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​ACT I: The Awakening
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It began with the weight. 

There was no sudden gasp of air, no frantic fluttering of eyelids, no jarring jolt of adrenaline to kick-start the system. Waking up dead does not happen all at once. It is a slow, agonizingly gradual boot-up of a broken machine, a reluctant return of consciousness to a vessel that has already been evicted from the natural order. 

At first, there was only a crushing, absolute pressure. It pressed against me from all sides—a heavy, suffocating blanket that pinned my arms to my sides, flattened my legs, and compressed my chest. It filled my nose. It packed the hollows of my ears. It coated my tongue in a thick, gritty paste.

I tasted it before I understood what it was. Copper. Wet leaves. The bitter, alkaline tang of deep minerals and rot. It tasted like the end of the world.

Dirt.

I was buried in dirt. 

The realization arrived not with a shock, but with a dull, clinical observation. My brain, or whatever spark of electricity was currently animating the graying meat inside my skull, processed the information with absolute detachment. 

I waited for the panic. I waited for the primal, evolutionary terror of claustrophobia to seize me. I waited for my lungs to scream for oxygen, for my diaphragm to spasm, for my heart to hammer frantically against my ribs like a trapped bird. 

Nothing happened. 

Inside my chest, there was only a terrifying, magnificent stillness. My heart sat in its cavity like a cold, heavy stone at the bottom of a dry well. My lungs were deflated, motionless sacks. The biological imperative—the desperate, animal need to breathe, to survive—had been severed. Without it, the panic simply had no fuel to burn. 

I lay there in the pitch black, entombed in the freezing mud, and I listened to the silence of my own body. It was a profound, cosmic quiet. The blood in my veins had ceased its rushing journey; it had settled and pooled, turning to cold sludge in my back and legs. The nervous system, once a superhighway of sensations and alarms, was dark and silent. 

I was dead. 

The thought should have shattered my mind, but it merely settled over me, as factual and unyielding as the earth pressing against my face. I was dead. A corpse. A piece of decaying organic matter returning to the soil. 

But if I was dead... why was I awake?

In the suffocating dark, the memories began to bleed in. 

They did not return in a chronological stream, but in violent, fragmented flashes of light and sound, piercing the blackness of the grave like strobe lights. 

The sound of rain. 

It started as a sensory echo, a phantom rhythm drumming against the inside of my ruined skull. Thwack-thwack. Thwack-thwack. Windshield wipers slashing furiously across rain-slicked glass. The dashboard lights casting a sickly green glow over the leather interior of the BMW. 

I was in the passenger seat. The heat was blasting, but I was shivering. Not from the cold, but from the sickening, hollow pit opening up in my stomach. 

“It’s just a misunderstanding with the accounts, David. I swear to God. Let me show you the new site. We can walk through the ledgers there. Just you and me. Off the grid.”

Julian’s voice. Smooth. Reassuring. The voice of a salesman. The voice of my business partner. The voice of my best friend of fifteen years. 

Another flash of memory. Brighter this time. 

The glowing monitors of our downtown office, hours before the drive. It was 2:00 AM. The city below was a grid of sleeping lights, but our suite on the thirtieth floor was a tomb of illuminated dread. I was staring at the master spreadsheets. The offshore accounts. The dummy corporations. The wire transfers. 

Four point two million dollars. Gone. Bled out over three years through a thousand tiny, surgical cuts. 

I remembered looking up from the monitor, my eyes burning. I remembered Julian standing in the doorway of my office, holding two cups of lukewarm coffee. He had been wearing that bespoke navy suit, the one he bought after we closed the Henderson merger. The merger I had built. The money he had stolen.

“We built this from nothing, Jules,” I had said, my voice cracking under the weight of the betrayal. “We built this in my garage. And you’ve been hollowing it out from the inside.”

“David, please. You don’t understand the leverage I was under. The margins—”

“The margins are a lie. The whole foundation is a lie.”

