widens, and his tail thumps twice on the solid floor. The pink- and black-spotted tongue slithers out and licks my forearm.

A giggle slips out of my mouth, and I pause in amazement, trying to remember the last time I felt happy enough to laugh. Nothing comes to mind.

“What a good boy.”

At my words of praise, his tail moves faster. He returns to his supper, intent on eating every morsel, now that he knows I’m no threat.

Lighter than I’ve felt in weeks, my arms reach to the ceiling for a satisfying stretch, releasing pent-up tension from the day’s events. “One last search, boy, then we need to head out.” I move off a little way. “Finish that up.”

A last sweep of the store ensures I haven’t missed another can of food or bottle of water.

The refrigerated deli section—that used to house meats, cheese, and cold sodas—now rests in shambles, devoid of anything edible. The rusting, white metal racks hang haphazardly out of their brackets and in a tangled heap at the bottom.

“Man, even if there was any food left inside, it’s not something I’d touch with a ten-foot pole. No way, no thank you. Food poisoning isn’t something I enjoy.”

The dog licks the rest of the crumbs near his paws. His peculiar eyes follow me.

Spotting some colorful old liquid freezer pops in one of the empty fridges, I gather them. “Now, this is something I can use.” Sugar for energy and liquid for hydration.

Growing up in West Texas, where summers turned roads into gooey blobs of tar, Mom always had a package of these in the freezer for Sissy and me.

The memory causes a smile to tug at the corners of my mouth. “Grape has always been my favorite.” The thin, rainbow-colored packets slip into my bag. Nostalgia or not, they’re going to help stave off dehydration until I can come across a stash of bottled water or a pond.

Out of the periphery of my eye, the dog rises and trots away.

“Hey.” There’s a note of panic in my voice I don’t like but can’t seem to control. “Dog. Come back. Don’t you wanna see what other goodies I find?”

He’s nowhere in sight.

“Damn, that figures. He took my supper and then dumped me like a hot rock. Story of my life, I guess.” His rejection bothers me more than I’d like to admit, though. The loneliness of being one of the few survivors of the world is daunting, but on bad days, I try to focus on my end goal: survive and find Sissy.

The hollowness in my soul fades a little, and I chant my mantra. “Survive and find Sissy. Survive and find Sissy.” There, that’s better. Who needs a dog, anyway? Their fur stinks when wet, they lick their butts, and they carry fleas. “What kind of idiot would ever want to put up with that kind of torture?”

A glance through the windows reveals an empty parking lot.

“Yeah, go on then, I don’t need you. No doubt you have fleas, ticks, and who knows what else.” My words sound hollow in my ears. I grimace and try to put the dog out of my mind. “Stupid mutt.” Confident I’ve scrounged everything left in the gas station, I turn to leave.

One last search behind the checkout counter yields the biggest prize of the night—a double-barreled, sawed-off Remington shotgun. My bottom jaw drops.

“How’d I pass you by?” Come to think of it, how’d other survivors miss you, too?

I guess they weren’t hungry enough to check every nook and cranny. Oh well, finders keepers.

The weapon reminds me of the shotgun I lost in Abilene, the one from home. This model I’m familiar with, and it’s much more powerful than a little pistol for close encounters.

My fingers stroke the steel barrel. “Oh yeah, come to Mamma.” The weight of the weapon in my hands is comforting, the smooth metal reassuring. “Next time some creep tries to have his way—” Words stick in my throat, and I can’t finish the sentence. There won’t be a next time.

Upon closer inspection, stuffed inside the cubbyhole are two boxes of ammo; one full and the other missing a few shells. Giddy with excitement, I snap the gun open and ensure it’s loaded. The boxes of ammo slide into my bag. I may not have found a lot of food, but at least a real weapon with some authentic power—some tangible protection—has fallen into my hands.

Something inside crashes to the floor and I duck for cover behind the rectangular, wooden counter. The scent of oily steel and rotting wood surrounds me while I wait, gripping the gun with aching fingers.

Stupid. What were you thinking—letting your guard down like that again?

At the end of the small counter, where it opens to the store, a shadow falls into view, moving across the floor and closer to my hidden body.

I hold my breath and force my fingers to slide the gun around to point up and aim at the intruder. Hot sweat pools under my arms and drips into the band of my bra.

The absence of sound recedes with precise clicking as the shadow draws nearer.

