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I crouched low in the undergrowth, my knife resting lightly in my grip, its familiar weight comforting. The snare was set just ahead, a simple wire loop tucked beneath the cover of dried leaves and tangled roots. It was the same type of trap I had been setting for years, ever since I realized no one was coming back for me.

Hunting was a waiting game, and I was patient.

The trees pressed in around me, thick and gnarled, their bark stripped bare in places where desperate hands had torn them apart for kindling. The ground smelled of damp earth and decay, the scent of old life feeding new growth. High above, what little light managed to filter through the twisted canopy painted the forest floor in shifting patches of gold and gray.

The world had not always been like this.

I didn’t remember much of how it used to be—only glimpses, fragments of a life I had once known. A home with walls instead of dirt. A bed with blankets instead of a pile of leaves and old coats. The warmth of my mother’s arms. The sound of my father’s voice, firm but steady. But those memories were brittle, worn thin by time. Now, there was only this. The bunker. The forest. The silence.

I shifted, careful not to disturb the dried leaves beneath me. My stomach ached, empty for too long. If I was lucky, a rabbit would stumble into the snare before nightfall. If I wasn’t... well, I had learned how to live with hunger.

I glanced toward the wire trap, partially hidden beneath a bush. It had been set for hours now, long enough that something should have passed through. But nothing had. I furrowed my brow.

The woods were never truly silent. Even on the stillest days, the forest was alive with sound—the rustle of birds shifting in the trees, the scurry of small creatures darting between the roots, the wind weaving through the branches like a whispered conversation. But now? Nothing. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I tightened my grip on the knife.

I had spent years learning the ways of this place, understanding its rhythms. I knew when the silence meant nothing... and when it meant something was wrong. This was wrong. I listened harder, my pulse thrumming in my ears. Still, nothing. No wind. No leaves shifting. No distant caws from the crows that nested in the dead trees at the edge of the woods.

Even the insects had gone quiet. I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. I had felt this before. Once. A long time ago. The day my father left. It had been like this then, too. That same unnatural stillness, like the world itself had frozen. I remembered standing at the bunker entrance, my small hands gripping the edge of the rusted metal hatch, staring after my parents as they disappeared into the trees.

They had promised they would return. They never did. A snap echoed through the woods. I jolted, every muscle in my body locking into place. It had come from behind me. Not near the snare. Not a rabbit or a squirrel. Something heavier. I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. I just listened. Seconds stretched into eternity. My heartbeat thundered in my ears. Then—another sound. Closer this time.

A footstep. I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to stay still. It could have been anything. An animal, maybe. A deer wandering too close. But my gut told me otherwise. I had spent years surviving in these woods. I knew what belonged here and what didn’t. And this? This didn’t belong.

I shifted ever so slightly, lowering myself closer to the ground. My fingers curled tighter around the knife. I could run. My bunker wasn’t far. If I moved now, I could make it before— No. I forced the thought away. Running made noise. Noise got you killed. Another footstep. Slow and deliberate.

Not a deer or a rabbit, not a scavenger or human. It was something else entirely. I turned my head just enough to peer through the dense brush behind me. Shadows stretched long across the ground, cast by the fading light. The trees loomed, thick and tangled, their branches like skeletal fingers reaching for the sky.

But beyond them—something moved.

A shape. Dark, shifting between the trunks. I swallowed hard. Could it be scavengers? It had been years since I’d seen one up close, but I knew the signs. The way they moved, cautious but practiced, eyes always scanning, always searching. They were the reason I stayed hidden. The reason I never strayed too far from the bunker.

Because scavengers took. And they didn’t care who they hurt in the process. I held my breath, pressing myself lower against the earth. My heartbeat was a wild drum against my ribs, but I stayed still. Stillness was survival.

The shape shifted again, stepping forward amongst others. I could almost make out the other figures now, low and cautious, their movements precise but unhurried.  A sharp spike of fear lanced through my chest. Had I left tracks? A trail? Had whatever it was found my snare? I forced myself to stay calm. Think. Think.

They might have known I was there; I was unsure. They could just be hunting, like I was. They’d never find me here, unless I moved. Unless I gave myself away. I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to remain still. The figures paused, their heads turning slightly, as if they were searching the area. I saw their shining eyes now, felt their gaze pass over me, but I didn’t move. 

Didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe. A long moment passed and then, slowly, they stepped back into the shadows. I waited and waited. And then— Silence. I stayed in place for what felt like an eternity, muscles coiled tight, every nerve in my body screaming to move. To run. But I didn’t.

Not until I was confident that they were gone. Not until the forest breathed again, the wind rustling through the trees, the distant call of a bird breaking the stillness. Only then did I truly breathe, my body releasing the tension with a quiver. I didn’t know what they were. Didn’t know what they wanted – I’d never experienced something like that before but everyday this world seemed to teach me new lessons.