I remembered the look on his face. It wasn't the look of a man who was sorry he had stolen. It was the look of a trapped animal calculating its next move. He had rubbed his thumb against his index finger—a nervous tic he’d had since we were in college, cramming for finals in our cramped dorm room. Fifteen years. Best man at his wedding. Godfather to his daughter. And he was rubbing his fingers together, calculating the cost of my silence.

The memory shifted, violently tearing away from the office and throwing me back into the rain.

The car had stopped. We were miles outside the city, deep in the Blackwood Ridge development tract—three hundred acres of undeveloped forest we had purchased for a luxury retreat. It was nothing but mud, towering pines, and isolation. 

“The surveyor’s cabin is just up this ridge,” Julian had said, killing the engine. The rain was torrential, drumming against the roof like a thousand tiny fists. 

I remembered opening the door, stepping out into the freezing mud. The cold wind bit through my wool overcoat. I turned around to face him. I was going to tell him that I was calling the SEC in the morning. That I loved him like a brother, but I couldn't go down for his fraud. That he had to face the music. 

I never got the words out. 

The next memory was purely kinetic. A blinding, white-hot flash of agony erupting on the left side of my head. The sickening, wet crunch of metal shattering bone. The world tilting violently on its axis. 

I had fallen into the mud, my face sinking into the freezing slop. My left eye was immediately blinded by a curtain of hot, thick blood. A high-pitched ringing, like a fire alarm, screamed in my ears, drowning out the sound of the rain.

I couldn't move my arms. The connection between my brain and my limbs had been severed by the sheer trauma of the blow. I was paralyzed, but I was conscious. 

Through my right eye, looking up from the muck, I saw Julian standing over me. 

He was holding the heavy steel tire iron from the BMW’s trunk. The rain was washing my blood off the metal, diluting it into pink rivulets that dripped into the mud. He was breathing heavily, his chest heaving under his ruined navy suit. 

He dropped the tire iron. He fell to his knees beside me. 

“I’m sorry,” he sobbed. His face was a mask of terror and grief, contorted by the monstrous thing he had just done. “Oh God, David. I’m so sorry. I didn't want this. I didn't want this.”

He reached out, his trembling hands grasping my shoulders, pulling me up into a desperate, pathetic embrace. I could smell his expensive cologne mixing with the scent of wet earth and my own blood. He rocked me back and forth in the mud, crying into my shoulder like a frightened child. 

I tried to speak. I tried to tell him that I was still alive, that we could call an ambulance, that I wouldn't tell anyone. But my jaw was slack, the left side of my face entirely caved in. I could only blow a weak bubble of bloody saliva past my lips. 

Julian pulled back. He looked at my face, at the ruin he had made of it. The grief in his eyes hardened, crystallizing into cold, desperate pragmatism. The equation in his head had shifted. The math was simple now. If I lived, he lost everything. His wealth, his freedom, his family. If I disappeared... he kept it all. 

He laid me gently back down in the mud. 

“I have to fix this,” he whispered. “I have to fix this.”

He stood up, walking out of my field of vision. A minute later, he returned with a folding trench shovel from his emergency kit. 

He didn't dig a deep hole. He didn't have the time or the strength in the freezing rain. He just found a natural depression at the base of a massive, rotting oak tree. He dragged me by my ankles—my head bouncing sickeningly over roots and rocks—and rolled me into the hollow. 

I was still conscious. I was looking straight up at the canopy of the trees, the rain falling onto my exposed, unblinking eye. 

Julian stood at the edge of the shallow depression. He couldn't look at my face anymore. He turned his head away, weeping, as he drove the shovel into the wet earth. 

The first spade of dirt hit me square in the chest. It was shockingly heavy. 

The second hit my legs. 

The third covered my throat. 

I screamed silently inside my ruined skull. I’m alive! I’m alive! Julian, please! 

But I couldn't move. I could only watch as the sky grew narrower and narrower, obscured by the falling clods of earth. 