Raising my arms and preparing to shoot, the dog prances around the corner of the counter. Proudly, he holds an object in his mouth.

“God Almighty, you scared the hell out of me.”

He ambles to my legs and drops the item at my feet.

My body sags in relief, and I take a moment to compose myself. I came to within a hair’s breadth of shooting this goofy mutt.

“Woof.” His toothy grin spreads from ear to ear. He dips his head down to the object and then back to me.

The irritation of his rejection is now but a distant memory.

“I was afraid you left because that beef jerky wasn’t good enough.” Curious and impressed, I inspect his offering. “What you got there, boy? Are you returning the favor?”

A can of snuff—Kodiak snuff—now lies next to my worn black boots.

I want to laugh, but amazement at what he did causes me to stare.

“You’re smart, aren’t ya?”

This dog figured out what I was doing and pitched in to help find supplies. Impressive.

He sits on his haunches, ears twitching. Muzzle points upwards to meet my gaze, and his tail beats a steady rhythm on the tiles.

Not wanting to disappoint his looting efforts, I pick up his prize, wondering what in the hell I’m going to do with a can of snuff. Well, no matter. The crucial takeaway here is that he sees how proud I am of his looting efforts.

“Good job, boy.” A gentle pat on his head makes his tail wag faster than windshield wipers in a downpour. “Where’d you come from?”

There’s no collar, though that’s not much of a surprise. Pets of any species are no longer a luxury of humankind. Still, has he been living around here for the past two years, scratching out a lonely existence? If so, even though he’s a little thin and matted, he must be a great hunter, scavenger, or both to have made it this long.

Ruffling the soft fur of his neck, I smile. “What’s your name, boy?”

That brown, fluffy tail beats at the ground.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

His face, that complementing mixture of Siberian Husky and German Shepherd, offers warmth and hope of friendship to come. A low whine slips from his throat, and he uses his wet nose to nudge my snuff-holding hand.

Peering at the green can, I study the picture of the fierce bear. In High School, I remember an article mentioning a Kodiak bear’s intellect ranking between a dog and a primate. This dog doesn’t seem all that ferocious, but he certainly comes across as intelligent.

“Kodiak. It has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

I lean close and glimpse into his black-rimmed eyes. “Is that it? You want me to call you Kodiak?”

He jumps to all fours and woofs, eyes dancing in approval. Hesitantly, he raises his head close to my face, puts a paw on my shoulder, and licks my cheek.

“All right, it’s decided.” I return the sentiment with a hearty scratching under his chin—"Kodiak it is.” Sissy, guess which idiot found herself a dog. “Now, let’s vamoose before it gets dark.”

Holding the gun in both hands, I venture back into the world with my new companion and a lighter step. Right now, I can pretend everything’s normal, and this dog is a reminder of better times, better days, better everything.
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Dead, Bloody Rabbit


[image: ]




The logs on the campfire burn to embers. Each blink out, one by one. When the last wisp of smoke snakes upward, it dissipates into the night sky.

Above me, a lonesome wind pushes its way through the tops of tall pine trees, creating a lullaby of sighs and whispers. My fingers pull a blanket tighter around my shoulders. I need to find more wood and start the fire. But my muscles groan in protest at even one more movement.

This morning, bright and early, I had the stupendous idea to squeeze in a few extra miles of ground coverage, and now, my body’s paying the price. Stumbling from weariness, Kodiak and I veered off the road and made camp several hours ago.

Silver light, from an almost full moon, finds its way through the gaps between the trees above, casting a myriad of shadows over ground and sleeping bag. The radiance softens the sparse grass and other plant life, giving a soft luminescence to the area.

The little pile of kindling I’ve been using is no more. The fire pit is full of ashes and dirt. Wood isn’t magically going to appear.

Just a few more minutes of respite, and I’ll get off my ass.

Holding a worn, booted foot up to check for holes or tears, I wiggle my toes inside and work the soreness from my feet. My hands knead at knotted calf muscles, and it’s all I can do to keep my eyes open. The promise of sleep pulls at me, but the angry protests of my stomach keep me wide awake.

A twig snaps a few feet away, and my head turns in the sound's direction.

Too late, my shotgun comes to mind. It’s lying with my backpack, out of reach.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. What’s the number one rule? Survive, which means never let your guard down.