I sometimes didn’t understand the lessons, but I knew one thing for certain. Whatever they were, they had been looking for something. I watched again, this time slowly moving from my hiding place to get a better view of my snare. I still needed to eat – the small rations and the wild nuts and berries I’d gathered weren’t enough to get me through just yet. I didn’t dare touch my stash of preserved food.

I had a single rabbit in my bag, and hoped that I’d get another that day, but things seemed to not be going my way. The forest was too quiet. It had been quiet before, when I saw that shape moving through the trees, and this was similar. This wasn’t just stillness. This was a warning, something animalistic - instinctual. My gut told me to move, to run, but I stayed crouched, fingers gripping the handle of my knife so tight my knuckles ached.

The gleaming eyes appeared first, low to the ground, catching the fading light. Then, the shapes emerged, slipping between the trees, their movements too fluid, too deliberate. My breath caught in my throat. Wild dogs.

But they weren’t just scavenging strays. These creatures were coordinated, moving in practiced formation, spreading out to flank me. Some had ragged fur, old scars splitting their muzzles. Others, disturbingly, still wore tattered collars hanging loose around their throats, barely more than scraps of their old lives. A reminder that they had once been something else—someone’s pet, someone’s companion. But those days were long gone.

Now, they were hungry.

I stood slowly, keeping my knife raised, trying to make myself look bigger. The largest of them, a thick-bodied mutt with patches of missing fur, let out a low growl. The others followed suit, the deep, guttural sound rolling through the trees.

I took a step back. They took a step forward.

My heartbeat pounded in my ears. I could fight off one, maybe two if I was lucky, but an entire pack? No chance.

Then, they lunged.

I turned and ran.

The underbrush clawed at my legs as I tore through the woods, branches slashing at my arms. The dogs were right behind me, their snarls and snapping jaws closing in fast. I sprinted toward a thick tree, its gnarled limbs stretching high above. If I could climb—

I reached it, leaping for the lowest branch, fingers scrabbling against the rough bark. My muscles strained, but the tree was slick with moss, my grip failing as I tried to hoist myself up.

Then, pain—sharp, searing, as teeth clamped onto my ankle.

I shouted, kicking wildly. My boot connected with something solid, and the pressure released just long enough for me to yank my leg free. I scrambled, breathless, spinning to face them. The pack had surrounded me, circling, their eyes wild with hunger.

Think, Wayne, think.

I couldn’t outrun them. I couldn’t climb. But I could still fight.

My hand flew to my pocket, fingers closing around the small, nearly empty lighter I always carried. Fire. It was a gamble, but it was all I had.

I flicked the wheel once. Nothing.

Twice.

A spark.

The third time, a tiny, flickering flame danced to life. I grabbed a fallen branch, shoving it into the fire. The bark smoked, then caught. The flame curled around the dry wood, feeble but enough.

I swung the makeshift torch toward the pack. The closest dog flinched, snarling but hesitant. I took a step forward, waving the fire, forcing them back. But they weren’t running.

They were waiting.

The leader lunged. I barely had time to react, thrusting the burning branch forward. The flame caught fur, just for a second, and the dog yelped, stumbling back, its muzzle curling in pain. Another one darted in from the side. I twisted, slashing with my knife, catching its shoulder. A thin line of red appeared, but it barely slowed.

They were desperate. Starving. They weren’t going to stop.

I swung again, catching another across the snout with the torch. The scent of singed fur filled the air, thick and acrid. One of the smaller ones tried to dart past me—I kicked out, my boot connecting with its ribs, sending it sprawling. But they kept coming.

Another charged from behind. I barely turned in time, feeling the hot breath at my side as it snapped for my arm. I jabbed the torch toward it. The flame licked its tail, and then—

A yelp. A flash of movement. And the dog bolted, tail ablaze, streaking through the trees. The rest hesitated. Their leader let out a sharp bark, but it was too late. Instinct took over. One by one, they turned, chasing after the burning dog, vanishing into the forest. And then, silence.

I stood there, panting, the torch still smoldering in my hand. My leg throbbed where the dog had bitten me, my arms streaked with dirt and sweat. My heartbeat refused to slow. They were gone. But for how long?

I exhaled, glancing toward the direction they had run. Those dogs hadn’t just been wandering. They weren’t supposed to be here. Something had pushed them into my territory.

And whatever that something was... it was still out there. I wasn’t going back to the snare today. Whatever had been caught in it wasn’t worth the risk.

Instead, I turned toward the outskirts of the woods, where the trees gave way to the remnants of a world I barely remembered. The ruins of an old neighborhood loomed in the distance, half-swallowed by nature’s slow reclamation. I wiped the blood from my knife and kept moving.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2


[image: ]




The ruins of the neighborhood stretched before me, swallowed by time and nature. Once, people had lived here—families with kids, pets, front yards filled with toys and mailboxes overflowing with junk ads. Now, the houses stood abandoned, their windows shattered, doors left swinging open like gaping mouths. Ivy curled around porch railings, trees split the cracked sidewalks, and weeds clawed through the remnants of what had been civilization.