Julian scooped up a final, massive mound of wet mud. He hesitated for a fraction of a second, his shadow looming over me. Then, with a choked sob, he turned the shovel over. 

The mud hit my face. It filled my open mouth. It crushed my right eye into darkness. It plugged my nostrils. The sound of the rain was instantly muffled, replaced by the suffocating, dense silence of the earth. 

I felt the heavy thumps of the shovel flattening the dirt over my face, tamping me down. Packing me away. Erasing me. 

I lay there in the dark, suffocating. My lungs burned with liquid fire. My chest heaved against the crushing weight of the soil, fighting a losing battle. My heart, frantic and terrified, beat faster and faster until it felt like it would tear through my ribs. The lack of oxygen turned my vision into a swirling vortex of red and black. The agony of asphyxiation was an ocean, and I was drowning in it. 

And then, finally, mercifully, the heart stopped. 

The pain vanished. The burning in my lungs ceased. The red and black vortex faded into absolute, profound nothingness. 

That was the last memory. 

Now, lying in the dark, entombed in the very same earth, the memories receded, leaving me in the cold reality of the present. 

I was dead. Julian had murdered me. He had buried me alive to protect his stolen millions. He was back in the city right now, wearing his tailored suits, sleeping in his warm bed, breathing the air that had been stolen from my lungs. 

A new sensation bloomed in the center of my chest. 

It was not a heartbeat. It was a spark. 

It started as a pinprick of warmth in the icy void where my heart used to be. Slowly, it began to spread. It bypassed my stagnant veins and dead arteries, flowing instead through the necrotic tissue itself. It was a supernatural heat, a metaphysical furnace igniting in the dark. 

Rage. 

It was not the hot, chaotic anger of the living. It was cold, absolute, and infinitely dense. It was a gravitational pull of pure, unadulterated spite. It burned away the confusion. It burned away the detachment. 

Julian was living his life. He was spending my money. He had left me in the dirt to rot like an animal. 

No.

The word echoed in the silent caverns of my mind. It was a command. An absolute decree issued by a consciousness that refused to be dismissed. 

The heat surged, flooding my limbs, thawing the sludge in my muscles. 

I sent a command to my right hand. 

For a long moment, nothing happened. The body was a dead machine, the wiring disconnected. But the sheer force of my will pushed through the necrotic synapses, forcing the rusted gears to turn. 

Deep in the earth, under two feet of packed mud, my right index finger twitched. 

It scraped against a stone. 

The sensation was faint, muffled by the decaying nerves, but it was there. I sent another command. My middle finger curled inward. My thumb flexed. The tendons in my wrist, stiff with rigor mortis, groaned in silent protest. 

Move. 

I contracted the muscles in my right arm. The wet earth above me resisted with immense, crushing pressure. But I didn't have lungs that needed expanding. I didn't have a heart that could fail from the strain. I had only the cold, mechanical leverage of bone and rotting muscle, powered by a will that defied physics. 

My right hand pushed upward. 

A loud, sickening snap echoed through my arm. The humerus bone, brittle and cold, fractured under the immense pressure of the earth. The jagged edge of the bone tore through my bicep, piercing the fabric of my ruined suit. 

I felt no pain. Pain is an alarm system designed to protect the living body from damage. I was already dead. The alarm had been disabled. There was only the objective observation of structural failure. The arm was broken, but the joints still functioned. 

I pushed harder. 

My fingers dug into the packed mud above my face. I scraped handfuls of dirt away from my eyes and nose, pulling the heavy clumps down toward my chest, creating a minuscule pocket of empty space in the dark. 

I opened my mouth and spat out a mouthful of sour, wet soil. I didn't need to breathe, but clearing the airway gave my jaw room to move. 

I brought my left hand up to join the right. The left side of my body was sluggish, severely damaged by the blow to the head, but it obeyed. 

Scrape. Pull. Push. 