Instead, I grab the pistol resting inside my boot, next to the flesh of my ankle. Sliding off the rock, I lean and use it for cover. My eyes squint, trying to pierce the dark veil of night to see beyond the shapes of wooded brush and trees that ring tonight’s campsite.

Another small noise rises from the same direction, and I snap the gun’s safety off.

The low-lying leaves of a nearby bush shake.

I grip the handle of the gun with such force that a fingernail tears against the surface. The pain is a reminder of being alive, and I plan to stay that way. Adrenaline flows into my limbs, raising my awareness of every creak of branch, soft hoot of owl, or far cry of coyote.

A quick second of deductive reasoning, and I realize whatever’s about to come charging through that foliage is not another human or sphere. The leafy bush, sitting low to the ground, must be hiding an animal.

I’m not sure if this knowledge makes the situation better or not. This part of Texas has mountain lions that weigh as much as one hundred seventy pounds. If it’s hungry, it might be brave enough to see if this particular human tastes like chicken.

Doubt creeps into my head. Should I risk taking the extra time to grab my shotgun? Will the little pistol pack enough punch?

Leaves thrash and parting limbs creak from strain when something’s weight bears down on the slender twigs.

It’s do or die. The urgency of the situation leaves me no time to debate my weapon of choice.

My left eye closes in a squint, and I aim the sight toward the middle of the bush.

Thick feather grass grows around the plant and sways with each shake of leaf.

Should I go ahead and shoot, before it has a chance to leap on me? I have no idea how fast this animal is—or how dangerous.

The bushes continue to shake, and Kodiak bounces from the middle of the foliage.

“For the love of—” I wipe my forehead with a trembling hand. “—you scared me half to death.”

Something hangs from his mouth—a dead rabbit.

“Can’t you at least bark or woof before you come sneaking up on a girl like that?”

He pads closer, and his tail wags in greeting. Next to the rock-lined fire pit, he drops dinner.

“I could’ve shot you, ya big goof.”

Relief floods through me. My weapon goes into my waistband before he jumps on me and causes it to shoot my foot or something else.

His long legs lope over and, before I can push him away, he leans forward and licks my mouth—lips and all.

“Oh, good grief, Kodiak. Stop that.” My body can’t decide if it wants to laugh or gag.

Knowing he had a dead, bloody rabbit in his mouth, my gag reflex wins out.

With keen eyes, he watches me dry heave for a few seconds, then blows a snort of air through his nose, letting me know where he stands on my weak stomach.

His antics and delivery of fresh meat tonight have perked me up, though. “Who’s a good boy?” With a rough hug to his neck, I convey how much he’s appreciated. “You are.”

Slinking two feet from my position, he sits on his haunches, pride in his eyes. Head back, he releases two high-pitched yelps into the starry sky. I can imagine him responding with You’re welcome.

Laughter bubbles deep in the pit of my stomach and erupts from my lips.

Ignoring the protest of my tired body, I move forward to inspect what’s soon to be dinner.

My four-legged companion inspects the little brown carcass, sniffs, and then sits.

“Now, here comes the fun part.” A half-yawn, half-grin skates across my face. “You wanna help me skin it, too?”

Kodiak smacks his lips, and with one last glance, lets out a vocal yawn. He stands and stretches his long body, head low to the ground and butt high in the air, maximizing the pose to work the kinks from his spine.

I guess he’s performed his duty; now it’s my turn.

“Oh, all right. Fine. Fine. I get it. You caught it, killed it, and brought it back. So, I guess the least I can do is skin and cook it.”

A soft snort of agreement comes from his snout. Tail high, he walks behind me and sniffs my sleeping bag.

“Hey now, don’t be getting any ideas. My bed isn’t a fire hydrant.” I know it needs a thorough cleaning, but it doesn’t need more stench. “Go. Do your business somewhere else.”

He gives me a quick glance, then trots off closer to the brush.

The sound of him watering the ground reaches my ears.

I knew it. You were looking for a place to pee, you little Alpha.

The whole forest lies before us, yet he would rather mark my stuff—amusement fights with agitation.

Excited at the prospect of fresh meat, I grab my bag and start searching deadfall for more kindling and logs. In this part of Texas, fallen wood is never challenging to find. The looming pines above ensure branches and twigs lie in abundance over the needle-strewn floor.

Careful to not stray too far from our campsite, I load as much deadwood as my arms can carry.