I moved cautiously, sticking to the side streets and backyards where thick overgrowth offered cover. The wind whispered through broken gutters, rattling the shards of glass that still clung to window frames. I had been scavenging this place for years, long enough to know which yards still grew food. Nature had its way of reclaiming things, and while the houses rotted, the earth never stopped producing.

I crouched near a familiar fence line, where a garden had once thrived. The raised beds were now overrun with weeds, but beneath the tangle, certain things still grew. Small onions clung stubbornly to the soil, their bulbs hidden just beneath the surface. I dug them out with careful fingers, adding them to my pouch. A few feet away, thin wild carrots peeked from the dirt. They were small, scraggly things—not like the thick, sweet ones from the old world—but food was food.

I took what I could, my ears straining for any sound beyond the rustling of leaves. The memory of the dogs still lingered. They hadn’t belonged here. That meant something had pushed them out, and I wasn’t eager to find out what.

Further ahead, near a collapsed wooden fence, I spotted a pear tree. Its branches hung heavy with ripening fruit, golden-green against the gray sky. I reached up, plucking two of the best ones I could find. Their skins were slightly bruised, but the fruit inside would be good—better than the dried rations I had been living on.

I stuffed them into my pack and kept moving.

There was a house at the end of the street with an old swimming pool in the backyard, one that had long since filled with rainwater. Over the years, wild ducks and geese had made it their resting place. Once a year, if I was lucky, I could snatch some fresh eggs or even a bird for meat. I lingered near the overgrown fence, eyes scanning the surface of the water, but today it was still. No ripples. No movement. The birds had already come and gone.

Still, I made a mental note to return soon. Survival was all about knowing when to be patient.

I moved carefully through the neighborhood, never staying in the open for too long. Some streets were too exposed, their houses too collapsed to offer cover. Others were better, with thick trees and unkempt hedges giving me a path to slip through unseen. I kept to the high ground where I could, climbing certain trees and using the branches to move from one yard to the next. It was a trick I had learned early—leave no footprints, no trail. If scavengers passed through, they wouldn’t know anyone had been here.

I swung from one thick branch and landed lightly near the ruins of a house—one I had memorized every inch of. It was nothing more than a charred skeleton now, its frame barely standing against the weight of time.

My home.

Or what had once been.

I took a deep breath and moved forward, navigating the wreckage. My steps were careful, avoiding the brittle, burned wood that could collapse under too much weight. Beneath the fallen beams and overgrown vines was the entrance to my bunker—the only place in this world where I was safe.

Instead of walking directly to it, I climbed the large oak in the neighbor’s yard. It had been growing here long before the world fell apart, and I had used it for years to keep my entrance hidden. At the highest branches, an old treehouse sagged from age, the boards warped from rain and time.

I grabbed the rope I had secured there long ago and, with practiced ease, zip-lined across the gap between trees. The rush of wind cut through my hair, the familiar drop in my stomach lasting only seconds before I reached the other side. I landed lightly on the one section of my house’s roof that wasn’t completely caved in.

No footprints. No sign of activity. No way for anyone to follow me.

I shimmied down an old flower lattice, the once-delicate structure now a lifeline, and landed near the back of the house. There, hidden beneath layers of debris and leaves, was the cellar door.

I crouched, brushing away the vines that concealed it, fingers finding the edge of the metal grate I had built to camouflage the entrance. With one final glance around the ruins, making sure I wasn’t followed, I slipped inside.

The door shut behind me, sealing out the world. 

The bunker was silent except for the soft hum of the ventilation system, filtering stale air through the underground space. The place was small but well-maintained, every supply carefully organized on metal shelves along the walls. Canned food, water jugs, medical supplies—everything my father had left behind was accounted for, rationed, and stored with precision. The space was neat, but lived-in, the only home I’d  known for the past six years.

My father built this bunker to keep our family safe. Thick steel walls, reinforced doors, emergency power—everything had been prepared for the worst. But when the evacuation orders came, my parents had left.

"We’ll be back, Wayne. Stay here. Stay safe."

I was eleven when they made that promise. I was seventeen now. And they had never returned. I had long stopped believing they would.

Shaking off the thoughts, I turned his attention to the rabbit I had snared earlier, the one bit of luck I’d had today. After everything—the wild dogs, the eerie silence of the forest -I needed a good meal.

My movements were practiced as I skinned and cleaned the animal over a metal basin, my knife working efficiently. I had done this more times than I  could count, gutting the rabbit and setting aside anything useful—the hide for later tanning, the bones for broth. Nothing went to waste.

Once the meat was prepared, I filled a small pot with water from his rationed supply, setting it onto my hot plate. The bunker’s electricity system still worked—barely. The solar panels above our burned-out house were covered in dust and grime, just enough to keep scavengers from noticing them, but they still absorbed enough sunlight to power my essentials. Air filtration, hot plate, my lamps, his heating system, and the battery pack I used to charge small devices.
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