It was a visceral, excruciatingly slow process of exhumation from the inside out. Every inch gained was a war of attrition against the earth. I was swimming upward through solid ground. 

My fingernails encountered the thick, gnarled root of the oak tree. I clawed at the rough bark, trying to pull myself up. 

My right index fingernail snagged on a ridge. I pulled. The nail bent backward, tearing away from the nail bed with a wet rip, peeling the skin all the way down to the first knuckle. Dark, congealed blood the consistency of tar squeezed out of the wound. 

I ignored it. I curled the ruined, bleeding fingers around the root and pulled with all the strength left in my dead muscles. 

My left hand joined it. The knuckles ground together without synovial fluid, making a sound like crushed glass. The skin on my palms tore open, scraping against sharp rocks and splintered wood. The flesh of my fingertips wore down to the raw white bone, exposing the skeletal machinery beneath. 

Just tools, I thought. They are just broken tools. Keep digging. 

I dragged my torso upward. The dirt shifted, sliding down to fill the empty space beneath me, effectively pushing me higher. The weight on my chest lessened by a fraction. 

I thrashed my legs, kicking blindly at the packed soil, using my knees to gain leverage. A ligament in my left knee snapped with a loud pop, the joint hyperextending backward. It was a catastrophic failure of the limb, but it didn't matter. I wasn't walking yet. I was climbing. 

I thrust my raw, skeletal fingers upward again. 

And then, the resistance changed. 

The dense, suffocating pack of wet mud gave way to something loose. Something light. I pushed my hand higher, and my fingertips broke through the crust. 

They touched empty air. 

A shock of freezing ambient temperature hit the exposed bone of my fingers. It was the night air. 

The metaphysical furnace in my chest roared to life, burning with ferocious intensity. I doubled my efforts, tearing at the earth with my bare, ruined hands like a rabid animal digging itself out of a trap. I ripped the roof of the grave away, pulling huge clumps of soil and wet grass down onto my chest. 

The hole opened. 

A pale, ghostly light filtered down into the blackness. Moonlight. 

I reached up with both hands, grabbing the edges of the grave. The wet grass slipped through my bloody, bone-exposed fingers, but I clamped down, digging my shattered nails into the topsoil. 

With a final, gargantuan heave that tore the muscles in my shoulders and snapped my left collarbone, I pulled my upper body out of the earth. 

I dragged myself over the lip of the grave, spilling out onto the cold, damp forest floor. I collapsed onto my back, staring straight up into the canopy of the Blackwood Ridge trees. 

The storm had passed. The sky was clear, a vast, freezing expanse of black velvet scattered with cold, indifferent stars. The full moon hung in the center like a glaring silver eye, casting harsh, pale shadows across the woods. 

I lay there for a long time, listening to the wind rustling through the pines. It was the only sound. I wasn't breathing. My chest did not rise and fall. The silence inside me was total. 

Slowly, deliberately, I sent the command to sit up. 

My body protested. The spine ground together, the snapped collarbone grated against my ribs, but the torso folded upward. 

I looked down at myself in the moonlight. 

It was a landscape of horror. My expensive wool overcoat was stiff with dried mud and my own congealed blood. My white dress shirt was torn open, revealing a chest that was gray and bloated, the skin mottled with the dark purple pooling of livor mortis. 

I raised my hands to my face. 

My fingers—shattered, missing nails, the tips worn down to the bone—traced the ruin of my skull. The left side of my head above the ear was entirely caved in, a deep crater of shattered bone and dried brain matter. My left eye was swollen shut, a blackened, useless lump of tissue. My jaw hung slightly askew, dislocated by the crushing weight of the earth. 

I looked at my hands. They were the hands of a monster. They were gray, caked in dirt, dripping with thick, black blood. They were dead things. 

I stared at them until the image burned itself into my stagnant brain. 

Julian had put me in the ground. He had stolen my life, my company, my future. He had left me here to be forgotten, to be erased by the worms and the roots. He thought he was safe. He thought the earth was a lock that couldn't be picked. 