Though it’s dark, the moon still casts light bright enough to throw shadows across the rough bark of pine and oak, and the occasional smooth skin of bald cypress. Between a couple of trees, close to the little wooded area we call home for tonight, an enormous web gleams inches above my head. Thank goodness I’m only five feet three inches tall, or I’d have walked straight into that damn thing. Several torn strands float as if suspended in time. The tenant of the web isn’t in sight, and I half-run, half-jump back to camp.

“I know you’re crawling around in my jacket or in my hair, you little bastard.”

The urge to throw the wood on the ground and scream spurs my legs to move faster.

I need to find a tent.

In the beginning, I’d relied on the protection of one, but circumstances forced me to leave it behind.

The little hairs on my arms stand straight. The memories from that night, always a distant but looming passenger, still linger and brush the insides of my mind. I sweep them aside, shutting the door and locking the unpleasantness away for another time.

Dumping the dry wood next to the fire pit, I shake out my shirt and do a spider dance, which consists of jumping around in a circle and yelling for good measure.

Kodiak, used to my routine by now, jumps from the sleeping bag and does his own signature move around my jerking body. He circles then runs in the opposite direction to snap at the air and howl.

His antics make me laugh even while I sweat from the belief that one of those creepy crawlers is hitching a ride on my body. “This isn’t a game, you know. There really could be one of those hairy little monsters getting ready to bite. A lot of help you are.”

We’d be ridiculous to anyone watching, so it’s a good thing we’re alone.

When I’m satisfied my clothes aren’t swarming with the little terrors, the adrenaline in my body slows enough to refocus on the task at hand.

Positioning the wood into a loose shape of a teepee, I leave plenty of room on the ground below the pile for a good flow of air. Tossing some dry pine needles and a handful of crispy oak leaves to the bottom of the wooden triangle, I strike a match. The red and white head bursts into bright flames then settles to a steady glow.

I loosen kindling with the wooden stick and a tiny flame curls the edges of the leaves. Gray smoke winds upwards, but then sputters and dies. With stubborn fury, the dried foliage refuses to catch.

Damn this East Texas humidity.

In the past, I rarely had to deal with humidity in West Texas—everything was dry as a bone. But now, it’s a whole other story—a long, drawn-out one consisting of death, destruction, and disease. A sore spot I’d prefer to snuff out like burning embers.

“Come on, catch.” The edge of a leaf blackens—“I don’t want to waste you, little match”—then flares into a bright orange. The fiery trail moves to the other leaves, a body without limbs eating its way through the pile and leaving the sharp burn of its teeth.

Gently, my breath blows to give the blaze more oxygen.

The kindling catches and a merry little inferno hisses and spits as tiny flames lap at the bulkier wood above it.

“Yes.” My triumph at this small feat dampens with a more pragmatic thought: I should’ve never let the fire go out in the first place.

Tired or not, fire is life—fire is survival. Not only does it cook food and give warmth, but fire also scares away wild animals.

“Don’t worry. It won’t be long now.” Taking care not to place dinner too close to the flames, I stretch it across one of the rocks near the blaze.

Now that the pit crackles a merry song, I dig a little skinning knife from my backpack.

The smooth, ivory handle of the blade in my palm feels good, feels right. This was dad’s knife.

I run my fingers over the carved ridges of the handle, tracing the worn patterns. Parts of his DNA still linger in the microscopic crevices of the ivory, connecting us in a bond that can’t break even in death. The idea is comforting.

Shadows of the past meld with the echoes of the future, building webs right under the touch of my fingertips.

I bow my head and pause the blade above the little carcass. With my left hand, I stroke the silky fur of the animal’s hair. I don’t relish taking life, but everything comes down to survival now.

“If we don’t eat, we die.” Needing reassurance, I glance over my shoulder in Kodiak’s direction. “Right, boy?”

His eyes gleam in the dark and wink out when he blinks—a short woof of agreement issues from his muzzle.

“See, little rabbit Foofoo? We gotta eat.”

Dead, black eyes reflect the red light of the fire.

The blade begins its grisly work.

An old wire coat hanger serves as a skewer, and I slide each chunk onto its straight section. The blade scrapes the inside of the hide, ensuring no piece of meat goes to waste. This little guy sacrificed his life for us, so I’ll make it count.

Every piece of salvageable meat hangs above the coals on the wire.

My fingers keep the metal in rotation, so the meat doesn’t blacken. The juices drip into the flames and sizzle, creating a small hiss. A rich, savory smoke fills the air.

“Good grief. My stomach is going to gnaw itself to my spine if I don’t eat soon. Doesn’t it smell divine, Kodiak?”

My best friend, a little farther away than my sleeping bag, sits on a dry patch of grass. His eyes never break concentration from my hands.

When a chunk on the end of the makeshift skewer begins to darken, I remove it to cool on a rock.

His blue and brown eyes stare at the meaty morsel, and he licks his chops.

I grin. “Hungry, boy?”

The hairy tail thumps the ground like the top of a drum, and he inches closer to the warm fire. A small whine sounds from his mouth.

The scent of cooking meat curls around me and my stomach growls for the hundredth time.

“Yeah, me too.” I chuckle. “I’m sure glad you found me. Not sure I could’ve made it this far without those epic hunting skills.”

How different would things have been in Abilene if I’d had Kodiak by my side? The image of the big dog tearing a bloody, meaty chunk from that thug’s leg causes a vicious glee to rise within. It cheers me up way more than it should.

“Here, boy, catch.” I toss the piece of meat into the air.

Kodiak springs into action and jumps, catching the bite-sized morsel in his mouth. Faster than a blink, he swallows it before his feet touch the ground.

“And the crowd goes wild as Kodiak the Canine shoots and scores.”

He grins his toothy smile, sits, and wipes the forest floor with his tail, swishing pine needles every which way.

Back resting on a fire-warmed rock, I savor each bite of the shared cooked rabbit. Pulling more cooled pieces free, I set them aside for his food dish.

He snuffles around the makeshift bowl—tail twitching in the air—and licks his lips after each smoky bite.

“Yum. I must say, you’re one fine hunter.” I chew a stringy bit of meat and relish the flavor. “It’s not chicken, but close enough, and it beats those artichokes.” Which you still haven’t eaten. Yeah, well, they’re on the menu for breakfast tomorrow—unfortunately.

Every inch of the dog’s bowl is clean; and he stretches on the ground beside me. The warmth emanating from his body transfers to my legs and heats my cooling skin.

Belly now full, contentment spreads throughout my limbs.

My head rests in a small, natural hollow in the stone boulder, and I stare at the unending stars high above.

“We—man that is—used to wonder if anyone else was out there.” The sounds of the forest fade, creating an eerie stillness. “And then we found our answer.”

The price of knowledge cost more than anyone would have ever expected.

Kodiak whines then places a paw over his eyes.

He wiggles his head into my blanket. “You ‘bout ready for bed, boy?”

Blanket high in the air, and away from my body, I wait while he turns around in a circle, repeats the process, and then lies down to rest his muzzle on my thigh. His mouth opens in another big yawn. Once it closes, so do his eyes.

“Well then, don’t mind me. I’ll keep sitting here while you use my body for a pillow. It’s not like I wanted to sleep, too.”

One eyelid opens, and a pale blue eye stares at me for a few seconds before it closes again.

“Fine. I get the hint.” The rock at my back digs into my spine, so I adjust my position to get more comfortable.

Kodiak’s warm dog breath tickles the hairs on my arms. I reach over and dig around in my pack for the map. No more Google maps to use for GPS. Those times are long gone. If I want to determine where I’m at, street signs and old-fashioned cartography now guide my journey.

Even with the bright moonlight filtering through the branches, I’m unable to see the tiny writing very well. Should’ve done this earlier.

Kodiak kicks his paws against my leg and blows out a breath that flaps his lips.

“Stop being a bed hog.” In a quick motion, I pull the blanket, covering his head.

His breathing evens out, and he begins to snore.

Wish sleep would find me that easily.

Unfolding the map, I stretch it out to find the area of Texas I’m in. Finding the current grid for this section, I grab a pen and make a mark—another milestone in the journey to trek across the country in search of my big sister.

If I know what I’m doing—and that’s debatable—we should be somewhere near Waxahachie.

I try to stay away from metropolitan areas. Even though they hold tons of supplies, most survivors know this and take advantage of newcomers. Abilene taught me this lesson two days into my journey.

No thanks. I had a sample of that life one night, and I’ll never live in fear like that again.