I lowered my ruined hands. 

I placed my palms flat against the cold forest floor. My left knee was useless, the ligament torn, but I dragged my right leg under me. Grinding my teeth against the structural failures of my joints, I forced myself upward. 

I swayed wildly for a moment, my equilibrium destroyed by the massive head trauma. The forest spun, the shadows stretching and pulling. But the sheer weight of my rage acted as a gyroscope, stabilizing the dead vessel. 

I stood upright. 

I was dead. My heart would never beat again. My lungs would never draw breath. I was a walking corpse, a rotting, mechanical nightmare powered by spite. 

But as I turned my head, fixing my one good eye on the distant, glowing orange haze of the city lights bleeding into the night sky, a terrifying clarity washed over me. 

I am dead. 

But I am not done. 

Julian owed me a debt. And I was going to collect it, piece by piece. 

I took my first step forward, my ruined left leg dragging heavily through the wet leaves. And the long walk back to the city began.
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​ACT II: The Long Walk
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Distance to the living is measured in hours, in minutes, in the steady, rhythmic drumming of a heartbeat that keeps time against the miles. Without a pulse, time ceases to exist. There is only the objective reality of space, and the mechanical effort required to traverse it. 

Ten miles. 

In life, ten miles was a morning run along the riverfront, a casual, sweat-slicked exertion that left my lungs burning and my endorphins soaring. In death, ten miles was an impossible odyssey of decaying biomechanics. 

I took my first steps away from the open grave, and my body immediately began to teach me the grotesque rules of its new existence. 

Walking was no longer a subconscious reflex; it was a manual, excruciatingly deliberate act of engineering. Every forward movement required a conscious command from my stagnant brain to a network of muscles that no longer possessed the oxygen or the elasticity to function properly. 

My right leg bore the brunt of the effort. The muscle fibers, stiffening with the onset of full rigor mortis, felt like cables of thick, rusted iron. When I lifted my right foot, the knee joint shrieked. Without the continuous supply of synovial fluid to lubricate the cartilage, the bones ground together—femur scraping against tibia in a dry, chalky friction that vibrated up my spine. 

But it was the left leg that turned the walk into a dragging nightmare. The ligament I had snapped while clawing out of the earth left the knee violently unstable. It bowed backward with every step, the joint hyperextending until the bones locked with a sickening clack. I could not lift the left foot; I could only drag it. 

Scrape. Thud. Scrape. Thud. 

That was the rhythm of my new heartbeat. The sound of a ruined leather dress shoe dragging through wet pine needles, followed by the heavy, unbalanced drop of my right foot. 

As I moved deeper into the woods, leaving the hollowed-out earth behind, I took inventory of my vessel. I was a passenger in a rotting machine, and I needed to understand its limitations. 

I tried to swallow, a phantom reflex from a life left behind. Nothing happened. My throat was dry, a channel of dead tissue. Curious, I commanded my jaw to open, intending to test the limits of my voice. I tried to scream. I wanted to release a howl of absolute, unholy rage into the freezing canopy of the trees. 

What emerged was a pathetic, wet hiss. 

When Julian’s tire iron had caved in the left side of my skull, the sheer concussive force had shattered my jaw, driving shards of bone down into my throat. My larynx was crushed, the vocal cords severed and pinned beneath a collapsed trachea. I could push the stagnant air from my deflated lungs up through the ruin of my throat, but there was no mechanism left to produce sound. I was entirely, permanently mute. A silent horror. 

I closed my jaw. The teeth clicked together, misaligned and jagged. It didn't matter. I didn't need to speak to Julian. The things I intended to do to him required no words. 

My vision was a split reality. My right eye, wide and unblinking, adjusted perfectly to the darkness. Without the biological need to dilate or contract, it absorbed the pale moonlight like a camera lens permanently locked open. I could see the sharp edges of the tree bark, the silver gleam of the frost forming on the dead leaves, the twisting labyrinth of the forest floor. 

But the left side of my vision was a wall of absolute blackness. The eye itself was intact beneath the lid, but the surrounding tissue was catastrophically swollen, engorged with thick, congealed blood that felt like a hardened coin pressing into my socket. Half the world was gone. I walked with my head tilted slightly to the left, leading with my blind side, letting my right eye drag the rest of me forward. 

The forest was endless, a sea of towering black pines that offered no path, only resistance. Low-hanging branches clawed at my ruined face, but I didn't blink. Brambles tore at my muddy trousers, ripping the expensive wool to shreds, but I felt no sting. The ambient temperature was hovering just above freezing, which was a grim blessing; the cold was slowing the putrefaction. It was freezing the coagulated sludge in my veins, turning my dead flesh into cold, stiff clay. 

Hours passed. Or perhaps only minutes. 

My mind, decoupled from the demands of a living body, became a razor-sharp instrument. Without the distractions of hunger, fatigue, or physical pain, my thoughts crystallized into a singular, glowing monolith of pure hatred. 

I thought of Julian. 

I pictured him driving back to the city in the rain, his hands shaking on the leather steering wheel of the BMW. I pictured him walking into his immaculate, hyper-modern house in the hills. I saw him stripping off his muddy, bespoke suit, standing in the scalding heat of his glass-enclosed shower, watching my blood wash down the stainless-steel drain. 

He thinks it's over, I thought. The internal voice was crystal clear, a sharp contrast to the ruined meat of my brain. He thinks he has inherited the earth. 

He had stolen four point two million dollars. He had hollowed out our company, forged my signature, created phantom vendors. And when I had cornered him, when I had offered him a way out, he had calculated the math in his head and decided that my life was the cost of doing business. 

The metaphysical furnace in my chest—that blazing core of supernatural rage—flared hotter. The heat radiated outward, thawing the frozen muscles in my shoulders, forcing my dragging left leg to pull harder, faster. 

Scrape. Thud. Scrape. Thud. 

The sound grew louder, echoing off the trunks of the trees. The terrain began to shift. The soft, forgiving mud of the deep woods gave way to harder, rockier soil. The trees began to thin out, their towering silhouettes replaced by the open, star-choked expanse of the night sky. 

And then, I heard it. 

The low, mechanical hum of civilization. 

I pushed through a final thicket of dead birch trees and stumbled down a steep embankment. My bad knee folded entirely, and I tumbled down the slope in a chaotic tangle of dead limbs, crashing through dry brush and snapping saplings. I hit the bottom with a heavy, bone-jarring impact that dislocated my right shoulder. 

I lay in the ditch for a moment, staring up at the guardrail above me. 

I calmly rolled onto my side, braced my right arm against a large stone, and threw my body weight against it. The dislocated shoulder popped back into its socket with a wet, heavy thud. I dragged myself up the muddy incline, my ruined fingernails gripping the cold steel of the guardrail, and hauled my body over the barrier. 

I stood on the edge of the asphalt. Highway 9. A desolate, two-lane ribbon of blacktop that cut through the Blackwood Ridge and led straight down into the valley. Straight to the city. 

About a quarter of a mile down the road, glowing like a radioactive beacon in the pitch blackness, was a gas station. 

It was an old, independent station, a relic from the nineties. The glaring fluorescent lights of the canopy cast a harsh, sickly blue-white glare over the cracked concrete. The neon sign above the convenience store buzzed like a dying insect, the letter 'A' flickering violently. 

I needed to cross that light. 

I began my dragging march down the shoulder of the highway. As I drew closer, the sensory input shifted dramatically. The smell of the forest—wet earth and rotting leaves—was overpowered by the sharp, chemical stench of high-octane gasoline, stale coffee, and ozone. 

A single vehicle was parked off to the side of the pumps: an old, beat-up Ford pickup truck, its bed filled with rusted tools, coils of rope, and heavy equipment. It likely belonged to the attendant. 