“The Piney Woods of East Texas, huh?” The sprawling branches provide a lot of areas to hide, and the fresh pine needles crunching underfoot fill the air with bittersweet memories of past holidays. “Much prettier than the squat mesquite trees back home.”

It’s daunting to imagine how many miles I’ve traveled so far, and how many more I’ve got to go. But, my aching legs like to remind me it’s not too hard to believe.

Survive and find Sissy, I chant to myself. One thing at a time, one mile at a time.

The blankets stir, and Kodiak’s head pops out. Pointing his nose directly up at the trees, a low growl starts in the back of his throat.

“What is it?” My voice comes out as a croak. Lifting my head, I try to see through the leaves and branches that hang above. Between the gaps, a few stars shimmer.

His growls increase in their urgency.

Every muscle in my body tenses and I strain my ears. There, right there. Hear that high-pitched whirl?

“Shit.” Unfreezing my limbs, I scramble from the sleeping bag. Using my bare hands, I shovel heaps of dirt onto the fire. Lord, please don’t let them see the light.

After several mounds of dirt have adequately covered the burning wood, I dive down to the sleeping bag.

Quiet as possible, I reach behind and grab the shotgun lying on my backpack. At least I’ve got this if the sphere tries anything. The weapon lends me strength, and I rise to my knees and watch the sky.

A hoot owl, high up in a tree, becomes silent. Even the wind is holding its breath.

Kodiak, still growling, shifts his front paws a bit, and then moves his head for a better view.

This makes two sightings in a month, which can’t be good.

These alien orbs didn’t start appearing until about a year after the EMP. By that time, we’d adjusted to our new normal of growing crops and learning to survive without electricity. When the black spheres started streaking through the sky at night, they began hunting people with hot, white laser-fire.

Most people escaped and lived to tell their tale. After a few days, we learned the true purpose of the spheres wasn’t to kill outright but to transmit a virus.

Why are they coming back now? What else do they have planned? There can’t be very many survivors left to murder.

Kodiak’s growl gets louder.

“Shh. We don’t want them to hear us, boy,” I whisper.

My hand reaches out to calm him, or to calm myself, I’m not sure. The lean muscles under his skin are taut, ready to spring into action.

His growls stop, but intelligent eyes still scan the sky. Moonlight reflects off their shiny surface.

The sound of the sphere gets louder, and I try not to panic. We’re sitting ducks, even with the tree canopy above as camouflage. It’s unknown how sophisticated the machines are; if they use infrared or some other unfathomable alien technology to root out victims.

My finger rubs the top of the cold barrel while Kodiak and I sit, barely daring to breathe.

Haven’t they done enough damage?

An unwelcome memory invades my concentration. Mom, reaching out to Dad in the bed, trying to mouth “I love you” right before her eyes closed forever. The stench of shit and blood permeating through the house. Their moans and pleas for death still ring in my ears like it was yesterday.

A hot tear falls from my eye.

Let the dead sleep. It was a horrible day, but you need to focus on here and now. Kodiak needs you.

Several hundred feet away, the sharp crack of tree branches whipping back and forth breaks the silence.

Kodiak and I jump.

Unsure what the unseen orb is doing, and not wanting to find out, I frantically try to come up with a plan.

We can’t run, because they’re much faster than a human or dog, but we can hide.

The satiny cover of the sleeping bag under my knees gives me an idea.

I try to keep my voice low. “Kodiak—” unzipping the bag and trying to be as quiet as possible, I motion him inside. “—get in here.”

It’s dark, but he gives me a stare that says he’d rather fight the sphere.

“No, get in here. Now.” Twisting my wrist in circles, I motion him inside.

Reluctantly, he crawls in, and I follow, throwing the corner over our feet. He and I lie still in the little cocoon, dog exhalations mixing with my acrid fear.

The sounds of crashing limbs falling to the ground gets closer. The whirring and zings of the craft are on top of my head, and I pray a large branch doesn’t break off to fall on Kodiak or me.

Positioning my face right next to Kodiak’s chest, I force shallow breaths into my lungs.

A few small twigs plop onto the sleeping bag, and it’s all I can do to keep still and not twitch. Each piece hitting the soft material is like a child’s game of chance.

Eeny, meeny, miny, mo. . . 

Catch the girl before you go.

If she hollers, make her pay,

Earth is lost; we’re here to stay.