I approached the edge of the canopy's light and stopped. 

Through the plate-glass window of the convenience store, I saw him. A kid, no older than twenty. He was wearing a faded red polo shirt and a backwards baseball cap. He was sitting behind the counter, hunched over a smartphone, a pair of white earbuds dangling from his ears. He looked bored, isolated, and entirely oblivious to the world outside his glowing screen. 

In any other story, in any movie or comic book, this is the moment the monster strikes. The zombie smells the hot, rushing blood in the boy's veins. It smells the sweet, oxygenated meat. The virus overriding its brain forces it to break the glass, to tear, to feed, to spread the contagion. 

I looked at the boy. 

I felt absolutely nothing. 

I had no salivary glands left to produce hunger. My stomach was a shriveled, necrotic sack. The idea of tearing into his flesh, of eating him, was not just repulsive—it was absurd. It was an insult to my purpose. I was not a mindless predator. I was a scalpel. And this boy was not my target. 

But I looked down at my own body. My suit was shredded and caked in grave dirt. The left side of my skull was a cavern of exposed bone and dried brain matter. If I walked into the city looking like this, I wouldn't make it two blocks before a panicked civilian called the police. I needed to be obscured. I needed a shroud. 

I looked at the Ford pickup truck. Folded haphazardly in the bed, weighed down by a cinderblock, was a heavy, industrial canvas tarp. Dark green, stained with oil and dirt. Perfect. 

I stepped out of the shadows and into the harsh fluorescent glare of the canopy. 

Scrape. Thud. 

The sound was louder on the concrete. I walked past the first pump, moving toward the truck. The light hit my skin, illuminating the purplish pooling of the blood under my gray flesh, throwing the deep crater of my crushed skull into sharp relief. 

Scrape. Thud. 

Inside the store, the boy looked up. 

He didn't hear me—the earbuds were still in his ears. It was the movement that caught his eye. He glanced out the window, expecting to see a late-night trucker or a lost traveler. 

I saw the exact moment his brain failed to process what he was looking at. 

He froze. His thumb hovered over his phone screen. His eyes locked onto my dragging, broken form. For a second, he thought it was a prank. A drunk. A crash victim. 

Then I turned my head, fixing my one wide, unblinking right eye directly on him through the glass. The fluorescent light fully illuminated my face. He saw the missing jawline. He saw the black blood. He saw that I was not breathing. 

The smartphone slipped from his fingers, clattering onto the linoleum floor. 

The boy stumbled backward, knocking over a display of candy bars. His mouth opened in a silent scream of absolute, primal terror. He scrambled over the counter, falling onto the floor, desperate to put distance between himself and the plate glass. 

I didn't alter my pace. I didn't reach for the glass. I didn't even turn toward the door. I simply maintained eye contact as I walked past the storefront, moving steadily toward the pickup truck. 

By the time I reached the rear bumper of the Ford, the boy was visible again. He had crawled out from behind the counter and pressed himself into the far corner of the store, wedged between the ATM and the lottery ticket machine. He was sobbing uncontrollably. He had pulled his knees to his chest, his hands clasped together, his eyes squeezed shut. I couldn't hear him through the glass, but I could read his lips. 

He was praying. Frantically, desperately praying to a God he hoped could save him from the demon walking across his parking lot. 

Keep your God, I thought, my dead mind radiating cold indifference. I have no use for Him either.

I reached over the side of the truck bed. My fingers, stripped of skin and slick with my own dried fluids, gripped the coarse canvas of the dark green tarp. I pulled it free from beneath the cinderblock. It was heavy, reeking of motor oil and mildew. It was magnificent. 

I swung it over my shoulders, pulling it over my shattered head like a cowl. The heavy canvas draped down to my calves, hiding my ruined suit, obscuring my caved-in skull, throwing my face into deep shadow. I looked like a monstrous, misshapen monk. 
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