The nursery rhyme keeps repeating in my head, set to new words and an ominous tone. Great, I’m losing my mind.

Small debris continues to rain down. Kodiak and I hug each other close.

Unable to see anything in the pitch black of the bedding, I stare above—blind and unblinking—at the place in the sky where I imagine the craft hovers.

Go away—leave us alone.

Boom. Another loud crash echoes in the forest a few feet away. The ground shakes from the impact, sending a shock through my hip bones. It would take only one heavy limb falling on the bag and that’s it—Tilly and Kodiak will be toast.

Well, more like jelly. This picture in my mind causes a hysterical laugh to form. It tries to push itself up and out of my chest. I clap a hand over my mouth. Get a grip, Tilly. Don’t lose it now.

The sound of the orb becomes fainter.

Oh, thank God.

Lying here, quiet and still, I want to be certain it’s leaving. Tonight, I’m thankful we didn’t have a tent. Something that large on the ground would’ve surely caught the sphere’s attention and fried us on the spot.

The sudden quiet of the forest is a relief. Carefully inching my way out of the bag, I take stock of our surroundings. Twenty feet away, a broken, twisted limb leans on the trunk of a standing tree. Part of the bark has peeled away from its downward slide and light brown shavings litter the ground.

My feet take me closer to inspect the branch.

Ten feet away, it’s not a branch at all, but a full-grown tree. Bottom resting on the forest floor, it’s cut with something that burned straight through the wood. A scorched scent, like charcoal, reaches my nose. The fallen tree trembles and a low creak emanates from a subtle shift. The whole thing’s unstable.

I move away a few feet, in case the log decides to tumble all the way to the terrain.

“What the hell? Why would they be cutting down trees?”

Kodiak, sniffing the trunk, turns his head in my direction. His brown fur has a silvery sheen in the shafts of moonlight.

Realization dawns, and I tilt my head up. The canopy that covers our campsite is gone.

But why? To get a better view of what’s below, dummy.

The pounding of my heart is loud. “Damn. A few feet farther and I wouldn’t be talking right now.”

I suppress a shiver and head back to the bedroll. It’s time to move out of the sudden flood of light from above.

“Come on, get away from that log. It’s not safe.”

He flicks his tail up and hikes a leg.

“Kodiak, you don’t have to mark everything.”

The dog ignores me.

Shaking my head, I start the process of moving camp farther back in the trees, away from the light and the fallen log.

“Well, no more fire tonight.”

I work to set everything in place one more time. The routine motions sooth my frayed nerves but every little sound in the woods seems too loud. Unable to quit, I keep searching the sky, sure a black orb will come crashing through the trees.

“Come on, boy. Lay here with me.”

Padding over to curl beside my leg, his tongue slides out to begin his night-time bathing ritual.

Stretching my legs, I try to relax, even though I don’t think sleep will find me tonight. The sphere’s near-miss has awoken a deep fear I can’t keep at bay.

Kodiak’s movements finally quit, and he falls asleep. Tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth, his back legs splay open. Head twisted to the side, he floods my arms and neck with rabbit-flavored dog breath. Pointy ears twitch, and with a renewed snore, he lapses back into dreams of chasing rabbits and spheres. At least, that’s my guess since his legs keep moving in an open gallop.

“Must be nice to be able to fall asleep after all the excitement.”

Laying my head down, I stroke the side of his fur, enjoying the comfort of  not being alone anymore.

I listen to the hooting of the owl and distant yips of coyotes.

The images of my parents dying causes me to bolt upright. A scream sticks in my throat. I make a fist and pound my forehead, trying to beat the memories away. The pain focuses my thoughts and forces the guilt into a drawer in my mind—one I can lock for later. I’m not emotionally prepared to go through that experience again.

Seeing the spheres always causes that hated day to infringe upon my thoughts and dreams.

Kodiak whines then snuggles closer to the backs of my calves. He lays his head on top of my hip. 

“It’s okay.” I take a deep breath to collect myself.

He gives me a stare with what I presume to be doggie concern.

“Don’t worry, boy. I’m fine.” But I’m not okay deep down inside. Every time the old memories of the past seep into my waking hours, the pain sears my heart like a hot poker and brings the nightmares back to haunt the corners of my mind.

Comforted by the dog and feeling better, I scratch behind his ears. His right hind leg thwacks the sleeping bag.
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